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Newcastle Family Support Services Inc

About us
Newcastle Family Support Services is a non-government incorporated association
that has been providing services to families with children in the Lower Hunter Region
for over 30 years.
We have a vision of families flourishing as they raise resilient children in a just
society. We optimistically pursue this vision by providing services that include:


Counselling and individual assistance, either in the home or at a centre



Therapeutic group programs with associated child development activities



Supported playtime activities



Community work and



A family centre with a therapeutic community approach.

We believe that parents have a desire for their children to grow up to be good
citizens with healthy self-esteem and resilience. We believe that with appropriate
support most families can achieve this.
As we work with families we are informed by these core values:





All people have the ability and right to participate in decision making about
their lives, the services that they receive and their community
All people must be treated with respect: including honesty, generosity,
equity and empathy
Open, inclusive, secure and socially just communities are vital to the
wellbeing of families
The social context of a family impacts on them and must be considered in
our work.
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What we do and how we do it
Individual family work
Individual family work, usually in the
family’s home, is a significant
proportion of our work. It is the service
that is most commonly requested.
Unfortunately, we are regularly unable
to meet all requests for individual
assistance.

The thing I have gained from coming to
NFSS is the relationships my son and I
have gained with the workers and other
families. It is a place where you can
come and relax with or without your
kids. The workers are always willing to
help with any problems no matter how
large or small (Kristy).

Typically a family worker contacts the
family within one week from referral
and consults with the family about a suitable time and venue to meet. We aim to
meet with as many members of the family as possible, believing that all members
will have valuable contributions to make. Of course, this may not be possible,
particularly if the referral is from a member of the family who may wish to leave a
family violence situation. Over this year we provided individual family work
assistance to 224 clients. Typically 90% of the families that provide feedback on
this type of assistance report that the work contributes to improvements in their
family life.
Jennifer was referred from Community Services. Jennifer and her partner, Dan were
arguing around their two month old baby. Community Services were concerned about a
history of domestic violence. The baby was sleeping a lot and hardly woke for feeds.
Jennifer was on the methadone program. Jennifer had little family or social support.
Jennifer and her baby are living together. Dan has his own accommodation but has daily
contact with the baby and has a parenting role.
Our work started with clarification of our role: to work with them on the issues of concern
to them and to Community Services. We talked about their hopes for their child and how
they wanted to parent.
As the family worker shared information about child development, Jennifer’s confidence
in herself grew. She was able to reflect too on the circumstances that had led to the
removal of her other two children.
Jennifer and Dan have been to the family centre and found it to be a welcoming
environment. They are continuing to be involved.
The baby has thrived. Community Services are no longer involved with the family.
*Note that many details have been changed to protect the family’s identity
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Sue has one teenage son. She has an acquired brain injury from a childhood accident.
Sue struggles in social situations: finding it difficult to make and keep friends and
feeling as though she does not fit in.
She has found it difficult to make changes in her life. She did engage well with a family
worker. As the work progressed both Sue and the family worker focused on making
small changes but soon discovered that even the smallest of changes can be in fact life
changing. Early in the work Sue expressed a keen interest in sewing, although she did
not know how to operate her new sewing machine and she was not at all confident. The
family worker taught her some very basic sewing processes. Sue has now made cushion
covers for her lounge and a pair of winter pyjamas. She has recently enrolled in a sewing
course at TAFE and joined a community sewing group. Her confidence has increased
dramatically. Working with Sue on her interest in sewing has enabled a subtle but
powerful change for her.
*Note that many details have been changed to protect the family’s identity

Group programs
Over the year we provided 30 group programs for parents. Twenty seven of these
groups ran associated children’s
programs. These programs were
mostly provided in association
…We learnt about love and limits, for
with other organisations. This
our children so dear,
year we collaborated with
And along the way we have laughter
agencies as varied as Schools as
and fun
Community Centres, McCauley
Use the information wisely and keep it
Drug and Alcohol Outreach
near,
Service, Family Support Services,
(Excerpt from a poem written by a
refuges and neighbourhood
group participant)
centres. Services have been
provided across the lower Hunter.
The group programs are provided
in ways that emphasise family participation. After initial consultation with
collaborating agencies about identified needs a group
program is developed and promoted. At the initial session,
participants are invited to contribute to determining the
topics/issues that will be addressed in the sessions. The
group leader responds flexibly to these issues and designs
the program accordingly. This year we introduced a new
group program called Love Laughter and Limits. It has a
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focus on emotional intelligence and parenting. It included conversations on social,
emotional and cognitive development of kids.
We run a group program ‘Keeping Cooler’ about self-awareness and managing strong
emotions, particularly anger. Often situations arise in these groups where all members
get opportunities for ‘on-the–spot’ practice of what they are learning.
At about week four, a situation arose where a group member became increasingly agitated
as she talked about her experiences of abuse. She was unaware of the impact that she was
having on other group members (who were also becoming agitated and wanting to leave)
and unresponsive to the attempts by the group leader to intervene.
When the group member responded, the leader initiated a mindfulness exercise. The group
members then took a break.
Everyone returned to the group after the break. There was a discussion about injustice,
where everyone was invited to participate with regular checking in by each person on how
they were feeling. They then moved onto a body percussion exercise. The next time people
were asked to check how they were doing they noted that they were calmer, open and
energised.
The group, in planning their homework for the coming week, decided that they would
reflect on gratefulness and letting go.

Family centre
The family centre is a key place for developing a sense of community in our service.
It is a valuable opportunity for many families who have been isolated to develop an
understanding of processes that support resilient family and community
relationships. Our family centre operates three days a week and is attended by an
average of 10 families
on each day that it is
open. This year we
have provided a range
of activities, based on
feedback from families
and the skills and
interests of clients and
staff. We have
practised meditation,
learnt some quilting,
jewellery making and
mosaics. We have
cooked with the children
and families have made
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a short DVD of interviews with each other about
what makes a good family worker. We also
celebrated Mental Health Week, NAIDOC Week,
and Families Week.
A good family centre is a place where people
can find space for quiet chat or a cuppa,
participate in lively, loud discussions, use the
service’s technology or play. On any given day
we usually achieve all of this as we fumble our
way through in a building that was never
designed to meet these needs, is often
overcrowded and is becoming run down.
Conflict is inherent in a centre such as this. But
we mostly maintain enough generosity of spirit to learn and to move forward
together. We make room for celebrating achievements large and small and we grow
in ways we didn’t know were possible or imaginable.
Magda* is a woman who has been coming to the family centre for some time. She was
angry and extremely distressed that her children had been taken into care. She stayed
connected to the centre and the friends she has made there. Friends and staff listened
and supported, challenged and shared her journey.
Magda’s children are still in alternate care but now she acknowledges that she cannot,
despite her desire, care for them in the way they need at this time. She looks for ways that
she can stay connected and available to them when she has contact. She actively works to
improve her life skills with the hope that sometime in the future she will be more equipped
to meet their needs.
*Not her real name

John* turned up at the family centre one day in the middle of winter desperate about his
and his daughter’s housing. They were in imminent danger of being evicted from a unit
they could barely afford to live in.
We began to work on a few possible solutions, including caravan parks, and
accommodation through the Department of Housing and community housing. Six weeks
later and after a lot of telephone calls, letters, and legwork by John and our staff, John and
his daughter moved into secure community housing.
*Not his real name
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Playtime Plus
In providing our playtime activities, we have developed particular processes that
enhance parents’ relationships with their children while providing developmental
activities for the children. During the activities, parents are supported by family
workers to increase their knowledge of their children, develop their skills in
responding to their children’s growing social awareness and enhance their
understanding of child development.
This year, Playtime Plus programs have been provided in
two venues: a community centre at Wallsend and our
family centre. Parents’ participation in the ongoing
activities may be casual and low key or be part of case
managed activities designed to achieve particular goals
that the family has identified.
Families who attend note the value of learning to play with
their children. Additionally of course, new friendships are
made and community connections are
strengthened.

Playtime has been great for my
daughter……. Helps her with
interacting with children, plus it
gives us time together which we
both enjoy.

The Wallsend playtime is provided in an area
with a significant population of culturally and
linguistically diverse families where mothers are
frequently newly arrived in Australia and very
isolated. We have been excited by the
connections that we have seen develop as they make new friends through this
activity.

Monica* is the mother of two children aged one and two. She very reluctantly and
nervously joined the playtime activity. She found it difficult to trust the staff. Her
children were similarly nervous and stayed very close to her.
Gradually the children began to move around in the play area and interact with the staff.
Monica continued to stay on the edge of the group. She started to appreciate that the
children were enjoying themselves.
After several months, she cautiously began to interact, initially with staff members and
then with other parents in the group. These days Monica is actively involved in playtime
and the boys have moved from being very unsure of these surroundings to moving away
from mum happily knowing she is close by or even going to other adults when needing to
communicate or be comforted. They both love morning tea time, sitting up with the others
and are now eating fruit and cheese, where previously they would not eat anything other
than biscuits.
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Engagement through the playtime activity has allowed sufficient trust for Monica to be
able to ask for some assistance in dealing with sleep issues. This has led to some home
visits and the opportunity to engage around other parenting and relationship issues.
*Note that many details have been changed to protect the family’s identity

Some particular projects
Aboriginal families
The service has had funding to provide family support services to Aboriginal families
for many years. As well Aboriginal
families are supported to access
Family support has a good
reputation out there in the
mainstream programs offered by NFSS.
community. (Conversation at
As a mainstream organisation that
the school gate)
understands the deep historical mistrust
that Aboriginal people may feel about nonAboriginal organisations we feel particularly heartened when we hear feedback from
Aboriginal people that we are a good organisation.

Katrina* was referred by the early childhood nurse. She had a six week old baby and
several older children, including a teenage daughter who was pregnant. Her older
children and partner were fighting a lot. We engaged initially with Katrina and soon
learnt about violence within the family. Katrina was very distrustful of services and
people in the local area. The children were attending school out of area. Police had been
involved because of neighbourhood conflict. There had been reports to Community
Services and the possibility of eviction. Family work included liaison with the various
services and linking the father to a program for perpetrators of domestic violence. Katrina
was supported to link her children to the local school which has resulted in the children
feeling more settled and connected to friends in their neighbourhood. This has made the
children much happier as they go to school with their neighbourhood friends. Katrina is
gradually connecting to local services.
Community Services are no longer involved; there is greater harmony in the family. The
family continues to make changes.
*Note that many details have been changed to protect the family’s identity
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Fathers in families
NFSS has always believed that it is
“(They) were more connected
important that fathers participate in
when they got home (from the
family life; making strong connections
family camp)”…. (A mother
commenting
on the outcome of
with their children and participating in
the Fathers and Their Kids camp)
the decision making about their lives.
We provide group programs and family
work services particularly aimed at men
with fathering roles. This year we also provided a weekend camp for fathers and
their kids.
Ted and Alice* sought our assistance a year or so ago because of concerns about their
relationship, their parenting and their ‘life directions’. They have two children: a 15 year
old girl and an 11 year old boy.
As the work progressed they agreed on a temporary separation and Ted left the state. We
talked extensively about how Ted would stay engaged with the family, in particular his
children.
They re-engaged with our service this year. Ted and Alice have maintained their amicable
separation and are actively engaged in projects they had previously only dreamt of
including tertiary study, independent living, financial stability, growing new
friendships, addressing the impact of alcohol. Ted is well connected with his children.
*Note that many details have been changed to protect the family’s identity

Families dealing with mental health issues
This year our Headin’ Up program has continued to provide particular services to
families where a member has a mental illness. In this project we have provided
relatively intensive support including weekly home visits, group programs and access
to telephone support at other times.
We have continued to provide our Emotional Wisdom program based on dialectic
behaviour therapy principles. This work has
demonstrated the value of being able to offer
Thankyou…… If it wasn’t for
reasonably intensive support to families. It
you and family support I am
requires considerable commitment from
sure my life experience of the
participants: regular attendance at the group,
last two years would not have
been anywhere near as
individual counselling, homework and selfpositive
as they have been.
reflection.
Headin' Up has a particular emphasis on
connecting with Aboriginal families
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experiencing mental illness. We have collaborated with Aboriginal services including
Awabakal Newcastle Aboriginal Co-Op and Warlga Ngurra Women and Children’s
Refuge to provide a traditional basket weaving group as a means of supporting
Aboriginal women to connect with their culture while talking about the impact of
mental illness on their families.
Mary* is a grandmother who has the full time care of her 5 year old grand-daughter, Jay.
Vera and her daughter Rhonda had a very hostile relationship.
Rhonda has a serious mental illness and had been in hospital for many months prior to
the work. When we started working with Mary, Jay had not seen her mother for over 6
months and said that she could not remember what she looked like. Our work started with
supporting contact visits between Rhonda and Jay. Mary and Rhonda would not speak to
each other, nor be in the same room together. Mary would stay in one room while Rhonda
and Jay played in another room.
Other agencies were nervous about this work, because of concerns about the effect of the
contact on Rhonda’s wellbeing. The work was helped though by both Mary and Rhonda
being committed to improving the connection between Rhonda and Jay.
For the first 6 months, visits were pretty irregular, and resource-intensive, often being
cancelled at short notice by the Mental Health Team – either because of concerns about
Rhonda’s wellbeing or competing appointments.
Gradually the visits became more regular, and the benefits for both Mary and Jay became
more and more obvious. After 18months, all services now make the visits a priority,
recognising the key role that they play in Rhonda’s wellbeing. Plans are progressing for
Rhonda to be able to have contact with her daughter without the presence of other people.
Rhonda and Mary are still at odds. However, they manage the occasional note to each
other and the (very) occasional phone call. They have expressed a desire to work on
improving their relationship.
*Note that many details have been changed to protect the family’s identity
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Supporting Women Leaving Violence
This year we received funding for a project working with women who wanted to
leave domestic violence but maintain stable housing. This has been challenging but
rewarding work. It requires close collaboration with police domestic violence liaison
officers, the domestic violence court support service and housing services.
We support the women to obtain exclusion orders through court proceedings and
provide funding to make safety upgrades on their houses. We provide case
management to facilitate a gradual move to economic independence and overcome
the effects of living with violence.
Miriam* has 3 children: 14, 10 and 9. She had been in a new relationship for four
months. Her partner was very controlling and obsessive. He wouldn’t let her out of his
sight and always wanted to be at her house. He put his fist through her windscreen one
night and that was when she decided that was the end of the relationship. There has been
an AVO in place since separation and in this time the violence increased: he has assaulted
her, threatened her, stolen her car and damaged property at her house.
She had been dealing with this on her own and had been at court by herself with no
support or knowledge of the processes. She was ready to abandon the court process. She
was referred to NFSS and we were able to offer her court support, safety planning and
some security upgrades at her house. Despite a disappointing court outcome, she has been
heartened and encouraged to have support and someone who believed her story.
She has since enrolled herself in tertiary education and loves studying, finishing all her
assignments ahead of time, helping other students and eagerly looking for her next form
of study. She notes that her family has grown closer and more supportive since we
started the work together.
*Note that many details have been changed to protect the family’s identity
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How we are supported to do this work
Our funding
NFSS receives funding from a
range of state and federal
government funding programs
as described in Figure 1:
Funding sources.
Over the year we have also
received various donations
that have supported our work
including:



Mental Health
Community
Based
Programs, 25%
Community
Services
Grants, 29%
Early
Intervention,
5%
Men and
Family
Relations, 9%
Indigenous
Children , 7%

Staying Home
Leaving
Violence, 9%
Families
NSW, 5%

Family
Relationship
Skills, 11%

Microsoft & Donortec:
Figure 1: Funding sources
software, and
Michael Leunig: use of his cartoons for group flyers.

Our board
NFSS is directed by a hard working Board that consists of community members and
past or present clients of the service. The Board works closely with senior managers
to ensure that the organisation is providing high quality services to families in ways
that reflect the organisation’s values. Senior managers appreciate their collaborative
approach to the work and the many perspectives they bring.

Our staff
I expected to learn about group
Twenty four permanent staff members
processes and family work
and another ten casual staff work
theory…… but I also learnt to deal
directly with families and children. Other
with a highly emotionally charged
staff provide administrative, IT and
setting…….. attachment theory…
management support. The combined
how to make a child laugh…….
dealing with baby boogers on your
team has a wide diversity of skills and
shirt. (Student on placement)
passions – all directed to enhancing the
wellbeing of children and their families.
Staff
members
‘Watching her slowly
come from a range of backgrounds – cultural,
gain confidence and
professional, life style and life experiences.
trust …over the last
year has been
inspirational’ (Staff
NFSS Annual
Report 2010
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There is a strong team approach to the work. This ensures that we can share the
heartache and the inspiration that we experience as we work with parents and
children to improve their family life and ultimately the wellbeing of the children.
We find the work most challenging when we see the impact of social injustice, such
as a lack of affordable housing and poverty, on the ability of parents to care for their
children.
We are most rewarded when we walk alongside parents making changes in their
lives despite the overwhelming odds against them. Invariably we are enriched by
this experience.

Our volunteers
… the friendships I have made
Families who have been involved with
(at NFSS) will stay with me
the service often become volunteers,
forever. I have interacted with
helping the service to help other
staff, families, volunteer and
families. Volunteers have been
management: all have added
their
special touch to my life as I
involved in a wide ranging set of
hope I have to theirs. (Jo)
activities to support the service over
this year. They have assisted in
gardening, shopping, playtime
activities, food preparation, cleaning,
administration, welcoming new families to the family centre and the preparation of
the family newsletter.

Volunteers bring a wealth of experience to the service and also serve to remind us in
an ongoing way of the reciprocity that is so central to a rich community life. It is a
privilege to work with people who have often been treated unjustly in our society
but still retain a sense of responsibility for contributing to their community and
strengthening the services that support a community.

Highlights of the year
A new family centre
This year, we have been offered a building (the old Waratah Fire Station) which we
are planning to relocate our family centre to. We have been excited by the
possibility of having a family centre with good external space for children’s activities
and gardening, as well as adequate areas for a variety of activities associated with a
vibrant family centre including rooms for counselling, quiet office space, a room for
babies and large group activity rooms.
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We are currently awaiting the outcome of development application.

Conference presentations
This year staff and clients from NFSS have made presentations to conferences about
the work that we do. The focus of presentations has been our work with families
where a member has a mental illness.
We gave a poster presentation: 'Gin Dhanbaan Djuyaliyn, Strong Women Talking,
Coming Together, Weaving our Wellness' at The Mental Health Services Conference
in Perth.
We delivered a paper: 'Innovation and Research in a Family Support Setting:
Working Together With Families' to the World Children of Parents with a Mental
Illness Conference in Adelaide.
This is a pleasing development. Over the years it has been a challenge to take time
from the doing of our work in order to show aspects of it to our colleagues. We hope
that this is just the beginning.

Challenges of the year
Collection and analysis of evaluative data
The service has a commitment (articulated in our strategic plan) to ensure that we
have processes that collect data and evaluative feedback from the families that we
work with to inform and guide ongoing improvement. To this end, we have been
developing and implementing a client management system that is responsive to the
unique requirements of an organisation such as NFSS. This has been a huge
undertaking over the past 5 years. At the time of this report, we have been able to
extract some rudimentary data (as detailed in this report.) We look forward to
progress that will mean that we will be able to analyse data about the outcomes for
families.

Responding to emerging sector developments
This is the first year of the implementation of Keep Them Safe. This is the NSW
Government response to the Special Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection
Services in NSW. While many of the Keep Them Safe developments have been
welcomed, we have continued to be concerned that there has been an ongoing
relative reduction in the funding that we receive to provide the service that may
prevent children and their families from entering the child protection system.
We continue to work with families for whom homelessness or inadequate housing is
an ongoing issue. This has a significant impact on their ability to care for their
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13

children. We have been pleased to see the significant increase in funds for
community housing over the past year but feel concerned that much of the increase
has been focused on small (one or two bedroom) houses and units which are rarely
suitable for families with children.

Looking ahead
Family Centre
While we are still waiting for a successful outcome of the Development Application
submitted for our new family centre, we are cautiously optimistic that this will
proceed. We are planning to be in the new centre in the coming year and look
forward to making a very welcoming centre where families and staff are working
together indoors and outdoors, to develop friendships, skills and resources that
foster good family and community life.

Funding constraints
Funded programs that have become ongoing are normally indexed each financial
year. Over the years this indexation has rarely matched the increased costs
associated with providing the service. This has become particularly apparent in the
last few years but was cushioned to some extent by the introduction of new funded
programs that shared some of the fixed costs.
However, the service has not been able to absorb the increases associated with
wage rises, the cost of premises and overheads associated with accountability
requirements. There were two significant periods in this year, when we were not
able to accept new referrals. As we move into the new financial year, we have had
to reduce staff hours and this has meant that service delivery will be reduced. This
is deeply distressing in a situation where we are already finding that we cannot meet
the need.

In conclusion
We would like to thank all the organisations and individuals that have supported our
work over the past year: funders, donors and other community organisations. In
addition we would like to thank all the families and friends of Board members, staff
and volunteers who often end up participating, or helping in some way in our
various activities.
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Artwork by Michael
Leunig. Images from our
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Playtime Picnic day.

