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ABSTRACT

Human service professionals provide a range ofices\vo support the health and
development of children with a disability and tsiastheir families. Over the past
two decades, family-centred approaches have bewodety acclaimed as a means
of providing quality services. To date, research fegused predominately on
identifying or measuring discrete elements of pssienals’ practice with families,
such as parent—professional partnerships, famityred practice and family
empowerment, often neglecting to consider the leophctice context. What is
missing is an empirical and contextually groundedarstanding of how
professionals interpret and enact the multiple epteinforming practice. This study
addresses this gap by exploring how professiohaik tfeel and act when working
with families and by examining more broadly, theltirdimensional and contextual

concept of ‘professional practice’.

In this study, professional practice with familisconceptualised as a cultural
activity. The study sought to identify and desctilbe culture of professional practice
with families and how this culture is instantiatadlaily work practice. The
theoretical framework underpinning this study corfnesn Jerome Bruner’s cultural
psychology, and specifically his writings on siegction, culture and narrative.
Accordingly, narrative was considered a meanséatifl, describe and understand
the daily work practices of professionals ‘situaiedheir cultural setting and their

own intentions when working with families.

One hundred and sixty three stories about profeakractice were collected in
focus groups and individual interviews with humanvice professionals in New
South Wales, Australia. These narratives were gedlgeductively to identify the
culture of professional practice. This culture coisgd of ten components reflecting
professionals’ understanding of the culturally gtable ways of working with
families. The cultural components reflected pritespunderlying family-centred
practices as well as traditional medically framad amerging business-like
principles associated with managerialism and ecanoationalism. Narrative

analysis was employed to inductively develop fautuwral core narratives grounded



in participants’ storiesvlaking it work, having to fight, hopeless struggielmaking
the best of itProfessionals potentially have all of these rnisuea available to them

to explain their actions in each practice situation

The results of this study provide a description andlysis of the cultural world of
professional practice with families. For family-tesd approaches to become a
reality, these findings emphasise the critical imgace of education, policy and

staff development for professionals working witmfles that addresses the broader
practice context. Suggestions are made regardmtigeiuexploration of the cross-
cultural validity and the application and implicais of these narratives for
professionals and families. By exposing the cultfrprofessional practice and the
four cultural narratives, this study challengedgssionals, managers, academics and
policymakers alike to critically examine the praetculture and their contribution to

creating and sustaining it.
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