
orbost and district

There are 6 women in the Orbost Study 
Circle. ‘Women on the Move’ - they are a 
diverse group with common - and varied 
- interests.   

Sharing stories about other communi-
ties led them to reflect on great Orbost  
projects such as the Exhibition Centre, the 
Rainforest Centre, the Mosaic Pathway, 
Forest Park beautification and the Wilder-
ness Bike Ride.  These experiences led to 
a stronger sense of unity, ownership and 
pride. Newcomers welcomed hearing of 
these stories. But the lack of informal child 
care made it difficult for parents to attend 
the group on a regular basis.  

The dream of a place that welcomed women 
and children became a focus for the group.  
The group are hopeful of linking with the 
state initiative in Capacity Building.  They 
are planning a workshop to share their 
skills and knowledge in the Spring.  

playgroup was funded  for two years and 
C4C  supported fun days for under 5’s.  
 
The second group of 10 represented a di-
versity of ages and backgrounds. Lack of 
childcare meant lack of employment and 
study opportunities - 5 members needed 
regular childcare, 6 needed after school/
holiday care - but none is available.

The facilitator’s involvement in Balinese 
communities led to discussions and com-
parisons of the cultures. Photos and in-
formation are now being exchanged. The 
study circle became involved in the “Sec-
ond Sight” project sending  reading glass-
es to Balinese villages.  In many cases the 
simple gift of glasses gave back the ability 
to earn a livelihood through art and craft.    
Grateful recipients have sent examples of 
their craft to Buchan.  

goongerah and district
  
70 km north of Orbost, Goongerah is nes-
tled between the Errinundra and Snowy 
River National Parks. There is a popula-
tion of about 60. There are no shops, no 
TV reception and intermittent radio re-
ception.

The Goongerah Study Circle proved a good 
mix of interests across the nine mem-
bers. Common themes identified by the 
group included education, employment 
and housing.  Although anticipated ‘out-
comes’ did not occur immediately, most 
felt the experience to be valuable - learn-
ing  facilitation skills, the need for ground 
rules and recapping - they became more 
confident to speak in a group.

After the official ‘end’ of the study circle, 
participants suddenly became extremely 
active - the community group G’DAEE be-
came a vehicle for Study Circle ideas and 
other projects. They include: 

A bike track. Off-road and running the 
length of Goongerah, to enable safe ac-
cess for children to get to school, as 
well as residents and tourists.  It would 
include interpretative information on 
the surrounding forest and history of 
the town. An emphasis on using lo-
cal knowledge and local people to build 
the track would provide employment. 
A range of partnerships resulted in 
$55,000 being allocated to employ a local 
person.  Two community walks, attended 
by 30 people identified the route.

Stories my community told me
Strengthening the heart of community life
A unique project and partnership between East Gippsland Early Learning Years Committee,  
the  Centre for Rural Communities Inc. & Monash University

Family Fun Day. An event to bring the 
community together: a market emphasis-
ing locally made produce; BBQ; children’s 
activities; and construction of a commu-
nity banner.

Childcare. G’DAEE received funding 
from C4C Local Initiatives Project to fa-
cilitate education for 3 local people.  
This could be for Family Day Care Cer-
tificate III to allow childcare in children’s 
homes or at the hall.  There has also 
been progress on the after school care 
through the Goongerah School Council.   
 
Potential has been realised – working to-
gether without ego, open forum.

buchan and district

2 Study Circles were drawn from this district. 
The first group involved 16 people - all 
with ‘under 5s’. Lack of childcare delayed 
the start of this group and became an im-
mediate focus.  Initially there was frustra-
tion, even anger over the urgent need to 
improve family services in the district. As 
the group progressed through the study 
circle kit an awareness and mellowing 
took place.  

The group organised an information ses-
sion “Services available to Young Families 
in the Buchan District”. Attendees became 
aware of the mutual frustrations  and that 
communication among strong partner-
ships was the way forward.   Remote Fam-
ily Services responded to increased need 
at the Buchan Kindergarten, a supported 

Study Circle locations  
in East Gippsland



mallacoota is a small coastal town renowned 
for its unspoilt beauty, and famous for its art and music.  

Mallacoota Study Circle identified community strengths as 
a place that was safe for families, a clean environment, a 
caring community and a strong capacity to achieve projects. 
However, some women felt isolated from the support of ex-
tended families during children’s early years. The local play-
ground was seen as inadequate. Improving the public play-
ground to become safe, comfortable and enjoyable for all to 
use became a goal of the group.    The group developed a 
plan for the playground and contacted the Shire.  Individuals 
reported improved communication skills with their families, 
each other and the broader community.  They drew strength 
and friendships from the group. 

paynesville
All participants identified  a desire to get involved, or remain 
involved in the community - and to ‘give something back’.  
Joining the Study Circle was seen as one way to do this. 

Members of the group found connections across age groups 
- young families moving to a new area, ageing grandparents 
and young grandchildren. The importance of being there to 
share, play and comfort children was discussed.  Single par-
ents discussed the  pressures of returning to work.

The Paynesville group focused on helping people connect with 
the community by developing a welcoming brochure subse-
quently produced via partnerships with the Apex Club and 
the East Gippsland Shire.  One member was acknowledged 
as a wealth of knowledge for things not commonly known 
and ‘local wisdom’ helped to personalise the information.  

The project
Children are the centre of 
community life - the motivation 
for planning vibrant futures - 
but also the most vulnerable in 
times of stress.  

This project sought commu-
nity-based solutions to family 
and child-focused  issues  in 
East Gippsland.

East Gippsland
East Gippsland’s communities 
include coastal and hinter-
land locations as well as larger 
towns and regional centres 
with diverse histories in regard 
to children’s services.

During this project East Gipps-
land communities have expe-
rienced major natural disas-
ters of fire, flood and drought 
- along with the continued im-
pact of restructuring traditional 
rural industries. 

Community ownership 
The project values ownership 
by community and has a  com-
mitment to local facilitators so 
that the unique characteristics 
of each community becomes 
‘visible’ in future planning. 

This place-based planning is 
new in Australia.  It is a move 
away from management and 
control by departments to-
wards engagement with com-
munity members who become 
integral partners through the 
contribution of local knowledge 
rather than passive recipients 
of services. 

Professional devt
The project provided access 
to the Graduate Certificate in 
Regional Community Develop-
ment for facilitators.  

Study Circles
Local facilitators invited inter-
ested community members 

to participate in a study circle 
using ‘Building Rural Futures 
through Co-operation’ (Sheil 
1998) as a guide to determine 
how best to work with each 
community in the interest of 
young children and families.  

Study Circles run for 10 – 12 
weeks providing a forum for 
people to meet in small groups 
and discuss what they value 
about their communities. 

They learn skills of working 
together and respecting differ-
ence before envisioning how 
they would like their futures 
to be. 

This sets the long term goal 
that shapes a small short-term 
project moving the group from 
planning to action.  

In many communities these 
small steps led to new oppor-
tunities and partnerships as 
people became more confident 
in speaking about plans for the 
community. 

Community members had 
the option of accreditation 
with East Gippsland Institute 
of TAFE.  Eight facilitators, 3 
Co-ordinators and 90 commu-
nity members were directly in-
volved.  Community members 
reported that their enhanced 
skills made working in groups 
more enjoyable and produc-
tive.  

bairnsdale 2 Study Circles - Central & East
 
Central: Diversity in ages and interests was a feature of this 
group and the Study Circle was a great opportunity for peo-
ple to come together and realise that sharing ideas and open 
communication are great ways of moving forward.  Partici-
pants presented ideas to help create a more child-friendly 
environment in the new maternal and child health facility. A 
‘dress up box’ was created as a positive gesture for the new 
facility.  This was a great way to conclude the group whilst 
also making the community more family-friendly for existing 
families.  
East:  This Study Circle was a way for a small group to dis-
cuss life in Bairnsdale - and how families could be better sup-
ported.  Most were highly educated and liked being able to 
use their skills in a small city however, their expectations of 
facilities for families were frequently lacking. Improvement 
of library facilities and range of books and resource materi-
als emerged as a priority. The group applied for funding to 
bring a story teller and artist to the area.  They are keen to 
initiate this activity to promote sharing of local stories. All 
shared their interests in raising children and their enjoyment 
at forming new social networks.

omeo & swifts creek  
 
The members of this Study Circle are mainly young parents with pre-
school children. Childcare is organised for these sessions and work-
ing well.  A constant concern, was the lack of full time child care 
in the district and the impact this has on keeping staff at the local 
school and hospital. 

The  group  established a partnership to gain funding for a feasibility 
study for a Children’s Centre in Omeo.  This increased credibility has 
been acknowledged by regional, state, commonwealth organisations 
and local groups.  The Country Fire Authority has offered land to sup-
port the building of the Centre for the community. 

Visiting services to Ensay, Swifts Creek, Omeo and Benambra report 
greater levels of co-operation and willingness to work together be-
tween all these groups since involvement in the study circles. 

Despite extremely difficult conditions through natural disasters the 
community expresses optimism and support for this venture. These 
people are in urgent need of flexible child-care to support their in-
volvement.  
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lakes entrance is a coastal community  
dependent on tourism and fishing. The group began through 
personal contacts with young parents including Indigenous. 
Formal networks had few links with this group and word of 
mouth proved more successful. The group began by com-
piling a scrap book of activities and groups that they found 
interesting.  The scrap book expanded over time as young 
mums discovered more activities where they would be wel-
come.  As a project in working together they decided to hold 
a celebration and made and decorated a cake designed as a 
sailing ship. Life was precarious for some of these parents 
and attendance was frequently interrupted by demands on 
their time and where they were living.  


