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editorial

Welcome to our Spring 2008 edition oPEPTalk.

At a recent social function the subject of the Paralympics came up.
Australia had been doing well, eventually bagging 23 gold medals.
One of the women at the function laughingly commented that in
some of the sports, such as swimming, the competitors look
normal until they come out of the water and then it becomes
apparent that there is “something wrong with them”. It had become
a matter of mirth within her workplace to try to guess what the
disability could be.

| said a few curt words in her direction after this comment and that
seemed to kill the story and the joviality of the moment. In
hindsight | think this was perhaps a mistake on my part. | may
have missed an opportunity for education by reacting angrily, but |
was genuinely annoyed at the apparent ignorance of her
comments.

The episode was a reminder that the general public is mostly
uneducated in issues of disability, and struggle with labels, political
correctness and awkwardness upon meeting a person who has a
disability. Thinking back to when | started working in the disability
sector, | suppose | also had a steep learning curve. | remember
one of my early shifts at Grace Court, the adult respite house run
by Disability Services in the 80s. | was sitting in a modern, homely
lounge room, with the television tuned to a familiar program. By all
intents and purposes it was a ‘normal’ setting, except that some of
the people sitting around that lounge room had severe disabilities
and there were instances of people rocking or making sudden
noises that didn't fit in to my image of a ‘normal’ household. It
seemed oddly surreal.

Of course in time | learned to move beyond the veneer of people’s
disability and got to know people by their personalities: likes,
dislikes, habits, abilities, sense of humour and aspirations. But |
needed exposure, plus a willingness to genuinely get to know
people with disability, and | acknowledge that the general
population don’'t necessarily have these opportunities or perhaps
even the desire to have them, locked in our own little worlds as we
are, worrying about our families, jobs and mortgages.

It wasn't long ago that people with disabilities did not exist at all in
the community. They were either in institutions or hidden away at
home. My father, whose generation particularly struggles with the
notion of disability, told me that when we lived in Peru, (prior to
1973) he only ever saw people with disability when there was an
earthquake; everyone would run out of their homes, including
previously unseen family members with disability who would not
have otherwise ventured out into the streets.

I am pleased to report that in a recent visit to Lima people with
disability are now present in the community; on family outings,
working at the local supermarkets, and seemingly going about
their everyday lives. However, despite the greater participation of
people with disability within the community these days, it still
seems that we do not yet grant them full acceptance, or
understanding.

At ACD we work with families on a daily basis, whose children are
denied equal education opportunities and/or community services
because of their disability. The underlying attitude seems to be
that because they have a disability they should be receiving
specialist services, in specialised settings, by people who are
specially trained. This denies people equal rights to access
services for ‘basic’, not ‘special’ needs. Needs such as education,
transport, and housing, for example, are basic needs, not special
needs.

This is where the overused term ‘special’ can really damage
people with disability. The ‘special’ tag has done a lot of damage

to people with disability because it denies community
responsibility from the support and acceptance of a particular
group of people. Those of us who work in the disability sector
will recognise the following comment from those who don't,
upon hearing about what we do for a living: “You must have
a lot of patience”. Essentially this translates to “I couldn’t do
your job, | don't have your patience, you need special
qualities to work with special people”. (For the record, I'm not
particularly patient.)

The ‘special’ tag has in the past justified decisions by
governments and communities to set up segregated settings
away from the community, where other, ‘more specialised’
people can look after people with disability. The special tag
often removes a ‘sameness’ from people; the view of people
being ‘one of us’ instead of ‘one of them'.

Please don’'t misunderstand my point here. There may
always be a need for services and schools for some whose
needs require more intensive support, and for families to
have a choice of settings. But nowadays disability specific
services are a lot more community focused. Cosmos, for
example, run their programs in the community. Hazelwood
School has a number of programs that include community
involvement and participation, thanks to the efforts and vision
of the Principal, Sherry Edwards, and her staff.

Schools are important training grounds for children to learn
how to be part of a community. The lessons, values, and
leadership they receive will help shape the kind of
community members and leaders they will become. Which is
why inclusion is so important; if done properly it not only
allows a child with a disability to learn about how to become
part of a community, but it also teaches other children from
an early age to accept that people with a disability are one of
them; they interact with them every day, see them in class,
play with them at breaks, they participate in sporting
activities, camps and school fetes. They are part of the
school community.

Many parents of children with disability will take the view that
the above picture | have painted of inclusion in mainstream
schools is idealistic and perhaps somewhat removed from
current practice. And they may be right. The reasons some
schools struggle with inclusion are that; 1. Some people still
resist accepting that it is their and their school’s responsibility
to educate a child with disability who is enrolled in that
school, and not someone else’s with ‘special’ qualities or in a
special setting; 2. There is difficulty understanding that
inclusion is an all of school responsibility, and does not just
relate to a classroom setting; 3. Inclusion policy does not
currently apply outside classrooms and education outcomes,
so children with disability struggle during lunch breaks etc.
with forming meaningful friendships and belonging to peer
groups, often becoming isolated and prone to bullying; and 4.
Inclusion is a passive policy in the sense that there is no
proactive education of the general school population about
disability; it is a policy that at best only includes school
personnel, the child and the parents. Meanwhile other
children are generally aware that there are students at
school who may appear to be different, struggle in
mainstream classes, or perhaps more easily lash out when
pestered or annoyed, without really knowing why.

Education, understanding and real acceptance of people is
the key to moving beyond the veneer of disability if we are to
become a truly inclusive community, and | challenge all
reading this to reconsider using the word ‘special’ in relation
to people with disability.

Manuel Duharte



