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Welcome to our Summer 2009 edition of PEPTalk. 
 
There are a number of pleasures involved with editing 
PEPTalk. I always look forward to reading and including 
family stories (anything written by Sheree Hill in particular – 
see page 20). Finding covers for the magazine is always an 
enjoyable though often difficult task, and I never fully relax 
into the process until I have found one. Covers such as this one 
that feature children and families are my favourites. This 
summer edition features proud dad, Ron Franks, with newborn 
Oliver and Isabella nearby, hand outstretched in a wonderful 
gesture of affection for her baby brother (see page 9). There is 
so much to like about the image, and I will touch on two things 
that make it a significant one for me. 
 
There’s not a lot written or said about fathers of children with 
disability, and certainly the dads I have met are not as inclined 
to talk about their experiences raising children with disability 
as the mums are: the impact on their emotions; their marital 
and family relationships; the angst of trying to find diagnosis; 
therapy and services; or how the sometimes heavy financial 
burden as provider affects them – something less common in 
modern families with two working parents - but one often still 
etched into the male psyche. 
 
I have to say that a lot of the dads I have met have not 
journeyed well, and here I can speak for myself. Denial and 
anger often sprout from a deep grief and complexity of 
emotions that most males are conditioned to not disclose. I’m 
not saying it is harder than the road travelled by mothers; I 
actually think it’s not. However, often mothers just get on with 
it; they ask for help; they seek respite; they talk to others more 
freely. I know I am in danger of generalising here, but I think 
you will agree with me. I often come across fathers of children 
with disability who are in a state of perpetual anger; a stage 
that mothers may also go through, but gradually move on 
from. These dads will tell me that in order to get whatever they 
need for their children they will shout, curse, intimidate, 
agitate and unleash rage. Late last year I met a dad who, when 
I asked how he goes about getting services for his child, told 
me that he eyeballs people and shouts at them. Mums have 
also learnt that this can be an effective strategy, but often as a 
last resort, not as an opening gambit. 
 
My counsel to fathers reading this is that acknowledging our 
grief fuelled anger is the first point of call towards accepting 
what lays ahead of us as the road we must travel. And that we 
must travel it with our children, partners, and families - not 
alone. Others may not understand this journey, and there is 
usually little point targeting them with what may amount to 
our misplaced grief. Re-channelling our energies from anger to 
communication, education, and perseverance in seeking 
significant outcomes for our children in a positive fashion is 
often the more effective path. I know that the many injustices 
our children can experience will raise fury in us and 
sometimes anger and passion may be justifiable responses, but 
then perhaps we should control them, and not have them 
control us. Of course, I will not lump all males into this 
category. Not all men are uptight, non-verbal, alpha males. But 
if you’re a man and this article is getting your hackles up, then 

you’ve got to wonder. For me, I don’t presume to be better 
that anyone. I am still battling grief and anger. 
 
I can also admit that I am often emotionally overwhelmed 
when it comes to issues that affect my daughter, and often 
clear, rational or reasonable thought processes fly out the 
window. It would be too simple to describe my relationship 
with Isabel as special. My feelings for her are such that I 
find it too intense to describe in words. There is such a 
strong bond between us and so much of me in her. So I 
personalise any injustices, any taunts, any labels or 
obstacles she endures. In a sense the disability tag still 
burns me because it can be such a meaningless label for 
such a complex person. To me, Isabel is just Isabel, without 
tags or labels. A young woman with likes, dislikes, 
aspirations and fears, strengths and weaknesses, but one 
who requires support to better understand the world around 
her: concepts, ideas, language, relationships and social 
cues; things that other children are capable of learning for 
themselves one way or another. 
 
A lot of the emotions I feel about my daughter wear the 
anger mask to disguise them. I was outraged when the 
word disability was first used to describe my daughter, or 
when any support she requires at school seems inadequate. 
By the way, we have been particularly lucky this year in 
finding a High School that has bent over backwards to 
welcome Isabel into their school community. The Learning 
Centre coordinator sat with us at a pre-enrolment interview 
and told my daughter that they would love to have her 
attend the school. This is the first time I have ever heard a 
school representative say this and I nearly cried (of course I 
didn’t because there was another bloke in the room). The 
school, by the way is Taroona High and the bloke is Ian 
Thomas. But amazingly, I went from feeling emotional, to 
quickly feeling - you guessed it - angry; angry that we had 
to wait till grade 9 before finding a school that responded 
so positively to our daughter. 
 
Isabel’s new school has given us the opportunity to start 
again, to have a new beginning, which is the second point 
of significance I will make from our cover. The summer 
edition of PEPTalk signals a new beginning, a new year, a 
new edition. The cover does the same; a newborn, a new 
life, an opportunity to start afresh. I like that, for the same 
reason that I like birthdays, Januarys and Mondays; they 
are opportunities to wipe the slate clean and make a new 
start. 
 
I have that opportunity now, after four years at ACD. It has 
been a rollercoaster ride that will soon come to an end for 
me, one shared with a wholly family focused board and the 
best staff any organisation could wish for. I have also had 
the privilege to meet so many wonderful families who have 
been kind enough to share their stories with me and for that 
I feel very grateful. For now, with exciting new projects 
and opportunities just over the horizon, I will sign off. 
Thank you for your readership and I wish you all the best 
along your journey. 
          Manuel Duharte 
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