Knowing Us as a Family
Shirley & Ian Prouse

Shirley and Ian Prouse live in Hervey Bay with their three children: Jacob, Kerryn and Leah (aged 13, 8 & 7 years respectively). In their spare time Shirley enjoys ceramics, sewing and gardening, and Ian pursues computing and electronics. In this article, Shirley and Ian describe the characteristics of a family-centred service by reflecting on their experience of Local Area Coordination.

A few years ago we travelled to Brisbane for our daughter Kerryn, who has Down syndrome, to have heart surgery. The five-hour operation went well, however post-operative complications developed. We nearly lost our beautiful daughter a couple of times, but for once her stubbornness worked in our favour.

In the midst of this emotional turmoil, the car broke down. We had the radiator flushed, but soon realised that we needed a new radiator to make the trip home. With all the costs associated with the trip, we could not afford to have the car fixed. Fortunately for us, Kerryn is registered with Local Area Coordination, a program offered by Disability Services Queensland in some regional, rural and remote areas. Ian sent a text message to our Local Area Coordinator in Hervey Bay and within three days our car was fixed and we were able to transport our little girl home safely.

Whilst the access to discretionary funding is very much appreciated, it is certainly not the thing we value most about this program. Our Local Area Coordinator is a great resource for the whole family; she puts us in touch with the people we need to know to ensure Kerryn’s needs are met and that we all enjoy a reasonable quality of life.

Some professionals we have come across are very distant or aloof; their professional persona totally masks their humanity. Our Local Area Coordinator is very much a professional and she knows her job well, but she is also very human in her approach to her work. She takes a personal interest in our family and it is obvious to us that she is not simply someone doing a job. Other people come into our home and primarily do things ‘to’ and ‘with’ Kerryn. The Local Area Coordinator comes into our home and spends time with all of us. She knows us as a family. Over the last four years we have shared stories, meals, photos, jokes, sorrows, triumphs, and lots of cups of tea. 
Initially, we were suspicious about the longevity of Local Area Coordination. We found it hard to believe that a government department could organise assistance to families when they most needed it, and do so relatively quickly without bureaucratic red tape. We were wary of the on-going support that this program promised, however that fear was also unfounded. 

High staff turnover in many disability and general health services has often resulted in Kerryn’s individual needs not being understood and hence, not met. Kerryn does not trust people easily; it takes a long time for her to get to know someone, and for them to get to know her. Our Local Area Coordinator has known Kerryn and our family for four years. Over that time, we have developed a real relationship: one based on honesty, trust and mutual respect. Together we have identified the needs of both Kerryn and our family and have set goals to ensure those needs are met now and in the future. Like most families we have had a few obstacles thrown in our way, but our Local Area Coordinator has always been there for us, and we have worked through these problems together. 

The quality of our relationship with the Local Area Coordinator is reflected in our practice of walking her out to the car when she leaves our home. The children help her carry her things and when she beeps the horn we all wave goodbye. We realised just recently that we do not wave goodbye to any other person who is paid to come to our home. It is an honour bestowed only on relatives and friends.

To us, family-centredness means understanding that in the midst of medical emergencies, long periods away from home, emotional turmoil and financial anxiety, it can be the small things that make all the difference. Car radiators, cups of tea and the beep of a car horn may not relate directly to issues of health and disability. However they do strengthen our family’s resilience and our ability to support our children and each other. 































[image: image1.wmf]
[image: image2.wmf]

_1060423065.doc



