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Treading Lightly in People’s Lives

Anita Speed

All societies develop unwritten rules that guide the conduct of their members and construct a set of norms or standards to capture the various perceived rights and wrongs for that society. Some of the norms in our current society include: the notion that individuals should be able to make their own decisions on how their life should look; that people should be treated equally; and that an individual is at the centre of his or her own life.  Most people move through life without being conscious of these norms; they are simply taken for granted. Yet, for some people and groups of people in our society, these norms have not historically applied. Other sets of rules have been developed especially for certain individuals or groups which have resulted in people or groups being marginalised as ‛other’, and seen as not belonging to the valued core of society.  

Through legislation and changing values, society has begun to acknowledge that an ordinary life is everyone’s birthright despite the historical thinking that dictated otherwise.  Society is also beginning to acknowledge that this birthright extends to those who may need assistance in determining and living that ordinary life.
To illustrate how this is playing out, it is useful to think about how life is typically divided into two spheres: the public and private. The private sphere consists of our home, family and friends. 

The public or ‛professional’ sphere includes business, government, organisations, other 

public institutions and the workplace. Both spheres are underpinned by some of the fundamental societal norms – the common ‛rules’.

Each sphere uses its own language and worldview to make sense of information and events.  The public sphere speaks in terminology where events, production and even human services are described in systemic, rational, scientific, and outcomes-based technologies (depending on the ideology in fashion).  This worldview is reflected in the roles that people have, for example, manager, worker and employer.  The private sphere generally uses more social, personal, or emotional language and terminology, and people develop roles such as parent, homemaker and emotional supporter. 

People move between these spheres often, usually from work – the professional and public arena – to home – the individual and private arena.  They have often adopted ways to help the transition between the spheres so that they can more easily change roles when moving between these uncharted boundaries.  It could be by changing clothes when coming home from work to signify the changing role from ‛worker’ to that of ‛parent’, or closing a door to the home office when finishing work in order to make the transition into the private sphere.

For people with disabilities who rely on professional support to lead ordinary lives, the boundaries of the public and private spheres and the roles within them are distinctly blurred. Many people with disabilities might require the support of professionals (although it can be argued to what extent) in order to lead their daily lives. In this way, the professional sphere intrudes on the private sphere in the lives of people with disabilities as a common daily occurrence.  The result is often confusion and ambiguity of roles.  Support workers grapple with issues of friendship and people with disabilities become consumers in their own home.  With such differences in perspective, language, worldview and expectation, how can the private and public spheres work together in order for people with disabilities to achieve an ordinary life?

The development of a professional climate of quality systems, standards and other mechanisms within the public sphere is starting to articulate how to further the journey of having everyone acknowledged as valued and full participants in society. The rules of the public sphere are, however, difficult to apply in that area of overlap where the boundaries of the public and the private meet. Yet there is a need to negotiate this territory. By exploring the issues surrounding this complex and ambiguous situation of providing a professional service to a person within their private domain, we can begin to move towards an explicit naming of the ethic which must underpin an understanding of where the public and private overlap. At the point of intersection, the common ground must be based on relationships, which includes the notions of mutual respect and open communication.  It is in this zone of equal power in which a shared vision and common humanity might be nurtured.






