CRUCIAL TIMES

ISSUE 21 JULY 2001

p. 11
RELATIONSHIP   BUILDING   IS   A

WORK-IN-PROGRESS
Vicki Grinlaubs co-ordinates a service that supports vulnerable, marginalized people to develop relationships in the local community which Vicki describes as a vibrant, bustling cluster of suburbs in Brisbane. Direct support workers, and those they support, are encouraged to have a strong sense of place.

Relationship building is a complex task for any of us, but supporting a person who is socially marginalised in making real and lasting links with others in that person’s community takes time and thought. Even the most creative, community-focused support worker would be unable to turn this kind of support into a fool-proof recipe with all the right ingredients: the correct levels of ‘participation’, the exact amount of ‘support hours’ and the most perfect ‘timing’ for a connection to be made. 

To begin a community-linking process for a person with an intellectual disability who is newly arrived in a well-established community, a service organisation may seek to work within the local community by engaging local residents to explore and re-explore their own community with the new resident. In this method, members of the local community are employed as support workers by the agency to spend time with each newly arrived person while they both enjoy a mutual sense of ownership of the public space that is their local community. The experiences that support workers have while engaged in this work can be very valuable as they can provide vital insights that help in understanding some of the perceptions of people with disability that are commonly held in the community. Their personal reflections should be valued, especially when they bring about change through a willingness to have their own values and beliefs challenged.

For most support workers exploring the local community with a person who has a disability, opportunities will sometimes seem to present themselves.  Opportunities arise in the everyday life of the community and the key is to value the small steps that are made in this everyday context. For example, a local café assistant begins to recognise Elsie, will start to say ‘hello’ each time Elsie comes in, and to engage directly with Elsie, perhaps looking for communication cues from the support worker. 

“Isn’t there more to linking than this?” I hear you ask. The reality is that I cannot always answer this question. Having a sense of belonging to a community is multi-faceted for all of us. It means knowing what’s around and who’s around, but it also means being known: by those who serve you coffee, pack your groceries or sell you fruit. Certainly not everybody in the community will highly value these relationships, but they are at least able to take them for granted, something that marginalised people are rarely able to do.

To actively participate in the community may mean joining local groups, engaging in local events or using public space for recreation. I often hear concerns raised that too much time can be spent on outings in parks and nature-reserves where people are not being engaged in activities, but time spent in the local community, absorbing its depth and breadth, is a vital part of feeling ownership of public space, and its importance should not be negated. The way to build relationships is through meeting people, and through engaging with others on common ground.

Ultimately, the facilitation of relationships for a person with a disability is a completely natural process; it begins by relating and happens through doing







