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And the people stayed home

And read books, and listened, and rested, and
exercised
And made art, and played games, and learned
new ways of being
And were still. And listened more deeply.
Some meditated, some prayed, some danced.
Some met their shadows.
And the people began to think differently.
And the people healed…
And when the danger passed, and the people
joined together again
They grieved their losses
And made new choices, and dreamed new
images
And created new ways to live and heal the
earth fully
As they had been healed.

Kitty O’Meara

IN FOCUS

FROM THE
CEO

I am the daughter of two school teachers. As such, my
upbringing included the importance of being able to tell a
story. So in my first magazine contribution as CEO, and in
running with the theme of story telling throughout this
issue, I thought I would tell you a bit of mine.
Born in Ararat, a country town in Victoria, my father had
been a teacher, the cleaner, the sports teacher and
Principal all in one, because at the school he taught, he
was it. He taught the one class with 30 kids ranging from
Prep to Grade 6, known as a 'Rural School’. We moved to
Greater Shepparton and when I began school, both my
parents also worked there. I wasn’t allowed to call them
Mum and Dad, it was Mr & Mrs Stewart - so the other kids
wouldn’t think I was given any privileges. Growing up with
parents as teachers meant that every school holidays we
would go on adventures. We went around Australia in
Grade 6. Not on our own - with 10 other families. There
were 30 of us in total, exploring this beautiful country. I
had a great childhood and I feel privileged.
When I was in Year 11, Dad was diagnosed with Young
Onset Parkinson’s Disease. He was 37. In Year 12, a friend
was in an accident and became a quadriplegic. They say
that the roads we sometimes go down are the result of
our experiences and that is true for me. Instead of
studying Architecture (which is what I’d always dreamed
of doing), I decided that I really wanted to help people.
I felt desperate to find a cure for Parkinson’s, work out
why my dad’s hands kept shaking. I found myself
undertaking a Bachelor of Applied Science Degree, in
Intellectual Disabilities. There weren’t any specific courses
on rehab, nor did I think I had the intellect to consider
a medical degree.
I began in 92’ at RMIT and in the second year of the course
we were required to do work placement at an
organisation for people with disabilities. I went to work at
Janefield Institution in Bundoora, and I knew after a week
of working there that I had two choices: become like
other workers I saw who showed absolutely no regard
for the health, wellbeing or rights of people with disability,
or do everything I could to make sure the people I
supported lived the best life they possibly could; free from
neglect, abuse and exploitation. What I witnessed at
Janefield was appalling and I knew that I had only one
choice. And that choice was to question everything I saw
and make sure I didn’t become ingrained in a bad culture.

At the end of Uni, I graduated as a MRN (Mental
Retardation Nurse). What an outdated term. That was
1994. Not that long ago!
My first full time job at 21 was as a House Supervisor.
I lived at the premises in a self-contained attached unit.
I worked 6pm Sunday night until 6pm Friday night under
what was called the ’24 hour model’. I was the only worker
for the 5 days and I supported 6 people with intellectual
disabilities. A worker would replace me for the weekend
shift. After 2 years I left and worked at Kew Adult Training
Support Services. A Day Service attached to the old Kew
Cottages. Another eye opening place, where the people
who lived there, were living sheltered, restricted lives.
I’ve also worked for small disability organisations,
including attendant care agencies as well as large
organisations like Scope.
I think my passion to make sure people with disabilities
were treated as ordinary people ramped up after I
became a mum myself and I was beginning to watch
a disease take hold of my dad. The hardest thing to hear
my dad say was that he didn’t want
to go out into the community anymore because when
people saw him, they didn’t see the person, they saw the
disability. The person who couldn’t walk properly, who
shook uncontrollably, and they treated him accordingly.
He said “I have Parkinson's, my marbles are still intact,
I just shake, but people don’t talk to me anymore, they
think that because I shake I mustn’t understand’’.
Dad’s words are always with me. He passed away 6
months after I joined focus. Completely unexpected so
no opportunity to say what needed to be said.
So why am I sharing this part of my story? Well, what I’d
like you to know is - I might be new to the CEO role and
there is lots to learn. I certainly don’t have all the
answers. What I do know is what a good quality of life
looks like and what it should never look like. I will always
ensure the people focus supports are in control of their
own lives and live the life they deserve to live. I will
continue to question everything we do, I will continue to
support people, including staff, including families, so each
and every stakeholder associated with this great
organisation and our community know that I am always
here for the right reasons. I made the right choice back
in 1992 and I’m here to make sure we all make the right
choices moving forward.

HAPPY BIRTHDAY

Both Hartigan and Seaview did everything
they could to wish Robert and James very
happy birthdays. Balloons, presents and
beautiful cakes were at both celebrations,
with staff and housemates wishing them
the very best.

TO EVERYONE WHO HAS HAD TO
CELEBRATE IN ISOLATION

The ladies at Oppy made sure that Tiffany's 23rd birthday was
an extravaganza she wouldn't forget. Putting on a spread that
would rival the efforts of any professional catering business,
they filled the house with colour and joy.

Bondi House helped out by making a beautiful cake and the party
festivities included, games, dancing and a very spirited karaoke
session - with obligatory disco ball included.

The work of people who agree to participate in fundraising
events impacts on all of our lives, even if we are not aware
of it. Many of us out there have done some form of
community fundraising at one point or another. As well as
changing the lives of others, taking on a challenge for charity
benefits everyone involved in ways we may never think of.
Take Marcus for instance. Never one to shy away from a
good cause, Marcus’ natural attitude of wanting to help
others has seen him getting involved and raising money for
a range of charities and non profit organisations over the
years. Of course the main aim is to help out a worthwhile
cause, but in doing so, Marcus has also enjoyed a sense of
fulfillment and selflessness, and has been a valued, active
member of his community in a meaningful way. His physical
fitness and mental wellbeing have both benefited, and he
has experienced that wonderful feeling of knowing he is
making a difference in other people’s lives.
Marcus was one of the first to sign up for last year’s 12 hour
Treadmill Challenge to raise funds for Very Special Kids. This
is an organisation that helps more than 900 families across
Victoria who have a child with a life-threatening condition. In
collaboration with Rotary Frankston, Marcus was part of the
focus team who kept a treadmill going from 8am to 8pm at
Core Fitness in Frankston, and in doing so, he played a key
role in raising over $2500.
Following that outstanding effort, Marcus then signed up
with 20 other focus team members to face the inaugural
Arthur's Seat Challenge fund raising event. Grey skies and
the occasional drop of November rain did nothing to
dampen his spirit, and Marcus made it to the top, which was
no small feat considering the 6.7 km distance and incline,
and Marcus received high fives and congratulations from
several of the other competitors along the way.
Over the years, Marcus has also volunteered at Frankston
RSL, selling badges for Anzac Day, doing his part in the
annual fundraiser to support war veterans and their
families.
And despite the limitations that 2020 has placed on getting
involved in community events, Marcus has stepped up once
again. This time it was in The Bloody Long Walk; a virtual
event that challenged people to walk or run 35km from 1st
– 10th August, raising money to cure mitochondrial disease.
Marcus went above and beyond the challenge, smashing
out 39km and raising $350 in the process.

Marcus shows us that efforts like his are simple but incredibly
valuable ways to live fulfilling lives as part of the community.
Taking on a charity challenge expands a person’s network and
increases the opportunity to meet new people. It builds a
sense of community. Getting involved in things like Marcus
does – like The Bloody Long Walk - provides a goal to
motivate someone to stay active. Of course there will be
days when your motivation will be low. Days when the last
thing a person wants to do is train for their challenge. But
when you’re taking on a challenge for charity, there are more
people counting on you. When you find yourself low on
inspiration, thinking about your charity, your donors, and the
people whose lives you are changing will spur you on in ways
you never thought possible.
Marcus would also tell you that there are incredible physical
and mental benefits. There have been numerous studies
which have found that raising money for charity and helping
others can improve your health. For example, research by the
Harvard University found that people who contributed their
time to community charity events were “42 per cent more
likely to be happy” compared to those who didn’t. Taking on a
challenge for charity can produce endorphins that promote
feelings of happiness, promoting excellent cardiovascular
health, reducing blood pressure and increasing your lifespan.
Completing a challenge for charity adds to developing and
strengthening skills to set goals and work towards achieving
them.
Getting involved like Marcus does helps someone appreciate
their friends and families as they support the person’s
efforts. They will also appreciate themselves, making them
feel good. It might sound cocky, but an important part of
living a good life is feeling proud of your own efforts and
accomplishments.
Good actions give strength to ourselves and inspire good
actions in others. And Marcus is an excellent example of how
one person’s commitment to accepting the challenge can
make positive changes in the lives of everyone involved.

EQUIPPED FOR LIFE

NDIS FUNDS BEING
PUT TO GOOD USE

Funds in Justin's NDIS plan for assistive technology have been
accessed and used to obtain a Grid Pad to ensure that Justin
always has a voice. This is fantastic technology that supports
Justin to communicate. Eye gaze technology enables Justin to
control his computer, and he can use this to play games,
communicate and navigate computer programs and resources.

Several people have accessed their NDIS
funds to purchase iPads which have been
incredibly useful in maintaining contact
with family, friends and supports during
isolation.

Andrew's goals included support to maintain mobility, as well as
accessing equipment to improve quality of life. This has resulted
in some fantastic equipment being funded, with Andrew now
benefitting from a standing machine, new wheelchair and a
wonderful new specially designed lounge chair that keeps him
comfortable and supported.

Long awaited funding finally arrived for
Julia to purchase a new wheelchair. This
improved model increases her
accessibility, enabling Julia better
support at all times, as well as easier,
smoother transfers which is a very
welcome improvement. Julia is looking
forward to going further afield to give
her new wheels a good test drive.

IN FOCUS

OUR
ESSENTIAL
WORKERS

Since March, our new normal could
be described as always feeling a
little off balance, like trying to stand
in a little boat, on rough seas, and
not knowing when the storm will
pass.
For our staff, the new normal has
involved not only adapting to this in
their personal lives, but also learning
new ways of doing their job, making
sure they have the skills, knowledge
and resources to ensure that
everyone is kept safe and supported.
Despite the challenges this
pandemic has presented, our staff
continue to do quality work,
adapting and responding with skill
and resilience.

Every day there is information
coming from the government, DHHS
and health authorities regarding
instructions and processes that need
to be quickly understood and
implemented. Personal Protective
Equipment (PPE) is mandatory, with
specific guidelines on how to use it.
This means our workers are
spending hours every day wearing
masks, and face shields, while trying
to ensure they can still provide the
necessary personal support to
people who may struggle with the
disruption and unfamiliarity this
situation creates. Response plans,
daily temperature checks, social
distancing and stringent infection
control procedures are part of what
it means to work in disability
support in this environment.

Our staff are not just the front line,
they are the last line of defense
against a pandemic that is relentless
in its determination to turn
everyone's lives upside down.
The staff at focus have met such
challenges in a spirit of teamwork
and perseverance. And that spirit
has not wavered since this
emergency began over five months
ago.
Our success so far in keeping
everyone safe from harm is a
testament to the work they are doing
every day, as they continue to
support people to live their lives in
an environment that is positive,
professional, compassionate and above all - safe.

OUR ESSENTIAL WORKERS

Dean has been brightening the days of
people at focus for over ten years. He is
known for the enthusiasm he brings to
work every day, and can always be
counted on for his energy, sense of play,
and incredible talents across a range of
activities; a qualified baker, a gifted
artist, and a person who has adapted
beautifully from a day service setting to
supporting people in our residential
services.

Anu approaches everything with respect,
grace, and compassion. She is committed
to the principles of active support, and
applies her knowledge of each person's
likes, needs, and communication styles in
how she works every day.

I started working for a bus company – doing the bus run for a
SDS in Narre Warren. After a couple of years doing that, I
realised I wanted to get more involved. I applied for a job at
focus. That was five years ago now and I still love it.
I don’t really have a typical day…there’s usually baking
somewhere in there, but I take each day as it comes and do
what people need me to do. Lockdown has really made me look
at the ordinary…it has forced us all to slow down and pay
attention; there’s time to appreciate the smaller, quieter
moments and see the value in experiencing them. Sometimes
we skip over the mundane because we don’t think it’s important,
but that can be where you find some of the best things in life.
We have always supported people to get up and involved in lots
of activities, and that’s great and we will keep doing that. But
lockdown has motivated me to appreciate the good parts of an
ordinary life and supporting people to experience that side as
well. I am motivated by looking at my life and the people in it,
looking at what is important to them and what makes our lives
meaningful, and bringing that to work with me.
Finding out what’s important to people and being there to
support them with those things. When do I feel like I’m doing a
good job? Those days when somebody is doing something they
haven’t done before, and they’re happy about it. I have some
advice I stole that I would offer to any support worker. You need
to think about the people you are supporting as you would if
they were your own family member, your own friends. And if
you don’t think your family or friends would like how things are
going for them, then you need to have a look at what you are
doing, how you are doing it, why you are doing it that way, and
changing it. Support people the way you would want someone to
support your loved ones. I want to know that what I did on any
given day was what somebody had needed me to do to achieve
what they wanted.

I’m just one of many that do a great job, so I don't want my picture
taken. I've worked in disability for 18 years. My second child has a
disability. It wasn’t expected - when he was born, I saw he had Down’s
Syndrome. We had several months in his first year in and out of
hospitals with serious health issues, but they were all taken care of, and
we haven’t looked back since! I started with focus in 2008, and I’m still
here 12 years later.
I wanted to do this work because I wanted to be part of giving
opportunities to people. I look back at how things were in the past, and
the supports weren’t there to enable people with disabilities to fulfill
their potential. We have a lot of young staff and I think part of my role
is helping them to understand the importance of respect, especially
when supporting someone with personal care; knocking on the door,
asking them if they would like support in the shower, talking with them.
And also the importance of coming from a place that encourages
independence. You can’t just assume you need to do something for
someone…how do you know they can’t do it for themselves?
Active support is the opposite of doing something for someone, its all
about encouraging that independence, doing something with them. I
know it can be easier, and faster to do it yourself, but that’s not the job.
We all go to work to do our best…we have some amazing people…I’m
not doing this on my own; we are all part of a team. I get up every
morning and…it’s always different. I never know what I’m going to be
walking into when I open the door. I had a boss years ago who would
say to me every time I turned up to work “Today is Day 1”. And that
stuck with me. Leave yesterday behind you. Today is a new day. I start
with a smile and a ''Good Morning! How are you going?''. And that can
change a person’s mood straight away because I have taken the time to
see them and engage.
The people I support keep me motivated. I’ve known a lot of these
people for years. And the effort of staff over those years can be seen in
the way people have grown. It’s about wanting to understand. To
remember there is a story behind everyone. It can be hard when you
start, when you don’t know a person. But you need to spend time with
them and work to understand who they are, what makes them tick,
what made that person. Then you can work on how to best support
them.
It’s so important for staff to do that. And when you know what needs to
be done to make it easier for a person to communicate, then you have
to do the work. If there’s pictures, communication aids, support plans,
then you need to use them. It’s about dignity and giving them the
support they need and have a right to expect– whatever that supports
looks like. Having a son with a disability - I know how important that
is; I’m counting on his support staff to take the time to work out what
he needs to have a good day. A good life.
I don’t come to work and look for how to make my job easy. I get in
there and do what needs to be done. Because my role is to support
people to live their life and that’s what I do. If I don’t know how to do
something, I don’t hide from it; I learn how to do it. I find out. And if
there’s a chance to show someone something they don’t know, I show
them...because that’s what it’s about.

July - Zoom House Challenges for Mornington/ Bayside continued as they
have done since the beginning of Covid. This time it was a two part
challenge.
House Teams were given 1 hour to create an art piece using only the
following materials:- 1 large and 1 short piece of foam, a stick, clear plastic
bag with press studs, pom poms, a foam ball, icy pole sticks, length of foil,1
roll of steamers, straws, 6 packet egg carton, 1 soft drink bottle, pipe
cleaners, 1 plastic plate, bowl, cup and spoon, 1 paper towel cardboard
tube, 2 toilet roll cardboard tubes and 3 pegs. Teams were also given a roll
of sticky tape, a glue stick and a pair of scissors which they could use.
The results were nothing short of creative brilliance - every piece was
spectacular and our Art Enthusiast Judging Panel certainly had their work
cut out choosing a winner. Top honors however were taken out by both
Balcombe and Century Houses, scoring 26 out of a possible 30 points.
Impressive work!

When I think about Bruce and his homes I realize in his
lifetime there have been a rather large number of them,
so I have come into his bedroom at Albert Rd, near the
heart of Melbourne, to be surrounded by many things
that are important to him now. I will wander through
his life and his “homes” in chronological order
and the atmosphere will assist me as I recall his
diversity of homes and contemplate his journey to the
present.
Our much loved Bruce was born in the Netherlands. He
surprised us all by arriving a little earlier than
expected, so just the midwife and I were there to
welcome him. George and the doctor joined us very
soon afterwards and it wasn’t long before Bruce arrived
at his first home - our 6th floor apartment in The
Hague. We had imported an Australian “meat safe cot”
to keep him safe and a large English pram for our walks
to the park, so his environment was international from
the start. It wasn’t long before he learnt to climb on the
chairs in the sitting room to watch the trams go by in
Mariahoeve - a treat he still enjoys as trams flow
regularly along St Kilda Rd below our 14th floor
apartment in Albert Rd in Melbourne.
Perhaps his love of aeroplanes was born as we regularly
flew back and forth to Australia for Home Leave. He was
2 when we left The Hague and moved into the next place
we could call home. In Sydney warm Granite rocks, gum
trees and sunshine created a totally different
environment for the children. No enclosing fence
around the house at all, so we needed to keep watch as
Bruce made good use of the freedom of his first home
in Australia. The long central corridor of the house –
along which Bruce happily drove his “baby walker”- was
a winner- and we ensured the doors kept him safe and
warm between regular supervised visits to the garden.
By the time Bruce was 5 the family was on the move
from Sydney to Melbourne. It took some time for us to
find a house with firmly closing gates and fully enclosing
fences. Our Havelock Rd house in East Hawthorn
provided wonderful opportunities for riding bikes and
climbing trees in the garden, with a covered veranda for
rainy days and gates that could be firmly locked. I do
remember one instance when Bruce managed to find his
way through a gate and wander away. I still feel my
heart pounding as I remember the relief when I
discovered him exploring the street outside, safe and
sound.

He had discovered the joy of riding in special buses by
now, as he attended a Special School some distance
from home. Waiting for the bus became part of our
routine and it was about now Bruce also discovered the
pleasure of regularly waking up around 4.30 am, so my
memory of his Havelock Rd home includes Bruce and
me confined to the kitchen, where he played with his
blocks on the table so his sisters and father could
sleep until at least 6.30 am before their busy days at
kinder, school and work.
After a few years at Havelock Rd, family life became
complicated by the career options for breadwinner
George. This included taking on international
employment. Difficult decisions about availability of
facilities for Bruce arose. No clear and appropriate path
could be promised for him in the unconfirmed and
often changing destinations. Discussions with
Bruce’s pediatrician and George’s employer led us to
the decision to look for a “home” for Bruce here in
Melbourne where he could have a stable environment
for the years we would be living overseas. A difficult
decision indeed, but thankfully the doors opened for a
home for Bruce at Kingsbury, north of Melbourne, and
an amazing nearby Special School with one of his best
ever teachers provided Bruce with a very acceptable
substitute “home”. George’s employer also financed
two extra return flights to Melbourne each year for me
so I could spend more time with Bruce.
I was very happy when the time came for overseas
appointments to be replaced by a return to Melbourne,
where we were tempted by an opportunity in Mary St
Hawthorn. I am glad to report that this, of all the homes
we have provided for Bruce, his siblings and ourselves,
rates as the Lefroy family’s favourite home. We lived at
Mary St for many years and very early on we became
friendly with the Hardy-Smiths who lived in the street
next door. This was good fortune as they quickly
introduced us to Kindilan - a remarkable environment
for their son Brett. It sounded as if it would also suit
Bruce’s needs, and also be insurance in case we were
ever sent overseas again.
Many years later I asked why we had been so lucky - the
waiting list for a place at Kindilan was long, and I was
told that when Bruce was interviewed he was so
friendly and forthcoming they felt “they could do
something positive for this young man and he would fit
well into the Kindilan environment”.

Bruce settled well into Ash House, Red Hill - where his
remarkable support workers were the essence of this success.
After a couple of years, with Bruce very happy with all that his
Red Hill home provided, we had a phone call from Kindilan
CEO Peter Brookhouse to say they would like to move Bruce
into a Community House in Mt Eliza. I could not see how that
would improve life for Bruce. He had settled so well in what
we saw as an ideal permanent home, but Peter promised
Bruce would be given a place back on the Hill if he was not
happy with his new home, so we agreed with the plan.
As we have learnt over the years, Kindilan (soon to be known
as focus), can always be trusted to understand their “clients”
abilities and needs, so Bruce’s first adventure into the
community was accompanied by particularly remarkable staff
and we will be grateful to them forever.
The rest of the Lefroy family were to experience further
variation in their home when we were transferred to London.
We felt relieved that Bruce was so settled in Mt Eliza. Even
more remarkable was the phone call we received asking if our
beautiful family Labrador could stay with Bruce while we were
away. What an example of the love and happiness, with its
exceptional staff, this home created for Bruce.
So we come to the end of this long story of Bruce’s Homes. He
moved from Mt Eliza to his present home, Balcombe House,
Mount Martha some years ago, where he is now happily
settled with his capable and dedicated support workers.
Every time I see how cheerfully he moves between his town
home (Albert Rd) and his country home (Balcombe House),
with a focus bus ride in between, I know we have an enviable
pause in the “Bruce's homes” story. He loves to climb on
board the focus bus to return to his friends in Mount Martha
and he welcomes us with open arms as we meet him at the
bus on his return.
During “lock down”, caused by the Covid 19 pandemic, we can
talk to Bruce on Face time - when he is happy to remind us
that he hasn’t been home for a long time, but we know he is
safe and well cared for under the protective umbrella focus
provides. We give thanks for this on a daily basis and derive
such joy from our phone calls on Face time.
We will rejoice when we are legally allowed to be together
again withour affectionate and loving Bruce.

When walking around the area on the tracks, the housemates of
Oak House noticed that the Red Hill Scout Hall had decorated
their entrance gate with posters and streamers, alongside a
message inviting the community to, “Please add more”.
Oak House ran with the idea and set about to make an art piece
which would be double sided. They wanted to somehow
hang their work on the fence and make it sturdy enough to
stand up to the weather.

Everyone was involved over the
last few months. They finally came up with the
way to make it weatherproof by sandwiching
the art work in between two pieces of perspex
with silicone
around the edges. They welcomed some help
from the maintenance department to drill the
holes and install their offering.

Oak House chose the symbol of a rainbow as this is the sign for
working from home.The hands represent everyone as a
community working together to be safe and healthy. Every
person worked on the rainbow, which consisted of hundreds of
little squares, glued on. Then each person worked on
contributing an individual piece. The finished work is now on
display for all to enjoy, with feedback from the scout hall
thanking and praising Oak House for their efforts.

While the phrase 'adjusting to the new normal' has been
repeated endlessly since March, it's easier said than done.
How do you adjust to an ever changing situation where the
new normal is complete disruption?
So many systems aren't working as they usually do right now,
and this has meant a radical shift in our lives that almost none
of us have had experience with. We have all had to adopt to a
different way of living, where the ability to meet up with our
friends and extended family has been taken away.
One of the toughest losses for all of us to adapt to has been
no longer being able to go out and do those things we count
on for our well being - swimming, gym, coffee shops. Our daily
activities that keep us connected.
But while there isn't a universal handbook on how best to
cope in a pandemic, our incredible staff and the wonderful
people they support have risen to the challenge, offering us
wisdom and examples of how to make our way through this
and still maintain a sense of hope, joy and togetherness.
Our people - both staff and housemates - give us energy to
overcome the loss of the routines we all relied upon. They
have approached this situation with resilience and
acceptance, and every day they are saying
'We are going to have a good time in spite of this.'
Those good times include a multitude of activities. Houses are
participating in daily zoom challenges that see them doing
anything from remote bingo, celebrity red faces, dance
competitions and pub trivia. There are virtual catch ups with
friends and family using iPads and computers, as well creative
at - home activities like house scavenger hunts, or - as The
Rise recently discovered - building a scarecrow for the
backyard veggie patch.

HIKE MAGAZINE

“Everybody's got a different way of
telling a story - and has different
stories to tell.” Keith Richards.

This is especially important for
people who encounter obstacles to
communicating their story.

Since September 2019 (doesn’t that
feel like a lifetime ago…) the focus
VisAbility Project has worked
alongside the people we support in
creating short films about their lives.

Each individual that we have the
privilege of supporting here at focus
has a treasure chest of memories
and experiences, and when we take
the time to discover such valuable
information our support becomes
increasingly customised to each and
every individual.

Through interviews with individuals,
their families and support staff,
VisAbility creates an opportunity for
someone’s past, present and vision
of the future to be shared in an
accessible and engaging
way.

The VisAbility Project also captures
the priceless input that family
members can provide in shedding
light on their loved one’s life story.

Due to focus’ long and rich history of
service provision, the stories of
longstanding family members such
as Rick’s parents, Fred & Joan
Wallace (pictured) can also serve to
illuminate where we as an
organisation began.
While being of historical interest,
these stories also inform the vision
of the future not just for individuals,
but for the organisation as a whole.
We are all products of our past, and
some of us are fortunate enough to
be able to tell our story.

“We can learn to see each other and see ourselves in each
other and recognise that human beings are more alike
than we are unalike.” Maya Angelou
During our recent audit for registration as an NDIS provider, the
assessors were able to see the work we had done in trying to
ensure we were involving the people we support as much as
possible in our processes. This project has meant we have been
able to make accessible videos of housemates introducing new
staff to their homes, with virtual tours. We also interviewed
some of the housemates about how they wanted to be
supported and what they wanted in their support workers - and
this is now part of our recruitment and training.
Being able to click on a video and watch
someone talk about their likes and
dislikes is invaluable. We have created in
excess of forty videos so far, with staff,
the people they support, and their
families talking about what we need to
know to ensure they have a good day.
These clips include information about
communication styles (key word signs,
facial gestures), routines, and a bit of the
person's history - providing a truly
person centred approach.

The focus VisAbility Project provides an
all-abilities platform on which everyone
can have their story told, and we
welcome everyone to contribute.
If you are interested in sharing your story
on film, or support someone who is,
please contact:
John Edgar
Service Innovation Officer
email: edgarj@focuslife.com.au
Ph: 0447213757

We have created training videos showing staff how to best
perform duties related to equipment and specific health
management tasks, with the person at the centre, specifically
guiding staff about what they like and don't like throughout the
process. The assessors during our audit commented in our final
report that this was what stayed with them - they could still
remember one housemate's comments about how he wanted to
be spoken to and approached during stoma care.

We often use the word ordinary to describe
something that is commonplace and expected.
An ordinary day? Normal. An ordinary meal…
nothing special.
An ordinary life...
What does that look like?
Our so called ordinary lives right now are quite
different to what we considered fairly normal 6
months ago. But the basic qualities that
contribute to it remain the same.
An ordinary life could be described as the kind
of life we may all basically expect or hope for. A
life that includes relationships, hobbies and
activities. Security, good health and plans for the
future. Being part of a community.
Countless studies conducted both in Australia
and overseas have looked at the challenges
people with intellectual disabilities face when
trying to to live an ordinary life. These studies
have informed government policy and
contributed to the United Nations Charter on the
Rights for People with Disabilities.
The term ‘ordinary life’ has been adopted by the
NDIS as a key phrase – used often to describe its
core purpose. Enabling people to live an ordinary
life is the driving force behind the NDIS Act.
But what does it mean for a person with
intellectual or physical disabilities to live an
ordinary life? And how do we ensure we are
doing what needs to be done to make it happen?

A fundamental starting point is to acknowledge that people
with disability share the same, ordinary aspirations of people
without disability - to experience the daily rhythms of
housework, family, friends, love, and responsibility. People
with disability just need the right support to achieve them.
They also deserve the respect of their supports to include
them in every day opportunities to do those ordinary things.
This is fundamental for all Active Support Workers to
remember and embrace every day they are at work. Real
support - great support - is often about what you don't do
for someone. Respecting the person enough to do things with
them, including them in those daily activities (not always fun
and exciting) that are part of what it is to participate in life.
Research has identified seven clear factors that contribute to
health and well being . These are the enablers of an ordinary
life. And they are universal:
Positive relationships.
A sense of belonging.
Achieving a sense of independence.
Making our own decisions.
Getting involved in social and economic activities.
Challenges.
Contributing to society.
All 21st century Australians need these things for an ordinary
life. And when we look at how we support someone with an
intellectual disability to live meaningful, ordinary lives, we
must use these as the starting point.
In a nutshell – an ordinary life is about human rights. The
right to be treated with dignity and to have the same
opportunities as other members of the Australian community.
It is the national ideal of ‘the fair go’.
The task that falls to us as an organisation is to approach
everything we do with the intention of supporting people to
live ordinary lives. Making sure they are part of the day to
day routines of their homes; the washing, the cooking,
choosing what’s on TV and where to go out on a Saturday
night. Deciding when its time to go to bed. Expressing what
they want and how they want it.
When the current restrictions are lifted and life returns to
something resembling normal, it will also once again include
choosing to spend time with friends and exercising the
fundamental right to be active members of recreational clubs
and social groups.
And from there will flow all the delights and tragedies of a life
lived in the community, shaped not by the barriers of
exclusion and having things done for and around someone,
but by the inclusion in everyday ordinariness - whatever that
might be!
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The question was put out to our
houses - what makes a house a
home? What does home mean to
people? The overall response from
our staff and the people they
support can be summarised as this:
home is a place where a person
experiences secure relationships
and positive support. Its a place
where people share and understand
each other.

The people in it do not need to be
perfect; instead they need to be
honest, caring and respectful of the
common humanity that makes us all
vulnerable. Happiness at home lies
in the person sitting beside you and
your ability to talk to them. Human
interaction and empathy are key to
respecting and accommodating for
individual taste regarding what
people want to do, and when they
want to do it.

The pictures that follow say it all…
they show people having fun and
relaxing, doing what they all want to
do.

''Grabbing your guitar and treating your
housemates to an impromptu
performance of your favourite country
songs''.

''Cooking your famous
apricot slice''.

''Going for a walk around the beautiful
marina near your house''.

''Working with your
housemates in the garden,
making a scarecrow for the
backyard veggie patch''.

''Enjoying each other's company, dressing
up in silly hats and glasses''.

''Doing every thing or as little as
possible, finding a chair that you
like to sit in, a quiet corner to
relax''.

''Enjoying the backyard, sitting in the sun
and playing around with a ball''.

''Getting involved in the kitchen
and helping out with dinner by
making your favourite jelly
dessert''.

''Making, baking, smelling, and eating hot
scones with jam and cream''.

''Fixing yourself a nice cup of
tea to sit down and relax with''.

''Spending time in your room, going
through pictures and memories that you'd
like to show others''.

''Enjoying daily visits from the cat
next door, who loves to drop
round for a pat - and maybe a
little snack if there's one going''.
''At the end of the day, when it all feels just
right, you know you are home''.

CAKE BOSS

FINAL ROUND

The month was March.
A challenge was declared.
Cake Boss.
Three heats with a designated theme
for each.
The first challenge was to create
a cake that reflected the theme of
happiness. The second was animals.
The final round was freestyle,
demanding that contestants come
up with their own theme.
Twenty contenders answered the
challenge from across the services.
There were house teams, as well as
individual submissions.

The weeks went by, plans were
made, kitchens were destroyed
and dreams were brought to life
using sugar and eggs.
There were strict parameters
regarding the conditions of entry the most important being that
evidence had to be provided to
show the active involvement of the
contenders. We needed proof.
Staff were documenting the support
provided to people to ensure the
final result was something people
had been actively supported to
create on their own and as part
of a team.

Because that is what Active Support
is all about - not doing it for
someone, but with them.
What follows is the journey of the six
finalists.

Ben has been a strong contender since the beginning. With
each heat, he sat down with staff to plan what he wanted to
do and how he wanted to do it. Ben drew a design for each
cake he wanted to make, and it was the job of his support
team to help Ben turn his visions into a baked reality.
Happiness was the theme of Round 1 and for Ben this meant
designing a lawnmower cake. Making it through to Round 2,
Ben determined he would make a horse.
And for his final entry? The freestyle theme meant Ben could
unabashedly show his true blue colours with a magnificent
Carlton footy cake.
Evidence submitted to the judges each round clearly showed
that Ben had been the king of his cooking domain, with staff
providing just the right amount of support at just the right
time throughout each phase; sitting with him as he went
through his i pad looking for inspiration, writing down the
ingredients as he dictated what he needed and stepping back
to let Ben create his masterpieces.

The finished products were enjoyed by anyone lucky enough
to be at Century when it was time for the taste test. …..go the
Blues!

A wonderful part of Olsen House's foray into culinary excellence
was the opportunity it provided the ladies to be part of a group
effort. With each cake they coordinated and collaborated. Their
Round 1 contribution left the judges feeling inadequate in their own
baking skills, with happiness meaning a decadent chocolate cake,
resplendent with a cascading packet of M&Ms in the centre, defying
all notions of gravity.
The ladies approached Round 2 in agreement - animal cupcakes.
They delegated responsibilities of baking and decorating among
themselves and the impressive results were a testament to their
teamwork.
The final freestyle round - they decided to make a statement that
reflected the impact Covid has had on life, creating a cake that
showed what they missed most; basketball and singing.

A woman who is empowered is a woman who can change the
world. And when five empowered women work together,
they can even make a new world of their own.
The team at Oppy House set the bar high from the very
beginning, declaring to the rest of the competition that they
were here to win and they would work hard to do it. These
women were single minded in their approach; they came up
with an idea, set out their plans, and worked diligently every
step of the way to impress us all with the level of detail they
put into each one of their creations.
Their first offering was a swimming pool that represented
the happiness they all felt when in the water. In response to
the second challenge, the team created a zoo, complete with
individual animals. All of their submissions throughout the
competition included mini fondant versions of each person,
and were accompanied by power point presentations
showing the independence of thought and action every step
of the way. The team's support crew only provided
assistance that would empower these women to achieve
what they were setting out to do.
The final entry from Oppy House was a statement of who
they are; independent and capable. They made Oppy World
- a replica of their home, complete with car, housemates,
and a roof that could be lifted to reveal their daily domestic
lives.

Happiness is a piece of cake. This indisputable fact was
adopted by Ash House in their Round 1 submission, with
every housemate contributing in some way throughout the
process. The judges were provided with a presentation of
pictures and words in evidence of everyone getting involved
including; looking for recipes, deciding on designs, making
and baking, and testing the results. Round 2 had the house
working on an Ashasaurus cake - their interpretation of the
animal theme. Staff were there to guide and advise, once
again showing what active support looks like when it's done
well, with each person empowered to contribute.
Making it to the final round was a testament to this team's
work ethic of getting everyone involved. They united to
achieve great - and curious - things. Ash House responded to
creative control with a statement on Covid. They called it the
Quarantine Cake - complete with Toilet Roll, Glen 20 , and
chocolate staff cupcakes in masks.

The timing of the initial challenge was good for Berry House,
as happiness and Easter went hand in hand. Their first cake
was a sweet tooth's dream, and a dentist's nightmare.
Nonetheless it was a sight to behold. Round 2 saw a dream of
sheep with marshmallow fleeces, and it was very clear from
the rolling commentary from staff that each person played a
part.
Berry House were ably supported in their final extravaganza,
submitting not one - but two offerings under the banner of
''Under the Sea''. The first of their efforts is pictured on the
cover page of this story. The second included a nod to
nutritional balance, with the use of grapes as seaweed.
Once again, the principles of active support were beautifully
applied throughout all of Berry House's entries. Judges were
shown that every moment in life has the potential to empower
someone and develop their skills and sense of independence.

This gentleman was a secret favourite among the office staff. So
impressed by his resolve to do this as much as possible on his own,
they were his unofficial cheer squad, willing him to make it through
each round.
And make it through he truly did. Steve equated happiness with
racing cars. His first cake was an engineering marvel that
challenged the laws of physics with the attitude of, ''Yeah...I'm a
car made of cake...what of it?'.
The pictures and notes from Round 2 depicted a man thoroughly
enjoying himself in his quest to produce a Zoo Safari cake... with
edible cacti decorations. There was pride on his face as well as in
the words of the staff as they described how hard he was working.
But this man's crowning glory was his determination in the final
round that he would hold a high tea event, for anyone who wanted
to attend. Steve composed the invitation and sent it out to the
houses at Red Hill (please note, this date was prior to the imminent
restrictions soon to come).
This man slaved away in his kitchen all day, to ensure the occasion
and his guests would be suitably catered for. He made a lemon
cake. He made cupcakes. Cookies and slices. The people came and
they liked what they saw. And the crumbs on the empty plates
afterwards confirmed to Steve that it was all worth it.

It would have been easier for the
judges to relent and announce that
everyone who competed in this
challenge was a winner. And in all
honesty, they were. But a real
competition demands that there be
only one crowned as overall winner.
Runners up were Steven Colley with
his high tea and Olsen House's cake
depicting the things they missed
most during Covid.
The Cake Boss Challenge of 2020
was ultimately conquered by Oppy
House, with their Oppy World.

Special mentions included the
incredible active support provided
by Ashley at Century House, and Anu
and Dean at Berry. They
demonstrated a commitment to the
principles of supported decision
making, choice and control, and did
everything they could to respect the
independence of the people they
supported.
Special baskets of kitchen goodies
surprised the houses who had made
it through the rounds but were
pipped at the post by the final three
(Rex pictured holding his gift
hamper).
Oppy House...we salute you.
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This issue was an interesting one to create.
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This created the opportunity to take some time and
space to reflect on our practices. Thank you to
everyone who took the time to tell a story, offering
their thoughts and images of the more ordinary parts of
life and home.
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With our activities and services being significantly
limited by Covid, there were understandably fewer
offerings regarding the community adventures we
would usually find ourselves engaging in and sharing.

We welcome any feedback or suggestions regarding
what our families, staff, and the people we support
would like to see in this magazine.
If you would like to contribute ideas, stories, pictures,
or articles, please get in touch with us at:
quality@focuslife.com.au
Until next time, we wish you well, and hope you are
keeping safe, warm, and sane.

