The first Scottish inclusion institute.
I have just returned from a three day inclusion conference. I want to share with you some of the reasons why it had such a huge impact on me and how it has left me so incredibly inspired. It’s going to be difficult, imagine taking a photo of a beautiful landscape, or a stunning sunset over the ocean; very difficult to capture the real essence and magic of it…it could be like that. 

The welcome. 

As soon as the doors people immediately began to trickle in. Each person was welcomed personally with a smile, a chance to design their own name badge and a piece of a jigsaw puzzle. We had coffee, we met one another. There was already a buzz of anticipation in the air. Hospitality was key; intentional, a running theme throughout. The chairs were laid out in small circles, instead of rows. As soon as you sat down you looked at the people around you and spoke to them. Jaynie welcomed everybody. We were invited to mingle, to share our passions. We discussed why we were here, and what we imagined would make Scotland a better place to live. The ideas that emerged were positive, and possible. Here’s a few of them: 

“For each of us to have the trust in others that we can meet new people with no fear of rejection or judgement. For us to be able to be ourselves, always” 

“When you visit a supermarket, you are not told what to buy. We want paid support services to be like this: This is not just support: This is M&S support.” 

“For families never to feel that it is too late, and to accept what is not good enough because they have been so weighed down by services”. 

“For communities to be natural, caring places where everyone can live side by side. If you want to borrow a lime, then you can visit a neighbour and ask to borrow a lime” 

The jigsaw? We were each given one coloured piece of the puzzle. Over 3 days we had to find 2 matching pieces, held by two people. This was no mean feat and people were creative, with a note describing one persons piece pinned up in the restaurant, and another in the book shop. A post it note next to the teas and coffees, and I even saw someone with a giant picture stuck to her back. Once we had found our 2 partners we came up with our own comment on inclusion, and wrote it across our pieces which we added it to the final puzzle board. it was fun and it brought us together. 

The gathering consisted of workshops, speakers, food, drink, meeting, sharing and learning. It was natural to sit down next to someone new and introduce yourself, to find out why they were there. There was plenty of time to do this. 

The speakers. 
I took part different workshops and listened to the keynote speakers. Each was thought provoking, and informative. The hardest decision was which to go to as there were a choice of 25 but only time for four. I chose ‘Citizen Advocacy’, ‘Neigbors Inc’ and Support Brokerage, ‘Community Circles’ and ‘From challenging behaviour to Relationships’. I wish I could have gone to more. I heard some of the key people within the world of inclusion speak. I heard Connie Lyle O Brian talk about her work, Pattie Scott tell her stories, Pete Ritchie managed to combine Inclusion and disability with Organic farming in a seamless way. Derek and Colin talked about ‘The long View’ the importance of relationships, and we remembered the key people for each of us in our lives. 
Jaynie’s keynote: 

Jaynie’s son Ross has spent the last four years in a special unit instead of a primary school, with 2 other boys, neither use spoken words to communicate. His school diary consisted of entry upon entry upon entry of challenging behaviour, violent outbursts, biting. Ross was not using many words himself. The unit was 11 miles from home. For 4 years Ross never had a friend knock on his door. He has never had an invite to a birthday party. He has no friends. Every time I visited, I heard Ross say “no school tomorrow”. Every time. 

Jaynie and Willie were determined that Ross would go Ardrossan Academy, mainstream high school. He’s now been there for five weeks. Life couldn’t be more different. Ross has a team of learning support staff. He spends as much time as he can manage in the class room with his class. He is gradually staying for longer and longer, sometimes the entire period. Jaynie read some excerpts from his diary. It is packed full of information about his day, about what he has enjoys, what work he has completed. It is hugely detailed and positive, it is warm and funny. Ross also has a circle of friends. 

Life has changed hugely for Ross and his family. He is talking so much more, if you ask him about school he now says “Yes, and “Adrossan Academy”. To me, this is what inclusion is all about. 
Our Workshop

Lindsay and I hosted a workshop based upon relationships, planning for the future and circles of support. We worked well as a team. We began by asking people what makes life worth living. I shared the ways in which Equal Futures works, and why we are doing what we are doing, and Lindsay made it real by telling her story. We then answered questions. Lots of questions! People were really interested and wanted to know more – especially from Lindsay. 
The people 

We were a diverse group, and we all made friends. We were from the United States, From Canada, from Holland and from all over the United Kingdom. We were professionals from schools, social work, support providers, social enterprises and charities. We were family members and friends of people with labels, and most importantly we were the people with labels themselves. “Nothing about us, without us” has never been more true.  
Here is a flavour of some of the people I spent time with: 

·  Lois Schmidt from Iowa, she founded Beyond Welfare and wants to make the world a kinder place. I don’t think I have ever met someone with such a glow and spirit. 
· Sheila. Sheila has lived in the Thistle foundation for 30 years. She now has her own flat there and was pleased tell me all about it. I was even invited to visit her. I hope I get the opportunity. 
· There was Sandra, whose son is 10 and is struggling at school. He has recently learnt to brush his teeth and is “oh so proud of himself”.
·  Thiandi has just started her degree at university in Amsterdam and told me all about it. 
· Euan, Jaynie’s son. We chatted, we laughed a lot, We helped coordinate the conference and welcomed people together. When Euan was asked what he thought about his brother attending the same school as him he said one word: ”Fair”.  

· Karina manages Advocating Together. We shared stories and cocktails.
· Kevin, who sells Inclusion Press books in the UK has been recently reunited with his 27 year old daughter for the first time in 14 years. We discussed what this means to him, as well as types of music she may like to listen to. He’s off shopping for cd’s today. 

What next. 

I have so many thoughts and feelings and ideas that I have taken away from this. There were tears shed by many people who were brave enough to speak out, and of course empathising with each other. Some exciting things happened too: One person is getting married next year but has no money, she now has a cake and a photographer. Someone else has seen her daughter flourish and be in demand to tell her story. She has never been so proud. Someone else offered her home for anyone who would like to visit. 

I will stay in touch with people. There were email addresses and facebook names and phone numbers flying around. My positivity has been reignited. I want to begin a community circle as soon as possible, if not in Edinburgh, in my new home in Western Australia. When I get to Perth I plan to introduce myself to my neighbours. I will invite them in to my home and get to know them. I want to support Equal Futures to work in a totally person centred way. A circle of support is not necessarily always the best way forward but I do believe there is a way forward for all our members, we need to ensure we are listening more to the people we are working for and we need to ensure we are actually hearing what they are saying. We need to celebrate our members and enjoy doing so.    

It was a wonderful experience – being a part of this wholesome, natural, positive, and giving community. I hope others will be able to take part next time. Everyone should have this opportunity. 
Laura Troll September 2009. 

