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 ‘Partners in the Dance – But Who’s Leading?’
Keynote Speaker:  Beverly Funnell

Department of Premier and Cabinet -Tasmania 

Words and ideas about disability, like clothes and dance forms, are subject to the dictates of fashion. They’re in or out or making a comeback!  Note in point, Square - Dancing, ponchos and inclusion!  Although many terms come and go, there are some that seem to hang around for ever. Some of these, I wish wouldn’t.  ‘Special needs’ is one.  “Partnership’, on the other hand, is one of those words that, I believe, needs to be constantly in our heads and hearts.  

However a note of caution is necessary! Just because a partnership is said to exist we cannot conclude that all is well in the world?  All partnerships will not be helpful in advancing the interests of vulnerable people.  Partnerships can just as well serve malevolent motives as benevolent ones. History is full of examples of the poor treatment of people with cognitive impairments.  The ‘authorised’ killing of large numbers of people with disability in Germany in the 1930s depended on a partnership between the State and the medical profession.. 

Studying choreography in London for a short time, many years ago, gave me first hand experience of the creative process.  At the same time, I was studying the philosophy of dance, delving into the theory of creativity.  As I now reflect on that period of my life I realise that at that time I was learning a lot about creative partnerships.  

In this presentation I bring together some of my learning about partnerships from the arts world with what I have subsequently learnt through being involved in the lives of people with intellectual disability. I want to explore what enables a partnership to be truly helpful and adaptive in supporting the full development of those of us who are labelled

In particular I want to focus on the dance between: theory and practice, the formal and informal, the professional and the personal, the paid and the unpaid and between service land and the real world.  Some old comfortable ‘steps’ will be included – such as values, passion, vision and love. Some, possibly more tricky notions such as resolve, steadfastness, and rigour will also feature in the dance.

In this context, parent and professional partnering is of great importance. I suggest that we still have a long way to go to make this particular type of partnership really dance!   Even in some of the more progressively labelled approaches to working with parents, the deficit model is still pervasive. Attempts at partnering on the basis of what is absent, either, in the person or the parent, I suggest, are bound to falter.
 I will use humour and metaphor as well as serious dialogue to engage with you and invite you to dance in partnership, remembering that who leads may sometimes change. 
