Andy's story about community connections

Andy has a learning disability and attends his local day centre.  He does a variety of activities such as keep-fit, sensory cooking, bowling, and fishing.  Some of his activities take place in the day centre and some are in his local community. He uses speech to communicate but he finds it difficult to hold a conversation.  
Like many people with learning disabilities, Andy spends little time with people outside his family or people from the day centre.  We wanted to support him to make a real connection with his community.

We started by doing some community mapping.  We found that there was a monthly community association meeting held close to where he lives.  We felt that Andy, as part of this community, should have the opportunity to attend.  We had little way of knowing whether Andy would like it and he would be unable to understand or express his choice about such a matter.  The only thing to do was to try it.
We gave some forethought about how to introduce Andy to others.  We wanted to help Andy to get to know people but Andy does not often speak directly to people.  This can lead to some awkward introductions as people wait for a response to their greeting.  We also didn't want to introduce him by listing all facets of his disability in a negative way.  We decided to say something along the lines of "This is Andy.  He may not speak to you directly, but he often says something very witty when you are least expecting it." 

We attended our first local resident's meeting.  Andy coped well in a room full of people who may have been unfamiliar to him.  We were asked to go round the room and introduce ourselves.  Andy would be unable to do this so I introduced him as "Andy C_, local resident."

Some of the issues discussed would have been difficult for Andy to understand, but we felt that the benefits of meeting people from his local community, being introduced to them, shaking their hands, and sitting with them, outweighed the drawbacks.  The first few times we went, it could have been easy to lose sight of why we were there, and give up.  We could have felt 'Andy does not understand this meeting, he doesn't take part, and the member of staff will be bored sat there listening to someone else's community issues.'
Some of the issues discussed were pertinent to Andy.  There were a number of opportunities for volunteering to help neighbours which we hope to support Andy to be involved with in the future.

Andy has now attended 5 monthly community meetings.  When he is unable to attend, he is supported to send his apologies and he is sent the meeting minutes.

On one occasion, Andy chose to sit in a seat that meant the member of staff could not sit next to him.  This worked out to be an advantage because Donna, another local resident, was able to help him to look at the papers being passed around the room and she responded to him as he spoke to her.

At the end of the meeting, Donna put her hand on Andy's shoulder and told him it was lovely to meet him and she would look forward to seeing him again at the next meeting.  Andy smiled and looked away.  I was able to explain to her a bit about Andy's communication; that he wouldn't converse with her directly but may say something very witty as she turned away.
We feel that we have made an early step in supporting Andy to make his own friendships.  
