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This book is dedicated to 

Anna Rose Paas 

ACKNOWLEDGING AND HONOURING HER LIFE 
AND SHARING HER UNIVERSAL LIFE LESSONS
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Shortly after Anna, my brilliant blue bohemian butterfly, 
passed away, I penned this poem reflecting on the way 
she had touched so many people’s lives with her own 
purposeful and mindful character, and charm.  

Anna had butterfly wings that gently wove magic 
into the hearts and souls of many. Her goodness always 
shone through.

Yummy sweet nectar that tastes so good
In colourful flowers that are misunderstood
As any butterfly knows they are there just for us
To swoon and to fly and to make fairy dust
Nectar—abundant and strong
To build us up and make us feel good
As any butterfly knows its wonderful food
And most of all hidden from all to see
Except for butterflies who are free
And are ready for the next stage
When we open our wings and take flight
As any butterfly knows—it’s heaven’s delight
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Preface
I have, for many years, known that this book needed 

to be written. Now that Anna is my guardian angel, I 
feel the strong desire and passion to share this amazing 
woman’s story and for her legacy to live on.

I would like to thank so many people who have their 
imprint in the ink of this book. They know who they are. 
It is as though they are all in the words and their souls 
and spirits are part of the stories woven, like a tapestry, 
in Universal Life Lessons from Universal Life Lessons from 
My Brilliant Blue Bohemian Butterfly.

So many people have encouraged me to write this 
book. 

Peter Ellyard, author and futurist, who has written 
many books including Designing 2050, has shared many 
a deep and meaningful conversation with me suggesting 
that I should write a book about unconditional love ‘as 
you live it every day’. At the time, I didn’t know what he 
meant. I do now.

At the Woodford Festival in 2013 I was given a Body 
of Consciousness reading. It was a strange thing for me 
to do as it wasn’t the sort of thing I was into at that time. 
For some reason it felt right so I accepted the offer for 
a free reading, where they gave me some wonderful 
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advice that I subsequently followed. However, the gem 
was that when I got home I noticed that she had also 
put a slip of paper in my bag that read, “You should also 
write a book as you have the power to heal others.” It 
blew me away.

It was not long after this that I had another profound 
message sent to me in the shape of two loving sisters 
who I met one morning in February 2014 when they were 
walking along Bulcock Beach in Caloundra at sunrise. I 
had never met them before and they both looked very 
connected and just by looking at their body language 
and their features, I took them as sisters. However, I also 
felt their sadness. They were taking photos of the sunrise 
and, as I was nearby, I offered to take a photograph of 
them together. They were appreciative of my offer but 
declined. Instead they shared with me the recent loss of 
their mother, who had passed away on Christmas Day. 
It then became a meaningful exchange and we talked 
about how to embrace life and how precious it was. 

As we parted their words to me were, “You must 
write a book as you have lifted our spirits with your story 
of hope and by being so positive.” They, too, felt that I 
had the power to heal through my words and through 
storytelling. When you hold this book in your hands 
know that it is filled with love, joy, and the hope that it 
enables you to bring more meaning into your life through 
the universal life lessons. 

Susan Ball
August 2015
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Foreword
Soon after I met Susan Ball I began to feel that she 

was a person with a special calling. Our conversations 
over several years confirmed this to me. She often talked 
about Anna and it was clear to me that Anna’s longer-
than-expected life, and her amazing relationship with 
her, was for a higher purpose.

During her life Anna accomplished a heroic journey. 
Anna was a spectacular presence while she was alive and 
now she is powerfully moulding Susan’s life after she has 
gone.

Susan experienced what she regards as a privileged 
twenty-nine years of living with Anna. Through her 
lenses of unconditional love, she saw Anna as a person 
with significant abilities and enabled her to live a rich 
and purposeful life. 

Shortly after Anna’s passing, Susan commenced 
writing this marvellous narrative that is meaningful, 
moving, and beautifully written. During their lives 
together, Susan became an expert in uplifting the 
capabilities of people with disability. She is now moving 
from an expert to an authority through her authoring of 
what I regard as an authoritative book. 
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Susan embodies another gift that she brings to her 
work. She is able to draw rich, generic, and general 
conclusions from her specific experiences.

Heritage is what we treasure from the past because 
it is not only important in its own right but also because 
it informs us of our present actions and how we shape 
the future. 

In this book, Susan reveals Anna’s rich heritage. It will 
inform the work Susan will accomplish during the rest of 
her life. 

Thank you, Anna and Susan, for what has been, and 
for what is to come.

Peter Ellyard
Author and Futurist

August 2015
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Introduction
This book brings to life the remarkable legacy of 

a woman, Anna Rose Paas, who through her 
determination, courage, and joy of life, touched people’s 
hearts and enabled them to find inner peace and love. 
Her purpose was to make a difference to this world and 
she did.

The stories woven into Universal Life Lessons from 
My Brilliant Blue Bohemian Butterfly give hope to 
everyone that their wishes for a good quality of life can 
be honoured, from birth through to death, regardless 
of their circumstances. It is the gift of these valuable 
lessons that Anna left for all to see and to embrace. 

Anna had a very rare condition—Ring 22 Chromosome 
Abnormality—which meant she was a child in her 
cognitive development, however in her emotional and 
spiritual development she was a saint. Anna passed away 
on 16 April 2015 at the age of twenty-nine years. She 
defied the odds and lived far beyond her life expectancy 
with her condition. What she brought to the world in her 
short life was profound.

It is my honour and privilege as her mother to share 
her amazing story with you when my heart is filled with 



2 

UNIVERSAL LIFE LESSONS

pride and peace to know that Anna, now my guardian 
angel, can still make a difference to others. As our 
birthdays are exactly thirty years apart, someone who 
didn’t know Anna but had heard about her observed, 
“Your life has been positively synchronised with a twin.” 
He put another piece of the jigsaw puzzle together—
we were, in fact, so connected on so many levels. Anna 
didn’t reach her 30th birthday, however there will be a 
dual celebration in October this year when I also reach 
a milestone—double the age of Anna. It will be for the 
two of us.

I trust you will find that the eighty-five universal life 
lessons from my brilliant blue bohemian butterfly will 
provide you with clarity on your journey. Eighty-five is 
symbolic as Anna was born in 1985. It is yet another 
piece of the jigsaw puzzle fitting into its rightful place.

You will know which lessons are right for you to 
embrace at any given time as you progress through your 
life. Reflect on them, and where they touch your heart; 
apply them in your day-to-day life. You may even find 
that by opening the book and finding where it falls open, 
you can embrace that lesson for the day. If you wish to 
expand your knowledge and have further growth, my 
customised workshops are available, which will awaken 
and enlighten you. Individual Information, Advice, and 
Guidance sessions are also recommended.

If the universal life lessons change one person’s life, 
then this book has served its higher purpose.
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Chapter 1
In the Beginning

What life deals us, and how we handle it, remains 
firmly in our own hands. Often, we feel helpless 

or paralysed when something is just too hard. However, 
whilst being our greatest challenge, how we cope can 
also be our greatest strength.

What do you do when you are told by a geneticist, 
“Your child will be a vegetable and will not be able to 
walk or talk,” followed by, “would you like to put her in 
a home?” 

Those words echoed in my ears long after my 
youngest daughter, Anna, was diagnosed with Ring 
22 Chromosome Abnormality one month prior to 
her second birthday. At that time Anna was still not 
acknowledging any awareness and was living very much 
in her own personal ‘inner world’. Our family were told 
to accept her autistic state and to come to terms with it. 
It was as though the world had turned upside down. I felt 
myself being very sad and depressed for several months. 
The reason for this was that we had been given no hope. 

After this period of feeling helpless and paralysed, 
I decided that it was time to change my mindset as it 
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wasn’t healthy and certainly wasn’t going to improve the 
situation. It was then that I decided I wanted to enable 
Anna to reach her full potential and lead a happy and 
fulfilling life. That was the best decision I ever made. 
It was life-changing and it brought an inner strength, 
determination, and joy to us both and to our family. 
In fact, that decision enabled Anna to start her own 
courageous and remarkable journey.

Other than the fact that at birth there was no eye 
contact and that she slept a lot and had floppy muscles, 
it would not have been evident that there was anything 
different about Anna except that I had an intuitive voice 
that kept nagging at me that something wasn’t right. I 
had Leboyer births—natural childbirths where you have 
no pain relief, in an environment with soft lighting and 
gentle music, where the baby is placed on your tummy 
before being immersed in a warm bath where you can 
bond with them—for both Claire and Anna. I noticed 
that unlike after Claire’s birth, Anna did not gaze into my 
eyes at all, nor did she when I breastfed her. Also when I 
carried Anna she would cry unless I held her face down, 
which made it look like I was carrying a sack of potatoes. 

However, rather than ignore my maternal instincts, I 
set about asking for a referral to a geneticist so that I 
could confirm if my suspicions were right and, if so, what 
I could do about it. It was much to my surprise that the 
result came back that Anna had a very rare condition, 
with only thirty known cases in the world. Certainly living 
to adulthood was unlikely. The geneticist said it was a 
‘rare occurrence’. Nonetheless, it was a huge shock to 
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hear the prognosis and to accept the news that our 
youngest daughter had this condition that we had never 
heard of and we just wondered why. 

Our life took on a whole different path then as we 
tried to find ways to improve Anna’s quality of life. It was 
also the start of an appreciation of small steps and small 
signs that gave us the hope that Anna was improving. 
With this came great excitement at any advance. It is 
amazing how grateful you are when those miracles start 
happening and that is what kept us going. Every time 
there was a milestone it was celebrated.

Lesson 1: Be grateful for small steps and 
celebrate them with all your heart

Life throws many things at us, however even in times 
of adversity there can be many beautiful moments. One 
such memory I have is when trying desperately to find 
the CAT scan, after eighteen years, that was originally 
taken at the hospital where Anna was diagnosed. You 
can imagine what I was told. The scan was in the archives 
in the bowels of the hospital and there was no capacity 
for any of the staff to look for it. I had this thought that 
maybe, just maybe, the geneticist that Anna had seen 
when she was under two years old may still be at the 
hospital and that he might be able to help me find the 
elusive scan. I was told that he had only just retired the 
previous week, so I left my name and phone number. I 
asked if they would give him my details and mention my 
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daughter’s name to him as she had defied all the odds 
and was still alive. This was when we desperately needed 
his help. It was a long shot. 

Much to my amazement, the next day he called. He 
had remembered Anna due to her rare condition and he 
was astonished to hear that she was, in fact, still alive. 
I then explained that our family had focused on Anna 
the person, not Anna with the medical condition and 
that subsequently she’d had a wonderful life filled with 
fun, joy, and love as well as being a globetrotter. That 
surprised him even more. Fortunately, our hopelessness 
was short-lived. I said to him, “You can make a difference 
to Anna’s quality of life now by finding the original scan.” 
I could hear from his voice that he was emotional. It may 
have been that he was feeling guilty, too, hearing that 
he had not given us hope, when in fact it was the very 
thing we needed to hear when Anna was diagnosed. 
There was also a very determined mother pleading with 
him to make a difference now. Miraculously he agreed to 
try and find the scan. A week later he phoned me very 
excitedly to tell me that he had found it. I was so grateful 
and so relieved.

We met up at a café and it felt very strange, after all 
those years, seeing him again in person. He looked gleeful 
and proud of himself. He handed me the 1986 scan as 
though it was a fragile piece of artwork, knowing how 
important it was to me. We both had tears in our eyes. 
He expressed his regret that he had given us no hope. He 
had honestly thought that Anna’s life, according to the 
thirty known cases in the world at the time, would be 
difficult and that it was unlikely that she would survive 
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through early childhood. He thought it equally unlikely 
that she would walk or talk. He was thrilled to hear that 
Anna had surpassed all expectations. He also hoped that 
finding the scan would make a difference to Anna and 
her outcome. Now we shared a common bond—our 
desire to improve Anna’s quality of life.

Lesson 2:  Reach out to the people you 
need on your journey

I never saw him again. The scan was a precious gift 
that enabled a specialist to compare the two images so 
that they could see how much Anna’s brain had changed 
since 1986. It was crucial to their findings. 

However, what I realised was that it wasn’t about 
finding the scan, although that was very important. It 
was about closure. The anger that I’d had in me for all 
those years was gone. Instead I smiled to think we had 
both been healed. 

Now, as I live my life, I fully appreciate those moments 
that bring such renewed hope and joy. Often it comes 
from the most unexpected places. Nurture it and 
celebrate it as those moments can easily be lost without 
trace. Let them shine through; recognise them and trust 
in them. 

Lesson 3:  Trust in unexpected moments 
that bring hope and joy
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Anna’s Storybook was written to share her story in 
order for those who did not know her well to appreciate 
her character, special qualities, and her uniqueness. It 
expressed her wishes, her likes, her dislikes, and what 
made her happy. It was a tool that gave the people, who 
came into Anna’s life, more confidence to connect with 
her, with a greater understanding of who she was and 
how they could communicate with her and enjoy her 
company. 

The storybook was written in a person-centred, 
strengths-based way from Anna’s perspective, highlighting 
her personality and passions. The following excerpt from 
her storybook gives an insight into Anna’s early years 
and what, I believe, enabled Anna to lead the full life she 
led as a valued citizen:

I would like to tell you about some of the things 
I’ve done to make me as strong as I am. When I 
was very little and Mum found out that I needed 
some help, I went down to Victoria with my 
family. I was two-and-a-half when we left. I did 
lots of things like crawling, climbing, jumping 
and trampolining to strengthen my floppy 
muscles. During this time, my family also started 
communicating with me using Makaton sign 
language, although I took a long time to catch 
on. At the age of five, I was not as frustrated as I 
could ask for things like food and drink through 
signing and words.

Lesson 4:  Person-centred storybooks are 
valuable tools and enablers
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The Early Intervention Program made a significant 
difference to Anna’s quality of life. As there was no 
funding available in Queensland for 1:1 support at that 
time, our family moved to Geelong, Victoria where 
we were blessed to have funding approved for an 
aide for Anna who could work alongside her, and our 
family, to enable her to have occupational therapy and 
physiotherapy while integrating those therapies into 
Anna’s early development years when she attended the 
North Geelong Kindergarten and the North Geelong Pre-
school. 

This was a significant turning point for her. I remember 
Anna becoming even more determined for her future. 
Although Anna was given no hope when she was 
diagnosed with Ring Chromosome 22, which is a very 
rare disorder caused by the breaking of chromosome 22 
at each of its ends and then reconnecting to form a ring, 
she was making remarkable progress. Her progression 
from the autistic state to a beautiful, happy little girl 
was nothing short of a miracle and credit must go to 
the many devoted professionals that gave tirelessly to 
Anna’s development.

It was the implementation of the following plan that 
enabled Anna to be supported and to maintain her 
health, to strengthen and develop her gross and fine 
motor skills, and to improve her communication. 
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Plan 1

Date of Plan: 31/7/1989
Anna’s age: 3.9 years

The plan was divided into five areas of development or 
‘life activities’:

1. Living situation
2. Family support
3. Health
4. Development of (a) gross motor (b) fine motor (c) 

communication (d) social skills
5. Children’s program

The plan covered each of the above life areas and 
focused on Anna’s current situation, the goals, the 
strategies to achieve them, and the person responsible 
for each particular strategy. Current goals at that time 
for Anna’s development were:

 6 Good health to be maintained— 
review paediatrician

 6 Vision to be monitored— 
review ophthalmologist

 6 Continue improving communication skills—
review speech therapist

 6 Opportunity to develop social skills—
increase pre-school sessions 
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Plan 2

Date of Plan: 27/7/1990
Anna’s age: 4.9 years

This plan was written twelve months after the first one. 
It was enlightening and very encouraging to see Anna’s 
progression, which was being monitored. A second 
plan was then developed and individually planned, with 
similar goals and with a similar supportive team. The 
format of this plan was identical to Plan 1. 

Some plan goals had been achieved and others were 
progressing well. New goals were set in relation to Anna’s 
increased development, which included:

 6 Anna’s excellent health was to be 
maintained

 6 To further extend Anna’s gross motor 
skills

 6 To continue refining Anna’s grasp— 
fine motor skills

 6 To increase Anna’s communication skills
 6 Toilet training goals
 6 To continue to develop her cognitive 

skills
 6 To increase her pre-school attendance
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From the previous year’s planning there were significant 
advances and increased development in all areas of 
Anna’s life. The devoted support of many professionals, 
and our family, who supported the program, enabled 
new goals and accomplishments to be worked towards 
and achieved.

It was also at about this time that our family 
separated. Anna’s father continued to be integral to 
Anna’s development during these important years and 
continued to show his love, support and commitment to 
Anna’s progression throughout her life.

We were all excited to see Anna’s improvement and 
to see her confidence growing. Her favourite hobby 
was trampolining, which was introduced in the Early 
Intervention Program. Trampolining strengthened her 
core muscles. As far as Anna was concerned it was just 
downright fun. She developed some funny techniques 
that truly made you laugh. There were times when we 
thought that she was going to bounce straight off the 
trampoline with the amount of gusto she was putting 
into squats—and cross-legged ones at that! She had 
mastered the art of trampolining. It gave her so much 
joy, too.

I’m totally convinced that it was Anna’s early 
intervention focusing on strengthening her core muscles 
that made her robust and strong, and enhanced her 
overall wellness and longevity.

Lesson 5:  Strengthening core muscles at 
an early age is very important
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There was no doubt that the strengthening of her 
core muscles greatly assisted Anna in many respects that 
stood Anna in good stead. There was no such thing in 
Anna’s world called ‘occupational therapy’—that word 
did not exist in her vocabulary. She was simply jumping up 
and down, enjoying herself. Sometimes she would jump 
for hours, smiling and saying, “Look at Anna!” which was 
very endearing. It was the first thing her stepfather saw 
when he first met her. He met Anna many years later 
in Brisbane when she was still showing her trampolining 
skills off proudly. It was very amusing as Anna was singing 
out loudly “Good girl Anna!” while jumping wildly up and 
down, smiling, and clapping her hands. 

As Colin watched Anna’s antics he became even more 
impressed as she accelerated everything, showing her 
true mastery of trampolining, clapping, smiling, and 
talking simultaneously. I was truly surprised and relieved 
that she didn’t go flying into the nearby bushes because 
I had never seen her perform like that before. Colin was 
most impressed and was not aware that he had been 
given such a special performance. He recalls clearly: 

When I first met Anna late in 1994, she was 
nine years old and enjoying herself on her 
trampoline—a standard-sized one that her 
mother had bought her. It was in the garden in 
her backyard of their house in the inner-Western 
suburbs of Brisbane. Anna was bouncing up and 
down from alarmingly high levels as well as doing 
elementary tricks. She was wearing her school 
uniform of dark blue shorts and a light blue shirt 
and she simply exuded joy and confidence.
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Lesson 6:  Make learning fun 
and engaging

In view of her love of trampolining, Anna was given 
a brand new trampoline for her 11th birthday. She used 
it one day and then refused to ever use it again. That 
was the end of the trampolining after eight years of 
daily training—or, to Anna, good old-fashioned fun and 
jumping up and down! It was exceptional in anyone’s 
eyes that she maintained her love of trampolining for all 
those years and then stopped so suddenly, but clearly 
she loved the old one she had, which she had worn out 
with her tricks and daily routines. 

Anna was quite sure at this point in her life that she 
was not wishing to continue her favourite pastime, so 
the brand new trampoline was given to our neighbours, 
who loved it. Maybe that is what she wanted after all!

Fortunately, many years later she resumed her love of 
trampolining in the UK. 

Lesson 7:  An early intervention program is 
benef icia l for development and wellness
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Chapter 2
Strengthening and Enabling

When someone is not able to tell you that they are 
hot or cold or, for that matter, hungry, how do 

you know how to give them the right level of support? 
After all, we are brought up to understand that when 
babies cry they are either requiring a change, they need 
a cuddle, or they’re hungry. You very quickly identify 
which cry is which and how you respond to it. If those 
signals aren’t there and the baby sleeps and has to be 
woken to eat—and even then you’re not sure if they 
want to be fed, after all you just woke them up from a 
deep sleep and they seemed perfectly happy without 
your intervention—it’s very difficult to know what to do. 

Then take it a step further. What happens when the 
person is no longer a baby but a young child who is 
not able to tell you what they want? Basically, they get 
frustrated and angry at you for not understanding them.

During those early years, we were told that many 
children with autistic tendencies have behavioural 
problems. In my opinion, it is more likely that it is 
simply that the child does not have the tools to express 
themselves in a way that makes their wishes known. 
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I recall, vividly, Anna getting very angry when she just 
couldn’t express herself as she had no speech and she 
was getting more aggressive. It was then that I realised 
that she needed to learn sign language so that she could 
show me, and others, another way to understand her.

Lesson 8:  Anger and aggressive behaviour 
might be frustration—signing can assist

As highlighted in Anna’s Storybook, she was five years 
old before she said any words at all, and her sister Claire 
was the honoured one to have heard them come out of 
her mouth when she was on her beloved rocking horse 
Star. And yet, Anna started learning Makaton from two-
and-a-half years of age. It requires hope and patience 
and belief that the signing will eventually make a 
difference. In Anna’s case it did. In those formative years, 
Anna learnt Makaton and so did her family, her friends, 
and the staff and children at the kindergarten and pre-
school. 

In a short time Anna began using the signs for eating, 
drinking, and toileting. She was no longer frustrated and 
she continued to learn new signs and, as she progressed, 
we could see her becoming happier and more content. It 
was also endearing to watch the children so lovingly talk 
to Anna using the Makaton sign language. 

They embraced it. I remember when they had a pair 
of rabbits in a hutch in the garden. All the children would 
run over to Anna and do the bunny ears sign and take 
her by the hand to the hutch and give her some food to 
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give them. I often wondered if having two bunnies was 
a good idea, as soon the whole of Geelong, where they 
had been trying to reduce the number of rabbits in the 
nearby hills, would be over-run by them. But they were 
cute, white, and had pink noses. So clearly these were 
very pure rabbits that ate food and were dearly loved by 
the children, who remained simply oblivious to any such 
matters.

What was also instructive was that the children at the 
mainstream kindergarten and pre-school did not find it 
unusual that they were signing. For them it was another 
form of play and communication. They didn’t see Anna 
as different either. They saw her as their friend. It was 
so important, again, in those early years for Anna to feel 
supported and to enjoy the normal things that other 
kids did. As a result, Anna, I’m sure, never saw herself 
as different. She saw herself as a confident, determined 
person with a great sense of humour and a willingness to 
take challenges head on.

Lesson 9:  See the person, not the disability

After Anna’s Early Intervention Program in Geelong 
we then returned to Brisbane when Anna was five-and-
a-half years old. During this time Anna was fortunate 
to have a case study carried out by students at the 
Queensland Institute of Technology, focusing on her 
early development and, in particular, her exceptionality.
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They were looking for a child to study and work 
with in the area of ‘exceptionality and young children’ 
and, in their words, they focused on a beautiful young 
child whose name was Anna. Their comprehensive 
involvement with Anna, and her very important and 
significant others who were a major part of her life, 
enabled them to produce what they described as ‘an 
extremely beneficial and growing time in their careers as 
early childhood educators’.

ANNA’S AGE: 5.8 years
DOB: 18/10/1985
SEX: Female
DIAGNOSIS: Abnormal Karyotype 46, xxr22, a ring 

chromosome 22 detection
MAJOR DISABILITY: Ring Chromosome 22 
DESCRIPTION OF CHILD: Anna is a beautiful-looking, healthy, 

and energetic child. She displays 
normal growth patterns for her age.

They noted that Anna was introduced to Makaton 
sign language to assist and facilitate her expressive and 
receptive communication from an early age. Makaton is 
divided into various stages of development, starting with 
first words typical to children’s learning of speech. The 
Makaton language system contains many gestures that 
closely resemble concepts of words. As a result, those 
gestures are easy to learn. 

Research has shown that a focus on gestural 
communication will not inhibit acquisition of verbal 
communication but will instead facilitate speech 
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development because it provides a ‘stepping stone’ 
toward comprehension and production of speech. This 
was very clearly seen in Anna’s development. 

They also noted in their report that ‘a very recent and 
enormous communication development is that Anna is 
now not only proficiently using many signs but she is 
also using the language associated with them’. A very 
clear example they gave was how Anna used the sign for 
‘STOP!’ while using verbal communication for the word 
‘stop’.

In their report they commended the teaching team 
at the childcare centre, who were clearly aware of the 
benefits of working with a child as special as Anna. 
Together they strived to incorporate Anna into the 
daily program and did this, we feel, exceptionally well. 
The teachers all spoke of Anna first and foremost as 
an individual, just like each of the other children at the 
centre. They looked strongly to integrating Anna as ‘one 
of the children’ in the group and encouraged her and 
supported her in every way to participate like every 
other child.

Lesson 10:  Inclusion at an early age, and 
with support, is extremely important



20 

UNIVERSAL LIFE LESSONS

To cater for her individual developmental levels, the 
teachers provided, for example:

 6 More suitable jigsaw puzzles (with pegs 
on the pieces) to help develop her fine 
motor skills

 6 Guidance when using eating utensils
 6 Time for one-to-one with her
 6 Support in her toilet training attempts
 6 Extra time for movement activities 

outside

They observed that Anna was constantly overcoming 
everyday challenges. They noted her short attention 
span. She was always busy and constantly on the move 
from one activity to the next and needed guidance, 
at times, to encourage her to finish jigsaws and other 
activities throughout the day. 

Anna often utilised imitation and modelling of 
other children during her learning. “Pupils can learn 
from and be supported by one another. Pupils are a 
resource.” (Ainscow and Tweddle, 1988) Eileen Allen 
further supports this, saying, “Exceptional children can 
learn through observing and imitating their more able 
playmates.” (Allen, 1980)

They also noticed that Anna experienced frustration, 
at times, at not being able to communicate easily with 
other children and adults. 

Anna’s fine motor skills were also limited, but these 
skills were being developed by extra materials in the 
centre, for example jigsaws.
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Behaviourally, it was noted that Anna became 
frustrated at times when she was not able to do 
something or to communicate adequately. She had 
difficulty expressing herself to other children but they 
observed, much to their delight, the devotion and 
understanding that the other children offered her.

The teachers involved in Anna’s program spoke of 
her being rough at times with them and other children. 
This was seen in times of frustration and communication 
difficulties were decreasing. 

The children at the centre showed encouragement 
and enjoyed sharing their time with Anna. The students’ 
overwhelming impression of Anna’s day at the childcare 
centre was that she was an integral part of the centre. 
Her behavioural problems weren’t often displayed due 
to the positive atmosphere.

They acknowledged and congratulated the teachers at 
the centre, in conjunction with our family, for the benefits 
Anna received in the setting. They were humbled by the 
experience and expressed their gratitude for being able 
to see such a positive and beneficial program.

In their conclusion they wrote:

Our personal Early Childhood philosophies have 
grown and developed immensely in advocating 
positive attitudes and the belief in the benefits 
to all who are involved in integrating special 
children in their programs. Much confidence 
has been gained in developing, implementing 
and monitoring the progress of meaningful 
educational experiences that enhance the 
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learning of special children. A very important 
realisation, evident through the research, 
observation and writing of this paper is that 
the special child we have chosen to observe 
was only one of the parties for the children, 
teachers, adults and every other person who 
touched Anna’s life made a difference. 

From the educational perspective, it remains 
up to the early childhood teachers as to how much 
everyone’s lives will benefit. With the teacher 
support the benefits are infinite and extremely 
rewarding.

“When the educational philosophers step 
down from their platforms and the applause 
fades away, it remains for you, the teachers, to 
implement the reforms.”

—Dewey, 1980

Lesson 11:  Capture the evidence of your 
child’s development

It was fascinating for me to learn, many years later, that 
sign language can, in fact, not only help with the person 
to express themselves more easily but also encourages 
speech to occur, even if it is one word or a sentence at a 
time. It makes sense when you think about it. The child is 
more relaxed and they’re communicating and expressing 
themselves through signing. It then enables them, in 
most cases, to speak when they’re ready. It may take 
some time but it’s worth it. Persevere. And if you know 
someone who is experiencing behavioural problems 
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with their child, if they are not able to express what they 
want, suggest to them to try signing as it may ease their 
child’s frustration and improve their quality of life.

It is amazing how both the Early Intervention Program 
and the Early Childhood Program (including Makaton) 
made a huge difference. I truly believe it was the secret 
to Anna’s start to a full and happy life. Knowing that very 
few people had lived with her condition to adulthood 
means that Anna certainly had determination but she 
also had tools that, throughout her journey, enabled her 
to build her strength and stamina. We all know that those 
two qualities are powerful motivators and are extremely 
important to get through life—even at the toughest of 
times.

Lesson 12:  Provide the tools throughout a 
child’s journey to enable growth  

and development

“Regular children learn about those different 
from themselves and have the opportunity to 
learn that the differences are unimportant.”

—Lewis and Doorlag, 1987

There was no doubt that Anna’s peers readily accepted 
Anna’s uniqueness and they helped and guided her in 
many aspects of her day. The teachers talked excitedly 
of how the children continually commented on even the 
smallest achievement she attained. 
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“While teachers are helping special children 
adjust to a normal environment, they are also 
educating the other children to see them as 
feeling, fellow humans.”

—Dewey, 1980

The other learning from those early years of Anna’s 
development was that she was confident. This, in the 
student’s view, was a result of a combination of the love 
and support from her family and integration at a very 
early age with children in the kindergarten, pre-school, 
and childcare centre. It was important to Anna that she 
was accepted, included, and most of all, valued in all 
these settings. It showed every day that she was happy.

The case study reinforced my view that once you focus 
on those three powerful words—accepted, included, and 
valued—you are empowered and disability pales into 
insignificance. Anna was different but the same as the 
other kids. If she saw it that way, why couldn’t we? The 
children who played with her understood this naturally, 
as they were exposed at any early age to difference and 
were totally at ease with it. It was mutually rewarding.

In my view, it is this fundamental lesson that is the 
key to inclusion and achieving the goals of a diverse, rich 
community.

Lesson 13:  Accept, include, and valu e 
each person and celebrate their differences
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I’m convinced that Anna during her whole life 
never once thought she had a disability. Like the words 
‘occupational therapy’, the word ‘disability’ did not exist 
in Anna’s world. Anna was always a child at heart, but 
even in her late twenties her greatest gift was teaching 
others how to embrace life and be non-judgmental. She 
touched people’s very souls through her purity. 

Every child is exceptional in that he or she is unique. 
Children, in their uniqueness, differ in levels and quality 
of development. Diverse and flexible educational 
opportunities, where each child can feel comfortable 
within a program, should enable them to reach their 
full potential. Exceptional children have the same basic 
needs as other children, other than requiring more 
support in specific ways. These very special children 
provide a challenging opportunity and an ultimately 
rewarding and fulfilling personal satisfaction for early 
childhood educators. 

The more we can embrace difference, the more our 
society will benefit as a whole and we will achieve so 
much more together. After all, it’s the people’s lives we 
touch that makes a difference to our time on Earth, not 
how much we have or how many material things we 
own. They can be taken away from us in an instant and 
you can’t take them with you when you leave. Heartfelt 
memories of special connections and bonds are with us 
forever and often enable us to grow and become more 
compassionate and caring human beings. 

If it wasn’t for Anna, I don’t believe I would be the 
person I am today. I have been so blessed. This amazing 



26 

UNIVERSAL LIFE LESSONS

journey has enabled me to understand so many life 
lessons that I would not have learned otherwise. That 
is why this storytelling is so important. It needs to be 
shared while the light is burning bright and I feel the 
words pouring out of my fingers through the keyboard, 
just wanting the story to be written. It’s as though my 
higher purpose has been defined by sharing these 
eighty-five valuable universal life lessons that my brilliant 
blue bohemian butterfly came to this Earth to share. I 
feel her with me now, giving me the wings to fly and the 
belief that it will make a difference. I know that’s what 
she would have wanted.

Lesson 14:  Embrace exceptionality and 
uniqueness, we are all the same but different


