SURESTART CONFERENCE 2006 

Can I begin by thanking SureStart for giving me the opportunity to be here today?  It’s a real pleasure for me to be in a position to tell others about the marvellous work that the SureStart teams provide.

Firstly, I’d like to introduce myself.  My name is Naomi O’Loughlin.  I’m a wife and mother of two young boys and I’d like to share my story with you.

Sitting down a few days ago to prepare this, I found it quite difficult to recall the everyday thoughts and emotions from 3 or 4 years ago, simply because life has changed so much since then.

I had given up work after the birth of my first son, Ryan.  I had visions of becoming a stay-at-home “earth mother”, who would bake bread and teach my kids to read, write and speak fluent French before the age of three, boy was I in for a shock!

Sixteen months after Ryan, my second son, Kieran was born.  In between, my husband had been diagnosed and had surgery for cancer, and I had begun to suffer from a debilitating mystery illness.  I had moved to a new area away from my family, and the loneliness and lack of support at that time was almost overwhelming.

I had to keep going for my husband and my kids, but I felt physically and mentally exhausted, as if my whole persona had been hollowed out.

Having been diagnosed with post-natal depression, my health visitor recommended the local SureStart group.  After a visit from a Family Support worker, I reluctantly agreed to attend the centre for a coffee with some other mums.  The warmth and genuine caring that the staff radiate, and the close-knit, supportive friendships that are built by the mothers themselves, meant that these two hours, twice a week, became a lifeline for me.

Built into the weeks were diverse courses such as nutrition, stress-management, self-esteem and adult numeracy, so each of us could learn new skills, safe in the knowledge that our children were well looked after in the crèche.

Current courses run by SureStart include behaviour management, parenting classes and baby massage.  Support is given to parents with post-natal depression and children with speech and language difficulties.  SureStart also celebrates the role of the father in the family, with fathers groups and fun-days.

For me, SureStart definitely provided much more than a coffee twice a week.  The family Support workers visited me when I became too ill to leave the house. One incident in particular springs to mind.  One of the family support workers rang me one day and found me in tears.  My son had a dirty nappy and I did not have the strength to lift him out of his playpen.  Within 10 minutes she was at my door, and she stayed until my husband got home that evening, playing with the kids and listening to me.

Another member of the SureStart team encouraged me to publish some of my poetry and to apply for University.  I don’t think Seamus Heaney has much to worry about; but I’m now in my third year of a Molecular Biosciences Honours degree, on placement as a research assistant within the Microbial Biotechnology Group at the University of Ulster; and I have been invited to stay on to complete a PhD in microbial genetics and biochemistry after I graduate next year.

The important part of the SureStart ethos for me is the unconditional support from the staff.  The support I received gave me the confidence to try something completely new.  They genuinely had faith that I could do whatever I put my mind to, and after a while that faith rubbed off on me.

Don’t get me wrong; life nowadays is still not a bed of roses.  

I was diagnosed last year with multiple sclerosis, again SureStart was there to visit me in hospital and provide me with someone outside my family to talk to, whilst I began to come to terms with my illness.

I cannot say enough what a difference SureStart can make to someone in need of help.  Many families, through no fault of their own, find themselves facing problems; but within the seamless, integrated service that SureStart provides, they can be assured of compassion and practical help.  Of the many families that pass through SureStart, no one is forgotten and each one is unique.

I’m beginning drug therapy next week to halt the progression of the M.S. and I know that the side-effects can be pretty bad; however I’m choosing not to focus on that, instead my mind will be on the sky-dive I have planned to raise funds for M.S. in April.

SureStart has changed my perspective on life, these days my glass is definitely half-full.

SureStart has given me back my spirit and my self-belief and for that I thank you.

