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by M
argret Rodgers and Pam

 Rallings

M
argaret Rodgers’ 

com
m

itm
ent 

to 
people 

w
ith 

disabilities 
began 

in 
a L’Arche com

m
unity in 1981. She now

 w
orks at Com

m
unity Resource 

U
nit in Brisbane. Pam

 Rallings is the m
other of three adults and proud 

grandm
other of three boys. H

er youngest son D
avid has a disability and is 

now
 in his late 30s. Pam

 and her husband Paul assisted D
avid to m

ove into 
his ow

n place 12 years ago and also to !nd w
ork. D

avid does not receive 
any funding. The Rallings fam

ily have had a support circle for over !ve years. 
Pam

 w
ill share her experience of this. This is an extract from

 an article that 
w

as presented at the 2008 “O
ne Person at a Tim

e Conference” in M
elbourne.

About six years ago, in an era w
hen m

ost 
fam

ilies in Q
ueensland w

ere w
aiting for 

funding in order for their lives to begin, !ve 
young people (and?) their fam

ilies began to 
talk w

ith the M
am

re Association, all quite 
independently, about the future and they 
asked for assistance to get on w

ith their lives. 
They either had post-school funding or no 
funding at all. N

obody had adult lifestyle 
funding or support from

 an adult lifestyle 
service.

The vision of the Building Inform
al N

etw
orks 

project is that young adults w
ith a disability 

w
ill be able to live in their ow

n hom
e w

ith 
the support of fam

ily and inform
al netw

orks, 
including friends, extended fam

ily, neighbours 
and others. There are now

 ten people living in 
their ow

n hom
e.

Circles of Support have been a key strategy 
to help people and their fam

ilies achieve 
this. W

ithin the Building Inform
al N

etw
orks 

project, w
hen the sam

e little group m
eets 

regularly, w
e call that a circle; w

hen there are 
lots of people involved (e.g. socially) but not 
m

eeting together as a group, w
e refer to that 

as a netw
ork. N

ot everyone has a circle, but 
everyone has m

ore people involved in the 

thinking, planning and doing.

W
hat w

e w
ant to o"er today are re#ections 

from
 our experience in this project. There are 

som
e things that have w

orked w
ell and som

e 
things w

e w
ould be cautious about repeating. 

People com
ing together is a very old and very 

ordinary tradition, so there are no right or 
w

rong answ
ers.

The Rallings fam
ily w

as part of the group 
that instigated the project. D

avid w
as already 

living in his ow
n hom

e, but his parents 
w

ere concerned that he w
as isolated. D

avid 
w

ondered w
ho w

ould help him
 w

hen they 
w

ere too old. W
ith assistance from

 the project, 
their Circle began in July 2003. After 12 
m

onths, one of the m
em

bers took over the 
facilitation of the group. She is supported by 
the co-ordinator of the project. This is part of 
their story.

D
AVID

’S CIRCLE O
F SU

PPO
RT: PA

M
 

RA
LLIN

G
S

O
ur third child, D

avid, w
as born in 1971 and 

w
as not w

ell. H
e w

as quite badly battered from
 

the birth and took w
eeks to regain his birth 

w
eight. By the tim

e he w
as tw

elve m
onths old, 

he had been in hospital several tim
es and w

as 

extrem
ely physically slow

 com
pared w

ith other 
babies. W

e w
ent to lots of special program

s at 
the Children’s H

ospital and the Schonell Centre 
at the U

niversity of Q
ueensland and began the 

search for kindergarten and schools. O
f course 

nobody w
anted us. D

avid spent all his school 
years at a special school.

W
hen D

avid left school just over 20 years ago, 
I w

as shocked w
hen I looked at the options. 

D
avid w

as sixteen in the January of his !rst 
year out of school, and Centrelink’s only 
answ

er w
as to put him

 on a disability pension. 
I w

as furious w
ith a system

 that could not even 
give tim

e for som
eone w

ho had taken a long 
tim

e to learn everything to decide on the next 
stage of his life.

Som
ew

here along the w
ay, I decided he w

ould 
m

ove out at 25 years of age at the latest. W
e 

did not even think of funding; there w
as no 

individualised 
funding at 
that tim

e. 
D

avid w
anted 

to live in 
the suburb 
w

here he grew
 up. The irony of him

 being 
on that pension for so long w

as that he had 
m

oney saved for a deposit. W
e helped him

 
buy a house that, over the years, he shared 
w

ith people. First w
ith a friend that he had 

know
n from

 special school, then he shared 
w

ith students. These experiences taught D
avid 

about living w
ith people. W

hile I didn’t alw
ays 

like w
hat w

as happening, at no tim
e did I feel 

he w
as in any danger – I kept a fairly close 

w
atch. It w

as a lesson to m
e about letting go.

W
e know

 that D
avid gets so m

uch self-esteem
 

from
 having a job and being a valued m

em
ber 

of a team
 of w

orkers that the last tim
e he lost 

his job, w
e decided to create a resum

e for him
 

and send it to several nursing hom
es and golf 

clubs suggesting he could be a gardener’s 
assistant. H

e w
as o"ered a job at our local golf 

club, and six years later he is still w
orking there.

The job starts at 5.30 am
, 4 days a w

eek. 
W

e could not w
ork out any w

ay by public 
transport or bicycle tracks that he could stay 
in his house and start so early. So reluctantly, 
after six years of living in his ow

n hom
e, D

avid 
cam

e back hom
e to live w

ith us. After !ve 
m

onths at the new
 job w

e (reluctantly on m
y 

part) helped D
avid m

ove to a unit w
here he 

could ride his bike to w
ork easily. D

avid rented 
the unit but I had to guarantee his lease as 
his incom

e w
as so low

. At the end of the lease 
the rent w

as to be raised, so m
y husband Paul 

and I decided to buy a unit in the sam
e area so 

D
avid could rent from

 us and w
ould never be 

asked to m
ove as long as he had that job at the 

golf club.

D
avid’s life is busy and he loves routine. Four 

afternoons a w
eek he goes to the gym

 after 

w
ork. O

n his day o", he goes to TAFE for adult 
literacy and num

eracy – he has been going 
for years, and uses it like a club. O

n Saturdays, 
he bow

ls w
ith old school friends, visits his 

grandm
other, occasionally goes out w

ith 
a recreation group and com

es to visit us if 
nothing better is happening.

In addition to the support that Paul and I 
provide, M

ichael com
es for a couple of hours 

on W
ednesday evenings and helps D

avid shop, 
cook a m

eal, and m
ake the lunches for the next 

“I realised that if som
ething happened to m

e, D
avid w

ould need 
people around him

 to do the things that I do in the background that 
help keep his life on track.”
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w
eek. W

e have a really good arrangem
ent. O

ur 
challenge now

 is to keep this going for D
avid 

w
hen w

e can no longer do it. This is one of 

the reasons w
e started a Circle. I realised that 

if som
ething happened to m

e, D
avid w

ould 
need people around him

 to do the things that 
I do in the background that help keep his life 
on track. I can often anticipate w

hat m
ight go 

w
rong, such as how

 changes in bus tim
etables 

or fares or TAFE tim
etables w

ill a"ect D
avid. H

e 
needs help w

ith planning ahead and I know
 he 

alw
ays w

ill. This once led to m
e thinking that 

I’m
 the only one w

ho can do this, w
hich isn’t 

so. H
ow

ever, it needs people w
ho know

 him
 

and care about him
 and w

ho can anticipate 
w

hat is likely to com
e up.

O
ver the years, I have found that m

y being 
aw

ay occasionally creates the opportunity for 
Circle m

em
bers to understand w

hat it takes 
to assist. O

ften, people not so close to the 
situation com

e up w
ith great suggestions. 

Also, the younger m
em

bers of the Circle see 
things di"erently. Som

e problem
s need new

 

eyes to solve them
. I think w

e as parents can 
put up barriers by pretending w

e can do it all 
and thinking nobody can do it as w

ell, w
hich 

isn’t necessarily so. I needed som
eone else to 

ask people as I have alw
ays found it di$

cult to 
ask for help.

D
avid and I both suggested people for the 

Circle. They 
said they w

ere 
#attered to 
be asked. N

ot 
everyone could 
com

m
it to regular 

m
eetings even though they w

ere interested 
in D

avid and w
hat the Circle could do for him

. 
Som

e people have asked us to call them
 w

hen 
w

e need them
. W

e m
ake sure the Circle know

s 
w

ho they are so they can be invited to social 
gatherings through the year.

D
avid enjoys the Circle and seem

s to 
appreciate the focus being on him

. Som
etim

es 
I feel they’re getting a bit intrusive and give 
him

 too m
uch advice but he seem

s okay w
ith 

it. I know
 he 

w
ould stop the 

conversation if he 
w

anted to. I see 
the Facilitator as 

an essential role – som
eone w

ho is on D
avid’s 

side. They can say “W
hat do you think about 

this D
avid?” I used to w

orry that D
avid w

ould 
feel bad about people discussing personal 
aspects of his life, but the opposite has 
happened. H

e likes them
 to know

 all his new
s 

and grew
 tw

o feet taller w
hen telling the Circle 

about his aw
ard at w

ork.

The Circle has changed over tim
e. W

e alw
ays 

include food 
and fun at the 
m

eetings, but 
w

hile it is m
ore 

relaxed, w
e 

alw
ays have 

de!nite things to discuss. As m
ore people 

know
 w

hat is happening in D
avid’s life, I have 

been surprised at how
 people o"er to assist 

w
ith things that I w

ould never have asked for.

At the present tim
e, w

e are com
piling a “Book 

of D
avid”. W

e realised that a lot of D
avid’s 

history e.g. courses he has attended, w
ork 

experience 
and som

e 
health issues 
w

ere only 
in m

y head. 
M

em
bers of 

the Circle have 
chosen di"erent topics e.g. achievem

ents, 
health, goals.

W
e have di"ering num

bers at m
eetings. W

e 
have larger m

eetings som
etim

es w
ith partners 

and visitors com
ing along. At present, w

e are 
rotating the Facilitator for a change so each 
person gets a chance at facilitating if they 
w

ant to and the Facilitator gets a chance to be 
an ordinary m

em
ber.

It’s also about being open to opportunities 
and follow

ing them
. Recently, the partner of 

one of the Circle m
em

bers Richard saw
 D

avid’s 
truck collection so invited D

avid to com
e to 

his w
orkplace and see the big m

achinery 
and roadw

ork vehicles. Richard then asked 
D

avid if he could com
e to his w

orkplace. The 
Circle helped D

avid to organise lunch at the 
G

olf Club so D
avid could show

 everyone his 
w

orkplace and w
hat he does there. The day 

w
as a great success and w

e are thinking of 
m

aking it an annual event. D
avid used to be 

very shy at Circle m
eetings and alw

ays looked 
to Paul or m

yself to answ
er if he w

as asked 
a question. N

ow
 he often asks a question 

him
self and even initiates phone calls to 

m
em

bers him
self – but it has taken years. I 

still get pre-Circle tension (!ve years later)! 
I get anxious before m

eetings, even w
hen 

everything is going w
ell, but D

avid looks 
forw

ard to every m
eeting, saying “I’ve got to 

get m
y unit cleaned for the m

eeting, w
hat 

food w
ill I get, etc.”

W
hen Paul and I go aw

ay, the Circle share the 

support that w
e usually provide. They organise 

them
selves to take turns to be available for 

him
. Everyone in the Circle has our itinerary, 

and Paul gave instructions only to contact us if 
it w

as life-threatening as I’m
 a bit of a w

orrier. 
I’m

 very proud to say that so far I have not 
phoned hom

e at all. These tim
es aw

ay m
ake 

m
e realise that if anything happened to us, 

D
avid’s life could keep rolling on. 

BU
ILD

IN
G

 IN
FO

RM
A

L N
ETW

O
RKS PRO

JECT: 
M

A
RG

A
RET RO

D
G

ERS

O
ther Circles in the Building Inform

al 
N

etw
orks project have found that:

t�
Tw

o heads are better than one,

t�
W

hen it doesn’t happen naturally, having a 
sem

i-form
al structure like a Circle can help 

people to be involved. Friends and fam
ily 

need inform
ation and an invitation,

t�
Being clear about w

ho and w
hat the circle 

is for from
 the start helps you know

 w
ho to 

invite,

t�
Circles can be for the person; or for the 
person and the parents, and

t�
They can be short-term

 to achieve 
a particular goal, or long-term

 for 
safeguarding, social or w

hatever else is 
needed.

W
H

O
 TO

 IN
VITE A

N
D

 H
O

W

t�
People w

ho love and care,

t�
In this project, the focus has been on 
people already know

n – rather than 
seeking out people w

ith particular skills 
from

 the broader com
m

unity,

“O
ften, people not so close to the situation com

e up w
ith great 

suggestions. Also, the younger m
em

bers of the Circle see things 
di"erently. Som

e problem
s need new

 eyes to solve them
.”

“The Circle helped D
avid to organise lunch at the G

olf Club so D
avid 

could show
 everyone his w

orkplace and w
hat he does there. The day 

w
as a great success and w

e are thinking of m
aking it an annual event.”

“I think w
e as parents can put up barriers by pretending w

e can do it 
all and thinking nobody can do it as w

ell, w
hich isn’t necessarily so.”

“As m
ore people know

 w
hat is happening in D

avid’s life, I have been 
surprised at how

 people o"er to assist w
ith things that I w

ould 
never have asked for.”
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t�
People w

ho are prepared to focus on 
the person – w

orkers in the !eld bring 
disability know

ledge but their loyalties are 
often divided,

t�
Brothers and sisters, extended fam

ily, and

t�
The person them

selves – this is w
ith them

 
not about them

.

H
O

W
 TO

 A
SK

t�
D

i"erent for each fam
ily – som

e w
ant help 

w
ith this, others just need help behind the 

scenes to w
ork out w

ho and how
, but they 

do it,

t�
Som

e send a letter, others a phone call. 
Som

e do both,

t�
D

epending on the purpose, som
etim

es it 
com

es from
 the parents, som

etim
es the 

person and som
etim

es both, and

t�
Som

e fam
ilies have invited people to a 

one-o" planning session and then the 
circle has em

erged from
 that.

G
ETTIN

G
 STA

RTED

t�
The !rst M

eeting is an opportunity to talk 
about how

 the group w
ill w

ork together 
and w

hen, w
here, how

 often and for how
 

long to m
eet, 

t�
H

aving som
eone to facilitate or chair the 

m
eeting keeps it on track and on tim

e, and 
m

eans fam
ily m

em
bers don’t have to do 

that,

t�
Keeping notes is helpful. A good record of 
subtle change over tim

e,

t�
Food is good, but be cautious of that taking 
the focus o" the discussion, and

t�
H

aving enough form
ality to keep the focus 

on the person and the topic. At social 

gatherings, people w
ith disabilities can 

fade into the background and the deeper 
topics don’t get aired. Circles !nd their ow

n 
balance of w

ork and play.

W
H

AT H
A

PPEN
S – W

O
RKIN

G
 TO

G
ETH

ER

t�
Regular m

eetings help the group to form
 

and w
ork together. Initially, m

ost m
eet 

m
onthly for about an hour and a half. This 

m
ay change over tim

e,

t�
Finding a place to start – som

e circles catch 
up on the day to day issues, and that leads 
into discussion about the bigger picture. 
O

thers start w
ith m

ore form
al planning and 

follow
 goals and strategies that com

e from
 

that, and

t�
It takes tim

e – establishing a circle can 
m

ean m
ore w

ork for parents initially. 
M

em
bers take tim

e to learn and 
understand the com

plexities of supporting 
the person. H

ow
ever, over tim

e this can 
and does happen.

KEEPIN
G

 CIRCLES G
O

IN
G

t�
H

aving a nom
inated (som

etim
es paid) 

Facilitator w
ho shares the responsibility 

w
ith the fam

ily for setting dates, asking 
people, keeping on track and follow

ing 
people up is 
a safeguard, 
andAnniversaries 
and Celebrations 
are a good 

opportunity to re#ect on w
hat’s been 

achieved. This can help people recognise 
the som

etim
es subtle change that has 

occurred and inspires them
 to keep going.

CO
N

CLU
SIO

N
Circles are far from

 perfect. They are not 
a m

agic !x-all solution. They are m
ade up 

of hum
an beings and are therefore m

essy. 
H

ow
ever, despite our fears, people w

ith 
disability seem

 to have enjoyed having a 

Circle and have enjoyed having people focus 
on them

 and their future. Brothers and sisters 
have also reported som

e relief at having others 
to share the 
responsibility 
in the future.
The m

ajority 
of Circle 
m

em
bers 

keep com
ing 

and don’t appear to be counting the m
onths 

or years. They are usually surprised to !nd how
 

long the Circle has been going. They are m
uch 

m
ore inform

ed about the person and able to 
play a role and they are proud to share som

e of 
the person’s life and achievem

ents.
There is a lot of talk today about sel!shness, 
greed and 
busyness in 
our society, 
but across 
Brisbane 
alone, I see 
evidence to 
the contrary as a couple of hundred people 
from

 this project alone com
e regularly to 

talk and listen, support and encourage other 
m

em
bers of their

com
m

unity. This is being led and instigated by 
people w

ith disability sh aring the gifts they 
have to o"er. 

FO
R M

O
RE IN

FO
RM

ATIO
N

:
Em

ail: m
argaretrodgers@

cru.org.au.

“There is a lot of talk today about sel!shness, greed and busyness in 
our society, but across Brisbane alone, I see evidence to the contrary 

as a couple of hundred people from
 this project alone com

e regularly 
to talk and listen, support and encourage other m

em
bers of their 
com

m
unity.”

“Brothers and sisters have also reported som
e relief at having others to 

share the responsibility in the future. The m
ajority of Circle m

em
bers 

keep com
ing and don’t appear to be counting the m

onths or years.”

“Circles are far from
 perfect. They are not a m

agic !x-all solution. 
They are m

ade up of hum
an beings and are therefore m

essy.”

“They are m
uch m

ore inform
ed about the person and able to play 

a role and they are proud to share som
e of the person’s life and 

achievem
ents.“


