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by M
aggie Skinner

M
aggie Skinner is a parent and passionate advocate for Individualised Supported 

Living arrangem
ents. M

aggie and her fam
ily decided that the disability service 

accom
m

odation m
odels available, w

ere incom
patible w

ith their philosophy and 
belief in w

hat a good life required. M
aggie’s son Cam

eron, w
ho has dual disability, 

has lived in his ow
n hom

e w
ith a variety of supports for 11 years. H

e is a valued 
neighbour and has been em

ployed as a receptionist at a local business for 10 years!

As parents, w
e had not thought m

uch about 
w

here Cam
eron w

ould live w
hen it w

as tim
e 

for him
 to m

ove out of hom
e, because it had 

alw
ays seem

ed so far into the future. H
ow

ever, 
the tim

e arrived w
ell before w

e w
ere ready 

and w
e had som

e serious thinking to do. W
hen 

Cam
eron w

as 20 years of age, w
e realised he 

w
as not happy: he had been caught up in day 

program
s and w

anted regular em
ploym

ent, 
and to m

ove out of hom
e like his brother and 

sister. M
y husband G

reg and I also had a vision 
for our ow

n lives – w
e longed to travel as grey 

nom
ads all over Australia and spend tim

e 
together after raising our fam

ily! – and w
e 

also knew
 that Cam

eron hated cam
ping and 

caravans!

O
ur vision for Cam

eron w
as not dissim

ilar to 
the vision w

e held for his siblings: to w
ork, 

to live in his ow
n place, perhaps share w

ith 
friends, get to know

 his neighbours and 
develop a range of friendships and lasting 
relationships. W

e found the segregated 
m

odels available w
ithin the disability system

 
did not !t w

ith our expectations of a good 
life for our son, w

ho happens to have a dual 
disability. W

e had to explore how
 to assist 

Cam
eron to get a perm

anent job and live in 
his ow

n hom
e as part of a supportive, caring 

neighbourhood. Rather than focus on “special” 
places o"ered by the system

, w
e had to 

reorientate our thinking tow
ards im

agining 
how

 to arrange personalised support to 
assist Cam

eron to live a m
eaningful life, full of 

“typical” opportunities in his com
m

unity. 

I attended a num
ber of educational events 

organised by Belonging M
atters and then m

et 
w

ith facilitator D
eb Rouget. D

eb cam
e to our 

hom
e and asked Cam

eron w
hat he w

anted to 
do w

ith his life. W
e found that he w

anted a job 
in W

arragul and to live in his ow
n place w

ith a 
friend.

O
nce w

e had this 
inform

ation, w
e 

thrashed out how
 

w
e could achieve 

Cam
eron’s vision. 

Cam
eron required support to live in his ow

n 

“...w
e had to reorientate our thinking tow

ards im
agining 

how
 to arrange personalised support to assist Cam

eron to 
live a m

eaningful life, full of “typical” opportunities in his 
com

m
unity. ”

hom
e, but he did not need a “carer”. H

e also 
spoke about com

panionship. W
e learnt that 

one option w
as for Cam

eron to live in his 
ow

n hom
e w

ith a housem
ate to assist w

here 
necessary and provide com

panionship. It 
seem

ed so typical, really – after all, it’s w
hat our 

other children 
had done! 
H

ow
ever, w

ith 
Cam

eron, 
w

e needed 
be m

ore 
intentional about the support required to live 
in his ow

n hom
e.

Throughout Cam
eron’s life, w

e had fostered 
com

m
unity involvem

ent in non- segregated 
environm

ents (e.g. m
ainstream

 school), 
so w

e did not w
ant his hom

e to becom
e a 

“service” environm
ent or “w

orkplace” for sta". 
In addition, w

e did not seek a housem
ate 

w
ith a disability. W

e felt that a person w
ith a 

disability m
ay not be in a position to provide 

the support and guidance Cam
eron needed, 

as they m
ight also have considerable needs. 

W
e w

anted som
eone w

ho could teach, m
entor 

and guide Cam
eron in cooking and dom

estic 
tasks, and possibly becom

e a friend, share 
com

panionship and occasional recreational 
activities. In return for this assistance, w

e 
decided that the housem

ate w
ould receive 

free rent.

The idea of Cam
eron living w

ith a housem
ate 

gave us the 
con!dence 
to believe 
that he could 
live aw

ay 
from

 hom
e. It w

ould provide the security of 
another person in the house and decrease 
his vulnerability, w

hich w
as one of our m

ajor 
concerns.

The task of !nding a good housem
ate w

as 
daunting at !rst. Q

uestions arose, such as how
 

do w
e !nd a good person, how

 do w
e !nd a 

com
patible person, how

 do w
e !nd a person 

that w
ill assist rather than do everything for 

Cam
eron, and m

any, m
any m

ore. There is a lot 
of inform

ation on the internet about hom
e-

sharing arrangem
ents, and at !rst w

e felt 

it im
portant to have a form

al arrangem
ent 

that listed conditions in an agreem
ent. As 

housem
ates m

oved on, and they do, w
e have 

relaxed this and now
 have conversations w

ith 
applicants instead.

Recruiting can be done in m
any w

ays. O
ur 

!rst option is ‘w
ord of m

outh’! As Cam
eron 

has becom
e increasingly involved in the 

com
m

unity, w
e have gotten to know

 som
e 

applicants and/or their fam
ilies, and thus 

have an inkling of their suitability. G
um

tree is 
another m

ethod that has been successful for 
fam

ilies, or advertising in local new
spapers 

or at TAFEs, universities and student notice 
boards.

“It seem
ed so typical, really – after all, it’s w

hat our other children had 
done!”

“...it is im
portant to rem

em
ber that you’re not engaging a “carer”, but a 

housem
ate w

ho can provide som
e assistance.”
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W
e designed an interview

 process around 
Cam

eron and asked for referees. Som
e people 

or fam
ilies m

ay feel a !rst aid certi!cate is 

im
portant if m

edical assistance is required, or 
a police check, or anything else they believe 
is im

portant. H
ow

ever, it is im
portant to 

rem
em

ber that you’re not engaging a “carer”, 
but a housem

ate w
ho can provide som

e 
assistance.

W
e found that several m

eetings w
ere usually 

required to get to know
 the potential 

housem
ate and for them

 to get to know
 

Cam
eron. The success of the relationship relies 

on open and honest com
m

unication, and 
w

e have found it bene!cial to have another 
person the housem

ate can discuss issues 
w

ith. For exam
ple, w

hen Cam
eron m

oved 
into his ow

n hom
e w

ith his !rst housem
ate 

in 2004, w
e em

ployed a coordinator for ten 
hours per w

eek to assist Cam
eron to !nd a 

job. This person w
as the contact betw

een his 
housem

ate and us if there w
as an issue the 

housem
ate felt uncom

fortable discussing w
ith 

us.

It w
as also im

portant to be clear and 

reasonable about expectations. D
uring the 

!rst m
eeting, w

e w
ould explain w

hat w
as 

expected by clarifying both Cam
eron’s and the 

housem
ate’s roles 

and responsibilities. 
W

e also found 
it very useful to 
discuss how

 space 
w

as used in the house, and w
hat private space 

Cam
eron or the housem

ate needed. W
e all 

need our ow
n space at tim

es!

As m
entioned before, successful 

relationships are based on open and honest 
com

m
unication, and sharing a house is no 

di"erent. W
e have found that regular visits and 

observing the interactions betw
een Cam

eron 
and his housem

ate/s are im
portant, as w

e can 
pick up on potential issues and deal w

ith them
 

before they becam
e 

problem
atic.

It is to be expected 
that housem

ates’ 
lives change 

and that they w
ill w

ant to m
ove onto the 

next stage of their lives. If you approach 
the house-sharing m

ethod believing that 
housem

ates should stay for lengthy periods, 
you m

ay be disappointed. At the beginning 
of conversations w

ith a new
 housem

ate, 
w

e request a tw
elve- m

onth com
m

itm
ent. 

Cam
eron’s longest housem

ate lived w
ith 

him
 for three years. Cam

eron has had tw
o 

housem
ates that w

ere single w
hen they 

m
oved in, m

et the w
om

en of their dream
s, 

got m
arried 

and, of course, 
m

oved out! O
ne 

housem
ate now

 
has three children, 
and Cam

eron still 
keeps in touch 
and visits them

 
regularly. Alm

ost all of Cam
eron’s housem

ates 

have stayed in contact and rem
ain !rm

 and 
supportive friends. Each housem

ate has 
contributed to Cam

eron’s life, not only as 
a m

ore natural form
 of support, but also in 

assisting him
 to achieve his dream

 of m
oving 

out of hom
e and living in a place of his ow

n.
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RE IN
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:

Em
ail: w

om
bat@

dcsi.net.au

“If you approach the house-sharing m
ethod believing that 

housem
ates should stay for lengthy periods, you m

ay be 
disappointed.”

“...successful relationships are based on open and honest 
com

m
unication, and sharing a house is no di"erent.”

“Alm
ost all of Cam

eron’s housem
ates have stayed in contact 

and rem
ain !rm

 and supportive friends. Each housem
ate 

has contributed to Cam
eron’s life, not only as a m

ore natural 
form

 of support, but also in assisting him
 to achieve his 

dream
 of m

oving out of hom
e and living in a place of his 

ow
n.”
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“Thinking About...” can now

 be purchased online. 
To purchase other editions or subscribe to future editions please visit the 

Belonging M
atters website:

w
w

w.belongingm
atters.org 

or contact

Belonging M
atters

3/178 Boronia Road, Boronia, Vic 3155, Australia
Ph: (03) 9739 8333


