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Flexible Support 

– not rigid rules

Wendy McDonnell offers an example of how important it is for families to keep decision-making close to them when they seek support for their their sons and daughter. Wendy lives in a remote North Queensland community where a local service provider showed great flexibility in responding to the family’s needs – a flexibility that would never be demonstrated in a technocratic style of service management.

 I have a nineteen year old son named Ricky, who has Down syndrome. Ricky attended special schools and this was a secure network for us, knowing that his educational needs were being met by his teachers as well as his special needs. Ricky enjoyed school and felt at ease with his many friends and his surroundings, so when the time came for him to leave school it was an anxious and worrying time for us. Things were no longer so easily set out and we needed to plan for Ricky’s future. We felt we should organise some funding so that we could get Ricky involved in cutting a path to his future. 

At about this time I met up with Karen, the Local Area Coordinator in our region. She was extremely friendly and gave us hope. We spoke about Ricky’s circumstances and she gave me lots to read. She helped me get organised. I’m a working mother and didn’t have a lot of time but Karen helped me get started. We developed a vision and plan for Ricky’s next stage of life, including setting some immediate goals, future goals, and we applied for funding through the Moving Ahead Program for young people with disabilities. 

Months later we received news that Ricky had been allocated funding to support the plans for the next stage of his life. We live in a remote community and at that time I wasn’t particularly happy with the local organisations that provided services to people with disabilities, so Karen and I began to look around to see what other options there were. We identified a local mainstream employment and training organisation that supports young people. We approached them about managing Ricky’s funding and providing some of the supports that he needed to reach his goals. They had never done that sort of work before but after a period of negotiation they agreed to join in supporting Ricky. This was a major step – we now had a service provider and the choice was made in the knowledge that I could change the arrangements at any time. I could change the arrangements for the funding, whether the organisation managed part of Ricky’s funding or none at all – the decision was entirely up to me.

With Karen’s help and Ricky’s Moving Ahead Program worker, we knuckled down, working out goals, wants, and needs for Ricky over the coming two years. From this we developed a plan for Ricky that included personal development, life skills, literacy skills, work skills, and job placement training. At the same time we were able to get the support of a male support worker (from another organisation) who helped Ricky to reconnect with some of his mates from school. Ricky is very much a ‘people person’ who enjoys socialising, loves being part of a group, and it’s important to him to spend time with his mates.

Once Ricky’s Moving Ahead plans were up and running I realised that there were issues of concern that related to Ricky’s daily activities and his goals. I discussed these concerns with Karen and we met with Ricky’s support worker to sort them out. I was comfortable in voicing my concerns and we were able to develop some revised plans for Ricky’s goals. 

I know we still have a long way to go, however I feel confident that in working closely with Karen and Ricky’s support worker we will sort out issues, large and small, and that Ricky will live a happy, worthwhile and productive life. 


