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elcome to this month’s edition of
Parity focusing on leaving care and
homelessness.

W

It will come as no surprise to read that young
people leaving care experience a range of
poor outcomes along the whole range of
social indices including health, education,
housing and employment. They also
experience higher levels of chronic housing
instability and homelessness.
Indeed it is universally recognised that there
is a clear and unequivocal nexus between
leaving state care and the likelihood of
becoming homeless.
Likewise, a disproportionately large number
of people who later become entrenched in
the homeless population have been in state
care as young people.
It is also arguable that the very experience
of out of home care can do more harm than
good for some young people and indeed,
that the trauma associated with a poor
experience can signiﬁcantly contribute to the
causes of homelessness both as a young
person and as importantly, in later life.1

Quite rightly, the Australian Government
White Paper on Homelessness — The
Road Home, prioritises the needs of young
people leaving state care and the juvenile
justice systems in its ‘no exits into
homelessness’ policy.
A growing awareness among policy makers
and service providers has led to the
development of Exit Plans and Transition
Plans in most State and Territory jurisdictions.
For example, the Young People Leaving
Care Housing and Support Initiatives in
Victoria’s Youth Homelessness Action Plan.
These approaches feature strongly in state
and territory commitments under the
National Partnership Agreements on
Homelessness, although there is no clear
uniformity in the operation of these programs
between jurisdictions.
Obviously we are learning by doing. There
needs to be ongoing evaluation of existing
Exit and Transition Programs and indeed
of the experience of out of home care itself

However, while we do this important learning
we have young people leaving care every
day, and we know more are coming. What
strikes me, and I’m sure strikes the reader,
is that despite the clear recognition of the
issues at stake and the development of exit
and transition policies and programs, the
problem of young people transitioning into
homelessness persists.

What I can’t see at the moment are any
housing guarantees for young people
leaving care. Potentially, the draft (and long
overdue) National Standards for Out of
Home Care standards currently being
consulted on will take us some way toward
improving the experiences and outcomes
of those in care. It will be wonderful if we
can get these standards to seriously
address the work needed to prevent young
people exiting into homelessness, so that
we have national minimum uniform
leaving care standards.

Michelle Burrell,
CEO, Council to Homeless Persons
Footnote
1. The ﬁndings of NSW researcher Catherine
Robinson are particularly illustrative of the
role of trauma as a crucial part of the
experience of homelessness.
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New Arrival at CHP
W

e would like to welcome Sarah Kahn to CHP. She is the
Manager of the new CHP Policy and Communications Unit.

Sarah comes to us after a ﬁve-year tenure at the National Alliance
to End Homelessness in Washington, DC, where she was the
Director of Field Mobilisation; advocating with local, state, and
national stakeholders to advance policy and program solutions
to homelessness. Sarah has developed and managed major
legislative campaigns, and strengthened the capacity of local
communities to implement new tools for preventing and ending
homelessness. Prior to working with the Alliance, she coordinated
the Continuum of Care (a local planning network to deliver federal

funding to the homelessness sector)
at the Homeless Services Coalition
of Greater Kansas City while
working towards a Master’s Degree
in Social Work from the University of
Kansas. Sarah began her social work
career working with families at risk of
homelessness at Cobb Family Resource Center in Atlanta, Georgia.
We believe Sarah will be a major asset to both CHP and the
cause of homelessness advocacy.
Please get in touch with her at sarah@chp.org.au
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EDITORIAL

I can’t help but wonder — even though we
know who these young people are, where
they are, and can take a pretty good guess
at what they need (a home, a job, an
education, just like everyone else), why can’t
we get this right?

So, given that we have clear evidence of a
‘leaving care pathway’ into homelessness,
what are we doing to stop it?

A housing guarantee for kids leaving care,
backed up by resources, access to
education and work and support where it
is needed — surely it’s not too much to
ask for? After all, these are the things that
any parent would make sure are in hand
when their child leaves home.

if we are to develop the evidence base for
knowing what works and why. Here listening
to the voices of young people themselves
is vital, through organisations such as the
CREATE Foundation, and through other
places of cultural safety for young people
in and out of care.
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Putting the ‘Care’
Back into the
LeavingCareSystem
By Cheryl Baxter,
Director,
and Livia Carusi,
Regional Manager,
The Salvation Army
EastCare Network
ir William Deane, Australia’s GovernorGeneral (1996–2002), passionately
voiced that:

S

“the ultimate test of our worth as Nation
is how we treat the most vulnerable
and disadvantaged of our people.”

signiﬁcantly different from those of other
young people. However, even with the
plethora of National and State policy
frameworks and Partnership Agreements,
we have continued to fail many young people
leaving care and adequately respond,
protect and enable them to reach their full
adult potential.
The moral challenge that we now face is
one that demands the political will to deliver
social, economic and environmental justice
to all our young people. The call for such

This edition of Parity ‘Everybody
Knows: Leaving Care and
Homelessness’, illustrates the
challenges, opportunities and
possibilities before us as a society
and a Nation to ensure that the
‘good news stories’ lived by some
of our young people in the care
system is a reality rather than a
rarity.
There is sufﬁcient evidence to
substantiate that young people
leaving care are amongst the most
vulnerable in our society. This group
of young people move into
adulthood with experiences

action is of course one part of the equation,
albeit a central part.
As a service system we must also continue
to reflect on and improve our practices and
responses by ensuring the existence of
appropriate leaving care plans, by
adequately supporting, resourcing and
developing the sector workforce. We also
need to provide opportunities for the voices
of young people to be heard at the
service level and within the political
environment as well as demanding
legislative frameworks and
standards to protect and uphold
the rights of young people
including the right to housing.

© Clare O’Shanessy Hare 2010

In closing, The Salvation Army
EastCare Network acknowledges
the wonderful contributions made
by authors to this edition. We also
acknowledge the commitment and
efforts of all those who have worked
tirelessly to improve, support and
encourage young people to reach
their full potential. However, in the
end, if we accept the view so
passionately voiced by Sir William
Deane: political rhetoric must be
matched by political will. ■

Identifying What Works and Why?
Call for sector support
Flinders University has received funding as part of the National
Homelessness Research program to explore what programs,
models or aspects of service provision work best for homeless
people and in what circumstances. This is a unique opportunity
for us to gather together a signiﬁcant amount of evidence for
the sector and to consolidate knowledge about the diversity of
approaches, the models in use and their associated strengths.
Much of the evidence about the effectiveness of services and
programs is contained in evaluation and research reports that
have been commissioned or undertaken by government
departments, peaks, networks and individual organisations. This
evidence has not been systematically collated and reviewed and
probably is retained within organisations for their own use or
reference. The aim of this project therefore is to gather together
this information and to help bring to light information about
differing approaches applied to work with diverse groups of
homeless people with sometimes very complex needs.
The success of this project will be dependent upon securing
access to evaluation and other reports that comment on models
and service delivery projects targeted towards homeless people.
We are interested in making contact with any individuals,

organisations, networks/peaks or departments that have
commissioned such reports over the past 10 years. We are very
keen to obtain reports based upon a variety of research and
evaluation methods, whether they are single case studies, qualitative
evaluations, survey research, or based upon analysis of secondary
data. The project will not be examining work that is primarily or
exclusively policy discussion, advocacy, or theoretical in nature.
We are aware these types of reports are often produced for an
internal or departmental audience and can be sensitive. For this
reason, we are committed to ensuring all material provided to us
will be treated conﬁdentially and no agency will be identiﬁed within
our ﬁnal project report that will focus on aspects of services or
programs that are regarded as working well for homeless people.
If you would like more information about this project or if you
have a report that you could make available to us please
contact Dr Eleanor Button on 0438 200905 or email
eleanor.button@flinders.edu.au
The Flinders University project team also consists of Assoc.
Professor Jo Baulderstone, Chris Talbot, and Loretta Geuenich.
The target for completion of the project is January 2011.
Thank you for reading this we hope you are able to help us in
our endeavours.

A Policy Goal or a Policy Problem?
By Philip Mendes,
Monash University
and Guy Johnson,
RMIT University,
Guest Editors

Y

The social and economic costs associated
with the current failure to provide leaving
care and post-care supports to care
leavers are significant both for the
individuals involved and the broader
community. Care leavers tend to make
significant and on-going demands on
Australia’s income security, housing, health
and welfare, criminal justice, and other
crisis intervention systems.
The provision of safe, secure and affordable
accommodation is a crucial component in
the transition from care to independent living,
and is closely linked to positive outcomes
in health, social connections, education and
employment. In this context, one of the most
pleasing aspects of the Federal
Governments’ White Paper on
homelessness is its explicit focus on care
leavers. The aim of reducing the number of
young people exiting care, while long
overdue, is a sensible, evidence based
approach that has the potential to reduce
the total homeless population, signiﬁcantly
reduce the youth homeless population, and,
importantly the number of people who
transition to chronic homelessness. It builds
on important State and Territory work where
the development of legislative frameworks
and the funding of leaving care services
mark an important policy milestone in the
process of providing care leavers with the
opportunities to live successful, meaningful
and socially engaged lives.

the pathway from care to chronic
homelessness. Ultimately this will render it
more difﬁcult to achieve the other targets
that form the basis of the Government’s
White Paper, The Road Home.

In the area of research we see similar signs
of leaving care being obscured under the
banner of universal housing policies. Of the
$11.4 m allocated to research under the
National Partnership Agreement on
Homelessness, no speciﬁc money has been
directed towards research involving care
leavers — this is a signiﬁcant and curious
omission. While State and Federal
governments prioritise chronic homelessness
(and we have no issue with this per se), the
reality is that if meaningful strategies with
appropriate funding are not put into place,
too many young people will continue to travel

The articles in this edition demonstrate that
agencies have developed a wide range of
responses to assist care leavers. These
articles remind us that care leavers are a
varied group with different needs and
experiences. But all the authors agree that
care leavers need designated housing similar
to that provided to most young people in
the community by their parents.
Governments as corporate parents have a
responsibility for the ongoing housing needs
of care leavers, and they need to start
developing some serious and transparent
strategies to fulﬁll this responsibility. ■

Equally concerning to us is the target itself.
To date we are unaware of any efforts to
establish a reliable benchmark ﬁgure. How
can we tell if the number of young people
exiting care into homelessness have declined
if there is no benchmark ﬁgure? In short,
despite the rhetoric very little substantive
change appears to be happening.

Despite these promising signs we have
become increasingly concerned that the
issue of care leavers and homelessness is
being marginalised, once again, by
© Ajak Sunshine 2009
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oung people leaving state out of home
care are arguably one of the most
vulnerable and disadvantaged groups in
society. Compared to most young people,
they face particular difﬁculties in accessing
educational, employment, housing and other
developmental opportunities.

Federal and State policies. Discussion about
care leavers in housing policy documents
is conspicuous by its absence. And those
state housing policies which do refer to
leaving care responses often tend to
highlight a more generic ‘youth speciﬁc’
approach that fails to adequately differentiate
between care leavers and other young
people at risk of homelessness. This is
despite the recognition that ‘blending
responses’ for young people at risk of or
experiencing homelessness and care leavers
is often detrimental to both groups.
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Leaving Care and Homelessness –
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Chapter 1:
Government Initiatives
National Standards for
Out of Home Care
By Karen Wilson,
Branch Manager,
Children’s Policy Branch,
Women’s and Children’s Group,
Department of Families,
Housing, Community Services
and Indigenous Affairs
n April 2009, the Council of Australian
Governments (COAG) endorsed the
National Framework for Protecting
Australia’s Children 2009–2020 (the National
Framework). The National Framework is a
national commitment by governments and
the non-government sector to provide childcentred, family-focused responses as the
most effective way to help children and
young people who are disadvantaged or
at risk of becoming disadvantaged. The
National Framework recognises that all
children and young people have the right
to be safe, to receive loving care and support,
and have access to the services they need
to enable them to succeed in life.

I

One of the key, early actions under the
National Framework is the development of
National Standards for Out of Home Care.
The aim of developing National Standards
is to drive improvements in the quality of
care to enable children and young people
living in care to have the opportunity to reach
their potential in all areas of well-being.
Most Australian jurisdictions already
regulate the Out of Home Care system
with a series of policies and standards that
cover organisational management and
capacity, providing of quality care, and
recruitment of carers and employees. The
development of National Standards aims
to address the inconsistencies in state and
territory regulations and standard and
assist children and young people to receive
the best possible care and support
regardless of what jurisdiction they live in.
At 30 June 2009, there were 34,069 children
and young people living in Out of Home
Care in Australia, an increase of 44 per cent
from 2005 (AIHW, 2010). Most were living
either in foster care (47 per cent) or with
relatives (45 per cent) (AIWH, 2010). Children
and young people are placed in out of home
care because they are the subject of child

protection substantiation as a result of their
parent being unable to provide adequate
care or because alternative accommodation
is needed during time of family crisis (AIHW,
2009). This indicates that this group of
children and young people may already be
facing development and well-being issues
before they are placed in care. A recent
review of literature (KPMG, 2010) highlighted
the poor outcomes for children and young
people living in out of home care across a
range of indicators — including health,
education attainment, employment
participation, teenage pregnancy, and
homelessness — compared to other
children and young people.

Between February and May 2010, the
Department of Families, Housing,
Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs engaged KPMG to undertake a
series of consultations around Australia
to inform the development of National
Standards. A consultation paper
(Department of Families, Housing,
Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs, 2010) was released in January
2010 as a catalyst for discussions. The
consultation paper identified six areas as
being key to overall child well-being —
physical and mental health; safety; culture
and community; spirituality; emotional
development; and learning and achieving.
These areas were used to lead discussions

The consultations were held with 317
representatives from government and nongovernment organisations, 96 foster,
kinship and residential carers, 64 young
people who live or have lived in out of
home care, and 52 written submissions.
A diverse range of feedback was received,
with most participants indicating support
for the development of National Standards
(KPMG, 2010). Some of the main points
raised included:
• Maintaining family connections as
children and young people need to
know their family;
• Increased stability in placements;
• Providing support to young people
transitioning to independent living;
• Supporting carers to undertake their
roles;
• Increase involvement of children
and young people in decision
making; and
• Increased and timely access to
support services, such as physical
and mental health, and education
(KPMG, 2010).

The proposed overarching principles are
designed to assist with framing the National
Standards around the best interests of the
child and ensuring the voice of the child
is heard, as outlined in the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child ratified in 1990. These principles
were drawn from the work undertaken by
KPMG between February and May 2010
and are consistent with the overarching
principles of the National Framework for
Protecting Australia’s Children.

On 7 July 2010, a Working Document
(agreed by all Community and Disability
Service Ministers) was released
(Department of Families, Housing,

The 14 draft National Standards cover the
different stages of the out of home care
experiences, from the needs of children
and young people on entry to a care
placement, their needs to participate in
education and other opportunities, their
connections with family, community and
their carers, to preparation for leaving care.
For example, one of the draft National
Standards is that young people have a
transition for care plan commencing at 15
years old which is reviewed at least annually
that details support to be provided after
leaving care, and involves children and
young people in its preparation.
The next steps are for government officials
to undertake further, targeted consultations

on the Working Document, to test and
refine the draft standards. This stage of
consultations will be with peak
organisations in each state and territory
and national levels. There are a number of
issues that need to be resolved between
government officials to make sure there is
a clear implementation process for the
National Standards. Making sure that the
draft National Standards align with current
state and territory standards where
possible, is important so that undue burden
is not placed on the service system.
Arrangements for measuring, monitoring
and reporting on the draft National
Standards also need to be determined. A
blueprint will be developed outlining
governance for the National Standards
including roles and responsibilities for
measuring, monitoring and reporting under
the standards. This work is expected to
be completed by the end of 2010. ■
References
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2009)
Child Protection Australia 2007–08, Child
welfare series no. 45, Cat no. CWS33,
Canberra: AIHW, p.52
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare
(2010), Child Protection Australia 2008–09,
Child welfare series no. 47, Cat No. CWS 35,
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KPMG (2010) National Standards for Out of
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Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs, 2010). The Working Document
outlines the proposed overarching
principles for the National Standards, a list
of draft National Standards, and a number
of issues that need to be considered in the
further development and implementation
of the National Standards.
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around the factors in out of home care
that influence outcomes for children and
young people. The aim of this approach
was to ensure that the National Standards
help achieve positive outcomes for children
and young people and have a basis in the
evidence about what influences outcomes
for those in out of home care.
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Improving Outcomes
for Young People Leaving Care
By Sarah Finegan
(in consultation with Children Youth
and Families Division, DHS)

Project Leader,
Housing Support Services,
Housing and Community
Building,
Victorian Department of
Human Services
he Senate Committee Report, Forgotten
Australians estimated that 500,000
Australians spent part or all their childhood
in an orphanage, home or other form of out
of home care during the twentieth century.
The Victorian Government’s submission to
this inquiry estimated that around 100,000
children were placed in care in Victoria
between 1928 and 2003.

T

Institutions continued to accommodate
children and young people who had been
removed from their families due to
allegations of neglect and/or abuse up to
the late 1980s. By 1990 Government
institutions such as Allambie, Baltara and
Winlaton were progressively closed and
replaced with community based care.

• Have a greater focus on promoting
wellbeing across out of home care
and community programs focusing
on at risk young people;
• Support the Department of Human
Services (DHS) and the Department
of Employment Early Childhood
Development (DEECD) working
together to improve education
options for children and young
people in out of home care;
• Ensure that culturally appropriate
responses to the needs of Aboriginal
families and children is at the
forefront of policy and program
development;
• Ensure that children and young
peoples’ views and needs are heard
and incorporated into programs; and
• Strengthen supports to young
people in out of home care so they
may develop the life skills required to
successfully move to independence.

Housing and
Homelessness
In December 2008, the Australian
Government released a White Paper on
Homelessness, The Road Home, which
called on all levels of government, business,
the not for profit sector and the community
to join together to reduce homelessness.
The Road Home outlined the need for new
investment in homelessness and reform of
existing services, including a policy of ‘no
exits into homelessness’ from statutory,
custodial care and hospital, mental health
and drug and alcohol services.
In Victoria, new funding of $154 million over
four years has been allocated to new
approaches that align with the directions
outlined in the The Road Home. Of this
$26.63 million has been allocated to youth
speciﬁc approaches, including:
• $13.75 million to strengthen youth

There have been many changes since
those days of total institutions with greater
emphasis upon community based care,
and yet outcomes for children who have
been in out of home care, in the main
continue to be variable.
Young people leaving care should have
the capacity to have a happy and healthy
life, including having:
• connection to family and friends
• connection to culture
• connection to community
• age appropriate independence
• a home
• education, training
• employment
• good health

Child Protection and
Out of Home Care
In May 2009 the Minister for Community
Services, Lisa Neville, endorsed Directions
for out of home care a document setting out
far reaching reforms not only for the care
sector but fundamentally how child and
family welfare policy will be shaped into the
future. The Victorian Government pledged
$135 million in the 2009–2010 budget over
the next four years to:
• Support children to remain at home
with their families;
• Develop the continuum of placement
options to ensure better matching for
children and placements, especially
therapeutic options to meet the
complex needs of some children;
© Willem de Jong Neptune 2009

Leaving Care funding is delivering, post care
information and support, mentoring, housing
and support and access to ﬂexible
brokerage in all DHS regions. These services
are delivered via regionally co-ordinated
leaving care alliances.
These leaving care services are targeted at
all young people either still in care or those
up to 21 years of age who have left care
but still require support.
Within the leaving care population, there
are particular groups of young people that
require additional supports, for example,
Aboriginal young people and young people
who are parenting.
Current leaving care services include:
Supports
Post care support. Is the provision of
case management support to young
people (up to 21 years of age) making
the transition to independent living.
Mentoring. Aims to provide young
people leaving care with the
opportunities to interact with adults in
community settings and promote
personal relationships that militate
against social isolation.
Flexible brokerage. Aims to provide
ﬂexible support funding to add to each
region’s capacity to deliver ﬂexible
responses to young people.
Leaving Care Helpline. A state-wide

As noted above critical to the effectiveness
of these approaches is planning that
identiﬁes and responds to a young persons
needs while a young person is still in
statutory care. The process of developing
and implementing the plan will maximise
the likelihood that the young person is as
prepared as they can be.

DHS is committed to improving the way
we plan and respond to the needs of young
people leaving care. It is important to
acknowledge that this cannot occur in
isolation of the broader community,
responding to the needs of these young
people is a whole of community
responsibility. ■

These supports are available in each
DHS region.
Housing and Support
Housing and case managed
support. This provides homelessness
assistance case managed support for
up to two years, including access to
dedicated transitional housing
accommodation and where
appropriate access to other forms of
accommodation such as private rental
or extension of existing placements.
Indigenous specific housing and
support. This is the same as the
above approach; however has a focus
on connecting or re-connecting a
young person to their culture.

Whilst signiﬁcant progress has been made
to date, further work is required to
increase the capacity for services to
deliver improved, varied and ﬂexible
responses to improve outcomes for young
people leaving care.
Future approaches
Key DHS projects are under development
that further focus on the transition phase
as well as post care, include:
• Development and delivery of training
in planning and actioning ‘leaving
care’ plans as part of child
protection case planning processes.
This training will be combined
training for child protection and out
of home care agencies, as well as
other providers delivering post care
services.
• Access to ‘foyer’ accommodation
and support by young people exiting
out of home care.
• New models of cluster
accommodation for young people
currently in out of home.
• Lead tenant models in out of home
care.
• An Aboriginal model of leaving care,
including speciﬁc strategies to
increase the capacity of sectors to
respond to the speciﬁc and unique
needs of Aboriginal young people.
Future Directions
Whilst we have made signiﬁcant progress,
there is deﬁnitely still a long way to go to
overturn the poor outcomes experienced
by young people in out of home care.

The following quotes are taken
from the (Evaluation of the
Youth Homelessness Action Plan
Stage 1, Summary Report, by
Thomson Goodall Associates
September 2008).
“I met the Leaving Care worker a
few months before my order
expired. It was good to have that,
you know, consistency when I left,
because I was really freaking out”
— Geoff 19.
“The support that I’ve had has
saved me, it really has. Things got
pretty bad after I left care. I didn’t
want to know any workers, and
when I came back, they really
picked me up, no questions asked”
— Tim 18
“For years, people do everything for
you, buy you everything, tell you
everything, when you have to get
up, go to bed, everything, they say
‘off you go, have a good life, don’t
muck up”
— Ben 19
“It would have been better if they
started getting me ready when I was
still in foster care, you know when I
was about 15. But I don’t know that
I would have cared then, you know?
I’m ready now, but I probably
wasn’t then. But they still could
have done more”
— Cam 19
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With these aims the Victorian Department
of Human Services (across Children, Youth
and Families and Housing and Community
Building Divisions) has dedicated speciﬁc
funding to develop a range of supports
targeting those young people who are
transitioning from care or those who have
already left care.

Housing and case managed supports are
available in each DHS region. Indigenous
housing support is in North and West
Metropolitan region, Gippsland and Loddon
Mallee regions.

Future directions will build on this progress
and will consider how government and
service organisations can achieve:
• Improved education opportunities for
young people in out of home care;
• Strengthened transition supports
from primary to secondary school
for young people at risk of
dropping out;
• Strengthened co-operative planning
for young people as they move to
independence;
• Strengthened family re-connection
initiatives that suit the ranges of
needs of young people and families;
• Extend the range of support and
accommodation options, that take
into account the varying levels of
need and capacities of young
people to all department regions;
• Strengthened mentoring programs
especially with regard to vocation,
pre-employment and employment
support roles; and
• A greater range of housing and
housing models that take into
account young peoples needs
especially with regard to affordability.

service (1300 532 846) for young
people so that they can be directed to
leaving care supports.
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crisis responses.
• $3.5 million for dual diagnosis
workers.
• $3.3 million over four years to
establish “foyer like” models of
housing and support. New funding
will establish a foyer-like model of
housing and support for young
people in regional Victoria, with a
focus on engaging young people in
employment, education and training
opportunities.
• $3 million for family reconciliation
services for young people. New
funding will further expand the
homelessness service system’s
capacity to deliver family
reconciliation and mediation
services, focussing on
disadvantaged geographical areas
where responses are limited or do
not currently exist.
• $3 million for responses to young
people leaving care. This new
funding will increase capacity of
existing responses in each region,
including speciﬁc responses to
Indigenous young people.
• New NPA funding builds on existing
leaving care housing and support
funding of over $950,000 annually.
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Scrambling Amongst the Silos
By Bernie Geary,
Child Safety Commissioner
or some time now, those working in
the housing and child protection
sectors have been aware of a service gap
that exists for unaccompanied young
people under the age of 16 years who
present at homeless services. This issue
has been of great concern to me for some
time. I was therefore delighted when
recently our office was given funding from
the Office of Housing under the National
Partnership Agreement to employ a senior
project officer to work on this issue. Their
job will be to develop a formal policy
framework for key DHS areas that cover
housing, child protection and children,
youth and family support services; with the
aim of responding to the needs of this
vulnerable group. As part of ensuring the
work is grounded in what is happening in
the field the OCSC recently distributed a
brief questionnaire to Reconnect workers
from across Victoria. The preliminary
material received demonstrates the
complexity of the issues being encountered
by workers operating at the intersection of
various sectors.

F

How many young people
are there?
Whilst this might seem like a simple question,
many difﬁculties have been encountered in
getting an accurate assessment of how
many unaccompanied young people aged
less than 16 years are in this situation. Some
of the reasons for this include:
• Most Reconnect services believe
they receive one to four referrals in
this group per month, but the
numbers vary greatly.
• Young people are ‘couch surﬁng” at
friends’ homes, often maintaining
their education by a thread.
• Such young people may not have
approached housing support
services yet or may have framed
their needs in other terms.
• A service commented that there
were no statistics, as the young
person was too young to sign
consent for their data system.
• As SAAP services are not funded to
work with unaccompanied young
people less than 16 years, data is
not gathered when a service will not
be provided.

Where to send young
people for assistance?
There is a great deal of local variation in the
types of services available, and only in some
areas have the services been integrated.
This is reﬂected in the responses provided
by different Reconnect services, who
indicated they would refer these young
people to services as follows:

• Early intervention programs for
children, young people and their
families where they are at risk of
homelessness, and which
provide mediation and individual
or family counselling.
• Youth housing services which may
include options of crisis
accommodation or lead tenant
models, information, support and
advocacy.
• Family or friend placements are the
only choice in some rural areas,
where there is no youth crisis or
emergency accommodation
services in the region
• DHS Child Protection, contact

the family or the police when
there are safety risks or as
directed to by DHS.
• Family Reconciliation Mediation
Program (FRMP) for young people
who provide mediation direct service
or secondary consultation for those
young people experiencing
homelessness, or who are newly
homeless, and who have identiﬁed
that they would like to reconcile with
their family/signiﬁcant others.
• Youth Connections which provides
short term case management and
low level interventions for young
people at risk of disengaging from
education and training.

Although Reconnect does not offer actual
housing, workers were able to identify
various other services they can provide the
young people, including:
• Family and individual counselling
and support, mediation, advocacy,
transport and ﬁnancial support.
• Provision of case management by a
gender speciﬁc worker.
• Advocacy such as contacting family
members or DHS.
• Phone use, travel to get home and
food.
• Referral to other services including
DHS.
• Support of the young person until
they are allocated to an appropriate
case manager.
• If accommodation is urgently
required, this can be sometimes be
arranged with a board provider.

What about
accommodation?

When can the service
provide accommodation?

Reconnect workers lamented the difﬁculties
in accessing accommodation for this group
of clients, with experiences including:
• A very limited range of appropriate
resources.
• Female clients being able to access
crisis centre and refuge
accommodation, whereas male
clients being almost impossible to
place, with placements often being
very inappropriate.
• Places being sourced from within
their community, such as with
extended family members or friends.
• The family with whom the young
person is staying can only be
provided with ﬁnancial support
through food vouchers, etc, until the
young person returns home or DHS
intervenes.

Some Reconnect workers were able to identify
very limited situations when their service could
provide accommodation, including:
• If it was identiﬁed that if a young
person had no safe place to stay,
they could be accommodated with a
board provider and the service
would support that family.
• On rare occasions, as not being able
to obtain Special Beneﬁt allowance
from Centrelink meant the young
person was unable to access
homelessness services such as
youth housing or crisis young
women’s programs, etc.

What are the issues?

The responses to this brief questionnaire by
one part of the sector involved with youth
homelessness has provided a snapshot which
highlights the complexity of fractured service
provision, which varies greatly across local
areas and is dependent upon the services
available. It is the workers on the ground
whose valiant efforts to overcome the
systemic obstacles to the provision of support
and safety for these young people that needs
to be acknowledged and built upon.
We hope to be able to incorporate the
material gained from this initial questionnaire
into the work we are currently undertaking
and invite you and others to comment on
these ﬁndings. Contact can be made with
Virginia Dods on 03 8601 5285 or via email
Virginia.Dods@ocsc.vic.gov.au ■
© Daniel Melburn city 01 2010
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The Reconnect workers identiﬁed a spectrum
of issues related to the difﬁculties for the
under 16 year old age group, including:
• Housing this group is difﬁcult given
their need for peer group socialising,
lack of appropriate placements and
behavioural responses.
• Limited accommodation options
resulting in priority being given to
families and young mothers, and
single young people being low on
the list.
• In a rural area, the existence of only
one long-term THM (Transitional
Housing Management) property
meant a long waiting list of 30
people and necessitated young
people staying with friends or other
family members.
• Believing that the homelessness
service system discriminates against
young people aged less than 16
years as they are not able to access
accommodation. This was perceived
as a violation of the Victorian Human
Rights and Responsibilities Charter,
impacting upon the young person’s
mental health, physical wellbeing,
volatility, educational pursuits and
social inclusion.
• The anomaly in it being ‘illegal’ for
SAAP services to work with young
people aged under 16, when it is quite
lawful for a young person over 15 to
be able to choose where they wish to
live and have the capacity to consent.
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What can be provided?
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Chapter 2:
Making Sense of
Leaving Care Issues
Experiences of Homelessness
byCareLeavers in Australia
By Joseph J. McDowall,
Griffith University
and CREATE Foundation
his paper aims to give some information
regarding the size and the dimension
of the problem of young people leaving
state care and exiting into homelessness.
The data discussed is drawn from a section
of the CREATE Report Card that dealt with
all aspects of Transitioning from Care in
Australia (McDowall, 2009), and are
presented in more detail to provide
comparisons across the various states and
territories.

T

This research documented responses from
192 young people (120 females and 72
males who recently “aged out” of the care
system) to a range of questions including
the following dealing with the experience of
homelessness in their ﬁrst year of
independence:
• When your care arrangement
ceased, did you have to leave your
placement (if “Yes”, how much
warning did you receive and did you
know where you were going to live)?
• Were you homeless within the ﬁrst
year, i.e., without safe and adequate
housing for more than ﬁve nights (if
“Yes”, how many times and for what
period overall)?
• Are you homeless now?
• What sort of accommodation did
you live in at ﬁrst?
• In what accommodation are you
living now?
• How easy was it to ﬁnd
accommodation?
• How do you pay for your
accommodation, and how easy is
this to manage?
• What support, if any, do you need to
ﬁnd or keep your accommodation?
Samples in excess of 20 (over 40 from
NSW, QLD, and VIC) were obtained from
most jurisdictions (except ACT, NT, and

TAS) with representation from Indigenous
young people (n = 42) and other cultures
(n = 18). Overall, 37% of respondents (n
= 71) reported having some form of physical
or intellectual disability. Comparisons of
responses to the above questions were
made regarding sex, culture, disability, and
location within Australia.
Overall, 50.5% of young people actually
moved from their placement on exiting
care; of these, 41% (n = 40) didn’t know
where they would be going at the time of
leaving and they were given an average
of 30 days notice that they would need
to relocate.
Of concern was the observation that, of
the 97 young people who left their
placement, 50.5% indicated they had been
homeless during their first year of
independence (compared with 18% of
those who remained with their carer).
Where numbers from the states were
sufficient to allow comparison, values
ranged from 48% in VIC to 68% in NSW.
The most notable sex difference found
was in the duration of homelessness, with
males reporting a longer average total
period (60 days) compared with females
(41 days). Similar results were observed
across all cultural groupings (Indigenous
and non-Indigenous), and (more
disturbingly) for those young people
reporting a disability (52% homeless).
Fortunately, the number of those currently
homelessness was much lower, with
11.3% of those who had moved from
placement indicating they were still
without accommodation compared with
8.4% of those who did not leave initially.
In time, most young people are able to
locate suitable accommodation, but they
need continuing support to reduce the
likelihood of negative experiences while
they are adapting to independence.
However, those who continue to struggle
must not be overlooked.

The current data allowed some
exploration of factors within the care system
that are associated with homelessness. For
example, young people who experienced
periods of homelessness had signiﬁcantly
more placements during the last ﬁve years
of care than did those who were never
homeless (an average of 11 compared with
5 placements). Furthermore, the possession
of a leaving care plan was not the panacea
for eliminating homelessness; those who
left with a plan, although fewer in number
(25%) were just as likely to become
homeless as were those without such a
document, indicating that the quality and
relevance of any plan is vitally important,
particularly when considering the issues
surrounding accommodation.
Homelessness results from a young
person’s inability to ﬁnd appropriate
accommodation. In this study, of the 49
who left a placement, only seven exited into
homelessness directly. The others became
homeless when their chosen living
arrangements broke down. Most young
people either chose to return home to live
with their family (male preference) or selected
shared accommodation (the same trend
was observed for Indigenous young people
and those with a disability). Interestingly,
those who did not become homeless were
more likely to choose either supported
accommodation or to set up their own
space. Not surprisingly, those who reported
homelessness had signiﬁcantly more
attempts at ﬁnding suitable places to live
than did the others (an average of 8.5
compared with 3 places each year since
leaving care).
When looking at the current living
arrangements of those who have been
out of care for over a year, one-third of
females reported living with a partner
while 35% of males were living with friends
(the numbers with birth parents and
former carers had reduced to 13% and
10% respectively).

It was clear from numerous comments that
relationships with various people were
important in facilitating a successful transition
(“I share a place with friends, so it is ok now”;
“need to stay in relationship, could not
support by myself”; “ongoing relationship
with someone or a worker, that worker with
me, ongoing support and mentoring over
18–25”; “an extra person to share the costs”;
“…I get help from my housing worker”).
Given the extra difficulties experienced by
those young people who had to try to
relocate on exiting care, it is a testament
to their resilience that no differences were
observed in their achievements compared
with those who remained in their established
placement. Comparable numbers had
obtained full-time or part-time employment
(relocated: 33.7%; remained: 31.7%) or
were undertaking further study (relocated:
14.6%; remained: 15.8%). A similar number
were unemployed (relocated: 27%;
remained: 25.6%).
These data shed some light on the
accommodation issues facing care leavers
and make the point that many will experience

homelessness at some stage soon after
exiting the system. The literature is clear
that a gradual transition process is preferable
to an abrupt termination (Stein, 2008) and
generally a more stable base from which
to tackle the difﬁculties of transition was
available to those who were able to remain
with their established carer. In the USA, the
move to raise the age of foster care support
to 21 years (Courtney, Dworsky, and Pollack,
2007) provides young people with a little
more time to establish their own living
arrangements while retaining a vital
relationship from which to draw support.
Young people in this study highlighted the
importance of this continued connection in
their own voices (“my foster family still helps
me out”; “raise the age limit to over 18 so
that young people can transition better”).
Such a change could reduce the
homelessness experienced by care leavers,
as well as help alleviate many other problems
within the transition process. ■
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Overall, 60% of young people in
accommodation were renting, while 25%
were paying board. Although 63.5%
reported ﬁnding it reasonably easy to
manage this commitment (scored 4 or above
on the “difﬁculty” scale), those who chose
to comment about particular support that
would be helpful mostly addressed ﬁnancial
issues. Several just mentioned the high cost
of rent (“[need] more support paying rent.
Can’t sustain the payments”; “rent is really
high so more rent assistance would help”)
while others emphasised that the
competition between paying rent and other
essential aspects of life created difﬁculties
for them (“help to get to work, cost of
transport makes paying rent hard”; “financial
support, so I can eat as well”; “I need help
with getting food vouchers because I find
it very hard for food and accommodation
to be paid”). Many referred to the need for
them to ﬁnd continuing employment (“stable
employment, budgeting skills and

mentor”; “assistance in finding employment,
I’m finding it hard to find work because
everything needs qualifications these days”;
”better job and stable not casual”). Several
related issues also were raised (“budgeting,
advice on tenancy stuff”; “a reference, need
to move into my own place”; “furniture is
an issue, otherwise okay”; “getting my
license”; “counselling to reduce stress”)

Leaving Care and Homelessness

It is easy to see that ﬁnding accommodation
could be a difﬁcult problem, depending as
it does on the suitability of both physical
and social factors. To test this, young people
were asked to rate how difﬁcult they found
this task using a six-point scale (1: Very
Hard to 6: Very Easy). Those in Tasmania
and Queensland seemed to have the most
trouble (average scores of 2.2 and 2.0
respectively, with over 70% of young people
who left placements in each of these states
indicating that ﬁnding suitable
accommodation was Quite or Very Hard).
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Housing Beyond
StateCare?
By Darren Lewin-Hill,
Policy and Project Leader,
Membership and Sector
Development,
Centre for Excellence in Child
and Family Welfare
he Victorian Ombudsman’s recent
report on out of home care is bringing
a welcome focus on the needs of young
people in the state care system, according
to Dr Lynette Buoy, chief executive officer
of the Centre for Excellence in Child and
Family Welfare.

T

In the context of its continuing advocacy
for stronger leaving care supports —
especially in education — the Centre sees
the Ombudsman’s recommendation on
planning for leaving care as a chance to
bring to prominence the needs of young
people for more appropriate housing
options as they build independent lives.
In early July, the Victorian Council of Social
Service (VCOSS) made an election pitch
calling for 29,000 new affordable homes
in the term of the next State Government.1
Compared with a Victorian public
waiting list of around 40,000, it seems a
modest demand that even if achieved will
not mean that everyone who needs a
home will get one.
According to the welfare peak, applicants
can wait up to 12 years to be housed.
When that kind of projection applies to
people with too few alternatives, those in
groups of specific need — such as young
people leaving care — can find themselves
competing for scarce housing that
underpins their future prospects for
independent lives.
In November last year, the CREATE
Foundation’s annual report card2 found
that nearly one third of young people
exiting state care experience an episode
of homelessness in their first year out. The
Road Home, the Australian Government’s
2008 Homelessness White Paper, 3 also
specifically identified “children in care and
protection” as a target group for
homelessness policies.

who too often end their
care abruptly, with
insufficient planning and
subsequent uncertainty.
Not that John sees public
housing as the universal
solution. St Luke’s
Bendigo employs a range
of approaches to house
young people leaving state
care — from public
housing, transitional
housing, Supported
Accommodation
Assistance Program, livein carer units and leadtenant arrangements, to
board providers, private
rental brokerage and headleasing. Some young
people return home to
units such as those
provided by Kids Under
Cover.
Of these options, private
rental brokerage, headleasing and sub-leasing
can provide a “buffer” that helps young
people build up references to enter the
private rental market. The aim with all
these options, John says, is to provide
the flexibility to meet the individual needs
of young people.
This isn’t always offered by public housing,
where John says a young person leaving
due to changing circumstances can find
accessing public housing problematic at
a later stage. In this way, the public housing
system may discourage young people
attempting to build their independence by
going out on their own because of the risk
of not being able to come back if it doesn’t
quite suit them.
Of emerging government proposals for
cluster and foyer model housing, John
says these need to be explored but “we
can’t talk about housing in isolation from
all the other supports”. The foyer model,
for example, with developments slated
for Ballarat, Warrnambool and Frankston,
will integrate housing with other supports
such as education and training on a
single site.

John Bonnice, General Manager of
Children, Youth and Family Services with
St Luke’s Bendigo, says the prevalence
of housing competition argues for
designated stock that offers a housing
guarantee for young people leaving the
state care system.

“The more supports we combine with
accommodation, the better,“ John says,
“not necessarily in the one building, but
in the one package”.

He agrees that the term “leaving care” is
an unfortunate expression in its implication
that care ends with state custody or
guardianship, a time when housing looms
large among the concerns of young people

“We need to put in place what we know
works”. Training builds employability, with
a job bringing the resources that can help
build autonomy and keep young people
afloat in the rental market.

Along with a guarantee of housing and a
range of appropriate supports, John says
that, if funding were available, St Luke’s
would expand its offering of units that
house 2–3 young people with live-in carers,
and increase support for the significant
rise in young women who are parents as
they make the transition to a life beyond
state care.
Adding to the range of options employed
by St Luke’s is the possibility that foster
care arrangements may continue past a
young person’s eighteenth birthday, but
this option is currently inadequately
supported.
Katie Hooper is the Executive Officer of
the Foster Care Association of Victoria.
She agrees housing is a “huge” issue, and
thinks more should be done to support
the potential continuation of existing care
arrangements, agreeing with former
Anglicare CEO Ray Cleary’s call for
support to be extended to age 25.
With limited resources for public and social
housing, and with a tight private rental
market, the option of maintaining
supported care also makes sense in
providing the continuity that can help
young people complete their education
— an area of pronounced disadvantage
for young people in state care that has
recently been highlighted by Anglicare’s
Dr Sarah Wise.4
In the United Kingdom, a pilot to support
a continuation of existing foster care has
operated since July 2008, with funding
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The 2010–2011 funding document
describes as key aims of the pilot the
enabling of young people to “move to
independence at their own pace and be
supported to make the transition to
adulthood in a more gradual way just like
other young people who can rely on their
own families for this support”. The pilots
also aim to “provide the stability and
support necessary for young people to
achieve in education, training and
employment”. 5
Katie also says it is very much an
“Australian young person thing” to venture
out but come back if that’s what is
needed, and this is in fact what some
foster carers are offering young people.
The options should, as far as possible,
mirror those available to many families,
with young people offered flexibility,
choices, and further support and case
management as required.
When asked about the cluster and foyer
housing models currently being
considered, Katie says specific housing
tailored to specific needs can take a
number of forms, but noted that the
models had been geared to young people
who are “really ready” to leave care and
live more independently. “What about

those that aren’t ready?”, Katie asks.

accommodation and support”.

The comments by John Bonnice and
Katie Hooper come amid renewed
emphasis on planning for leaving care. A
working document recently released by
Housing and Community Services
Minister, Jenny Macklin, on the
development of draft national standards
for out of home care calls for an
annually reviewed transition from care
plan from age 15. 6

The Centre’s monograph, Investing for
Success: The Economics of Supporting
Young People Leaving Care (2005),
examined the long-term cost of
Government leaving care policies. ■

The recently completed “Things that
matter to young people leaving care”
checklists developed by the Department
of Human Services for young people,
carers, case planners and case managers
include housing, but there could be a
greater emphasis. “Where can I live when
I leave out of home care?” is only question
six on a list of ten on the checklist for
young people, for example.
Finally, Recommendation 18 of the
Victorian Ombudsman’s recent report on
out of home care 7 calls for regular audits
of planning for leaving care processes,
with the first of these to occur by 30
September this year. Highlighting housing
within these audits could be a useful
mechanism to support appropriate
housing options for young people leaving
the care system.
As John Bonnice notes, Victoria lacks
a “clear commitment to ensuring
housing and accommodation for young
people”, but “we can reduce
homelessness with the right housing,

Footnotes
1. http://www.vcoss.org.au/
media/releases/MED-100701.htm
2. http://www.create.org.au/wp-content/
uploads/ReportCard-2009.pdf
3. http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/housing/
progserv/homelessness/whitepaper/
Documents/default.htm
4. http://www.theage.com.au/opinion/societyand-culture/f-for-failure-as-ourdisadvantaged-children-struggle-at-school20100715-10clj.html
5. See p. 111 of Care Matters: Time for
Change, Department of Children Schools
and Families (2007): http://www.ofﬁcialdocuments.gov.uk/document/cm71/7137/
7137.pdf
Also, Journeys to Home: Care leavers’
successful transition to independent
accommodation, National Care Advisory
Service (2009): http://www.leavingcare.org/
data/tmp/5721-11745.pdf
For the 2010–2011 pilots, see:
http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/everychildmatters/
news-and-communications/local-authoritycirculars-2008-2011/Lac1602100005/
6. http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/sa/families/
pubs/Pages/working_doc_dnsfohm.aspx
7. http://www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au/
resources/documents/Own_motion_
investigation_into_child_Protection__out_of_home_care_May_2010.pdf
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now announced for 2010–2011. The
“Staying Put” pilots began in ten local
authority areas and allowed “young people
who have established familial relationships
with their foster carers to continue to stay
with them up to the age of 21”.
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Addressing the Housing Needs of
YoungPeople Transitioning from
StateOutofHome Care in Rural Victoria
A Case Study of St Luke’s Anglicare in Bendigo
By Assoc. Prof. Philip Mendes,
Department of Social Work,
Faculty of Medicine,
Monash University

ongoing funding from the Victorian
Department of Human Services and the
Office of Housing.

Methodology
his article examines the housing
outcomes for a group of young people
involved in the leaving care and after care
support program introduced by St Luke’s
Anglicare in the Victorian town of Bendigo.
It is part of a wider study of the experiences
of a group of young people involved in the
St Luke’s Leaving Care and After Care
Support Service.

T

St Luke’s Anglicare has worked for over
30 years with young people in state out
of home care. St Luke’s had a longstanding concern that many young
people leaving care in the rural Loddon
Campaspe region of North Central
Victoria were moving into situations of
homelessness, and that the existing
service system did not meet the housing
and support needs of care leavers. A
2001–2002 St Luke’s study concluded
that an after care support service was
required that provided designated
housing for care leavers.
St Luke’s introduced a Leaving Care and
After Care Support Service (LCACSS) in
2003 with the initial assistance of the
Colonial Foundation for a two year period.
The service provided holistic and
comprehensive assistance including
case management, links to designated
housing and transition units for
independent living. The St Luke’s model
adopts a corporate parenting and
strengths-based approach that assumes
responsibility for providing ongoing
nurturing and support for young people
in and leaving care in order to promote
the best possible outcomes.
St Luke’s placed a particularly strong
emphasis on providing ‘secure and safe
housing’ as a key component of their
service. St Luke’s were able to facilitate
access to a number of housing options
including transitional units, public housing,
private rental, private board arrangements,
and head leased properties. The LCACSS
appeared to be successful in facilitating
successful transitions for young people
from care to independent living. As a
result, the service was able to gain

This study is based on consultations with
key stakeholders including service providers,
members of the Leaving Care Alliance which
oversees the LCACSS, and service users.
The principal source of information was two
rounds of interviews with young people. The
ﬁrst round of interviews with 19 young
people was completed between December
2008 and May 2009, and the second round
of interviews with 11 of the original 19
interviewees were conducted between
February and April 2010.
A qualitative, exploratory design was used
to explore the perspectives of the young
people. Throughout the report direct quotes
from the interviewees are used to illustrate
their experiences. The interviews were
conducted at St Luke’s ofﬁces in Bendigo.
Ethics approval was obtained from the
Monash University Standing Committee on
Ethics in Research Involving Humans
(SCERH). We changed the names of the
young people to ensure their conﬁdentiality.
Two independent interviewers were
appointed by Monash University who had
had no previous contact with the young
people. NVIVO software was used to code
the data and identify and analyse key themes.
In addition, we cite ﬁndings from a focus
group of government and non-government
workers represented in the Leaving Care
Alliance which oversees the LCACSS,
individual interviews with the St Luke’s
leaving care support workers and a focus
group of six of the young people who had
also been interviewed individually.

Demographics and
Out of Home Care
Experience
The 19 young people interviewed for this
study ranged in age from 17 to 22 years at
the time of the ﬁrst interview. Nine were
female and ten were male. Three were of
indigenous background. 14 of the 19 were
receiving Centrelink payments. The others
were either in paid work, or did not state
their means of support.

In the second round of interviews, we
spoke to 11 young people whose ages
ranged from 18 to 23 years. Two were
working full-time and nine were on
Centrelink payments.
The age at which they entered care varied
from 4 years to 16 years. Most entered
care between 12–15 years. Reasons given
for entering care included parental
substance abuse and mental illness,
physical or sexual abuse by parents,
conflict with parents and absconding.
About seven had a relatively stable care
experience with six or fewer placements.
But the others experienced considerable
placement instability with three having 20
or more placements. These numbers are
particularly high given that most of the
young people (14 out of 19) only came into
care between 11–16 years of age.

Post-Care Housing
Experiences
At the time of the ﬁrst interview (See full
details of 19 young people in table below)
most of the young people reported that they
had been successful in attaining secure and
stable accommodation. Some of the
housing arrangements included a student
share house, boarding with ex-foster carers,
renting a room in a private house, sharing
with friends, living with partners, living alone
in a unit or apartment which can be
associated with social isolation, and living
with a parent or grandparent.
At least seven of the young people had
received formal housing assistance from
St Luke’s either via the direct provision
of transitional accommodation, or
alternatively helping them to access other
forms of housing. A few had also received
financial support from the Victorian
Department of Human Services. For
example, Lochie was able to purchase a
bed, a couch, television and other
essential furniture with this support. Others
were assisted by family members, or had
located housing via their own initiative.
These positive outcomes were confirmed
by one of the Leaving Care Alliance
workers who noted that far fewer young
people were presenting to the youth
housing service. The leaving care support
workers similarly argued that there had

Nevertheless, it was evident from the
discussion in the young people’s focus
group that more transitional housing options
were required. Some of the young people
had been forced to reside temporarily in
caravan parks because there were no
supported units available, and private rental
was too expensive.
A minority of the 19 young people had
experienced ongoing housing problems. A
few of the young people were currently
residing in temporary accommodation, and
appeared quite transient. For example, Paul
had lived in eight separate places since he
left care, and Natalie had lived in four
separate places since she left care. Others
found shared housing problematic. For
example, Jeff had to move on two
occasions because his neighbours or flat
mates were either violent or heavy drinkers,
and Shelley was seeking a transfer due to
being assaulted by her neighbour. Others
reported having possessions stolen in
shared accommodation.

cases risk taking behaviour such as
substance abuse. These concerns have
been recognised by St Luke’s who intend
to extend their model to incorporate a
greater range of supportive housing options
including a ‘live in’ carer house.

In general, the availability of accommodation
in a shared facility such as student
accommodation seemed to provide a
successful option for care leavers. Others
were pleased to attain security and
independence in private units or ﬂats, but
did not enjoy the social isolation. Further
concern was raised by two young parents
who had struggled to locate suitable
accommodation to live with their children.

Most of the 11 young people interviewed
for a second time (see full details in Table
below) were living in stable accommodation.
And a number had improved their housing
circumstances since the earlier interview.
The housing arrangements included private
rental accommodation, living with an exfoster carer, living in shared accommodation,
living with parent or grandparent, and
residing with partners and their families. St
Luke’s had provided at least three of them
with assistance including paying initial rent,
purchasing furniture, transporting furniture
from the old to the new accommodation,
and providing access to a transitional
property.

Some criticised the sub-standard nature
of much of the accommodation that was
affordable in the rental market. For example,
Karen commented:
We had to clean our way into that
house. There was used razors and cat
food. It looked like someone had
literally been squatting there. Our
kitchen window was smashed. It’s got
old hinges, and when it rains they get
weather damaged. The door locks are
all stuffed up. We’ve had the house
broken into twice.
The housing difﬁculties experienced by some
of the young people suggest that not all
care leavers are developmentally ready to
move into independent living due to poor
budgeting and social skills and in some

For example, 20 year old Lochie had
been living for just over one year in an old
three bedroom house with his fiancé and
two year old son. The property was old
and ‘falling apart’, but more suitable for
their needs than their previous two
residences which were relatively small.
Lochie commented:
We’ve only just turned it into a home.
The whole photos everywhere and all
that sort of crap. We’re pretty right
now. It’s a shit hole, but it’s still home.

Young People

Housing at time of first interview

Housing at time of second interview

Lochie

Stable in old house with partner and son.

No change to accommodation

Paul

Living temporarily with friends and virtually homeless.

Stable private boarding with retired foster carer

Jodie

Stable and happy in shared student accommodation

After some transience is living alone in stable private
rental in Sydney where she has moved for work.

Steven

Stable accommodation at back of grandmother’s
house

No change to accommodation.

Tinar

Stable accommodation with partner and his family in
granny ﬂat

No change to accommodation

Lisa

Living in shared accommodation, but unable to have
her three year old son to stay

Very transient, but now in stable accommodation
with partner and his family

Colin

Living alone and unhappy

Living in more suitable shared hostel accommodation

Karen

Living in poor standard private rental with partner

About to be evicted from private rental

Shelley

Living in community accommodation, but not stable
due to dispute with neighbour

After period of homelessness had acquired stable
private rental accommodation with partner

Lynette

Living with her two year old daughter with old carer,
but felt restricted there and would like to move

Now more settled sharing with young daughter and
friend in public housing

Jason

Living in caravan at back of foster carer’s house

Stable shared accommodation with two friends

Gavin

Secure accommodation with mother

No second interview

Clancy

Living in shared accommodation

No second interview

Nick

Long-term stable accommodation with ex foster carer

No second interview

Natalie

Living in rent free house with friends.
Two children in care.

No second interview

Jeff

Problematic accommodation

No second interview

Angela

Stable accommodation with mother

No second interview

Loughlin

Living alone

No second interview

James

Stable shared accommodation

No second interview
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Lynette was living alone with her 22 month
old daughter with an ex-carer, but was
frustrated by her lack of independence
and wanted to move. She expressed
disappointment at the alleged lack of

support from St Luke’s to attain alternative
housing. She argued that the government
should provide public housing for single
mothers, rather than trying to assist
homeless people who were ‘using drugs
and didn’t really want to be helped’.
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been a major reduction in the number of
care leavers presenting as homeless. They
stated that more than 90 per cent of the
young people in the St Luke’s program
were in stable housing.
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22 year old Paul had previously lacked stable
housing, but had now lived for about a
year with a retired foster carer. The rent was
relatively cheap, and provided full food
and boarding. He was keen over time to
ﬁnd a new place that was closer to work,
and that would also accommodate his
girlfriend. But most of the rental properties
advertised were too expensive.
20 year old Jodie moved to Sydney to take
up opportunities for work and study, and
initially moved around from one relative to
another. She was now living alone in a two
bedroom ﬂat, and St Luke’s had assisted
her to purchase furniture, and pay the ﬁrst
six weeks of rent. But she also had a bad
experience in a share house she rented for
two weeks:
They lied on the ads. It said that I was
going to be living with another woman,
but it turned out to be two guys in their
50s. And one of them was an alcoholic,
and he came home drunk one day and
started smashing things and just
frightened the crap out of me. So I
ended up moving out of there pretty
quickly.
Jodie’s experience suggested the
importance of leaving care programs being
available on a national basis to support
young people who moved from one state
or territory to another. Albeit St Luke’s had
continued to support her from afar.
Some of the other young people had further
housing problems. Lisa had acquired public

housing in order to have a spare bedroom
for her three year old son (who is not in her
care) to stay overnight, but had been forced
to move due to neighbours engaging in
heavy drug use. She was then transient for
a number of months, but is now living in a
supportive arrangement with her partner
and his parents. Shelley had been homeless
for six months and St Luke’s paid for her
to live in a hotel. But she now had stable
housing. Karen, who had recently had hip
surgery, was facing eviction from poor
standard private rental accommodation with
no working shower and an open septic pit.
Her uncle was assisting her to access
alternative accommodation, but the
instability was adversely affecting her
physical and mental health.

Discussion
The ﬁndings of this study conﬁrm that care
leavers are not a homogenous group. Some
were ready to leave care at 18 years of age
to live independently with only minimal
support. They have managed to acquire
and maintain stable housing. Others,
particularly those with signiﬁcant physical
and/or intellectual disabilities, have found
it more difﬁcult to cope with independent
living. A small number have experienced
negative outcomes such as housing
instability, large ﬁnancial debts, ongoing
problems with substance abuse, child
protection interventions and involvement
with the criminal justice system. They are
likely to require consistent holistic support
for a number of years to come.

The study afﬁrms the importance of secure
and stable housing for a successful transition
to care. A number of young people had
improved their housing situation since the
ﬁrst interview, and had also improved their
general living circumstances. Conversely,
Karen’s housing instability seemed to be
contributing to her poor health.
The study also shows the importance of
providing ongoing and holistic support to
care leavers who lack the assistance that
most young people typically receive from
their natural family and informal social
networks. The St Luke’s service — based
on a model of corporate parenting — seems
to have been important in assisting many
of the young people with their initial transition
from care. St Luke’s safety net of support
was also important for some of the young
people whose initial accommodation options
did not work out. Overall, their housing
program appears to have been instrumental
in ensuring that most care leavers in Bendigo
are able to attain some form of stable
housing. But there is still a need to build on
this model to provide a wider and larger
range of housing options for care leavers
in Bendigo and elsewhere. ■
I am grateful to the Helen McPherson
Smith Trust for funding the research
project on which this article is based, to
Sue Meade , Leah Galvin and Karen
Masman for their assistance with
interviews and data analysis, and to St
Luke’s Anglicare for their ongoing
collaboration.

By Guy Johnson,
RMIT University
and Kristin Natalier,
University of Tasmania
ntil recently, the State in its role as
corporate parent abruptly discharged
young people from their care when they
turned 18. Young people leaving care
were provided with little in the way of formal
assistance to help them make the transition
from care to independent living. The
transition to adulthood is an emotionally
challenging and complicated experience for
all young people. But for young people
leaving care becoming independent occurs
in a shorter timeframe and with fewer
resources than their peers. Forced into adult
life with few material or emotional resources
to draw on, many care leavers experienced
a range of poor outcomes including
extended periods of housing instability
and homelessness.
In recognition that a lack of resources and
support made it difﬁcult for care leavers to
make the transition to an independent life,
child protection authorities in Australia and
overseas started to look for ways to improve
the transition from care. A key development
focused on formal transition planning and
support for young people after they left care.
Across the country state and territories have
implemented legislation requiring that care
leavers have a transition plan. Although there
is signiﬁcant variation between state and
territories as to when the planning process
should commence, what the plan
involves and what resources are
available to support the plan, a
transition plan can make a signiﬁcant
difference. Forbes, Inder and Raman
(2006) found that young people who
did have a plan were twice as likely to
be in stable housing and three times
more likely to be employed. Similarly,
in a recent study of care leavers we
found that having a plan was an
important part of the process of leaving
care. A good transition plan could
specify resources and strategies,
provide a clear path forward and
contribute to young people’s sense
of security. As Claire told us, when
she left care ‘everything was ﬁnalised
… we had it all planned’ (Johnson,
Natalier et al, 2010). Claire was
prepared and supported during her
transition from care and she is doing well.
Despite the importance and clear beneﬁt of
transition plans, transition planning remains
a problematic issue. There are three reasons
for this.
First, despite legislation requiring care
leaving to have a plan, research shows that
many care leavers continue to miss out.
McDowell (2008) found that over half (58
per cent) of the care leavers they surveyed
did not have a plan. In a follow up study

The Victorian ombudsman’s recent report
on out of home care recommends regular
audits of the leaving care process, but just
having a transition plan is not necessarily
enough. This highlights our second point
— the quality and relevance of the transition
plan are crucial if young people are to make
a successful transition from care. Among
the young people we interviewed who had
a plan many felt removed from the planning
process. There was a strong sentiment that
their plan was simply developed to tick the
boxes — a bureaucratic requirement rather
than a meaningful resource designed to
overcome the structural disadvantages they
faced. In these situations young people felt
they had little control or input into the plan.
This was particularly evident in respect to
accommodation, where inappropriate
options were presented as the only option.
As Ian told us:
They try and offer me places like a
refuge, I got to share a room. I’m not
going to a refuge. I’d rather go on the
street, and then they say “well, you’re
just ungrateful”.

action that speciﬁes how a care leaver can
avail themselves of housing, training,
employment, state support, health and other
services. The plan must be supported by
case workers who provide periodic follow
up throughout the leaving care process. But
perhaps, most importantly, transition
planning must involve young people.
Third, we found, as others have, that many
young people leave care abruptly at an early
age and commonly in crisis. People who
leave care at 15 or 16 have often had poor
experiences in care and they often have a
range of complex needs. Many exit care
straight into homelessness. The way
transitional planning and post care supports
are currently structured implicitly favours
those who remain in care until the age of
18. For those who leave care at an early
age little is done and the prevailing feeling
is often that the department simply washes
‘their hands’ of them. A transition planning
program that identiﬁes young people at risk
of leaving care early and extends over years
rather than months would ensure the
chances of those leaving in crisis having
greater opportunities and skills to manage
their lives proactively, and may limit the
number of poor housing and socioeconomic outcomes.
Our view is that there is little chance of
achieving the goal of reducing the number
of young people who exit care into
homelessness if institutional support in
the form of extended and inclusive
transition planning and post care support
is not available to all care leavers. It
is equally important that all leaving
care plans include clearly articulated
accommodation options as well as
contingency plans should their
housing breakdown. Further, there
needs to be a broader recognition
in policy circles that the current
approach is not working well for
those who leave care at an earlier
age. There is a pressing need to
develop a more nuanced model that
reflects the needs of this group of
young people who often have the
most trouble accessing and keeping
appropriate accommodation, and
who often find their way into the
homelessness service system at
an early age.
While transition planning, post care
support and appropriate housing are
important aspects of an overall policy
framework designed to improve care leavers
life chances, the fact remains that unless
the quality of out of home care improves
dramatically, care leavers will remain at acute
risk of housing instability and
homelessness. ■

© Ajak Puppet 2010

Appropriate housing is a crucial resource
that can strengthen care leavers capacity
to make a smooth transition yet it often
remains a secondary consideration in the
planning process. Further, the failure to
include young people in the planning
process ignores the point that young people
do better when they feel they have a choice
and feel actively engaged in the planning
process. A meaningful transition plan needs
to do more than just list aspirations or
options — it must offer a concrete plan of

For a copy of the report Pathways from
out of home care go to
www.ahuri.edu.au/publications/
download/30540_fr
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one year later little had changed with just
over one third of the participants (36.4 per
cent) indicating that they had a plan or that
one was currently being developed.
Johnson, Natalier et al (2010) found that
only one quarter (26 per cent) of the 77 care
leavers they interviewed had a transition
plan. There is little use enacting legislation
if there is no monitoring to ensure that care
leavers have a plan.

PA R I T Y · Vo l u m e 2 3 , I s s u e 5 · J u l y 2 0 1 0

Transition Planning: Three Policy Issues
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Nobody Knows:
Young People with
Disability Leaving Care
By Robyn Edwards,
Social Policy Research Centre,
University of New South Wales
eonard Cohen’s ‘everybody knows’
doesn’t hold for young people with
disability in the out of home care system.
People with disability may no longer be
shut away in institutions; however they
are generally invisible within the care
population. In Australia, nobody knows
how many young people with disability
are i n O O HC, t h ou gh U K e st i m a t e s
suggest it may be as high as one in
four in that country.

L

average of three times in that year for a
total period of one month. A small group
was homeless for all of their first year of
so-called independence. Johnson and
Chamberlain’s study (2008) of homeless
people in inner city Melbourne found that,
of the group who had experienced
homelessness before the age of 18, nearly
half (42%) had previously been in the state
care and protection system and had been
homeless for long periods.

(DSRC) have recently conducted a program
evaluation consisting of a literature review,
survey of participants, stakeholder
interviews, and case studies.
The literature review (Edwards, 2010)
identiﬁed the following areas as important
for leaving care programs to address:
ﬁnancial support for young people, housing,
relationships, education, life skills, identity,
youth engagement and emotional healing.
‘Emotional healing is critical due to the
vulnerabilities young people often
experience being separated from their
families, and possible past histories of
violence, abuse and neglect which
led to the young person
entering care’.

James Wood’s NSW
Commission into Child
Protection (2008) reports
that young people with
disability are vulnerable
to abuse and neglect.
They are at risk of
ending up in the
OOHC system.
However, very little
is made of disability
in the extensive
literature on child
protection here
and overseas. The
silence about
abuse and disability
is echoed in the UK
report ‘It doesn’t
happen to disabled
children’, authored by
the National Working
Group on Child Protection
and Disability (2003).

Perhaps the biggest
surprise at the
completion of the
evaluation was the
findings which show
the Leaving Care
Program has
generally been
successful in
stabilising young
people’s housing.
While much of
the literature on
young people in
and leaving
statutory care
provides evidence of
homelessness,
i n s e c u r e
accommodation and
refuge hopping, this was
not the narrative of young
people in the Leaving Care
Program.

Instead of naming disability we
prefer to dump young people with
disability into the ‘challenging
behaviours’ category, and deal with them
through a therapy and management lens.
However, what may be needed is a rights
framework which focuses on
empowerment, ability and adulthood for
young people with disability.

Leaving Care Program
for People with Disability

The awful irony for many young people
who have poor experiences in OOHC, and
who may imagine a better life for
themselves when they leave care at 18, is
that leaving care places them at risk of
falling homeless. CREATE’s (2009) survey
of care leavers in Australia showed the risk
became a hard reality, with over one third
of respondents falling homeless within the
first year of leaving OOHC. Young people
indicated they had been homeless an

The Leaving Care Program is an innovative
support program in NSW aimed at
preventing the homelessness of young
people with disability leaving OOHC. The
program was initiated in 2007 by NSW
Ageing, Disability and Home Care (ADHC).
There are currently 193 young adults in the
program, who are predominantly people
with an intellectual disability. The Social
Policy Research Centre (SPRC) and the
Disability Studies and Research Centre
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Of the 61 surveys returned from young
people participating in the program, only 5
(8%) indicated they had experienced
homelessness since leaving care. The 15
case studies demonstrated that young
people’s housing, with the assistance of
the program, had sometimes improved
since leaving care. At the time of interview,
each of the young people in the case studies
had stable, safe and affordable
accommodation. There was no evidence
of short-term or inappropriate housing
placements. While it is undoubtedly the
housing options provided through the
program which deliver the goods, the
evaluation ﬁndings suggest that the
strengths within the whole program
supported housing stability for young people.

Interviews with NGO providers, government
agencies, advocates and young people
identiﬁed the following strengths of the
program:
• The two-year planning and
transition period for the young
person while he/she is still in care;
• A collaborative and partnership
approach between Community
Services (CS), ADHC, Housing
NSW and the NGO service
provider, during and after the
transition period;
• A changed focus from OOHC
child protection to a program
facilitating disability support,
growing independence and
young adulthood;
• Active involvement of the young
person and carer/advocate in
the transition and planning
meetings; and
• A range of housing options to
meet young people’s different
support needs, disability types
and age (18–25 years).

One Housing Type
Does Not Fit All
Perhaps the main strength of the program
is that it does not expect or force all
young people to live in the one same
housing type, regardless of age, disability,
support needs or client preferences.
While an 18 year old may wish to continue
living with their foster parent, on reaching
their early to mid-twenties they may prefer
to live more independently, either by
themselves or with peer/s.
The range of housing options under the
program include: alternate family
placement (often remaining with the foster
parent), group homes and social housing.
Support packages are modelled
according to the different housing types.
For example, workers provide a ‘dropin’ support service to young people living
independently in social housing; young
people in group homes receive support
enabling them to attend TAFE or
community activities; and young people
living with a foster carer may be supported
to join a peer group at their local
Community Participation scheme. Carers
are also supported, for example through
provision of respite care.
The program demonstrates that it’s not just
about housing and it’s not just about
support. It’s about tying the two together

The range and choice of housing is being
expanded through the model of villa
accommodation, currently being purpose
built for people with disability through
ADHC’s Stronger Together. Some of the
villas are dedicated to young people in the
Leaving Care Program, and young people
interviewed for the evaluation were excited
about the prospect of moving into the new
accommodation. It will be important to
listen to young people’s experiences of
living in the villas, and evaluate the model’s
effectiveness in providing accessible
housing design and on-site support.
While the overall housing experiences of
young people were positive, there were
some qualiﬁcations and exceptions to this.
Stakeholders and NGOs spoke about the
lack of and long wait for appropriate public
housing stock. Some young people wait in
caravan parks. Support workers expressed
frustration at the amount of time they had
to spend in advocating for decent housing
for their clients.
Of course, it is those young people with
disability who are not part of the program
and have no support workers or advocates
who experience the longest wait for
housing. The situation may be at its
worst for young people living in disability
respite centres. They may have been
relinquished by their family but remain in
a type of ‘no man’s land’, ‘lost in limbo’,
being sent for a weekend respite stay but
years later they are still there. Nobody
knows this group of young people, and
what will be their fate.

Case Study
The following case study of an Aboriginal
man living in public housing demonstrates
the good and the bad of social housing for
young people with disability. It provides an
example of the way the program works with
people to secure appropriate
accommodation, maintain housing, link
them into the wider community, and support
independent living skills.
Jim (not his real name) is 20 years
old and Aboriginal. He said what
had worried him most when he left
OOHC was ‘I wouldn’t find
anywhere to live.’ At the time of
interview he was living in a Housing
NSW one-bedroom unit in western
Sydney, and doing well. He is doing
a horticultural course at TAFE and
also looking for work as a gardener.
He has a strong connection with his
birth parents and sees both his
mother and father on a regular
basis. Jim said that he enjoyed his
independence and liked where he
was living now. However, his first

experience as a public housing
tenant when he left care was
negative. Jim, who has an
intellectual disability and autism,
described how he was harassed
and bullied on a large public
housing estate. ‘I used to get
picked on there. I used to get my
power turned off. I didn’t like the
area.’ His support worker explained
that the tiny public housing bed-sit
had been the only place available at
the time, however it was unsuitable
for Jim and there were a lot of drug
addicts on the estate who had
caused problems. His support
worker helped him relocate, and
while this took several months Jim
is now happy in his new
accommodation. Jim is able to
cook, clean, pay the rent and travel
to TAFE on public transport. He
enjoys going fishing with his father
and hopes to meet a girlfriend.
The fifteen case studies were an
important way of involving young adults
directly in the evaluation, giving them a
voice, listening to their experiences and
seeking their advice on the support they
need to move towards adulthood. The
young adults come from a child
protection system where most things
were done for them, and they were often
told what to do. Now they have left care,
their own agency and decision making
needs to be respected and come to the
fore. This is critical for people with
disability, who also have a history of
things being done for them and people
making decisions on their behalf.

Everybody Knows
Comments were made to the evaluators
that young people with disability in the
program were the ‘lucky ones’, when
compared with young people leaving care
who were set loose too young to fend for
themselves, with no program, no family
and no support. The dice are loaded
against them. The evaluation findings
demonstrate that well-funded and
resourced leaving care programs can make
a positive difference in the lives of
disadvantaged and vulnerable young
people and help stabilise their
accommodation. The onus is on all of us
to make sure all young people leaving care
receive housing and support, because as
Cohen says ‘everybody knows’. ■
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Underpinning the program is the idea that
young people may be exiting state care but
they are entering a new support program.
Quick ﬁxes with exit planners will not work.
Indeed the very notion of ‘exit’ suggests
‘you’re on your own mate’. We may need
to ditch the idea of exit and replace it with
a more empowering concept related to
attaining adulthood over a period of time in
which support and connection are still there
for the young person.

in a way that is person-centred and dynamic.
Connecting young people with their local
community is another important strategy,
and the mentor and social connection
elements within the wider program make
this happen. Helping young people feel
included and welcome in their
neighbourhood will help them sustain a
housing tenancy.
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his paper will explore the relationship
between leaving care and
homelessness in England and set the
context for two initiatives currently being
piloted; Right2BCared4 and Staying Put
18+ Family Placement Program. The
protective factors that underpin both pilots
will be outlined. In addition, a vulnerable
group of care leavers will be identiﬁed that
may fall outside of these initiatives and
may be at risk of the poorest outcomes in
terms of homelessness and accompanying
challenges.

T

In England in 2007–8, 8,700 young people
aged 16 years or over left local authority
care (http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/rsgateway/
DB/SFR/s000878/index.shtml). Looked
after children, in England are entitled to stay
in care until they reach legal adulthood (i.e.
18 years old) and up to 21 if they are in fulltime education. Local authorities have a
duty to provide support and ﬁnancial
assistance to care leavers and in recent
years there have been changes in legislation,
policy and practice aimed at improving their
outcomes.
The Children (Leaving Care) Act 2000
extended the duties of local authorities to
delay transitions from care to independence;
improve support and planning for young
people around leaving care; strengthen
arrangements for ﬁnancial assistance;
assess and meet needs; provide personal
advisers and develop pathway planning
for young people up to the age of 21 (and
older if continuing in education). Although
new legislative frameworks have
strengthened leaving care policy and
practice, evidence suggests that there are
still variations in support available to care
leavers (Dixon et al., 2006; Morgan and
Lindsay, 2006).
Looked after children continue to leave care
and move to independence at a much
younger age than their peers in the general
population who often remain at home until
their early to mid twenties (Department for
Children, Schools and Families, 2007) with

many returning to the family home on several
occasions, after they have left, until they have
the resources and conﬁdence to live
independently (Ford et al., 2002). Care leavers
require additional support because they do
not have a ‘responsible’ parent (Wade and
Munro, 2008) that they can rely on for support
whilst they make the difﬁcult transition to
adulthood, or the guarantee of returning to
care if they experience difﬁculties. In addition,
care leavers often have limited
accommodation options and many still leave
care when they do not feel fully prepared
(Phillips, 2010).
Care leavers not fully equipped with the skills
needed to live independently may struggle
to sustain their accommodation risking
eviction (Centrepoint, 2006). This may lead
to them being classiﬁed as ‘intentionally
homeless’ and consequently their local
authority has no further duty towards them.
Many care leavers report feeling isolated and
lonely, and overwhelmed by the responsibility
of managing a home and looking after
themselves (Simon, 2008).
Furthermore, they are often susceptible to
accelerated and compressed transitions to
adulthood as they are expected to set up
home whilst also studying for educational
qualiﬁcations or attempting to start a career
(Stein, 2004). Faced with these difﬁculties it
is to be expected that care leavers comprise
a signiﬁcant proportion of the young homeless
population (Broad, 2005; Quilgars et al, 2008).
A recent report by the Joseph Rowntree
Foundation, revealed that over a third of care
leavers had experienced periods of
homelessness, ranging from a couple of
weeks to over a year (2005) and the 2009–10
report by Broadway Homeless and
Support showed that 10% of rough sleepers
in London had spent time in care (2010).
Becoming homeless was identiﬁed in the top
ten fears of young care leavers (Morgan
and Lindsay, 2006).
Wade and Dixon’s study (2006) which
looked at the housing and career outcomes
of 106 young people leaving care in England
found that previous negative care
experiences and even periods of
homelessness since leaving care were not
necessarily associated with a poorer longerterm outcome. Instead, the ﬁndings pointed
to the reciprocal and interwoven
relationships between different areas of
young people’s lives and how timely
interventions could have great impact. In
particular, good housing outcomes were
strongly associated with mental well-being.

Indeed, where young people were housed
in suitable accommodation, experiencing
few difﬁculties and were engaged in
education, employment or training, their
perception of mental well-being was good.
It is in the provision of reciprocal and
interwoven packages of support then that
the risk of later homelessness can be
reduced (Wade and Dixon, 2006).
In England, the needs assessment and
pathway planning process brings together
housing and leaving care services and better
outcomes are assisted by planning a
package of support to meet the individual
needs of young people; allowing young
people to remain with foster carers where
they are settled; effective preparation for
independent living; assessment of
accommodation needs; offering choice in
type and location of accommodation;
enabling young people to have more say in
planning and decision-making; and having
a clear ﬁnancial plan (Stein, 2004).
Care Matters: Time for Change (Department
for Children, Schools and Families, 2007)
proposed a package of measures designed
to improve the transition process and
highlighted the importance of involving
young people in decisions about their care
and move to independence including,
improving placement stability, preparing
young people sufﬁciently for adulthood and
ensuring that care leavers live in suitable
accommodation. Within these measures
two pilot initiatives were outlined;
Right2BCared4 and the Staying Put 18+
Family Placement program.
Outcomes for care leavers are known to be
inﬂuenced by their experience of being in
care and the nature and quality of the
support they receive during their transition
from care to adulthood (Stein, 2008).
Gradual transitions that are planned and
properly managed, and involve sufﬁcient
preparation for independent living are
recognised as protective factors in
outcomes for care leavers (Morgan and
Lindsay, 2006; Wade and Dixon, 2006).
Right2BCared4 is based on the principles
that young people should not be expected
to leave care until they reach the age of 18,
should have a greater say in the decision
making process preceding their exit from
care and should be fully prepared for
independent living. Under this pilot,
signiﬁcant changes to a young person’s
care plan, such as a move to independence,
is only permissible after a review. The review
consists of a meeting centred around the

© Alisha Angel 2010

References

young person and including people involved
in their care such as their carers, birth family,
social worker, leaving care personal advisor
and other relevant professionals.

A range of interventions have been
implemented by local authorities to meet
the objectives of Right2BCared4 and
include introducing or expanding existing
advocacy services so that young people
are supported to express their wishes and
feelings, the establishment of training
flats where young people can stay
temporarily and experience what it is like
to live independently, and residential
accommodation for young people aged 16
years and over (Munro et al., forthcoming).
Staying Put enables young people, with an
established familial relationship with foster
carers, to remain with them up to the age
of 21 and be supported to make the
transition to adulthood in a more gradual
way just like other young people in the
general population. There is an expectation
that within this continuing and supportive
relationship young people will engage with
and achieve in education, employment and
training. This can be interpreted in two ways;
as a pre-condition of entitlement to
participate in an extended placement, or as
an expectation framed as part of the
extended placement package enabling
disengaged young people to make a fresh
start. How this condition is implemented
has ramiﬁcations for which young people
can access the scheme.
In Staying Put emphasis is placed on
relationships and attachments rather

However, there is still a significant
proportion of the care leaving population
who at present is generally not eligible
under the criteria for inclusion in
extended foster care placements. Notably,
young people who have not enjoyed stable
and enduring placements pre-18; those in
residential or specialist settings; those with
very challenging behaviours and those who
are not engaged in education, employment
or training where this is a condition of
entitlement. A vicious circle can occur
whereby these young people are alienated
from efforts to provide effective support
(Ward et al, 2008). Strict eligibility criteria
mean that the availability of extended care
may vary inversely with the needs of the
leaving care population and those that need
the most receive the least (the Inverse Care
Law: Hart, 1971).
The introduction of national indicators under
a public service agreement (PSA16) has
helped raise the proﬁle of outcomes for care
leavers (NCAS, 2009). In 2009 local
authorities in England reported an increase
in the numbers of care leavers aged 19 who
were in suitable accommodation to 89.6%
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The review must include an up-to-date
assessment of the young person’s needs
so that there is clear evidence to support
the proposed change. The young person’s
active participation is prioritised and there
is an expectation that the assessment must
take into account their wishes.

than interventions and services. Stability
of placement and enduring attachment
relationships together with the prioritising
of education and training within care
planning are known to be protective factors
in outcomes for care leavers (Wade and
Munro, 2008) including the transition to
safe and settled accommodation. A similar
scheme introduced in 2006 in Northern
Ireland (Former Foster Care Scheme now
known as GEM, Going the Extra Mile) found
that young people valued continuing as
part of a ‘normal’ family and feeling loved
and emotionally supported. They saw the
delaying of moving on as a protective barrier
against potential isolation, financial worries
and coping alone with independent living
(McCrea, 2008).
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(http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/rsgateway/DB/
SFR/s000878/index.shtml). However, as
this paper shows adequate housing is only
part of the solution. Both Right2BCared4
and Staying Put 18+ seek to provide a more
holistic package of support that better
reﬂects the complexities of the relationship
between leaving care and poor outcomes.
Safe and settled accommodation is
inextricably linked with supportive
relationships, choice, control in decisionmaking, needs-led (not age-led)
transitions, active engagement in education,
employment or training and mental wellbeing. However, regional disparities in
providing such resources and services for
a heterogeneous care leaving population
still need to be addressed (Wade and Munro,
2008). ■
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Post-Care Housing Pathways
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and Dr Mark Liddiard,
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Therapy and Social Work,
Curtin University
n Australia in 2009 more than 34,000
children were in state out of home care
and the number of children aged 15–17
discharged, or aging out, of care exceeded
2,000 — the majority exiting into
independent living. However, the poor
housing outcomes of many of those who
have left state care have been noted for
sometime. To be sure, governments
adopt a statutory duty of responsibility for
children’s welfare whilst in care, and State
and Territory governments have recently
recognised the challenges in transition into
independence for care leavers. But there
are nonetheless very limited suitable housing
options for care leavers. Although public
housing is an affordable option, entry and
waiting requirements are lengthy and
strenuous. The private rental market is
another option, but is highly competitive
and so young people with limited income
who do not have guarantors often resort to
entering into shared arrangements.

I

Without support structures or alternative
accommodation options, breakdown in
these arrangements often renders
many care leavers homeless.
This is the background to a recent
Australian Housing and Urban
Research Institute research study
of housing pathways following out
of home state care by Johnson,
Natalier, Mendes, Liddiard,
Thoresen, Hollows and Bailey with
assistance from Kunnen and Tiwari
(the full report is available from
http://www.ahuri.edu.au/
publications/download/30540_fr).
Seventy-seven care leavers from
Victoria and Western Australia were
interviewed as part of this study. It
was identiﬁed that the majority (59
of 77) had a ‘volatile transition’ into
independent housing, while a
minority (18 of 77) had a ‘smooth
transition’ from care.
The participants who were
identified as having a smooth
transition typically had a more stable in care
experience with relatively fewer placements;
were involved in planning their move from
care; and left care at a later age. Most of
these care leavers had developed
meaningful relationships with their carers
and were able to draw on both material
and emotional support. Thus, those care
leavers identified as having a smooth
transition from care into independent

housing were characterised as having a
positive first post-care housing experience,
which in turn often fostered and further
enhanced these important relationships
with carers and families.
In contrast, those care leavers who
experienced a volatile transition often
described inadequate care arrangements:
high number of placements; physical,
emotional, financial and sexual abuse prior
to and whilst in care; and an exit in crisis
without appropriate planning and post-care
accommodation arrangements. These care
leavers hence relied on short term SAAP
and transitional accommodation options
tailored mainly to the homeless population.
While these provided shelter, the lack of
privacy, felt security and independence,
compounded with mistrust in authorities
and agencies, as well as personal
challenges around drug and alcohol abuse
in addition to mental health problems,
heavily contributed to poor housing
outcomes.
Relationships were often forged with other
young people within the homeless
population. While providing support and a
sense of belonging, these networks usually
did not provide resources or leverage
towards securing sustainable housing.
Rather, particularly among those participants
with a street presence, these relationships
consisted of learning the ropes of survival
on the streets.

Care leavers from both the volatile and
smooth pathways indicated that they were
very or somewhat prepared with regards
to some independent living skills such as
shopping, cooking and cleaning as well as
accessing resources and welfare
assistance, but were considerably less
confident with regards to managing money
or accessing housing. Interestingly, care
leavers from the smooth pathway indicated
higher levels of confidence with regards to
independent living. These skills were
developed both as a result of stable in care
placements and despite in care adversities.
This research identiﬁed three important
areas for assisting care leavers to obtain
and maintain accommodation in their
transition for out of home state care:
Firstly, there is an urgent need for a leaving
care framework with national application,
including a broad interpretation and
application of responsibility by all
governments; independent avenues for
monitoring compliance with mechanisms
for complaints; and support in developing
care leavers’ formal and informal skills.
Secondly, there is the need for an integrated
set of minimum standards to support care
leavers with permanency planning; a dedicated
transition period; needs assessment in
accordance to an agreed industry standard;
development of quality assurance and best
practice standards; linkage of services and
integrated support; inclusion of
accommodation options and
contingency accommodation in
leaving care plans; and the extension
of post-care supports that allow
people to re-access support.
Finally, there is a need to improve
access and support in
maintaining housing. Namely, a
policy of no exits from care into
inappropriate housing; increasing
the supply of transitional
accommodation options that are
solely designated for care leavers;
and developing a Secure Tenancy
Guarantee Scheme that caps
housing costs among care
leavers at 25 percent of their
income until they turn 25 —
regardless of tenure.

Each component within each of
these three areas is integral to the
framework which needs to be
© Liz Dennis Cherry blossoms 2010
viewed in its totality. Care leavers
face multiple challenges in their transition
It is notable, however, that some care leavers
from care to independence, yet secure
who experienced a volatile transition from
accommodation is absolutely critical, in its
care improved their circumstances over time.
own right, for promoting care leavers’
Just over half of the participants in the volatile
pathways to successful independence.
pathway were moving on. An integral part
Secure housing is also an important platform
of moving on typically included addressing
from which further education and training;
substance abuse; improving relationships,
employment; forging of meaningful
particularly with their family; growing
relationships and personal development
receptiveness to appropriate support; and
success in obtaining employment.
can be pursued. ■

would transpire, were exiting some form of
state care, control or treatment, or had
recently left their family home as the result
of a breakdown in relationships.

Introduction

In 1989, the Burdekin Report — “Our
Homeless Children”, the Report of the
National Enquiry into Homeless Children —
identiﬁed young homeless people with an
intellectual disability as a “particularly
vulnerable group at great risk of exploitation”.
The report named intellectual disability as
one reason for chronic homelessness, and
noted that crisis accommodation services
for homeless young people were not
equipped to provide specialised care for
young people with an intellectual disability;
existing services were unwilling to accept
young people with an intellectual disability;
and few if any specialist services existed for
this group. In 1996, in an effort to more
effectively support young people with an
intellectual disability who were homeless or
at risk, CLA established ARROS, an
outreach support service.

ommunity Living Association (CLA) is
a Brisbane-based community
organisation that works with people with an
intellectual disability.

C

People with an intellectual disability face
many struggles negotiating daily life related
to the cognitive effects of intellectual
disability, including:
• Difﬁculties with comprehension;
• Difﬁculty with reasoning and
problem-solving;
• Difﬁculty with abstract concepts
such as time, numbers, money;
• Performing tasks at a slower pace;
• Poor concentration and short
attention span;
• Difﬁculties with memory, particularly
short term;
• A high level of gullibility,
suggestibility, and susceptibility to
coercion.
They are at high risk of experiencing:
• Exploitation and abuse (sexual,
physical, verbal, emotional, ﬁnancial);
• Poor numeracy and literacy skills,
including understanding money,
reading forms;
• Limited educational achievements or
vocational skills;
• Mental illness, associated with
experiences of trauma, ongoing
stress and anxiety;
• Long term unemployment and lack
of meaningful social role;
• Limited knowledge and/or
understanding of sexuality and birth
control;
• Poor personal care, self-protection,
and assertiveness skills;
• Poverty;
• Social exclusion;
• Homelessness.
Homelessness has been high on the CLA
agenda since the organisation was
incorporated in 1989. Initially established
to support young people with an intellectual
disability who wished to move out of the
family home and experience independent
living, CLA immediately began to receive
referrals of young people with an intellectual
disability who were living in youth refuges
or residing in temporary (often unsuitable)
accommodation. Many of these people, it

In 2006, CLA employed a Research Worker
to undertake the “Journeys of Exclusion”
Project, to formally document the
experiences of a group of young people
with an intellectual disability who had been
removed into statutory child protection care.

Journeys of
Exclusion Research
The “Journeys of Exclusion” research
explored the relationship between
involvement in statutory child protection
care and experiences of exclusion in the
lives of young people who have an
intellectual disability. The research examined
the life experiences of 43 young people with
an intellectual disability who had exited care
— 28 women and 15 men. The average
length of time since the young people’s exit
from state care was two and a half years.

Findings
The “Journeys of Exclusion” Research
identiﬁed that the young people who were
the focus of the research had experienced
a range of poor life outcomes since exiting
care, including:
1.

59% had experienced
homelessness.

2.

42% (all women) had a child
within 2 years of exiting care.

3.

There was a statutory child
protection intervention rate of

96% across these families.
4.

17% had been charged with a
criminal offence.

5.

71%were known to have been the
victim of crime. This ﬁgure may
have been as high as 88%.

6.

67% of these crimes were sexual
assault and rape. Only 3
perpetrators were convicted.

7.

60% have had contact with
mental health services.

8.

44% are reported to have
engaged in substance abuse.

9.

94% are unemployed.

Whilst the sample of 43 young people is
small, these ﬁndings are consistent with
research on both the post-care experiences
of young people who have exited the child
protection system, and the life experiences
of people with an intellectual disability —
with both groups demonstrating increased
vulnerability to a wide range of poor life
outcomes.

Exit to Where?
Homelessness and Young
People With an
Intellectual Disability
Exiting State Care
Young people with an intellectual disability
exiting care are particularly vulnerable to
experiencing poor outcomes associated
with transition from care, including
homelessness. Research demonstrates
that people with an intellectual disability
face an increased risk of homelessness
(Oakes and Davies, 2008), as do young
people exiting care (Mendes and
Moslehuddin, 2007).
Young people with an intellectual disability
who are exiting care are subject to the
disadvantages experienced by all care
leavers — including effects of experiences
of abuse, neglect and separation from family
associated with entry into state care; effects
of experiences in care, including quality of
caregivers and number of placements; and
inadequate transition from care supports,
including abrupt exit from care at age 18
(Mendes and Moslehuddin, 2007).
Furthermore, this group is burdened with
additional disadvantages associated with
the cognitive effects and social experience
of intellectual disability.
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There are currently few appropriate
accommodation options for young people
with an intellectual disability who are exiting
care. CLA experience is that upon exiting
care, young people with an intellectual
disability will often be living in the community,
isolated from supportive adult relationships.
Many young people will become homeless
within a short period, with their
accommodation breaking down in the
absence of ongoing support. This leads to
their living in unsafe and inappropriate
accommodation situations where they are
often exploited or abused.
Young people with an intellectual disability
are vulnerable to exploitation and abuse in
homeless and youth shelter systems, and
equally vulnerable when couch surﬁng
with ‘friends’ and acquaintances. Traditional
disability accommodation services, group
homes, and care facilities are generally not
available to this group, and do not meet
young people’ s need to live what they see
as a ‘normal’ life in the community.
Upon exiting care, many young people will
reconnect with family of origin and past
patterns of abusive or neglectful behaviour
towards the young person may resume.
Young women will often enter relationships
with older men, in which they may experience
physical and sexual violence and ﬁnancial
exploitation. Lacking a clear understanding
of issues relating to sexuality and
contraception, these young women face an
increased likelihood of becoming pregnant
and re-engaging with child protection
agencies in relation to their care of their child.
Youth and homeless services often have
difﬁculty supporting young people with an
intellectual disability, and are usually
restricted in their capacity to support the
full range of needs with which these young
people present. These young people are
often viewed by services as ‘too high needs’,
or excluded for ‘challenging behaviours’.
Paradoxically, these young people are often
excluded from disability services on the
grounds that they are ‘too high
functioning’ — most young people with an
intellectual disability who are homeless fall
into the “mild” intellectual disability range
and are not prioritised for support funding
by government disability services.
These young people are vulnerable to
poor physical and mental health —
associated with poor diet and personal care;
past and ongoing exploitation and abuse;
negative self image compounded by social
isolation; social exclusion and lack of
opportunity to positively contribute and
experience belonging.

How Can We Better
Support Young People
With An Intellectual
Disability Who Are
Exiting State Care?
The transition from childhood to adulthood
has been described as a crucial task for all
young people, but one that “may be equally
or more challenging” for young people

with intellectual disabilities (Dyke, Leonard
and Bourke, 2007; Silberman et al, 2009,
520). For both young people with an
intellectual disability and young people
exiting care, successful transition from care
processes are complex and require time
and tailored support. The inadequacy of
current transition from care processes is
well documented and contributes to the
poor life outcomes experienced by many
young people exiting care. Unsurprisingly,
these inadequacies are magniﬁed for young
people with an intellectual disability leaving
care, who present with additional needs
that must be supported if they are to
navigate the difﬁcult journey that is transition
from care to positive life outcomes.
To better respond to young people with an
intellectual disability exiting state care,
holistic, long term transition from care and
post care support must be provided that
responds to the factors which contribute
to the young person’s vulnerability. CLA
would suggest that the key elements of an
effective response to this group are:
1. Ensure the continuation or
establishment of an ongoing
long-term supportive adult or
organisational presence in the
young person’s life, beyond their
exit from care.
The single biggest preventative factor
that will protect young people with an
intellectual disability exiting care from
becoming homeless, or help them to
move out of homelessness, is the
presence of supportive others in that
person’s life.
2. Support the young person to
secure appropriate living
situations.
Responding to homelessness and
vulnerability means much more than
providing young people with a roof
and four walls. CLA experience is
that for many young people, living
alone can increase their vulnerability
to abuse and exploitation. On the
other hand, there are many risks
facing young people when they live
in inappropriate settings with other
people, such as in boarding houses,
hostels, and even with friends and
family. Appropriate living situations
must be tailored to the individual,
but a key feature should be the
active and regular presence of
supportive others.
3. Support the young person to be
safe.
Interventions that can reduce a
young person’s vulnerability to
further exploitation and abuse
include:
• Building and fostering supportive
adult relationships (either
community-based or
organisational).
• Proactive intervention in
exploitative relationships (either
observed or suspected).
• Establishing money management

supports to reduce the person’s
vulnerability to ﬁnancial
exploitation — including ﬁnancial
management by guardianship
where necessary.
• Providing the young person with
sexuality and relationship
education, in a way that supports
people to learn, remember, and
ask questions. This won’t work as
a one off sex education lesson,
but rather as a process of
ongoing discussion and
education.
• Providing appropriate support if
young people become involved in
the legal system, either as victims
and offenders.
4. Support the young person to
develop a meaningful social role.
People with an intellectual disability
often have few valued roles in
society. This contributes to people
feeling useless and bored, which in
turn impacts negatively on their
mental health. People may then
engage in substance misuse to
alleviate boredom or self-medicate
depression. Bored and lonely, young
people are vulnerable to involvement
with exploitative people and
engagement in negative activities,
including crime.
There are many tensions to be
addressed in supporting young
people with an intellectual disability
to ﬁnd a meaningful social role.
People’s level of productivity may
be so low that they will ﬁnd it
difﬁcult to succeed in open
employment. At the same time,
many young people will resist the
idea of sheltered workshops. What
is needed, are a range of creative
mechanisms that allow people with
an intellectual disability to share
their gifts. An example from the
CLA experience is the Nundah
Community Enterprises Cooperative which was established in
2002 to provide meaningful
employment to people with an
intellectual disability, and which
currently employs 23 people with
an intellectual disability, some of
whom have transitioned from care.
5. Support the young person’s
physical and mental well being.
Young people with an intellectual
disability who have experienced
trauma and abuse, and who have
entered the child protection system,
must be supported to process and
recover from the abuse and
exploitation they have experienced,
and in many cases continue to
experience. Young people who have
exited child protection care systems
must have access to mental health
and counseling supports; substance
abuse treatment; and physical
health care, appropriate to people
with an intellectual disability. ■

By Erin Ashmore,
Melbourne Youth Support
Service,
Melbourne Citymission

What are the Numbers?
he state care system exists to provide
care and protection to those most
vulnerable in our community — young
people and children exposed to physical,
sexual and emotional abuse and
neglect. In acting to provide an immediate
intervention in response to situations that
don’t bear thinking about, we as service
providers sometimes forget that we are
not only working within a service system,
we are working with one of the most
complex systems in our universe —
human beings.

T

It is generally accepted that young people
who enter state care systems are at a greater
risk for ongoing exposure to disadvantage
and that one of the highest risks identiﬁed
in recent times is the risk of homelessness
after leaving the care system.

Reports from the Australian Institute of
Health and Welfare4 indicate that in 2008–09
35,409 young people were on protective
orders across the country. Of these, 1,777
were discharged from orders and 568 were
aged between 15 and 17 years of age. 5
Many of these young people will move from
care to tenuous housing. A number of these
young people will contact homelessness
support services for assistance.
It is difﬁcult to provide reliable information
about the number of young people entering
homelessness after leaving care, as many
young people don’t identify involvement
with state care services.
In February of this year Melbourne
Citymission’s Melbourne Youth Support
Service based at Frontyard Youth Services
began working in partnership with the
Children Youth and Families Division of the
Department of Human Services to deliver
the Statewide Leaving Care Helpline
(1300 532 846). The Helpline supports
young people and services from across
the State to connect with their nearest post
care support service. To date this initiative
has provided 28 crisis responses to young
people under the age of 21 years who were
on a guardianship or custody order and
are now experiencing homelessness, and
taken 447 phone calls from across the
State from young people and professionals
about how to refer to the newly funded
post care support services.

What is the
Human Context?
In our eagerness to provide an immediate
response to vulnerable children we lose
sight of the context of the overall
conversation about adequate care and
protection for young people into the future.
We fail to articulate for ourselves that when
we exit these young people to further
disadvantage, we as a service system
prolong and contribute to their abuse and
neglect. We often fail to acknowledge the
consequences that follow when a service
system assumes a higher authority than
family, albeit where family are assessed as
being unable to provide adequate care and
protection. As a community, we also fail to
take responsibility for assisting these children
and young people to heal from their trauma.
In many cases we unintentionally end up
afﬁrming their sense of abandonment and
lack of self-worth.
Our attitude to the care and protection of
young children is extremely self-righteous.
When a child experiences trauma we are
outraged. As a community, we cry out for
a response — why didn’t the state care
system intervene? When there is an incident
in the care system, we cry out again — how
could this happen in the state care system?
Who is responsible? However, when those
same young people turn 15, 16, 17 and 18
and have nowhere to go, very few cry for
them. Homelessness is not regarded as a
big enough risk factor because they are no
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Numerous studies support the argument
that young people leaving state care are at
a higher risk of experiencing homelessness
and other disadvantage than young people
within the general population. Evidence is
provided by research conducted by AHURI,1
Monash University Department of
Econometrics and Business Statistics and
the Centre for Excellence in Child and Family
Welfare Inc, 2 and the National Youth

Affairs Research Scheme,3 amongst others.
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longer “children at risk” — they are now
“risk-taking young people” and there is a
sense that they are somehow to blame for
their own life circumstances.
Historically as young people have
approached the conclusion of their care
orders there has been very little ﬂexibility for
any continuation of care. It has been a case
of a young person turns 18, and housed or
not, they are exited. They are no longer the
responsibility of the State. When young
people exit the care system they often ﬁnd
themselves not celebrating their 18th
birthday with friends and family, rather they
ﬁnd themselves grappling with their exit from
a care system with little or no plans for the
future, no money, few friends, limited and
or tenuous connections with family — and
thrust from one service system to another.
As a service, the largest barrier for us to
overcome with young people we see who
have left the state care system and are
experiencing homelessness is a lack of trust.
We justify initial decisions to remove them
from horriﬁc circumstances — but then
many of them are exited to further exposure
to abuse and neglect and a life where their
basic human rights for food, clothing and
shelter are not being met.
The barriers that these young people face
are many and complex, ranging from
attachment and detachment issues,
abandonment issues, anger, interpersonal
conﬂicts, lack of social connection, lack of
life and living skills, few to no positive peer
relationships, comparably lower education
and employment opportunities, little access
to ID and income, and lack of
acknowledgement of signiﬁcant life events.
Perhaps the most signiﬁcant barrier young
people continue to struggle with are their
very intimate and private issues. They often

have limited or skewed knowledge of their
own history, and a lack of celebration of
their own life story. Additionally, as service
users, they experience being labeled as
“problems” that need “ﬁxing”.
In my own life I gain conﬁdence because I
know my own life story very well. However,
all of these things that make up the rites of
passage to adulthood are not given or
provided by a service system.

What is the Response?
The Federal Government has acknowledged
in its White Paper The Road Home that there
needs to be a national response to
homelessness. There are a number of State
and Commonwealth initiatives that aim to
address homelessness under the National
Partnership Agreements (NPA) on
homelessness.6
There are some fantastic programs set up
to work with young people transitioning out
of care. However, what is lacking is an
effectively resourced supported housing
program that acknowledges the need for
ongoing safety nets for these young people.
You don’t just become independent
because you’re 18 years old.
We are very excited to be part of the newly
funded post-care support services, an
initiative that acknowledges that young
people need support beyond the statutory
obligations of the State. Of particular
relevance to care leavers in Victoria is the
development of a leaving care model that
has been implemented across the state
since 2008, funded by the Victorian
Government in the 2006–07 Budget to the
tune of $11.2 m. This work has been carried
out by Children Youth and Families, Housing
and Community Building in collaboration
with Community Service Organisations7 and

incorporates the following elements: Leaving
Care Mentoring; Post Care Support,
Information and Referral Services; and
Brokerage funds. ■
For further information about the eligibility
and criteria for these programs please call
1300 leavingcare (1300 532 846)
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By Trish McCluskey,
Regional Director,
Berry Street Gippsland

What is it then that makes young people
exiting care so vulnerable to homelessness
and marginalisation? The following are
suggested as signiﬁcant factors:

equipped young people must be self
sufﬁcient at 18 while simultaneously
having little or no adult support to fall
back on as a buffer against the usual
vicissitudes of life.

• Many if not most young people
exiting care have emotional, social
and developmental delays which
have resulted from repeated trauma,
dislocation and disrupted attachment.
These are the nation’s most
vulnerable young people but they
may be expected to function at age
18 in ways that are incompatible with
their maturity or ability. In other words
many young people leaving care,
though chronologically 18, are
functionally and developmentally
much younger.

• Observations would suggest that a
proportion of young people do not
exit care at 18 but in fact leave care
at 16 or earlier, thus increasing their
vulnerability exponentially. This can
happen when overworked case
managers allow the young person’s
statutory order to lapse prematurely if
that young person is, for example, in
a self found placement or with
friends, or in a tenuous return to
family which if it ends can result in
homelessness.

How will these young people fare and
what will be their life trajectories once on
their own? Post care, many young people
will return to their family and relatives, in
particular siblings are often sought out for
support and assistance in the transition
to adulthood. (Cashmore 2003) However,
equally many do not have family to turn
to or do not have family with the capacity
or the willingness to adequately support
them. This phenomenon: the lack of a
supportive adult to help in the sometimes
prolonged transition from care to
independence is a repeated feature on
the road to homelessness. (Shirk and
Stangler 2006).

• A growing knowledge of the
neurobiological development of the
brain suggests that normal
adolescent maturation may in fact
not be completed until young people
move into their early twenties. (Perry
2004) Laws reﬂect this understanding
and in Victoria, Youth Justice
includes young people of 19 years
while Child and Adolescent Mental
Health Services now include young
adults up to 25 years. In Australia,
young people who are not in care are
remaining at home at unprecedented
rates, often until their mid twenties.
However some of the most ill-

• Issues of individual co-morbidity and
complex and challenging behaviours
are now more common in children
and young people entering care. In
the 2009 Ombudsman Victoria
Report on Victorian Child Protection
Services it was noted that there was
“Signiﬁcant growth in the volume and
complexity of cases heard in the
Children’s Court” in the period
2000–2009 (O.V report 2009,issue
number 274). Part of this complexity
is both at a systems level and an
individual and family level. Young
people, who lack stability of
placement or frequently move
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he number of children and young people
coming into care in Australia continues
to grow (AIHW 2010) with no sign that this
is likely to decrease in the next decade. In
turn this means that increasing numbers of
young people can be expected to exit care
as their statutory orders end. In Victoria alone
it is estimated that in the decade between
2000 and 2009, 4,500 young people
between 16–18 years and in state care had
their Guardianship or Custody to the
Secretary Orders expire (DHS Victoria 2009).
This number will increase into the second
decade of the new millennium.

T
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placements often due to challenging
behaviours and complex trauma
symptoms, are the most vulnerable
on exiting care. Paradoxically they
are often the least likely to be able to
access needed services because
these may be actually contingent
upon the young person being in a
stable placement.

International Approaches
Sadly the issues of vulnerability to
homelessness and marginalisation facing
young people leaving care in Australia are
mirrored in the USA and the U.K. Despite
changes to legislation in both continents
the outcomes for children and young
people leaving care has not significantly
improved. In Australia the Charter of Human
Rights and Responsibilities Act (2006) and
section 16 of the Victorian CYFA 2005
make provision for the provision of services
to young people by the state until age 21.
In reality and in a context of increasing
front-end demand for Child Protection
services, the needs of children exiting care
will always be subsumed by those entering
care. There is a profound and tragic irony
in this triaging because a number of these
new cohorts entering care are the children
of those same lost care leavers.
In the U.S.A the introduction of the Foster
Care Independence Act 1999, known as
the Chafee Act, has paved the way for
additional funds to be allocated to young
people leaving care and for support in many
states to pay for young people to remain in
care until age 21 where the young person
is engaged in employment or education.
However repeated research in the U.S,
where an estimated 523,000 children and
people are in care and despite the Chafee
amendments, shows poor life outcomes for
those leaving care. Chicago’s 2002 Chapin
Hall longitudinal study of 736 young people
about to leave state care revealed two years
later, in 2004, that the differences
between 19 year olds who had exited care
and their non-care leaver peers were
confronting. “…youth making the transition
to adulthood from foster care are faring
worse than their same age peers, in many
cases much worse across a number of
domains of functioning…A large number
continue to struggle with health and mental
health problems. Too many of them have
children for whom they cannot provide a
home” (University of Chicago 2005).
In the U.K, the Children Leaving Care Act
2000, the Homelessness Act 2002 and
changes to Public Service Agreements and
Local Area Agreements have attempted to
address the issues facing vulnerable young
people leaving care. The latter two provisions
are strategies to address the social exclusion
of young care leavers, and the Local Area
Agreements aim to track the percentages
of care leavers who are in stable
accommodation at 19 and those who are
in employment and training at the same age.
In Britain as in the USA and Australia, much
of the emphasis on responsibility for care
leavers shifts to housing departments once
young people are 18. Most countries have

speciﬁc agreements with housing authorities
regarding statutory care leavers’ access to
public housing and ﬂexible tenancies or,
with the exception of Australia, the potential
to remain with carers until 21 in some
circumstances. However, follow up through
U.K reports such as Journeys to Home (UK
2009) Staying Put Project (2008) National
Care Advisory Service and U.S.A information
from the seminal On Their Own (Shirk and
Stangler, 2004 and 2006) suggests that this
transfer of statutory responsibility to housing
services has failed to change the outcomes
for young care leavers.
Why has successive legislation in the U.S.A,
U.K and Australia failed care leavers despite
Charters for Children, decades of reports
linking homelessness with a history in
state care and longitudinal research on
outcomes for children in care? Observations
from practice suggest that some of the
following may be signiﬁcant issues:
• Non care leaving young people in
the Western world are
acknowledged as being unlikely to
be able to live alone at 18 even with
caring adult support and no trauma
history. To expect care leavers to
live alone and unsupported at 18
perpetuates a cognitive distortion
which may speak to pressures on
resources rather than reality.
• The unaddressed mental and physical
health and emotional well being
issues of young people in care do not
ameliorate themselves spontaneously
at 18. Rather, those excluded from
services because of challenging
behaviour or lack of stable placement
may return to the system as
adolescent parents, the homeless, or
in disproportionate representation in
the criminal justice system.
• While an important component, the
emphasis on housing as the primary
response to care leaving suggests
that a roof over one’s head is the
answer to a childhood of alienation
and separation from family. There is
no housing that can substitute for
relationships and the support of
adults who truly care for you.
Independent living is only possible
when one has the skills and safety
net to be independent. For most of
our own children this is after they are
supported to leave home and then
return and leave again, often in their
twenties.
• International responses to care
leavers have focussed on allowing
some young people to remain in
care until 21. This is not so in
Australia despite state legislation
regarding the not very clearly
articulated “provision of services” to
care leavers contained in most child
protection legislation. This care until
21 however has been contingent
upon young people being in
education and employment. Most
care leavers are in neither education
nor employment and this is borne

out in repeated research. So this
caveat regarding employment and
education effectively excludes most
care leavers. It is small wonder that
in some jurisdictions little has
improved for care leavers when the
systems which are meant to support
them actually preclude them from
what they need most.

What are the answers?
1. The ability for all young people to
remain in care until 21 regardless of
whether they are in education or
employment.
2. The provision for all young people of
post-care support with a case
worker until 21, not a volunteer
mentor who may come and go and
lack the statutory authority and
responsibility to garner services and
resources for the young person.
3. The maintenance of statutory orders
until at least 18 years rather than
allowing orders to lapse at 16
because the young person is
attempting to live independently,
often in inappropriate circumstances
or displays challenging behaviours.
4. Comprehensive assessment of
mental health and physical health
issues while in care to address
concerns then rather than be unameliorated post care.
5. Mobilisation of service systems for
young people including disability
services and mental health services
for young people to prioritise young
people in care and work from social
justice perspectives which are not
tied to arbitrary criteria such as
stability of placement.
6. Agreement across community
services agencies and departments
that we will not, albeit unintentionally,
collude in the depersonalisation of
Australia’s most vulnerable
individuals through language which
obfuscates or denies their loneliness,
vulnerability, marginalisation and
powerlessness. That phrases such
as corporate parents, transition from
care or ageing out of care do not
mislead about the histories of those
who have lived in residential services,
moved around from accommodation
to other accommodation with no
other adult to advocate for their
“care” but us. ■
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By Nick Grainger,
Anglicare
Caring for children of any age is a
significant challenge requiring skill,
patience and persistence. Such
qualities are difficult for any
person to consistently find — let
alone a large, government
department — however, with no
alternatives often available, the
state must intervene. But when
such intervention does occur,
when and how should it end?
arents across the country will have a
variety of methods to prepare their
children for the rigours of independent
living. Some will nurture them at home,
bit-by-bit encouraging exploration of the
world. Some will toss them out kicking
and screaming to experience what the
‘real world’ is all about. Few, though, will
cease all support and contact, allowing
their children to fend for themselves
without the fallback plan of help and
support as required.

P

The responsibility to care for some of the
most disadvantaged young people in the
state should not end with a neat signpost
indicating they’ve had a birthday. These
young people are often significantly
traumatised, severely compromising their
development. Constrained by the
requirement to move young people out of
care based solely on their age, practitioners
lament the inconsistent position this places
them in. At any other stage of the young
person’s care experience questions would
be rightly asked as to why an age-based
assessment was taking sole precedence
over developmental progress.
In performing the role of pseudo parent,
the state has no option but to complete
that role well. While the law may
technically recognise the age of eighteen
as that of an adult, few could successfully
argue that young people moving out of
state-based care with trauma and
abuse histories — some with virtually no
housing options available — have the
emotional maturity, the resource
knowledge, the confidence and the
systems understanding to begin from
scratch. With limited financial resources,
and priorities that may include selfmedicating behaviour, how many of us
would find a solution to our most basic
of needs in the same circumstances?

An unfortunate opportunity was missed in
2005 with the introduction of the Children,
Youth and Families Act. While this legislation
was rightfully lauded for many of the changes
it brought to the work of the welfare sector,
the disappointment of the limited post-care
support described for young people posteighteen lingers strongly. Considering this,
an ongoing possibility exists to explore the
use of lead tenant-style accommodation
(where volunteer ‘lead tenants’ live-in with
young people and help them to develop
their independent living skills in exchange
for free rent and utilities, and sometimes
includes a small paid honorarium) to support
the needs of these young people.
Currently, these programs are used to
develop young people’s skills prior to their
exit from care. However, existing lead tenant
programs report young people are being
referred to them who are simply not ready
for semi-independent living as a result of
the rush to prepare them prior to their
eighteenth birthday. Demand for placements
can also see this option misused to freeup options further along the system.
To reduce the pressure placed on the
accommodation service system to house
young people exiting care, and reduce the
pressure placed on young people to learn
and utilise skills beyond their developmental
capacity, lead tenant programs must be
targeted and advanced for young people
aged between the ages of eighteen and
twenty-one.
Such a move would dramatically increase
the level of support provided to young
people exiting the formal care system and,
with ﬂexibility in the program design (ranging
from houses set-up with one volunteer lead
tenant and three young people, to houses
with two lead tenants, two young people
and regular outreach support), a range of
developmental stages could be catered for.
This allows for necessary skills to be
developed, for training, education and/or
work options to be consolidated, and for
stability to be further promoted before young
people are asked to fend for themselves.
Any such programs would operate as
voluntary accommodation options and
would need to be fully funded by the
Department of Human Services (the costs
of which would be signiﬁcant and, no doubt,
initially baulked at by those controlling the
coffers). However, further consideration

should be given to the real costs of not
acting in such a brave, forthright and
potentially life-changing manner.
Opponents to this plan will contend that it
would place signiﬁcant pressure on existing
placements within the care system, with
throughput being signiﬁcantly reduced. This
would be most heavily felt in the placing of
young people new to the care system.
Alternatively, however, this may also prove
positive, providing unseen stability to some
young people who would previously have
been squeezed into other placements either
against their wishes or before their
developmental readiness.
Those opposing this measure might also
argue that it simply pushes back
homelessness until later in a young person’s
life. But while that may well be true in some
cases, if it provides just a little more time
that is relatively supported then opportunity
is created. The value of such opportunities
can be found in the supported
experiences that young people can have
and the emotional and social development
that occurs as a consequence. Furthermore,
any signiﬁcant periods of time spent in postcare lead tenant housing would provide
opportunities for greater skill-development
and allowing for settled experiences in further
education, in the workforce, or in training
— all of which will greatly increase the
likelihood of them being able to access
stable accommodation post the age of
twenty-one.
While any signiﬁcant changes must be fully
explored and the ﬁnancial implications well
understood, it is imperative that the real
costs of non-action also be understood.
Those costs don’t just include direct ﬁnancial
costs, they also include indirect ﬁnancial
and social costs (such as from crimes), future
homelessness costs and the personal costs
to each young person directly affected.
When these are weighed up these costs
amount to signiﬁcantly more than the
ﬁnancial outlay required.
While simply creating and modifying lead
tenant options will not solve the current
difﬁculties for all young people exiting care,
progress can be made. No single strategy
is destined to solve the current divide
between leaving care and residing in safe
and stable accommodation, and this is one
of many options available to help bridge
that gulf. For many young people in the care
system this simple change may make a
signiﬁcant difference to the outcomes for
them for the rest of their lives.
No longer should young people residing in
state-funded accommodation and support
programs be deﬁned as ‘leaving care’ at
the age of eighteen. Instead, we should be
offering them the chance to utilise
‘independent care’, stepping towards their
full independence without throwing them
off the proverbial cliff, head-ﬁrst into it. ■
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While the role of the state to assist young
people in care might end at the age of
twenty-one in legislative terms, in reality it’s
all over by the age of eighteen — plus a bit
for good measure. What happens after the
age of eighteen is minimal, often tokenistic,
and not the fault of those offering the support
as best they can. Without the full
resources of the system behind them, little
can be achieved.

Some young people will be able to
navigate their way successfully through
this period of their lives and they should
not be stopped from doing so. However
the appalling level of post-care
homelessness indicates many others don’t
have the capacity and, without the serious
backing of their government ‘parent’ and
with a range of historical and experiential
factors against them, it is hardly surprising
that this is the result.
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Chapter 3:
Program Developments
and Initiatives
Lead Tenant Services:
A Bridge to Leaving Care
By Zoe London,
Christopher Craig,
Ninevah Haddad,
Shane McLeod
and David Parker,
MacKillop Family Services

Introduction
oung people leaving state care and
protection are at significant
disadvantage compared to their peers in
the community in areas of housing, finance,
health, education and employment
(Cashmore and Paxman 2006, Mendes
2005). Of significant concern are the young
people exiting care directly to homeless
services, or entering them shortly thereafter
due to an inability to access and maintain
affordable housing (Johnson, Natalier,
Mendes, Liddiard, Thoresen, Hollows
and Bailey, 2010). They do this without the
opportunity to consolidate critical skills for
independent living. Governments across
Australia have responded by extending
support options to care leavers aged 16–25
to reflect community standards of young
people receiving ongoing support from
their families to a later age (Mendes,
Moslehuddin and Goddard 2008, London
and Halfpenny 2006). In Victoria, leaving
care programs provide for housing
information, referral and support, mentoring
support services and some (limited)
supported accommodation with a focus
on the development of independent living
skills and links to education, employment
and training options.

Y

Recent research (Johnson et al, 2010) with
care leavers highlights that experiences
of leaving care vary. In the identification
of two broad pathways from care — a
smooth and a volatile transition, the
research acknowledges that both
pathways can lead to stable outcomes
over time, but may require differing
supports along the way. This finding serves
a timely reminder that ‘one size fits all’

solutions in assisting young people to
transition from care are problematic.
This paper is written to promote a more
diverse approach to leaving care
assistance within Victoria. We highlight
the Lead Tenant model as a flexible
approach, embedded within out of home
care programs. This model has much to
contribute to supporting young people
transitioning from state care.

The Lead Tenant Model
Lead Tenant Houses normally cater for
two young people and two Lead Tenants
in a house. Lead Tenants are volunteers,
not paid workers. Their role is primarily
to provide general direction,
encouragement and support within the
household. Lead Tenants are expected
to model a positive and balanced lifestyle,
to participate equally in domestic chores

Lead Tenant Services
at MacKillop
MacKillop Family Services currently operates
six lead tenant houses in Victoria.
Participation in the service is voluntary and
requires the commitment of the young
person and their involvement in the planning
and decision making process. Entry to
MacKillop Lead Tenant services is ideally
planned rather than crisis driven.

Ongoing Relationship
with an Adult Role Model
The opportunity to live semi-independently
but alongside an adult role model is a key
contributing factor to the success of the
lead tenant model. It provides young people
with the opportunity to engage in positive
relationships, contrasting with some of the
previous adult role models and relationships
they have grown up with. A key role of the
lead tenants is to mentor important skills.
It is an interaction that allows young
people to interact with competent problem
solving adults who can self-regulate and
repair relationships after conﬂict.

Assistance to develop
independent living skills
in a supported
environment
Lead Tenant is a targeted and goal driven
service. A MacKillop case manager/youth
worker conducts a comprehensive Living
Skills Assessment with each young person
entering the Lead Tenant service. The
assessment provides a benchmark from
which to develop independent living skills
goals. As well as modelling a range of
appropriate life skills Lead Tenants are, by
virtue of their role, able to observe and
identify micro-skills that each young person
would benefit from in relation to their goals,
and deliver appropriate assistance.

Maintaining the
Focus on Independent
Living Skills
A focus of the young person’s time in the
Lead Tenant service is the development
of ‘survival’ skills — for example, basic
cooking/nutrition, hygiene, budgeting and
the ability to access external services.
Additionally, all young people in the Lead
Tenant service are expected to participate
in externally delivered structured
independent living skills programs. These
are critical to the young people’s ability
to develop the attributes to progress
towards independent living. MacKillop has
developed the “Way Out There” program
which, in conjunction with other
community and agency programs,
provides information on drug and
alcohol awareness, banking, negotiating
the rental market, safe sex, self defense,
handy house skills, basic first aid, safe
driving and self esteem.
© Gabby Spider 2009

Young people are assisted to
develop and practice skills
essential to living in shared
accommodation
Due to the prohibitively expensive rental
market and lack of low cost housing, shared
housing arrangements are a frequent exit
point for young people in out of home care.
The skills required to independently maintain
shared accommodation are critical and
complex. Frequent breakdown of shared
housing arrangements are evident. Johnson
et al (2010) highlight difﬁculties of sharing
with friends “If you live with friends you end
up not being friends coz there’s always a
ﬁght sometime or other…” Similarly, skills
such as paying rent, budgeting, cooking
and cleaning all become more complex
when sharing with others. As noted by
Johnson et al (2010), once care leavers lose
their accommodation, there is often a rapid
downward spiral, moving in and out of
homeless services without the safety net
of a family to return to.
Unlike residential care and foster care, the
lead tenant model provides young people
with the opportunity to experience and work
through issues of sharing accommodation.
Lead Tenant is a safe environment to
develop the skills to better maintain shared
housing arrangements, whether externally
supported or independent.

Young people are supported
to develop self responsibility
and budgeting skills
Young people in Lead Tenant services are
required to participate in the purchase of
their own food and personal items. Young
people are supported to take the initiative
in working towards their goals, for
example to make and meet appointments,
to travel independently to study or work and
to access health care. This shift in
responsibility from what is experienced in
residential or foster care can be a challenging
process. A comment from one of the young
people interviewed in London (2004: 19)
“The Lead Tenant house was a real change.
It was from living with families to living on
your own and it was a big thing. You had
to learn how to save money; you had to
learn how to budget for food and rent, and
basically how to live in the real world.”
Similarly, in our recent review, one lead
tenant noted “…The freedom paradox. I
have seen them develop internal controls
as they get more freedom.”

A Flexible Response
to the Needs of
Young People
Children in the out of home care system
who have been subjected to trauma often
struggle to form positive relationships with
caregivers or peers.
With these children our primary responsibility
is to provide them with the opportunity for
an attachment… All children, at the core of
their beings, need to be attached to
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Although young people can only be
accommodated within Lead Tenant services
from the age of 16, they may be referred
as early as age 15 years, with the intervening
time utilised to complete comprehensive
assessment and skill development activities.
The length of time in the service is
determined by the needs of the young
person, as well as options for appropriate
ongoing housing placement. While living in
the Lead Tenant service, young people are
expected to be enrolled in a day program
(for example education, training or
employment activities).

MacKillop Family Services recently
completed an internal review of its Lead
Tenant services. The review highlights a
range of issues unique to this model as a
pathway for young people leaving care.
Consistent with previous research (Johnson
et al, 2010; Raman, Inder and Forbes 2005)
the model combines a number of
characteristics associated with better
outcomes for young people leaving care.
Set out below are the key strengths of our
Lead Tenant model, followed by an outline
of the vulnerabilities of the model.
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and duties and to ensure that any conflicts
arising within the household are dealt with
in a positive and productive manner. For
many young people in the Lead Tenant
m odel it pr ov ide s a bri dge t ow a rds
independent living. As with other forms
of out of home care, each young person
can be supported by a case manager and
youth worker and, as a statutory client,
they remain connected to the Child
Protection system.
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someone who considers them to be very
special and who is committed to providing
for their on going care (Hughes 2006: 1–2)
A key feature of the Lead Tenant
se rvi c e s a t M a c K i l l op h a s be e n t h e
flexibility to adapt to the needs of young
people, and to individualise and match
services and supports.
An example of this is a young person who
was placed with a range of residential
services before being referred to a MacKillop
Lead Tenant Service. Upon entry the young
person engaged in some concerning
behaviours that were attributable to their
history of trauma, neglect and
abandonment. Through our planning
processes, the young person was able to
identify a MacKillop carer they had
resided with 18 months previously as
someone they felt connected to and would
like ongoing contact with. The carer was
invited to become part of the care team
and both the carer and young person were
encouraged to have as much contact as
they wished. This strategy not only helped
the young person settle into their new
surroundings but also demonstrated to
them that long term restorative relationships
are possible and can be maintained.

Constraints in the
Delivery of the Lead
Tenant Model

Referral Process and Tenure
Referrals to the MacKillop Lead Tenant
services must come through the Department
of Human Services (DHS), although the
potential for referral may be recognised and
recommended by other out of home care
programs. Our experience suggests that
there is often a level of urgency and reactivity
to referrals, due to placement breakdown
elsewhere and/or proximity of the expiration
of an order. As young people are not able
to be accommodated within Lead Tenant
services after their order expires, such short
and often crisis driven placements do not
utilise the full potential of the lead tenant
model, particularly as regards preparation
for leaving care, skill and relationship
development. The most appropriate referrals
to Lead Tenant are well planned and made
1–2 years before the expiration of the young
person’s order.
The model needs to be tailored to meet
the needs of the young person, rather than
the young person having to meet rigid
restrictions. Young people in MacKillop
services have repeatedly told us that an
approaching 18th birthday is anything but
a celebration, but rather a reason to feel
anxious and abandoned. A preferable and
more ﬂexible approach would allow young
people to stay within the Lead Tenant service
for some time after their order expires.

Complex Needs

While highlighting the contribution of a Lead
Tenant service in preparing young people
to leave state care, it is also appropriate to
note the vulnerabilities and constraints of
the model.

The lead tenant model is one of a range of
models available for young people preparing
to leave care, and will not be appropriate
for all young people.

Funding and Service
Arrangements

The considered assessment of experienced
program staff is invaluable in determining
appropriate referrals to Lead Tenant
services.

There is no state wide funding and service
model for Lead Tenant services in Victoria.
Recognition of the place and efficacy of
Lead Tenant services across the state varies
considerably. The absence of a model has
led to significant variability in funding
between regions. This lack of consistency
disadvantages some services both
programmatically and financially.
Additionally, a lack of clear service
guidelines and compliance requirements
imposes an unnecessary level of risk.

Recruitment of
Lead Tenants
As with Home Based Care models, it is
an ongoing challenge to recruit and
retain appropriately qualified volunteers to
take on lead tenant roles. With no payment
incentive, and as the needs of young
people in out of home care become more
complex, it remains increasingly difficult
to recruit for the service. A more formally
constituted Lead Tenant program within
out of home care would allow for sector
wide publicity and recruitment.
Consideration of some level of
remuneration may have the potential to
increase recruitment and retention levels.

We have noted an increase in referrals of
young people with complex needs to Lead
Tenant services. It is vital that sufﬁcient
resources are provided to enable wrap
around supports for young people in
placement. Lead Tenants do not take the
place of paid workers, and have their own
commitments and obligations outside of
the lead tenant house.
Lead Tenant services are funded at
signiﬁcantly lower levels than residential
targets from which many of the referrals
come. It is unrealistic to expect that a young
person who may have been struggling in a
highly resourced residential placement will
fare any better in an environment where
there are such limited resources to build in
ﬂexible wrap around supports.

Entry Level of Skill
The Lead Tenant service, while providing
opportunities for young people to develop
independent living skills, depends on the
young people having an entry level of skills
such as basic cooking, hygiene and
budgeting. The development of independent
living skills should be modelled and taught
to all young people in out of home care at
a level appropriate to their development.

Our experience suggests that this is not the
case in the wider out of home care context,
particularly residential care. As one of the
external respondents to our review noted
of the out of home care system: “In resi
services the risk of kids setting ﬁre to the
stove and kitchen is managed by locking
up the food and oil. In lead tenant services
it is managed by teaching kids how to cook”.
MacKillop encourages residential and foster
care programs to use a comprehensive living
skills assessment as a guide to the basic
skills that need to be developed with young
people.

Summary
A key beneﬁt of the lead tenant model is its
capacity to provide a semi-supported homelike environment, where young people have
access to positive role models and
relationships, as well as the freedom to
develop and test important survival skills
prior to their move to independence. Young
people are able to continue to work toward
achieving goals in areas of education,
employment, family reconnection and
stability. A key feature of the success of lead
tenant services has been a level of ﬂexibility
to tailor programs and supports to the needs
of young people. As with all out of home
care programs, support should be provided
to young people in an environment that is
trauma informed and restorative.
Lead Tenant services have the potential to
contribute much to the suite of services
preparing young people to leave care.
They would be further enhanced by a clearly
articulated model and position within out of
home care services. It is critical that this be
achieved in a manner that does not detract
from the potential of this program to provide
ﬂexibility and creativity in its response to a
diverse group of care leavers. ■
Acknowledgements to Nick Halfpenny,
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How can we improve
housing outcomes for
young people leaving
care? What housing
models work?
Finding the right model of housing is critical
to assisting young people to transition. The
“Live In “ Carer House is an housing
model which is an adapted version of the
lead tenant model, providing young people
with a safe and supportive environment
within the community, where the residents
live with a responsible adult and two
other young people. The aim of the program
is to teach young people the skills they
require to live independently and
experience a “share house” model whilst
still supported by St Luke’s.
The program also addresses all aspects of
a young person’s development towards
independence:
• Educational/vocational

The ‘live in’ carer model involves securing
a paid carer (paid a carer payment by
St Luke’s and receiving free rent, utilities
and food) to live in semi-communal setting
with a small group of care leavers in a house
provided by the agency. The role of the
carer is to provide day to day support to
the young people, living skills education and
when appropriate via the Leaving care team
linking young people to employment,
education and training. The carers are
actively supported by the St Luke’s Leaving
Care team and receive ongoing training so
they are equipped to support the young
people. The house is rented through local
real estate agents by St Luke’s.
The role of the carer is to:
• Manage the house on a day to day
basis in conjunction with the residents
• Provide personal support to young
people
• Support young people in developing
living skills
• Support young people in maintaining
or re-engaging in education, training
and employment options.
• Work with the allocated leaving care
worker in implementing the housing
support plan for each young person
• Facilitate weekly house meetings
• Role model pro-social behaviour
A critical element of young people sustaining
independent living and avoiding
homelessness is a proactive approach to
practical skill development. This process
commences with the use of an skills
assessment/self audit process. “Living Skills”
development includes learning to budget,
menu plan, shop for food and cook meals.
The house makes decisions collectively,
tasks are equally shared and everybody has
responsibilities that include maintaining the
house, like cleaning, paying the bills and
other household chores and hence mimics
common “share house arrangements”.
These essential life skills tasks are important
to learn so that young people can eventually
live independently and both internal and
external research reveals young people

leaving care feel they do not have adequate
skills and the lack of skills creates real
problems for them ranging, in extreme cases
to bankruptcy and more commonly
managing their bills and being able to eat
3 meals per day. Recent analysis of internal
life skills self assessment tool completed
when young people join the program found
they needed assistance in a variety of areas
including accessing healthy food, budgeting
and managing their ﬁnances. Some of the
ﬁndings include:
• 64% of young people say they
regularly skip meals;
• 42 % do not feel conﬁdent to
prepare a shopping list and buy
groceries;
• 86% state they are not conﬁdent to
develop and follow a budget;
• 67% of young people do not know
how to set up automatic payments
through their bank accounts (St
Luke’s, 2010).
As part of the “Live in Carer” model
tenants contribute 50% of their income
(whether this is from Centrelink and/or
income from part-time work) fortnightly and
the young people are charged with physically
handing over the money rather than
arranging direct payments ensuring they
learn the importance of meeting their
ﬁnancial obligations. Rent is paid to St Luke’s
(the landlord) and the money for food is
placed in a kitty held in the house, as is
common place in share houses.

Who lives in the
“Live in Carer” House?
The average age of young people living in
the house is 17–19 years and ideally they
will transition into more independent living
within 12 months or so, though the next
move is dependent on them gaining the
appropriate skills. Workers take great care
to match appropriate young people with each
other to enhance household harmony and
improve outcomes. This critical element of
the program acknowledges that every young
person deserves to live in a house with the
people they would like to share with, just as
those of us with a background of share
houses know the importance of getting this
right. This matching of tenants preserves the
rights of young people to choose just as they
would if they were renting independently.
This care in assessment and matching
creates tensions with others, including other
housing workers, who view a room as
accommodation for anyone who needs it.
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oung people leaving the Out of Home
Care (OOHC) system at 18 need
additional support to transition into work or
study and importantly address their issues
around housing. Yet in Victoria there was
no substantial state funded programs for this
group of vulnerable young people prior to
2008.The No Where to Go Report (St Luke’s
Anglicare, 2002), researching the housing
needs of 50 young people leaving care found
that nearly 50% became homeless within
months of leaving care. These alarming
ﬁndings motivated St Luke’s to develop a
ﬂexible, cost effective and innovative
approach to housing and support that took
into account where young people are at, with
regard to skills, development and chronology.
They called this the Leaving Care program.
This ﬂexible model of housing coupled with
skill development has lead to greatly improved
outcomes for local young people leaving
care. The current rate of homelessness for
young people participating in the Leaving
Care Program is 15%.

• Recreational/social
• Community and Family reconnectedness
• Development of living skills
• Development of interpersonal and
communication skills, and
• Resilience building to ameliorate the
issues that may present successful
transition into safe and secure
independence.
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Independent Living Unit
When young people decide they would
like to live independently, to assist in their
preparation they are able to “test” their
abilities by living independently in a 2
bedroom unit owned by the Leaving Care
Program. Young people may stay a night
or two per week and eventually transition
to live in the unit or elsewhere permanently
So what does a good housing model for
young people leaving care look like:
• It has a variety of housing stock to
meet the needs of young people in
the program
• It has a variety of options along the
spectrum for living independently
• It carefully considers the
compatibility of the young people
who are housed together
• It has a low risk way for young
people to “test” if they are ready to
live independently
• It accepts that for some young
people the transition to living
independently may take several
years so young people are not
pressured to move on.
• It acknowledges that young people
need assistance to develop the life
skills to live independently and actively
incorporates opportunities to learn
these essential skills into the model
and day to day life in the house. ■
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Julie’s Story, Support = Success:
A Case Study About Persistence
Julie (not her real name) and her partner
were until recently living in a tent in a
state forest in Regional Victoria (about
20kms from the nearest major centre),
after a disagreement about repairing a
hot water service and the resulting
damage with their previous landlord.
They had been trying to find other
accommodation for the last 7 months.
The frail health of their parents means
they could not return home or ask them
for assistance as they did not want to
worry them. During their time residing
in a tent Julie had surgery for a
degenerative health issue which has
been exacerbated by the cold and
having to sleep on the floor of a tent.
The camp toilet was difficult for her to
use due to her limited mobility. This was
no holiday camping trip. Julie receives
a disability pension and applied for
countless houses, feeling her pension
was the reason why she had not been
able to find adequate housing. Julie was
suffering from depression and with the
winter upon us and the camp site
commonly experiencing temperatures
around zero and severe frosts Julie and
her partner’s sense of hopelessness
and isolation increased.

“Please give us a chance. We really
need your help with getting ahead
and starting a new, more positive
life.”
(Julie in a letter to a local housing
service, February 2010)
Julie spent her entire teen years in
foster homes and was well supported
by the Leaving Care team, including
advocating around her housing
needs, supporting her through the
application process and harnessing her
renewed drive to find accommodation.
Julie was on the waiting list for public
housing and was actively looking for
adequate and affordable housing. In
June of 2010 after a 7 month process
Julie finally gained a property through
a local affordable housing service and
finally has an opportunity to
contemplate her future without the
constant stress of being homeless and
house hunting. In the days before
submission of this article Julie met with
Leaving Care support workers and is
now contemplating her future training
and employment options, the more
positive life she aspired to.

Discussion with Sue and Cate:
A Leaving Care Workers Perspective
Currently, young people are referred to
our program about six months before they
turn 18 (or their order ends). In most cases,
provision of housing and living expenses
(as supplied by Department of Human
Services) ends at the age of 18. For
example, a young person living in
Residential Care is expected to move
out on their 18th birthday and there is very
little room to move on this (as there is no
funding available if they want to stay). This
means that on one of the most
signiﬁcant days in their lives, they are
effectively removed from their de-facto
family. “Many young people ﬁnd this to
be a very confronting and a difﬁcult reality
and they often don’t ﬁnd this transition
easy, especially if they don’t have a good
housing option lined up,” says Sue. And
the options are limited. As Cate notes,
“The private rental market is already oversubscribed and young people are often
competing against waged professionals
for rentals. Our Leaving Care house is a
great option for some young people, but

it is only available to 3 young people at a
time. Another option is staying with friends
or family. This can be a good choice in
some cases, but it can also be unstable.
In most cases, we put in applications for
public housing, but this can be a long
process, with waiting lists up to several
years. And people accessing public
housing are still often grouped together
in blocks of ﬂats, which doesn’t work for
many young people.”
“When I receive a new referral for a
young person coming in to our Leaving
Care program, the ﬁrst thing I ask about
is their housing situation. Despite all the
positive changes that have happened in
regard to young people leaving care over
the past few years, accessing housing is
still very challenging,” says Sue, who has
worked in the Leaving Care program for
the past 2 ½ years. One of the issues
regularly encountered by workers in
Leaving Care is the lack of housing options
for young people. As a Leaving Care

worker, Cate, notes, “In an ideal world, it
would be great to have a number of
options and a clear pathway (with regards
to housing) mapped out for the young
person, options that would meet their
individual needs. Every young person who
comes in to our program is unique and
they all bring a different set of skills and
needs. Unfortunately doesn’t always
happen as the options just aren’t there.”
Both Cate and Sue agree that safe,
affordable housing is fundamental to a
young person successfully transitioning
to independent living. “It’s almost
impossible for a young person to
successfully study or work if they don’t
have a (stable) roof over their head. If we
can get this right, many other issues would
be signiﬁcantly reduced,” says Cate, who
has worked in Leaving Care for over 3
years. Sue agrees, saying, “We have seen
it time and time again — when a young
person is settled in their own place, their
lives stabilise dramatically.

St Luke’s has regular contact with Paul
(not his real name) who when he ﬁrst left
care, 4 years ago, made some mistakes
that still haunt him and are reducing his
housing options.
Like many young people after leaving care,
Paul struggled to make the adjustment
and also did not have the skills to live
independently. During this adjustment
time he caused damage in two transitional

housing properties resulting in him being
viewed as high risk tenant by the
housing services.
Now aged 22 he has for the last 2 and a
half years couch surfed. In the last 12
months he has declined a house in a
high risk area where drug and alcohol
misuse and violence are commonplace,
because he wants to make sure the
lessons of the past are not revisited. Paul

is now considered by our workers at low
risk of losing any tenancy. He has matured
and “has learnt his lesson”. He may gain
housing in an appropriate area.
A greater number of “Live in Carer” houses
could potentially ease the transition for
these young people and help avoid the
pitfalls of living independently by providing
every day support during a time of
enormous change.

Who is St Luke’ Anglicare?
The components of the St Luke’s Leaving
Care Service include:
• Intake and assessment
• Preparation for leaving care
• Support and case management
• Development of transition and
leaving care plans in conjunction
with Department of Human Services

and St Luke’s OOHC programs.
• Development of housing options
for care leavers
• Linkages to education and training
• Linkages to employment
• Linkages to mentoring
• Support in accessing specialist
services

© Alessia Flower bug 2010
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St Luke’s Anglicare is the largest
community services provider in regional
Victoria, operating since 1978. St Luke’s
has been operating Out of Home Care
services since 1981 and is renowned for
its innovative approach and mission of
providing respect, hope and fairness using
a strength-based approach with its clients.
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Mistakes Come Back to Haunt You:
A Case Study on the Pitfalls for Young People
Leaving Care
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The Affordable Housing for Life Project
for‘Atrisk’ Young People
By Pauline Robertson,
Executive Manager Business
and Development Strategies
arist Youth Care has initiated a project
which is providing affordable social
housing and employment opportunities in
Western Sydney for at risk young people
(especially those in out of home care) via
construction and ongoing maintenance of
affordable housing properties. After
contributing to the building of homes, young
people have an opportunity to live in the
home with no time limit to move on into
alternative accommodation. Whilst living in
the homes, Marist Youth Care continues
to provide support to enable the young
people to move towards economic
independence. Relieving the stress of safe
and secure accommodation is a key element
in the outcomes of the Affordable Housing
for Life (AHFL) Project whilst at the same
time providing employment opportunities
for young people.

M

Marist Youth Care (MYC) has been working
with a number of experienced partners in
the community services and social housing
sector to implement the Affordable Housing
for Life for ‘at risk’ Young People Project.
Together with Boys Town, St John of God
Healthcare, Bridgeworks Employment and
Training and St Michael’s Family Centre (the
project team), MYC has established a social
enterprise, which aims to provide long term
affordable, safe and secure housing for at
risk young people in Western Sydney whilst
providing ongoing employment
opportunities in the construction and
maintenance industries.

assist at risk young people to transition
successfully into mainstream society.
There is a chronic undersupply of affordable
rental housing in Western Sydney and this
project addresses this important issue. A
basic feature of the AHFL Program is the
provision of employment which gives a
young person a better chance of securing
permanent options for long term housing.
Construction costs for these homes are
higher than usual, because of the need for
a custom designed home incorporating
sustainable material, universal design
concepts and ‘green’ features which include
on site food, water, sewerage and electricity
security. The use of relatively unskilled labour
under the supervision of the experienced
head builder will also result in higher initial
costs. These additional construction costs
will result in lower ongoing maintenance
costs and are also regarded as an
investment in the building of sustainable
employment skills of the young people
involved in the project.
An initial equity injection provided by the
Federal Government’s Department of
Education, Employment and Workplace
Relations has enabled MYC to leverage off
this equity and attract private investment to
provide further homes across Western
Sydney.

An investment committee will be formed to
oversee the ongoing growth of the enterprise
utilising the wealth of experience available
through all of the members of the social
enterprise. It is intended that it will move to
a self-sustaining commercial footing by
the end of the initial 12 month period. The
project team recognises that a conservative
approach in early years is essential while a
solid equity base is established and the
project model is reﬁned.
Marist Youth Care anticipates that the AHFL
project will employ up to 50 at risk young
people per annum in the Western Sydney
area. The Project will also provide a
considerable boost to the building and
construction industry through
employment of additional apprentices ,
supervisors and the purchase of local
materials and products; and will contribute
signiﬁcantly to increasing the pool of
affordable social housing for at risk young
people and hence, reduce overall
homelessness. ■
Further information
William Rak,
Manager,
Affordable Housing for Life Project
Marist Youth Care
Ph: 0417499090
Email: williamr@maristyc.com.au

The ﬁrst two properties have commenced
in the Blacktown LGA. MYC is in the process
of land procurement for homes three and
four for the AHFL. It is hoped that by the
end of July 2010, suitable sites will be
identiﬁed and an acquisition process
underway for those sites.
MYC and its partners have established a
team of young people to build house one
and two. On completion these homes will
become part of the stock for the AHFL
project and will be rented by young people
involved in the building. These young tenants
would enter into tenancy leases and pay
rents in accordance with the normal
principles of MYC tenants. This would
underwrite the ongoing maintenance of
these homes.
MYC, as a Community Housing Provider,
already manages a property portfolio of 26
homes in Western Sydney, providing much
needed low income housing for homeless
and disadvantaged youth. MYC provides
support services and training programs to
© Tess McKaige Shining in the light 2010

By Caroline Gatenby,
Research and Evaluation
Manager,
Whitelion
“Employment is central to a sustainable
livelihood for homeless young people”
(National Youth Commission 2008 p6)

According to The Australian Institute of
Health and Welfare, in 2009 34,069 children
under the age of 17 were in out of home
care. Of these children 94% were in homebased care (foster care, kin, other) and the
remaining 6% were in family group homes,
residential care or independent living. This
is an increase of 10,374 young people in
out of home care since 2005 (Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare 2010, p38).
A 2010 survey of 18 to 25 year olds who
have previously been in out of home care
reported that 25% surveyed had been
involved with the Youth Justice System
(Johnson 2010, p18). The Department of
Human Services conducted a snap shot
survey in 2008 of young people who in the
Youth Justices System and found that:
• 46% had current or previous child
protection involvement
• 66% had been suspended or
expelled from school
• 24% presented with mental health
issues
• 33% had a history of self harm or
suicidal ideation
• 16% presented with issues
concerning their intellectual
functioning (Youth Parole Board and
Youth Residential Board 2009 p11)
Throughout the 2007–2008 ﬁnancial year,
3,378 young people spent some time in
custody.1
Young people being discharged from the
Youth Justice System or child protection are

young person is incarcerated.

“Poor life transitions, particularly
transitions out of the child protection
system, prison or statutory care”
(Homelessness Taskforce 2008 p 24)

To successfully secure employment upon
release with little or no work-experience or
industry training is not an easy task for a
young person. Training and employment and
support services are offered by a number of
organisations in Melbourne that include:
• YMCA Bridge Project
http://www.bridgeproject.ymca.org.
au/
• Workplace Transition program to
help young men on their release
from custody
• Work Ready Training (whilst in
custody)
• Personal development
• Employment opportunities and
support
• Wage subsidies to employers
(cost of training and support)
• Specialist Indigenous support
• Australian Job Search:
Department of Education,
Employment and Workplace
Relations
http://jobsearch.gov.au/
jobseekerinfo/pages/youth.aspx
• Apprenticeships
• Indigenous Youth Mobility Plan
• Job Services Australia: tailoring
Employment Pathway Plans which
include identifying the training,
work experience and additional
assistance required.
• Employment Pathway Fund to
equip job seekers for employment
• Green Corps: work experience,
skill development and training
• Harvest Trail: Harvest Labour
Service
• Whitelion
http://www.whitelion.org.au/
• Employment skill training whilst
incarcerated
• Work experience to become work
ready
• Ongoing support to employer
• Ongoing support in employment
• Outcome is a real job, paid a
competitive salary
• Service is available by referral to
young people with custodial
backgrounds and those with
involvement in community based
youth justice orders.

Having a plan to obtain training or
employment is often featured in parole and
exit plans. Youth must have a day program
in place to obtain parole, be it work,
education or a sound plan to transition them
into a planned pathway. Making contact
with appropriate potential employers to
secure an interview, employment services
and programs are often begun whilst the

All the above service providers recognise
the need to provide intensive employment
assistance to high needs youth. The
Whitelion Employment Program differs from
other service providers as the young person
works towards and is supported in a job
with an un-subsidised and appropriate wage,
placing the young person on equal footing
to his or her peers in the workplace.

“Maintaining a connection with
employment will help people who are
homeless return to stable housing.”
(Homelessness Taskforce 2008 p 6)
Maintaining employment aids in economic
participation, community connectedness
and a greater likelihood of continuing in
appropriate, safe housing. Young people
leaving the Youth Justice System are
vulnerable to homelessness and require the
protection of a ‘no exit into homelessness’
policy that is preventative, holistic and
sustainable.
Young people who are incarcerated may
have had no prior work experience or work
related training and a low average academic
attainment. These young people need to
re-engage in a productive way to gain the
skills and knowledge required for the
workforce. Ongoing, relationship based
support on release in employment (in
conjunction with other services) is required.
Employment provides young people with
routine, accountability, self esteem and the
ability to interact with their community in a
productive manner.
“Employment is highly correlated
with positive life outcomes, such
as stable housing and an adequate
standard of living”
(Department of Human Services
2008 p22)
Employment gives ﬁnancial stability, new
networks, skills, something meaningful to
do and the means to pay rent and participate
in the economy.
Appropriate and safe housing has an
immediate impact on a young person on
their release from the Youth Justice System,
and so it is focussed on their exit plans. One
of the four pathways into homelessness
listed in The Road Home is:
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n leaving the Youth Justice System
the issues of homelessness and
unemployment can be cyclical. Maintaining
employment whilst sleeping rough has a
myriad of difﬁculties and only some of these
difﬁculties are lessened in secondary and
tertiary homelessness situations. Primary
homelessness involves sleeping rough;
secondary homelessness encompasses
those with no ﬁxed address who stay with
others; and tertiary homelessness is those
who live in boarding houses or other dwellings
with no lease or private facilities (e.g. caravan).
As discussed in The Road Home, A National
Approach to Reducing Homelessness,
homelessness strongly affects young people
aged between 12 and 18; those with
insufﬁcient work experience; people who are
unemployed; and people leaving child
protection and correctional facilities.

O

a group that is vulnerable to homelessness
as they transition out of incarceration or state
care and into the community. Employment
is one key factor in maintaining appropriate
housing and connection to the community
for young people.
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Exiting the Youth Justice System:
Employmentand Homelessness
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Much of the snapshot feedback from
participants currently in the Employment
Program has been positive and reﬂects the
individual participants’ improved life situation:
“The good thing is it is good money
and keeps me active… I always
wanted to work”
Female, 18 months in
Employment Program.
“I like working and doing what I’m
doing… (I am) not using (drugs and
alcohol) as much”
Male, 9 months in
Employment Program.
“(I) can work full time,
stop committing offences”
Male, 18 months in
Employment Program.
“I know for sure that if I didn’t have this
job, I’d still be getting locked up”
Male, 7 months in
Employment Program.
Whitelion Employment Program is a
preventative service to negate pathways
into homelessness due to unemployment
by supporting young people through their
transitional phase from incarceration to well
after release. This enables otherwise
disconnected young people to participate
positively and legitimately in their
communities and gain some ﬁnancial
independence through employment.
Whitelion focuses on engaging young people
who are classiﬁed against the Layers of
Vulnerability matrix (Department of Human
Services 2008 p12) as either ‘highly
vulnerable’ or the most extreme classiﬁcation
of ‘high risk’. These young people are more
likely to be affected by homelessness, court
orders, offending and reoffending than their
peers. Within this group of vulnerable
young people, success and achievement
may be measured as living conditions not
deteriorating, fewer crimes committed, better
control or reduction of drug use and so on.
Vulnerable young people are “Young people
who, through a combination of their
circumstances and adolescent risk-taking
behaviour, are at risk of not realising their
potential to achieve positive life outcomes.”
(Department of Human Services 2008 p 14)
The mechanics of the Whitelion Employment
Program are considered and designed to
build a lasting and productive relationship
with vulnerable young people. For young
people who are incarcerated, the relationship
with Whitelion is established prior to release
to give continuity in the transition process
and hopefully a better outcome for on-going
employment. The basic steps in the
employment program are:
• Establish relationship and provide
information
• Vocational assessment
• Vocational planning
• Resume development
• Industry training
• Apprenticeship and traineeship
opportunities
• Work place orientation
• Short term placement/work
experience
• Long term employment placement

• Ongoing support (for both the young
person and the employer)
The Whitelion Employment Program
currently operates in Melbourne, Bendigo
(Victoria), Launceston, Devonport (Tasmania),
Bridgewater and Regency Park (South
Australia). It is anticipated that the program
will soon be offered by Whitelion in the Youth
Justice System in New South Wales.
The Whitelion Employment Program began
in 2000 with a focus on vulnerable young
people. Since establishment, the Employment
Program has supported and placed
approximately 424 young people in
employment. Whilst young people are exited
from the employment program after 12
months of successful employment, some of
the employment placements have lasted for
up to four years. Last year, 74 young people
were placed in employment; approximately
80% were from the Youth Justice System.
Each Employment Program staff member
has a case load of 15 young people. The
Whitelion Employment Program has
expanded and enjoys a high level of success.
Highly vulnerable and at risk young people
are able to access a number of support
services including Whitelion, hence
attributing the inﬂuence of just one support
service on positive change is ill advised. The
contributing factors affecting homelessness,
employment situation and general life status
can be many, with Whitelion and other
service providers a contributing force in
maintaining or improving a young person’s
ability to cope with their life situation.
The effectiveness of the Employment
Program can be measured by a number of
different markers. On the surface, the hard
numbers of youth placed in employment
(above) can be a measure of success. These
numbers are quantiﬁable and directly reﬂect
the impact and outcome of the Whitelion
Employment Program. Measuring the
change of circumstance in the lives of young
people in the Employment Program and
ascertaining how much of this change can
be attributed to the program is a more
complex task and involves seeking
consistent patterns across the target group.

Homelessness and unemployment are
closely linked; unemployment is a common
precursor to homelessness and vice versa.
There are signiﬁcant barriers for a young
person who is leaving care or incarceration
to gaining employment. Intensive support
is required to enable a vulnerable young
person to become work ready, join the work
force, and then successfully remain in paid
employment. The Whitelion Employment
Program supports vulnerable young people
and provides support and programs to
empower young people to reconnect with
their community and maintain productive
employment. Whitelion has enjoyed
successful outcomes from the Employment
Program, successfully preparing and
supporting 424 vulnerable young people
into the workforce and reengaged with their
communities. ■
The author welcomes comment and
feedback to:
caroline.gatenby@whitelion.asn.au
Footnote
This ﬁgure excludes NSW due to unavailable
data. (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare
2009, p61)
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By Dr. Jenny Higgins,
Researcher,
Research and Social Policy
Unit,
Wesley Mission Victoria
oung people leaving state care are one
of the most disadvantaged and socially
excluded groups in Australian society. It is
well documented that care leavers are at
risk of experiencing poorer outcomes
throughout their adult lives on a range of
indices and are more likely to become
homeless than those who have not been
placed in care. This article reports on an
evaluation of the service currently being
delivered by the Research and Social Policy
Unit of Wesley Mission Victoria.

Y

Barriers Faced by
Care Leavers

Residential care is generally seen as a last
resort for young people in the care system
and it is often those with the most complex
needs and challenging behaviours that are
placed in residential care. With a dearth of
programs that prepare young people for
independent living, it is not surprising that
many become homeless. In Victoria in
2008–09, 478 young people were in
residential care, and almost half (44%) were
aged 15–17 (AIHW 2010).
Preparing care leavers with the skills
necessary to sustain independent living is
essential if they are to participate in the
social and economic life of Australian society,
and this prerequisite was the inspiration
behind the design and establishment of
Burwood House, a leaving care program
for an older age group of young people soon
to be discharged from the care system.
The Burwood House Leaving Care program,
in the eastern region of Melbourne, is
managed by Wesley Mission Victoria, and
funded by the Department of Human
Services. The service opened in February
2008 and can accommodate up to six young
people aged 16 to 18 who can stay for up
to 18 months in the house, move to its

independent living unit before they leave
the care system, and can remain beyond
their 18th birthday if the young person and
staff deem this should occur.
Providing a residential service that prepares
young people for independent living involves
taking risks and trusting that the young
people will respect the freedoms they are
given. To enable this, the program takes an
innovative approach to supporting young
people to develop the skills and resilience
they will need when they leave care. The
components of the program are described
below, and include staff members’
comments on aspects of the service.

Creating a home-like
environment
Staff of DHS and Wesley believed that
preparing young people for leaving care
involved moving away from the
institutional look and nature of standard
resicare by creating a home-like environment
for the young people to live in.
[We knew that] soon [the residents]
would be independent, so having
rules around curfew and the pantry
being locked and that sort of stuff
wasn’t going to work because that
wasn’t preparing them for, in six

© Clare O’Shanessy Horse 2009

41

Leaving Care and Homelessness

In a comprehensive report on the support
needs of care leavers in Victoria, Raman
and colleagues (2005) identiﬁed a number
of barriers that make it difﬁcult for them to
transition to independent living. They include:
unresolved trauma and developmental
delays; an abrupt transition to independent
living at age 18; a lack of family support to
help them overcome challenges to
independent living; and a lack of planning
and preparation for leaving care.

Burwood House
Leaving Care Unit
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The Burwood House Leaving Care Program
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months time, being able to regulate
their own behaviour and contain
themselves around times to get
home and that sort of thing. So it’s
about a conversation, talking to
them like you would your own kids
if they have homework due
tomorrow and they want to go out.
A conversation around that, but the
choice was theirs.

Comprehensive and
flexible referral and
assessment process
The program incorporates a comprehensive
assessment and referral process based on
whether the program will suit the young
person’s needs and whether they will ﬁt with
the current mix of residents. The young
person also has the option of whether they
want to live at Burwood House, and can
decline the offer of a placement, or move
out at any time if they wish.

Long term case planning
Case planning for leaving care commences
from the point of entry into Burwood House.
Young people work on goals agreed
between the worker and the resident, and
this forward planning gives the young
person a future direction to work towards,
with the support of staff. Case plan
meetings are always held at Burwood
House and the young person is encouraged
and supported to participate. In this way
young people learn how to effectively voice
their views and make important decisions
about their lives.

Therapeutic engagement
An important component of the program
is its therapeutic focus, inspired by the work
of Sandra Bloom’s (1997) Sanctuary Model
of residential care. Staff are trained to
address the emotional needs of the young
people using the PACE model of
engagement — playfulness, acceptance,
curiosity and empathy, developed by Dan
Hughes (1998). Staff have moved away
from the traditional style of residential care,
which is to monitor the rules and respond
to breaches in punitive ways. Instead,
staff at Burwood House engage with young
people in a sensitive and caring manner
and teach young people about the
consequences of their behaviour.
The therapeutic approach enhances the
young person’s ability to address the
residual trauma of the events that led to
them being placed in care, and which hinder
them from successfully transitioning to
independent living. Through comprehensive
training for staff one care worker has found:
I’ve learned to look at the trauma
behind the behaviour and how the
young person was with their
family and what has affected them
in their lives at a younger age.
And being able to see how acting
out is about them needing
something like a baby when it

cries. Therapeutically, I see that
it’s a different approach, more
seeing them through a process
and where they’re at different
stages in their lives.
A unique feature of the program, which
brings it into line with the therapeutic
residential pilots across Victoria, was the
appointment of a part-time therapeutic
specialist. The therapeutic specialist’s
presence at the House creates an
environment in which the therapeutic focus
of the program is sustained.

Recreation worker
Another characteristic of the program is the
appointment of a part-time recreation
worker, whose duties involve identifying
areas of interest for each young person and
then providing experiences and fostering
community connections in these areas. The
links that are made with community services
and organisations can be maintained
beyond the person’s time in care.
In other resi units [a recreation
worker] is seen as a luxury but we
saw it as a necessity, the bridge to
the community.

Living skills development
Living skills development is underpinned by
the theory of resilience-based social learning,
developed by Cynthia Lietz (2004). New
skills and behaviours are modeled by the
staff side by side with the young person,
and are taught at the young person’s
pace. Young people are able to practice
new skills and master them before moving
on to more complex tasks. Living skills
acquisition includes developing interpersonal
skills and working through issues that
arise from the household dynamics, which
occurs in a therapeutic manner.

Outreach support after
leaving Burwood House
Another feature of the program is that it
provides outreach support to former clients
who have left the program. Staff have
identiﬁed outreach as essential if young
people are to sustain independent living and
overcome the challenges most young
people face in the early years of adulthood
and independence.
We care in the long term for the young
people in our care, which means when
they leave here we still are able to
outreach with them. If they’re renting
and their electricity gets cut off, they
don’t have a mum to call so they can
call me and I can point them in right
direction. It’s a big difference that we
care beyond their time in the house.
Generally with resi it’s not encouraged
to continue that relationship as it can
be seen as being unhealthy, whereas
here its seen as more of a positive.
The components of the program, which
break down hierarchical relationships and
foster open communication, trust and

companionship, have led to caring longterm relationships being forged between
staff and young people. Not only do staff
maintain contact with former residents, but
former residents are eager to return to visit
the House for dinner and catching up with
old friends.

Outcomes of the Project
The combination of long-term case planning,
teaching living skills at the young person’s
pace, therapeutic emotional engagement
which helps young people address their
trauma and move on, has made a signiﬁcant
difference in the lives of the young people
who have lived at Burwood House. The
most notable impact of the Burwood House
program is the emotional engagement
between staff and young people and the
genuine care and trust that has formed
between them.
Except for one young person who staff have
not had contact with for some time, none
of the remaining seven former residents
have entered the homelessness system. Of
the eight former residents, two young
people were unsuited to the program and
left after a short stay. The remaining six all
participated fully and enthusiastically in the
Burwood House program and
demonstrated significant gains by the
time they left the service, particularly in
relation to developing independent living
skills relevant to their situation. Five of the
young people demonstrated a significant
reduction in risk taking behaviour. All made
moderate to significant progress in
achieving the goals they set for themselves
in relation to work, education, reconnecting
with family, or parenting their babies. All
six continue to have contact with staff and
visit the House, with one of these moving
to a regional area several months ago, from
which time her contact with Burwood House
has been less frequent.
Young people who come back who
have lived here before, they’re all doing
amazing things. Some have taken a
step back but they’ve always got in
their mind where they’re going. They
might not be able to make those leaps
just yet but there’s still, ‘I want better
for myself, I want my life on track. I
want better than this.’ They have plans
for the future and I think that comes
from when they first come in here from
the beginning working towards a plan
and what do you want to do with your
life. In resi they’re just bouncing
around, no one’s working on a plan
with them. ■
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A Way to Go
By Tracie Alborough,
The Salvation Army
EastCare Network

Support services need to extend to 25 years
of age. As much as my transition from care
was smooth, it was not until I had been out
of the system for a couple of years that I
really tapped into the motivation to succeed
on my own. I needed time to process what
life had thrown at me. I needed time to
mature and stop being angry with the world.

Only then was I ready to face the world on
my own and succeed. Many young people
that have recently left care struggle to ﬁnd
their feet. It takes time, support, and
resources for these young adults to adjust
to a world where they no longer have
workers and carers watching their every
move. It takes time for them to heal, time
for them to grow and time for them to move
forward.
We need to work together to put a stop to
young people leaving care into
homelessness. Including young people in
their leaving care plan is an integral part of
this, and until we place the voice of young
people at the centre of what we do, we will
ﬁnd ourselves ﬁghting a losing battle. ■

I began working in the Out of Home care
sector when I was 21 years of age. I
worked in the residential units with High
Risk Adolescents. Over the 10 years that
I have worked in the field I have seen
very few young people move through the
system with the simple transition that I
experienced. As a residential worker it
was frustrating watching young people
stay in residential care until their 18th
birthday. More often than not they would
end up at a front door or back to the family
that had caused them turmoil and trauma.
This has in part been due to poor planning
and lack of options for young people
transitioning from care.
Although Victoria has come a long way in
regard to leaving care and transitioning from
care, there is still a way to go. Young people
are still sitting in residential placements three
months out from their 18th birthday. Young
people are still leaving the care system
without an adequate plan. I have now
been a case manager for over 4 years and
I believe that part of the solution is to involve
the young people as much as possible in
their leaving care plans. At the end of the
day we wave goodbye and say good luck
when they turn 18. Therefore, leaving care
plans need to be owned and effectively
written by the young people for them to
work beneﬁcially. Leaving care plans need
to reﬂect the desires of young people and
outline realistic and obtainable goals.
Planning also needs to occur well in advance
of Child Protection ceasing involvement with
the young person. These young people
© Shae Sophie’s image 2009
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have been involved in the care system in
one form or another for the past 16 years.
I spent the latter part of my adolescence in
care. I was lucky as I had a smooth transition
from care into private rental. I started in
Adolescent Community Placements
(ACP), then moved to a Lead Tenant
placement, and later to a Transitional
Housing Management (THM) property. I had
eleven placements over 18 months before
moving into private rental. Each step was
pivotal in developing my independent
living skills. Due to the smooth transition
through each step I was equipped with well
developed independent living skills when it
came time for my supports to withdraw.

I

are entitled to and deserve well thought out
planning. It is our responsibility as youth
workers, social workers, case managers,
etc to give them the best possible chance
at succeeding. Young people in care are
some of the most vulnerable young people
in our society and require adequate
resources, careful planning and ongoing
access to support services.
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My Transition from Care
By Samantha Gilligan,
The Salvation Army
EastCare Network,
Program Client

I moved into a little unit where I am still
waiting to for a Government house. It was
so great at the start and we didn’t think
we would be waiting for so long though,
and it is very hard sitting in limbo.

entered care at the age of 12–13. I got
moved to about 20 different placements
all being residential care except for my last
unit which was a therapeutic unit and was
a lot nicer, calmer and more consistent
place to stay.

Half way through my stay, my housing worker
changed. That rocked the boat a lot because
the lady who replaced her is not as smart.
So now I have to think more, and I didn’t
realise that at the start. A working telephone,
one that I didn’t have to pay the bills for,
would help a lot with parenting, living skills,
education and employment.

I

They helped me learn a lot of living skills and
also helped me get into the EastCare Leaving
Home program which has been great.
Without this program, my daughter and I
would not have had a place to live.

The internet is also becoming a necessity for
young people. Overall I think the out of home
program is the best compared to residential
— for me anyway.

Help with budgeting would also be
useful and regular, consistent visits,
instead of all over the place, from my
worker would be nice. I also think
counselling services should be cheaper
and easier to access after hours, especially
for young people.
I think workers should be given more
training for this job too, just so they have
more of an understanding of the
Government housing system. That will help
them to help their clients understand more.
Overall I know how lucky I am to have this
house and I think they need more leaving
care houses for kids that leave care, so
that no one misses out on living their lives
to their full potential. ■

By Tumua I Mailei (Zac),
Residential Care worker,
Salvation Army EastCare
have worked many jobs in my life. Many
of these jobs were tough and posed
many challenges. Yet out of all the jobs
I have worked, my current job as a High
Risk Youth Residential Carer for Salvation
Army East Care, is easily the most
challenging. How is it challenging you
ask? Well it is our job to build a trusting
relationship with our numerous clients,
who are usually young adults from
different backgrounds, while still
abiding by protocols from Department of
Human Services, and other Government
departments.

I

When dealing with two or sometimes three
clients we must try our very best not to show
favouritism towards a certain client as it may
affect how others in your care may view
you. One on one time must be shared
equally as you are their outlet. It can cause
all sorts of trouble between clients if one
shows favouritism. Bullying, aggression and
abusive language are but some of the
troubles that may occur.
The communication link between staff and
client is absolutely critical. How, or why,
would clients listen to someone they don’t
like or trust? We carers have to be patient,
honest, reliable and trustworthy, show
kindness and respect and follow our
procedures and protocols.

The best residential carers, even
while working with ever changing
rosters, have the ability to provide
the unconditional care that
previous carers, whether they
were parents or legal guardians,
were unable to provide.
Personally I ﬁnd the changing
roster system quite complex,
especially when agency staff are
called in to replace full time staff
for whatever reason. Our clients
grow attached to regular staff
members. How are they going
to be with a new worker? It is
always hard to adjust to
something that you are not used
to, so just imagine what these
young people have to go through.
Unfortunately it can’t be helped
and with the ever increasing
number of High Risk Youth, our
job is not getting any easier.
© Julian Stargazers 2010

My Team Leader and Supervisor for
Salvation Army EastCare has always given
me great support and help, and been efﬁcient
in dealing with procedures and protocol.
My Team Leader is always coaching me
and the staff at our regular meetings. She
is forever thanking us and often says that
we Residential Carers are a special breed
of people.
It warms my heart to hear these words
because you learn to be verbally abused,
threatened and even physically attacked,
by clients and yet you still come back to
this job. You learn to put your heart and
soul in to this work, trying to make sense
of it all while still trying to build that critical
relationship with your clients. When they
see that you are willing to go through
whatever they throw at you, that you don’t
hold grudges and that you are willing to help
them no matter what, some do change into
better persons.
Seeing that change, is for me, personally
rewarding enough; but it is not enough for
them. They need to learn to ﬁt into society
without our care, without repeating the
negative things done in the past. They need
to look towards their future and what they
can achieve, while still focusing on positive
outcomes.
While our job title is High Risk Youth
Residential Carers, I have come to believe
that a more appropriate title is “Miracle
Workers”. We take all young people, some
who have been given no chance in life, or
gone off track for whatever reason, and try
to turn them into something positive even
if it is just pointing them in right direction.
Any young person could be our doctors,
lawyers and leaders of tomorrow. At least
that is my belief. Personally I like to reach
for the stars and believe anything is possible.
It’s a crazy world we live in. We can only
do our best. Working for Salvation Army
EastCare will always have my best.
To all the MIRACLE WORKERS out there,
take care and God bless. ■
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We have to make sure everything
runs well in the placement, which
ranges from normal household
duties to building that trusting
relationship with clients who have
on occasion experienced some
kind of trauma. What a harsh and
destructive word! Unfortunately,
that is exactly what a lot of our
clients have experienced.
Some may recover and some
don’t. Others carry it with them
always. They have to learn to
cope with it each and every day
of their lives, most of the time
looking for some escape,
normally turning to drugs or
alcohol when it gets too much
for them. If it’s hard for an adult
to carry this load, just imagine
how much harder it is for a
sometimes immature young
person to carry. Mature adults
cannot comprehend what our
clients have gone through
without themselves enduring or
sympathizing what these young
people have endured.

While there may be other placements and
government organisations that help young
people, I speak on behalf of High Risk Youth
Residential Carers. I have found the work
to be extremely intense, but my drive, my
passion, to help these troubled young
people overrides any dangerous situation I
am put in. It has often been said: “Thank
God for the Salvos,” and I for one can say
that. Working for Salvation Army EastCare
has been quite an experience. From
watching our clients grow to working with
such fantastic staff at Waverley placement
is something I value lots and feel lucky to
be part of. I have worked for other
organisations doing the same sort of work
and know how important it is to have great
staff around you. I am forever learning new
things, having only worked in this country
with young people for three years.
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Leaving Care and Homelessness:
TheInterview
his interview was conducted by
Cassandra Bawden, PESP
Project worker. The interviewee was
an eighteen year old young man who
entered state care at twelve years old
and has now left at eighteen years of
age. He is currently accommodated
in housing owned by the Lions Club
and rented and managed by Waverly
Emergency Adolescent Care (WEAC).
This housing and support is provided
for eighteen months and
accommodates up to four people
who are over eighteen and leaving
state care, as well as a lead tenant. A
WEAC support worker is available for
tenants 9–5 every day and supports
tenants to engage in training and
education or employment.

T

How many placements did you have
during the time you were in state
care?
It was all foster care and I’ve been through
quite a few and because of all that I’m just
used to moving now I guess, packing all my
suitcases and moving round. It’s just more
of a come and go thing, when it comes up.
What planning took place to prepare
you for leaving care?
I was originally meant to stay on after I turned
eighteen, until I ﬁnished year twelve but that
sort of fell through because I wasn’t doing
really well during year twelve so I had to
switch to TAFE. After that I had to move
out. I didn’t really mind it, I knew it was
coming up, ‘cause I had to leave year twelve.

There was planning. They were telling me
about the place I would be living in and stuff.
I didn’t get to see it until this year but I’m
ok with that.
Were you actively involved in the
planning process? Did you have
control over goal setting and
decision-making?
I had the decision-making but I just went
with the ﬁrst one ‘cause I thought it would
be better than not go with the ﬁrst one and
keep looking around.
When you were leaving state care,
what housing options were you
given?
I share with a few other boarders and a lead
tenant.
Are they around your age?
Yeah, they’re around my age.
Was that the only option you were
given, as far as housing goes?
I don’t think it was but it was the ﬁrst
option and I was going to go with it.
Do you mind sharing?
I don’t mind sharing; we all get our own
rooms. It’s mostly me and one other
housemate who stays around most of the
time and we get along alright.
We don’t have to pay for our own groceries,
the lead tenant does that but we still have
to pay the bill of $70 a week and that covers
eating, the water bill and stuff. The reason
it’s a bit low is because we all share.

What support options were you given?
The staff from WEAC are there when we
need them.
Until what age would these options
be available to you?
I think it’s a certain age and until a certain
time but I’m not sure.
Do these options meet your needs?
Could they be improved?
Yeah, I’m pretty sure my needs are met for
the moment. It’s pretty good actually.
Did you receive training in
independent living?
They were going to but that sort of fell
through, I wasn’t taking it too seriously,
which I’m regretting now. I pay my own bills
but I still don’t know how to cook. I was
going to get cooking lessons but I didn’t
take them seriously, unfortunately. I’m going
to try to learn how to cook.
Did you experience any difficulties
when accessing health care services,
education, employment or housing?
No, not really.
Are you currently engaged in
employment or education?
I attend a TAFE course. I had to do that
myself by going to the nearest TAFE and I
found the course I was looking for. I was in
year twelve then.
Do you have adequate support in
these areas?
Yeah, it’s all ﬁne.
How would you describe the quality
of your current accommodation?
Well, we’ve had a few problems here and
there, like before the dishwasher was broken
and it’s just been recently ﬁxed and we
had a problem with the tap at some point,
that’s been ﬁxed as well and I currently
noticed there’s a problem with one of the
lights but they’ll probably get on to that as
soon as I tell them about it.
Is it safe and secure?
Yes
Is it affordable?
The rent’s manageable with the amount of
pay I get, not sure about the others though
‘cause my pay’s a bit higher because of a
few conditions I have.
Do you have adequate personal
privacy?
Yes
Is it in a convenient location?
I had to move to a different area completely
and well, I’ve never actually been in the area
where it is before, so I refer to it as the
middle of nowhere. It’s near shops but it’s
nowhere near my TAFE. The thing that’s
difﬁcult is that since the TAFE I went to is in

© Smodge McVillian Untitled 2010

How would you describe your social
network?
The friends I’ve got are the ones at school
but I don’t see them anymore because they
live all the way in Lilydale and I live all the
way out in Wheelers Hill. I used to live in
Chadstone but I used to go to school in
Lilydale. I started off in year seven at Lilydale
and I decided to stay on.
Do you have someone you could go
to if you need to discuss a problem
or seek advice?
I can still talk to my friends online.
Is your income adequate for
independent living?
Yes.
Do you think there is any link between
state care and homelessness?
(Do you see leaving state care as a
pathway into homelessness?)
I’m not sure myself, since I’ve never been

homeless. I’m not sure if one of my brothers
have but they’ve probably been through
something similar, I’m not sure. I guess I
don’t have much to worry about with the
homeless situation because I’ve had people
that I’ve met through my stays in foster care
say that if I didn’t have a place to go I could
always come back there.
Do you keep in contact with those
people?
Every now and then.
What do you think should be done to
ensure that people leaving state care
do not end up becoming homeless?
There’s not really anything I can come up
with for that because I’ve never really thought
about that before.
What does ‘home’ mean to you?
I don’t really have a place that I can classify
as home anymore. A few times there’s been
a place I could call home but that would be
before I got used to moving around, I guess.
What plans do you have for the
future?
I don’t have much of a vision for the future,
per se but I know I’ll be at that place for

one or two years at least. I’m pretty sure
by then I’ll either have ﬁnished the TAFE
course or I’ll still be doing TAFE, I’m not
sure yet. When I get a good paying job, then
I’ll move out.
For young people leaving care,
housing and support options are not
always this well planned and
accommodating. I can’t help but
wonder what would have happened
to this person had these options not
been available. Due to the forward
planning made in this case, this
person is able to continue with his
studies, without having to worry
about trying to get by independently,
in the private housing market. He is
well supported and is working toward
achieving his goals. This approach
would be of benefit to so many more
people who are leaving state care.
In the two years that this house has
been open as a leaving care option,
one client has been re-unified with
family and one has gone on to
independent living, whilst four people
currently reside there. ■

PESP Monthly Update
• One of the PESP members attended
a presentation of Moreland’s
Rooming House Closure Protocol.

his month as usual PESP has been
busy. The work of the CHP PESP team
includes the following:

• One of the PESP members is
continuing his involvement in the
CBD Partnerships steering
committee.

T

• The PESP team participated in
Streetcount on June 2nd.
• Some PESP members were
interviewed by FAHSCIA for the
Canberra Homelessness Expo.

• One of the PESP members is
continuing his involvement in the
Melbourne Metro Rooming House
Group, facilitated by Melbourne City
Council.

• PESP members have facilitated the
Victorian Government’s
Homelessness 2020 focus groups.

• One PESP member continues
involvement in Open Doors
Implementation Reference Group.

...continued from page 48
a range of services for young people who
have left care and who may need further
assistance. This initiative provides young
people leaving care or who have left care
with a range of services including
accommodation support, legal advice,
financial assistance and counselling.
Along with the skills and services that
young people require to support their
transition to leaving care, they also require
‘connections’ — not just to support services
— but to people living in their community.
When we think about young people leaving
care, we need to think more about the role
of the community and how we can use it as
a form of intervention to prevent
homelessness. In doing this, we must ﬁrst
think about how we can provide people in
the community with the resources they need

to be able to engage and maintain
relationships with young people who are
living in out of home care.
As part of this approach, we are currently
implementing the ‘Community Integration
Program’, a collaborative initiative funded
and supported by the Department of Human
Services. The goal of this program is to
encourage children who live in residential
care to be supported in moving outside of
their residential care environment and
culture; and to build their conﬁdence and
capacity to live, work and socialise in the
community in which they live. We know that
if young people have community
connections they can be supported to build
their resilience and ability to overcome
hurdles in life; building a foundation for
overcoming future adversities they may
encounter. This resilience, together with
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• Presentation at St Vincent’s CEO
Sleepout.
• City of Port Phillip staff training on
understanding homelessness.
• HomeGround disability action plan.
• Presentation to Housing Choices.
• Implementing recommendations
from the Registered
Accommodation Association of
Victoria’s task force.
• Presentation to the AFL Players
Association.

support and assistance received from
people they have formed meaningful
connections with will help them to achieve
better life outcomes. We therefore look
forward to young people establishing
meaningful relationships that last a long
time, even a life time.
When we think about young people leaving
care and preventing homelessness, we
cannot forget the importance of community
connections. This is but one of a range of
responses we should think about in terms
of ﬁnding solutions to ending the nexus
between homelessness and leaving care. ■
Footnote
1. Johnson. G, Natalier. K, Mendes. P,
Liddiard. M, Thoresen. S, Hollows. A and
Bailey, N; ‘Pathways from out of home
care’ Australian Housing and Urban
Research Institute, April 2010.

Leaving Care and Homelessness

By Cassandra Bawden,
Peer Education Support
Program Project Worker
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Chadstone and now I’m living in Wheelers
Hill, I now have to get up at like ﬁve or six just
to get ready. It takes quite a bit to get there.
There are TAFEs that are closer but they don’t
have the teaching methods that I need.
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Opinion –
Bernie Geary OAM
Child Safety Commissioner
‘Everybody knows –
leaving care and
homelessness’
or a long time, those working in the
field of homelessness have known that
a large number of their clients had a history
of child protection involvement and living
in out of home care. It was not until the
late 1980s that the nexus between foster
care and subsequent homelessness came
to public attention as a result of the National
Inquiry into Homeless Children (Burdekin
and Carter 1989).

F

Young people who have been in the care of
the state are some of the most vulnerable
children and young people in our society.
We know that they are over represented in
a number of areas including youth justice
and adult custodial facilities, mental health,
drug and alcohol services and homelessness.
‘Local and international research
indicates that a lack of appropriate
housing for care leavers contributes to
disproportionately high rates of
housing instability and homelessness
among care leavers’.1
The difﬁculties care leavers have accessing
and maintaining appropriate accommodation
is a key factor that contributes to so many
other poor outcomes in their life.

For a long time, many young people have
left care with inadequate support
arrangements being put in place, as a result
of poor planning and little preparation being
undertaken for a move towards
independence. Many young people have
had to fend for themselves, and have felt
overwhelmed by the complexity of
navigating their way through a myriad of
social services.
The Department of Human Services has
responded to the sector’s concerns that
‘young people who have been parented by
the state, in many cases for most of their
lives, cannot be left to fend for themselves
when their orders run out’. The realisation
that young people must be ‘prepared for
leaving care’ during their time in care, has
meant a change to the way Child Protection
works with young people preparing to leave
care.
Preparation does not simply mean looking
for accommodation when their order is
coming to an end. It must be a long term,
ongoing role of the ‘corporate parent’
working to ensure young people will be
equipped and able to survive independently.
The Victorian Charter for Children in Outof-home Care lists the rights of young people
living in care, including a need for ‘help in
preparing [themselves] to leave care and
support after [they] leave care’.
Acknowledging this basic right has seen
recent collaboration between housing and

child protection placement services, in the
development of a range of initiatives to better
equip young people to prepare for leaving
care, through ﬁnding appropriate
accommodation. The recent introduction
of training for staff in sound planning for
young people while they are in care, is a
clear acknowledgement that leaving care
planning is not just about accommodation,
but rather it is about helping young people
to be set up for life. Ensuring that workers
and carers are aware of the ‘things that
matter’ and that they focus on these while
young people are in their care will help young
people be better prepared for independence.
The long term planning and enhanced
preparation for young people leaving care
however does not mean that some young
people will not experience some difﬁculties
and require assistance and support after
they leave care. Like any parent, when their
child leaves home, and their child comes
back for some help, the parent needs to
be there to offer assistance and guidance.
Here in Victoria, the Children, Youth and
Families Act 2005, requires the Department
of Human Services to provide assistance
to young people who have left their care
up until the age of 21 years. This is designed
to support young people with the
experience of leaving care and moving
towards living independently. The
government has introduced a help line and
Continued on page 47…
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