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What is a circle of support? 
From an early age, we start to build up our network of friends and colleagues - people we can turn to in times of trouble, or to share a celebration, people who share similar interests, who will be there to help us in practical ways, or to reassure us that we are doing O.K. The relationships that we form are important to us and yet we easily take for granted that our friends and family will be there when we need them, for it is clear that there are very few things that we can achieve alone.

Good intentions and certain beliefs about people with learning disabilities have often combined to separate them into environments that are largely controlled by 'professionals'.  They are likely to be denied the opportunity to build their own network, and find it difficult to be included within their community.

A circle of support is a group of people who are invited to come together, and meet regularly to offer support and advice to someone who has a learning disability.  It is a way of sharing concerns and plans for the future with someone who needs extra help in areas of their life. The circle should include people who know and care about the person who needs support.  It can also include people who have expertise in areas that might be useful (for example, education, housing or employment) and service providers, who can be an essential resource to a circle of support.  It is very helpful to have one person who will take responsibility for facilitating the meetings, keeping everyone focused on the task they have offered to undertake, and someone to take notes.

The circle members will spend time listening to the person and their family, getting to know the person well - their likes and dislikes, interests and talents, hopes and ambitions.  They will then help the person to discuss and explore the things they want to achieve, by gathering relevant information, making telephone enquiry’s, writing letters etc.

A group of committed people working together to solve a problem, or explore a dream is a very powerful thing.

Compiled by Lynne Elwell

"The gifts of each person participating in a circle can make a difference.  It is possible for anyone to contribute to achieving a vision."
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