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About Us
The Sycamore School was founded by Cindy and Cameron
Corrie who wanted to find a school that would support and
cater to the needs of their son, who is on the autism spectrum.
After years of hard work, The Sycamore School opened in 2017
and welcomed 44 students in classes from Prep to Year 6.
Today, The Sycamore School prides itself on providing
educational choice to families of young people with autism.
The school offers an innovative program that combines
developmental and curriculum outcomes delivered in a
meaningful and respectful way. The young person is at the
centre of the education model and benefits from a strengthsbased approach to learning.
In addition to classroom learning, young people benefit from
the support of a multi-disciplinary Allied Health team, including
an Occupational Therapist, a Speech Therapist and a Social
Worker.
The Sycamore School has grown to support 85 students and
their families from Prep to Year 8.
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A Message from our
Board Chair and Founder, CEO
Our Extraordinary Year of Growth and Achievement
Board Chair, Jodi Schmidt and our Founder and CEO, Cindy Corrie
In just three short years, The Sycamore School
has positively impacted and changed the
educational experience for young people and
their families who are part of The Sycamore
School community. Our school community,
both internally and externally with our
stakeholders, continues to grow and solidify.
Our impact is measured in the meaningful support we have
been able to deliver not only to our young people, but their
broader family networks. We know that many families have
been able to re-engage with the workforce or study, sibling
relationships have grown, and family participation in the
wider community has been more successful. Our young
people are developing their own self-awareness and selfadvocacy skills through our focus on our Respect the Spectrum
curriculum, aligned with the Australian Curriculum; reducing
the educational disparity many young people on the autism
spectrum face in their years of education.
The Board has been supported by the School Leadership team,
and their frequent and detailed presentations on the progress
of our young people has provided the Board with insights
into the life of our school, the positive experiences of our
young people and staff, and likewise the challenges they face.
The Board continues to support the School Leadership Team
and wider school community with guidance, support, and
advocacy.
Our Board and wider school community has been supported
and represented by our Founder and CEO Cindy Corrie in our
advocacy efforts through the Australian Autism Alliance – a
collaborative committee of peak organisations around Australia
who advocate for improved life outcomes for people on the
autism spectrum at a Federal Government level. The success
of this committee has been the result of the commitment and
aligned vision of its members. Cindy was also invited to attend
the launch of the Parliamentary Friends of Autism and was
joined by our Principal, Ronwyn Collier at Parliament House
in Canberra for the launch. These opportunities have been
instrumental in raising our school profile with key decision
makers and building a network of supportive stakeholders to
support us in our pursuit of strategic priorities.
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Jodie Schmidt
Cindy Corrie

Our strategic priorities around Evidence were developed
this year with our CEO responsible for the oversight of our
Research Strategy, and the appointment of our Research
Manager, Alison Gable. Alison’s work has been an important
step forward towards ensuring that evidence supports our
program and provides us with the information required to
measure the impact of our program on the lives of our young
people into the future.
Our appetite for strategic progress and development is
mirrored in the community demand for schools like The
Sycamore School, and in 2019, the Board commissioned
external research and reporting on the demand for specialist
education for young people with autism in Queensland. The
result has affirmed and empowered the Board to continue
its focus on growth and the solidification of our educational
model to provide support to the wider autism community into
the future. Our expansion into high school is a demonstration
of our commitment to growth guided by the needs of our
community, and we are excited at the prospect of supporting
meaningful transitions into further education and the wider
community into the future.
Jodi stated, “We continue to see community needs
unmet, and many in the autism community
looking to belong in a place like Sycamore. Our
commitment to growth remains strong.”

A key priority of the Board is to continue to support the
wellbeing of our staff. Each day, our young people are
supported by a committed group of educators and support
staff who make the wheels turn in The Sycamore School.
I would like to thank our Principal Ronwyn Collier for her
leadership, and our incredible staffing body who give their all
each day to supporting the development of our young people.
I would like to thank my fellow Board members for their
commitment as volunteers with an important role as stewards
for our organization. A special thanks also to our Founder
Cindy Corrie for her work in her capacity as CEO, as she leaves
this role and joins me and my Board members as a Director in
2020.
Cindy commented that, “The magic of The Sycamore
School is the way in which it brings people
together to create a community. All of our
stories come together to create one - a story of
hope and of change for a better future.”
Jodi Schmidt and Cindy Corrie
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Message from the Principal
New High School, New Staff, Big Milestones
Ronwyn Collier

It has been a huge year in the life of The
Sycamore School and looking back over the
year it is quite remarkable how much has been
achieved.
This year our school took a major step towards becoming a
fully developed educational service with the introduction of
our first High School intake. The inaugural Year 7 and Year 8
classes began in 2019, a significant milestone, and one that
our whole school community celebrated. We are another
step closer to our goal of offering autism-friendly education
to young people from Prep to Year 10. Our first Year 8 class –
most of whom were new to the school, was made up of boys
and girls equally, a demonstration of the growing number
of girls being diagnosed with autism, and now receiving
adequate and meaningful support.
Our journey to becoming a High School was one with many
hurdles to overcome as we awaited the construction of
our new learning spaces. The staff and students should
be commended on their resilience and adaptability while
working in temporary learning spaces, and then transitioning
into the new learning spaces later in the year.
This year our program was further developed with the
introduction of dedicated Music and Art programs and
specialist staff. Our young people have proven to be quite
creative, and the Art program has created a meaningful outlet
for our young people to express themselves. The inaugural Art
Exhibition was a great way to showcase the work of our young
people with the wider community.
We also welcomed Deputy Principal - Curriculum Roslyn
Sullivan who has proven to be an incredible asset in working
to ensure our young people have equitable access to the
National Curriculum, and provide important evidence around
learning progression to inform future planning.
As our school has grown, so has the important work of
our administration team. Welcome to Doug Pettit our ICT
Manager and Sonya Marshall our Business Manager who
support the important technology-based and financial
foundations for our growing school.
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I had the pleasure of attending the Asia Pacific Autism
Conference in Singapore in June 2019. The conference brings
together the top researchers in autism from around the
world, as well as the wider autism community, educators,
allied health professionals, schools and other organisations
– all sharing their knowledge and experiences. It was an
experience which has enriched my understanding about what
is important to our young people as they grow and develop
ambitions for their own lives. I had the opportunity to visit a
much larger autism-specific school in Singapore which gave
me great insight into alternative models for education.
Once again, our Board of Directors who so generously
volunteer their time and resources to their roles, have
continued to provide incredibly important support in ensuring
our financial, strategic and compliance based responsibilities
are met, and that we continue to work inclusively with the
autism community in the pursuit of our strategic priorities.

I would like to thank our Board for their
support, mentoring and guidance during
2019. Thank you also goes to our Leadership
Team for their unwavering commitment to the
Sycamore community and to all our staff for
their support of our young people, their families
and our Sycamore community!
Ronwyn Collier
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What is Autism?
Autism is an umbrella term to describe a developmental
condition that impacts a person in two main areas:
1. Social communication skills (including understanding 		
social contexts, social cues, delays in language and speech
development).
2. Restrictive and repetitive interest and behaviours 		
(including insistence on sameness, self-stimulatory 		
behaviours, sensory sensitivities, strong interests and 		
repetitive behaviours).
Autism is a lifelong condition that affects how an individual
processes information, relates to people, and experiences
the world. Early individualised intervention, strengths-based
therapy and continuing lifelong support paves the way for
success for people on the autism spectrum.
Most Australians on the autism spectrum
are still in the education system.
There are more than 205,200 Australians with autism
(Australian Bureau of Statistics), of which 83% are under 25
years old (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare), which
means most are in school, further or higher education, or
have only recently left formal education.
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Most people on the autism spectrum experience
difficulties in education.
More than 3% of Australian children aged 5-14 years of age
are diagnosed as autistic (Australian Bureau of Statistics).
Of these children, nearly 78% experience difficulties in their
place of learning. Two in five students on the autism spectrum
need special tuition, while more than one in four do not
receive any additional assistance with their schooling and it
has been reported these students have high rates of academic
underachievement (Keen, Webster & Ridley 2016).
There is work to be done in changing the post-school
outcomes of young people on the autism spectrum.
Young people on the autism spectrum typically have poor
post-school outcomes as they transition to adulthood. Year
10, 11 or 12 will be the highest level of achievement for most
school leavers on the autism spectrum. Just 8.1% of people
with autism hold a bachelor degree, compared to 16.1%
of people with a disability and 31.2% of people without a
disability (Australian Bureau of Statistics).
The labour force participation rate for people with autism in
Australia is poor; just 38% compared to 84.1% of all workingage people. Consequently, it is no surprise that at least 60% of
people with autism continue to live with their parents (Hedly,
Uljarević, & Hedley,2017).

Autism in Australia

There are over 205,2000 Australians
on the autism spectrum.

Over 3%
of Australian children aged 5-14 years
are diagnosed as autistic.

People with autism
are more likely to be younger.
83% of Australians with autism
are under 25 year old.

Education

77.7% of Australian students on the
autism spectrum report experiencing
difficulties in their place of learning.
Problems experienced include;
59.8% fitting in socially,
55.3% learning difficulties
51.5% communication difficulties.

Two in five students on the autism
spectrum need special tuition, while
more than one in four do not receive
any additional assistance with their
schooling.

75% of students with ASD

54% underachieve
academically.

are bullied at school.

4 out of 5 children on the autism
spectrum report experiencing anxiety
at school, but only half feel that others
can recognize the signs of their anxiety
when they are at school.

Year 10, or Year 11 or 12 will be the
highest level of achievement for
most school leavers on the autism
spectrum.
Just 8.1% of people with autism hold a
bachelor degree, compared to 16.1%
of people with a disability and 31.2%
of people without a disability.

What we are working to change…

People on the autism
spectrum have a
low labour force
participation rate;
just 38% compared to
84.1% of all working
age people.

Over half of
unemployed people
on the autism
spectrum have
been out of paid
employment for 3 or
more years.

60%

At least
of people on the
autism spectrum
continue to live with
their parents.
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Autism is Our Superpower Day
Superheroes are all Around
One of the foundation principles of The
Sycamore School is that we value every young
person for who they are, and we recognise
their strengths and the interests that are
unique to them. On Autism is Our Superpower
Day we celebrate these principles and we
celebrate our young people for the wonderful
and creative people they are.
The young people and staff dress up in costume and we host
a very special assembly, where we hand out an Autism Is Our
Superpower Award to each young person, while we admire
their costume which expresses their favourite superhero or a
special interest.
This day serves to raise awareness in the community through
the valued fundraising activity from our supporters, Merlo
Coffee, who donate $1 from every cup sold to The Sycamore
School. Merlo Coffee staff also dress up in costume and share
the message behind Autism Is Our Superpower Day with their
own community and customers.

This year we presented a very special video celebrating Autism
is Our Superpower Day, with some well-wishes and shout-outs
from some familiar faces in the wider community.
Our video included special greetings from:
• Nine News presenters Melissa and Lofty
• Channel Nine identity Richard Wilkins
• Former Rugby League player Darren Lockyer
• Brisbane Lions Archi Smith and Oscar McInerny
• Autism specialist Sue Larkey
• 10 News First’s Georgie Lewis
• 10 News First’s weather presenter Josh Holt
• Network 10s Toasted TV presenters Ollie and Elly
• Living Room TV co-host and celebrity chef Miguel Maestre
• Celebrity chef Matt Moran
• Powderfinger band member John ‘JC’ Collins
• Hollywood actor Chris Hemsworth!

It was another wonderful event to celebrate our
young people and to show them how immensely
valued they are!
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The Sycamore School
Strategic Plan 2019 – 2024
This Strategic Plan is the result of the collaborative
effort of our Sycamore community and stakeholders at
all levels.
This Strategic Plan reflects the developing maturity
of the school and our commitment to ensuring our
students are the recipients of evidence-based learning
to support meeting their prescribed goals both
developmentally and academically.

Our Values
RESPECTFUL

Our Mission

The Sycamore School
provides specialist
support and education
to people on the
autism spectrum, their
care networks and
the community.

Our Strategic Pillars of Evidence, Growth and
Sustainability provide a focus for the Strategic Plan and
will support underlying operational plans and overall
development of the organisation.

We value all perspectives.

KIND

We are selfless and giving.

ACCEPTING

We value uniqueness.

BRAVE

We face our challenges with conviction.

CREATIVE

We think outside the box.

PATIENT

We accept that all things happen
in their own time.
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Our Vision

To improve life
outcomes for people
on the autism
spectrum.
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Our Strategic Pillars

Evidence

Building our foundation through
investigation, research and
demand analysis.

Growth

Supporting more people on the
autism spectrum.

Sustainability

Future-proofing our organisation.

Using evidence to guide decision making,
understanding the needs of our community
and informing our strategy.

Investigating additional support services that we
can provide to enrich the lives of more people
on the spectrum.

Continuous development of internal systems
and frameworks to support our service
delivery and complement our growth.

THE SYCAMORE SCHOOL - 2019 ANNUAL REPORT | Page 15

Ajay’s Story
From Escape Artist to Entrepreneur
Jules Arnold and her husband Andrew were at their wits’ end.
In 2018, their 10-year-old son Ajay, who had been diagnosed
on the spectrum at just 16 months, was aggressive and
displaying increasingly destructive self-harm behaviours.
He had tried to wrap his head in bubble wrap to suffocate
himself, and another time he stabbed himself, believing
himself to be a terrible child who didn’t deserve to live.
“He really struggled if he was told he was doing the wrong
thing, especially in front of others,” Jules said. “He felt that he
was the worst child in the world and didn’t deserve to live.”
Ajay has been diagnosed with Autism Level 2, also a sensory
processing disorder, along with Tourette’s Syndrome and
ADHD. Mainstream schooling wasn’t an option.
“He hated it and would have panic attacks. The noise was
overwhelming. He would become paralysed all down one side
of his body, due to the anxiety of going to school. He would
be unable to move. It was terrifying,” Jules said.
Finding The Sycamore School
“In our first week, when I met Mandy, the Social Worker, we
went for a cup of coffee and I said to her, ‘This has to work. It
just has to’.”
As Ajay started Year 6, Jules was worried. He’d had a very
tough Year 5 and had been on reduced hours unable to cope
with school full time.
But Jules said he had “an absolutely amazing turnaround”.
She attributes the progress to a combination of intensive
treatment with an excellent psychologist, and Ajay’s
wonderful Year 6 teacher, Steve Dick and ESO Kathryn
Kerridge.
“In that classroom, Ajay was able to make friendships for the
first time. He learned how to be empathetic and he’s come
a long way in being able to manage his emotions and selfregulate,” Jules said. “Steve and Kathryn have been fantastic,
just wonderful with giving Ajay the tools to help him selfregulate.”
Learning Strategies
“At home, we have a code – I.G.A. – which means “I’m Getting
Angry”. Now, when he feels himself moving into the red zone,
he says to me, “I.G.A. Mum” and I know to drop everything
and support him while he manages that and calms himself,”
she said.
Jules also signed up for an app which Ajay’s psychologist
suggested called Mightier, which is helping Ajay learn the vital
skill of self-regulation.
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“In the classroom, Ajay was
able to make friendships for the
first time. He learned how to be
empathetic and he’s come a long
way in being able to manage his
emotions and self-regulate.”

“He’s come so far. Before (he could self-regulate) he would
just disappear. He’s a fence jumper. We could be out looking
for him for hours, not knowing where he was,” she said. “He’d
do a runner because he didn’t know how to control himself or
his anger,” she said. “He’s hurt me so many times.”
But now Ajay understands his emotions better and is getting
better at calming himself.
“He is a great problem-solver, just loves to figure things out
and he’s learned that nobody can think clearly or figure things
out if they’re not in the green zone. So he works hard to get
himself calm,” Jules said, her pride evident.
Making Great Strides
By the end of the year, Ajay’s progress has been significant.
“He has built a little business from growing vegetables in the
back yard. He grows all kinds of herbs and vegetables. He
sells French beans, snow peas, radishes, tomatoes, beetroot,
lettuce and carrots. He also sells herbs – basil, thyme, sage,
mint and catnip for our kitten, Lulu.
“The first Friday he set up a stall in our driveway with a big
cardboard sign and an esky with an iceblock in it to keep
things cool. He made $22 on the Friday and $26 on the
Saturday.”
Since then, Ajay has made more than $200 selling his
home-grown vegetables. He takes the profits and puts them
back into the business, getting mum, Jules, to drive him to
Bunnings for more soil or other supplies.
And when he’s not growing his small business, Ajay is using
Sketch up Floorplanner to design houses, complete with
interior design elements.

Ajay is passionate about planes and how they work, he loves
anything to do with flying and would love to be a pilot one
day or an air traffic controller
Every day, Ajay’s independence and confidence is growing.
For Mother’s Day Ajay went to the supermarket and chose a
box of Favourites for his mum, paying for the box out of his
own money.
But when Jules opened the box, it had been tampered with,
revealing opened chocolates and a half-eaten chocolate.
“He was so upset but we talked it through and he learned
so many lessons. He felt so strongly about it that he wrote a
letter of complaint to the supermarket and also to Cadburys.
He wrote it all by himself,” Jules said.
Laying a Foundation
The successes are based on the foundation laid by The
Sycamore School.
“We’re part of a family here. I don’t get the shame chats that
happen when your child is in a mainstream classroom. Here,
if there’s an issue, they’ll talk to you quietly, in private. In our
mainstream school, it was done in front of the whole class
and parents at pick-up time.
“At our mainstream school I’m the parent of that kid, but
here, I’m the parent of a kid who’s just like all the other kids
in the class. I’m so comfortable here.”
And Ajay loves coming to school every day!

“At our previous school
I’m the parent of that kid, but here,
I’m the parent of a kid who’s just
like all the other kids in the class.
I’m so comfortable here.”
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Message from the Deputy Principal
Focus on Wellbeing and Growth
Elissa Brinckman

After opening in 2017, we are now in our third
year of operation, and continuing to build on
the foundations that were established in our
early years.
We have welcomed an additional Deputy
Principal, Ros Sullivan, who has joined me in
supporting Principal Ronwyn Collier, and the
rest of the Sycamore community.
Supporting Our Staff
Our Staff Performance and Development Framework
continued this year, and again, focused on supporting best
practice and continuous professional development for all staff.
Professional development is not only knowledge learned from
external professionals, but often a collegial process, by which
the team are given opportunities to share knowledge to build
upon our Autism-Friendly Learning practices.
We provide opportunities for continued professional
development at The Sycamore School. These processes
include CET (Collaborative Education Team) Show and
Share opportunities, Therapy Observations, Professional
Development Share staff meetings (whereby any external
professional development is shared with the wider team)
and Peer to Peer Observations. Opportunities for Informal
and Formal Observations, as well as Self-Reflection
opportunities also take place during our Staff Performance
and Development process.
These practices all culminate when I conduct our yearly
Professional Support Plans. Each staff member who works
directly with our young people had the opportunity to work
with me to reflect on and celebrate their development across
the year, while setting goals for the year ahead.
The first of the three goals of every Professional Support
Plan is staff wellbeing. At The Sycamore School we know that
staff wellbeing is paramount and acknowledging that is an
important part of our school culture. We want our staff to feel
valued for their contributions to the school and our young
people, but also, we want them to feel supported.

Supporting Our Families
This year we have continued to offer opportunities for our
families to connect as a community. Each week, we hosted
Superhero Assemblies, as well as our annual events such as
Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, Autism Is Our Superpower Day,
as well as Leadership assemblies and School Representative
assemblies. We also hosted the Year 6 Graduation and our
End of Year Christmas Celebration.
Our BOSS (Blokes of Sycamore) and GOSS (Girls of Sycamore)
have been run this year by some of our families, who have
taken on this responsibility and who have been continuing
building these community connections in the process.
Student Leadership
As in previous years, our young people in Year 6 were each
given a role as a Junior School Leader and awarded individual
leadership badges. Each child was given a role that aligned
to their interest and it was an opportunity for them to feel
valued and to feel that they were a role model for other
young people in the school.
This year, with the opening of our new High School, we
also had the opportunity to recognise our Year 8s and give
many of them a chance to experience the role of School
Representative, once they had assisted in formulating their
preferred roles and responsibilities. We look forward to
continuing this in 2020, and working collaboratively with the
cohort to determine how student leadership will look at The
Sycamore School in the future.
Elissa Brinckman
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“Watching the young people grow
in confidence and witnessing
them achieve their goals.”
Teacher’s Highlight

“The little wins and
laughter during lessons.”
Teacher’s Highlight
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Message from the Deputy Principal
Tailoring the Curriculum to our Needs
Ros Sullivan

of the Leadership Team I recognised how important it was
for me to establish positive relationships where others felt
respected, valued and cared for. Getting to know each young
person was critical to ensuring I understood their profiles and
ongoing learning needs. Likewise, visiting classrooms allowed
me to observe current practices and realise the importance
of acknowledging the “Respect the Spectrum” components of
our program alongside the implementation of the Australian
Curriculum.

Newly appointed Deputy Principal, Ros Sullivan, joined
The Sycamore School in 2019 with the responsibility of
implementing the Australian Curriculum in an autismfriendly way.

Joining a new community can be an
intimidating thing, however, from the moment
I started at The Sycamore School I have felt
welcomed and supported. To work alongside
such an enthusiastic and professional team
who genuinely have the best interests of the
young people and their families at the heart
of all they do is inspiring. The high level of
organisation and documentation is a credit
to those who have been involved in the school’s
establishment and these frameworks allowed
me to be productive in my role from the outset.

2019 saw the introduction of Progress Reports to
communicate the achievements of each young person in the
Learning Areas of English, Maths, Science and Health and
Physical Education. Our strengths-based approach defines
learning success as the progress or growth made regardless
of a young person’s starting point. The Personal Learning
Plan is our individualised plan that sets out the learning goals
for each young person. This is where we balance their needs
and give them support to grow and overcome any barriers to
learning. Their Personal Learning Plan also captures how their
goals link to the Australian Curriculum.
For many young people their academic, or curriculum
achievement, is influenced by how their emotional
development is progressing. Each young person is unique.
Nobody’s journey is identical to another’s and this is why we
take an individual approach. We work with each young person
to support their emotional growth and build a toolkit of selfregulation tools and strategies which then support them to
access their literacy and numeracy learning.
Our staff’s Professional Development is an important area

Whilst my role is focussed on curriculum, as a new member

“A big moment was when one of
our young people in Prep, who
arrived at the beginning of the
year non-verbal, said my name!”
Teacher’s Highlight
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of my work. My role includes supporting our staff in gaining
a greater understanding of the Australian Curriculum, aiding
with their professional development. This year was all about
gathering evidence, or data, for our young people and
connecting that back to the Australian Curriculum. Good
data helps us to know each young person and to ‘see’ what
they need from us. Without knowing exactly where a young
person’s strengths and weaknesses are, we cannot properly
target our teaching to help their skills grow.
In addition to twice yearly report cards, families of our young
people receive a Celebration of Achievement Folio. This is a
summary of their growth, review of their goals and includes
photos and anecdotes to celebrate achievements made
– it’s a strength based document that reveals the positive
areas and events of each young person’s experiences in the
classroom.
Additionally, my role includes managing our resource
collection, such as our growing range of decodable readers to
support our literacy program. Learning to read is essentially
learning a code. The letters we use are simply symbols or
written code for the speech sounds of English. The use of
decodable readers helps our young people learn about the
relationship between the letters of the alphabet and the
speech sounds they represent. (Learn more about our literacy
program on page 25).

teaching and programming. Maths is often taught with
a heavy focus on mathematical language and verbal
explanations can be difficult to understand. Incorporating
hands-on manipulatives into our mathematics lessons in
meaningful ways helps our young people grasp concepts
with greater ease, making each teaching moment more
effective. Manipulating materials also provides an opportunity
to express their ideas before recording them with pencil
and paper or to make, test and refine predictions and ideas
as they move from concrete experiences to more abstract
reasoning. Additionally, the wide array of materials has an
added advantage of engaging students by increasing intrigue,
motivation and enjoyment of mathematics which positively
affects student learning.
During the school holidays the library was relocated into
a larger room. We have added extra bookshelves to house
our growing collection of books. There is now space to walk
into the library and for a number of young people to be
borrowing at the same time. It has been wonderful to see the
excitement of the young people engaging so positively in this
space!
Ros Sullivan

Ashton Scholastic Book Fair recently visited the school
and our community raised almost $500. This allowed us to
purchase library resources for our high school readers. Our
Year 8 young people assisted in the set-up and selling of
books and then chose a selection to add to our library.
This year, the Woolworths ‘Earn and Learn’ fundraiser was a
big success. As a community we collected 75,500 points. Our
resource order included a large collection of Maths teaching
materials, sensory tools and some high school-specific
resources, such as Science equipment.
An order of mathematics resources enhanced our Maths
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Our Literacy Program
Creating Literacy Magic
Kylie Fraser and Lindy Thompson

In 2019 we introduced a new literacy program
that would target the unique learning
challenges our young people face and ensure
that a consistent approach was utilised in
every classroom, from Prep to Year 6.
We began by screening all the young people,
which provided a baseline starting point and
also gave us a very clear picture of strengths
and areas that required extra support.
We looked at their phonological awareness skills and their
code knowledge (i.e. the sounds that letters make). We found
that there were a lot of underlying difficulties with many of the
above mentioned areas in particular blending (ability to push
sounds together to build words), segmenting (ability to pull
apart the individual sounds in words) and manipulation (ability
to insert and delete sounds into and out of words).
Using information based on current research a linguistics
phonics based program was selected as the best approach
for our young people. Grant money enabled us to purchase
some decodable readers, which has been an essential part of
ensuring the program’s success.
We trained the teachers and the education support officers
(ESO) before rolling the program out in all classrooms.

Laying the Foundation

How We Teach

A clear structure for working with sounds and spellings
is provided to our young people. Sounds are always
introduced within the context of a whole word, making
the sounds meaningful. A multisensory approach to
teaching is also used. The young people are provided
with the opportunity to hear the sounds, say the
sounds, build the words, read the words and write the
words.
Each level of the program requires teaching,
rehearsing, applying and then revising. Teachers offer
as much practise as the young people need to master
their skills and repetition reinforces the skills that they
have learnt.

Progress

Over the two terms of program implementation, rising
confidence levels in our younger readers was observed.
The young people became more and more confident
with their attempts to sound out unfamiliar words and
attempted to read and write sentences regularly. As
well as working on individual sounds, the young people
used the school’s decodable readers and answered
comprehension questions to demonstrate not only
their reading ability but also their understanding of
what they were reading.
Kylie Fraser

Word recognition and language comprehension are
fundamental to skilled reading. The skills that need to be
practiced and perfected to be a fluent reader are blending,
segmenting and manipulation. These areas are the core focus
within this program.
The program is broken down into stages, beginning with a
foundation code and then moving through the comprehensive
code. The decodable readers available to the young people
support progress through these stages.
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Health and Wellbeing
Creating Wellbeing Warriors
Sammie Gorossow

Our First Sports Day!
On the last day of Term 3, we held our very first school sports
day – it was a big step for everyone. I just wanted the kids
to have fun, and they did. We had close to 100 per cent
participation which was just fantastic to see. The staff dressed
up in ‘80s sports gear and really made it a fun day.

In 2019, The Sycamore School continued the
dedicated Health and Wellbeing program
for Prep to Year 8. The program gives them
regular sessions where they learn about health
and nutrition and participate in regular
physical activity.
The program is broadly aligned with the national curriculum,
but I’ve had to be creative in the way we’ve adapted the
curriculum to our young people and their needs.
The program includes a food and nutrition element because
a lot of our children have significant anxiety around food. We
want them to understand the importance of healthy food
choices.
Program Goals
Our goal for this year was to simply have high participation in
the physical activity component - that was how we defined
success. These young people tend to have a lot of anxiety
around sports day and participation, so we wanted it to be a
fun thing that broke down those barriers.
The program is called Health and Wellbeing, rather than the
traditional name of HPE, or health and physical education,
because HPE sometimes has negative connotations attached
to it. We wanted the kids to come to it with a fresh slate,
without dragging their fears along.
Over the year we worked on addressing anxiety around sports
and physical activity. The only requirement was just to have
a go.
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Wellbeing Warriors
I also run a small group called the Wellbeing Warriors which
is made up of a select few kids from Year 4 through to Year
8 who have really embraced health and wellbeing learning.
These children will do activities around the school that
promote health and wellbeing. For example, on sports day,
the Wellbeing Warriors were my helpers. They handed out
orange slices and kept the young people hydrated.
One of my Warriors has a really remarkable story. On the first
day, when we were talking about healthy food and nutrition,
this little boy got a sweet biscuit from his lunch box and
defiantly ate it in front of me as though to say, ‘How dare you
talk about healthy food!’. He ended up being one of the most
dedicated Wellbeing Warriors and a great role model for the
school.
The program also focuses on teamwork. When we’re doing
an activity that is team versus team, we’ll do it as staff versus
young people, which is a fun way to do it and takes away that
fear of losing.
Successes
The young people are building up their resilience around
this issue of physical activity and sport. I can give them a
wellbeing challenge, for example, a wall-sit for a certain
amount of time, and they’ll give it a go. They’ve really come a
long way.
A key to our success has been letting the young people have
ownership this program. I ask them what they want to get out
of it at the start and then we work towards that throughout
the year, so they see that they have power over their own
health. We use the seniors to be role models for the rest of
the school.
I’m looking forward to another year with this group working
on our personal strengths and giving activities a go, in the
meantime, we’re all looking forward to our next sports day!
Sammie Gorossow
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Our Art Program
Tapping into Creativity
Lucy Brown

The Art Program is designed to give our young
people, from Prep to Year 8, an opportunity
to expand their creativity and to challenge
themselves to allow their trust and confidence
in their ability to grow.
Our key objectives were to provide a holistic education
where our young people gained a wide variety of skills.
These included developing their imagination, building their
confidence to take creative risks and develop freedom of
expression, problem solving, critical thinking, reflection,
collaboration, resiliency and self-direction. By participating in
art our young people developed their fine motor skills and our
main objective over the year was to allow our young people to
learn how to successfully follow a process – art is a fantastic
tool to teach this lesson.

Creating Puppets

A great example of the design process was one of our projects
which involved creating puppets.
The process began with designing the puppet on paper. Firstly,
they had to create a front, profile and back view of the puppet
head and then add colour to that.
Then the next stage was to sculpt the head. This involved
sculpting their puppet head from clay in three dimensions,
based on their design proposal. Once the clay 3D form was
completed, I poured latex on them and then the children
peeled that off, which gave them a head shape, sort of like a
rubber glove.
The next stage was stuffing the head with wadding and putting
the head on cardboard tubes to create a neck and then paint,
decorate and add adornments such as hair or hats.
We went back to the design process and designed a costume
with a front and back view before making the costume from
calico, Our young people then painted and decorated using a
wide range of materials.
At the end it all came together with the head and the costume
being joined together and the result was their very own
unique puppet.

Skills Gained

It was a massive project that took over a term and taught
them many, many important skills, such as planning, design,
and following a process. Importantly it also taught them to tap
into the right side of their brain and express their creativity.
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Along with developing their creative thinking skills, our young
people also learned many techniques; learning to work with
clay, with paint, and to work with a range of different materials
such as cloth material, wadding, latex, and so on. It was a
significant effort!
While all that was going on, we also learned the history of
puppets and we looked at different artists and puppet shows.
Another wonderful project was to create their own 3D mask.
We learned about the history and culture of masks and how
it relates to identity and we explored the deeper meaning
behind masks and what they represent. We looked at African
masks and also different masks from all over the world.
A highlight was a collaboratively themed project which
involved all year groups, studying Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander art. We explored totem poles, the Rainbow Serpent
and other Aboriginal Dreamtime stories and the prints and
stories of the Torres Strait Islands.
Our Prep to Year 2 made rainbow fish, which delivered
amazing results – the art was stunning!

A Grand Art Exhibition

At the end of the year we held an exhibition with a grand
opening. I’ve done many exhibitions over my 20-plus years of
teaching art and I can tell you, this one was pretty special.
We had all kinds of artwork on display – as much as I could fit
– such as totem poles, steam punk robots that we painted with
this brilliant copper paint.
We created an official invitation and we put together a guest
list, including the Board of Directors, parents, staff and other
important guests.
At the opening ceremony Principal Ronwyn Collier spoke about
the amazing progress the children had made in their artistic
endeavours, about the incredible results we had all achieved
with this program and the wonderful support we received
from our community. It was very special.
We brought the students through in their class groups. They
were blown away by what they had achieved, by what their
peers could do. They had never experienced anything like it
before.
One little boy, in Year 3, said to me, ‘Lucy, I just want to sleep
here. It’s amazing!’. It was so lovely.

Looking back, I can see that we uncovered some
really creative souls who were finally getting
an opportunity to express themselves through
art. It was a truly delightful and rewarding
experience. Lucy Brown
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Dreamtime Stories
Acrylic on Canvas
Artwork By: Harrison - Year 8

Sculpture
By: Runa - Year 3
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Sculpture
By: Blake - Year 5

Sculpture
By: Maxwell - Year 5

Print Making
Artwork By: Christopher - Year 6

Print Making
Artwork By: Helena - Year 8
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Our Music Program
Finding Our Own Rhythm and Melody
Margie Lauchland

The Music program brings an immersive
experience to our young people that is unlike
any other experience they have at school and
our goal is simply to see them engage with
music.
Music and patterns stimulate the same part of the brain where
language is stored and so exposure to music can help with
language skills, which is very beneficial for our young people.
Also, music is intrinsically motivating, so in some respects,
it makes my work easy, it makes you want to join in and be
part of the group. By participating in these singing and music
classes young people learn how to express themselves with
their voices, by exploring sounds and playing instruments
together.
The music program teaches our young people skills such as
how to work in a group, how to take turns, the features of
language, patience, and it develops their social skills. It takes
them from being inwardly focused to focusing on what the
group is playing or doing, or what the group needs from them.

Our Goals

Our main focus is to develop their listening skills and to do that
we play instruments and sing together. All I am looking for in
the beginning is engagement, in whatever form that may take.
Engagement can look different for everyone, so we’re looking
for each person’s own form of responding and engaging with a
familiar person they see regularly.
We also use music lessons to support work being done or new
skills to develop in the classroom. For example, young people
could be learning how to take turns, they could be learning to
watch or focusing on listening skills. So our musical activities
relate back to what they’re learning from their teacher in the
classroom.

Instruments, Music and Fun

The young people played a range of instruments this year. The
span of abilities were quite broad, with some students who
were multi-instrument proficient, while others quite new to
playing music or using their voices.
We had older ones who loved playing the African drums. Some
young people would play ukuleles, while others would play
on the rhythm sticks. We’d all play along to a rhythm that I’d
composed to go with popular music or that we’d composed
together. This supported them in practising listenings skills, to
learn a pattern and to coordinate their movements to musical
notation recorded on charts or cards we arranged.
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These activities also served to de-sensitise some young people
to loud noises so they can now sit in a large group, or maybe
go to a musical event with their families. Sensitivities have
been discovered, and then catered for or even conquered!
Call and Response songs were popular and taught functional
communication – taking turns to speak, waiting for the other
person and responding appropriately. I would sing one part
and the young people would sing back to me or we’d split
groups into parts for more support.

Sycamore Choir

We formed a choir of enthusiastic singers who performed
Christmas songs at the end of the year when Santa came to
visit.
It’s an informal activity and again, it’s just focused on getting
young people to participate in singing activities.

Contributing and Feedback

Playing music and getting feedback also helps us learn how
to take criticism without being too sensitive to it. It also
encourages young people who might not consider themselves
“musical” to engage by analysing and discussing different
musical genres that they enjoy listening to.
This program is also a little bit about helping these children
find their bliss. For some children, music could be the thing
that triggers their creativity. It could be what helps them find
their way into the world, and find a way to make a meaningful
contribution that could change the world.

I believe that everyone deserves to participate
in music and I have loved bringing a music
experience to all of these special young people.
I look forward to seeing what they achieve next
year!
Margie Lauchland
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Our Social Work Program
Building Resilience and Harmony in Our Community
Mandy Scott

As The Sycamore School social worker my role
extends to offering personal and emotional
support to our young people, their parents
and family, and to the staff. However, that is
only one small part of my day-to-day life at
Sycamore. In reality, my role extends much
further.
This has been an extraordinary year in the
life of the school and along with our growing
school community my support work has
grown.
Welcome Year 7 and 8

This year we accepted Year 7 and Year 8 students as the first
cohort to attend our High School and so our Sycamore family
has grown considerably.
One of the strongest assets at The Sycamore School is our
positive and supportive team environment. We all work
together to support each other and give each other help when
it is needed and I never feel that it is my sole responsibility
to support our entire community. Some in our team take a
leadership position and they are right beside me delivering
emotional support whenever and wherever it is needed.

Supporting Young People

A typical day usually begins in a staff meeting where we
might talk about young people who may be going through a
particularly challenging time and the ways they can be best
supported. I can also be found working on the gates in the
morning, welcoming families into the school and helping
young people transition from their home environment into our
school environment. Transitions can be difficult for our young
people and this is where I can deliver extra help to the families
and the teachers.
Back at my desk, I often take calls enquiring about enrolments.
At times parents can be upset when they’re on the call and I
can offer support and help them along while also explaining to
them how our enrolment process works.
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Tapping into Strategies

I might also help a teacher with writing social scripts. If we
have a young person struggling with a particular issue I can
write social scripts to help them process information.
Another regular task I might do, supporting work done by
teachers in the classroom, is work with parents to help them
introduce strategies at home that complement the work being
done at school. Our young people benefit from a consistent
approach so the skills they’re practicing and learning in the
classroom can also be put to work at home.
Where my day becomes unpredictable is when I might receive
a call to come and help a young person who has become
heightened. I can come in to help the teacher and the Angel
to de-escalate the situation or talk the young person through
the calming strategies to help them self-regulate. Tools we
use include talking to the young person about their favourite
topics, therefore distracting them from the incident or issue
that has upset them, or perhaps talking them through the
issue if we can find a resolution, or supporting them to engage
in some calm strategies so they can go back to the classroom
to continue learning.

My Contribution

Many of our young people have come from other schools
where they have not always had the best experience. I feel
really proud that this place offers young people with autism
an opportunity to feel safe and they can be celebrated. It’s
so important that they have the self-confidence to use their
gifts. It’s people with autism who can change our

world and I feel like I’m contributing to that.
Mandy Scott

Research Report
Building Our Expertise Through Research
Alison Gable

In 2019, The Sycamore School appointed a
Research Manager with the broad objectives
of building staff capacity and confidence
to convert what they know and believe to
be effective in supporting and educating
young people on the autism spectrum, into
data-informed or evidence-based practice,
and to contribute to longitudinal autism
research projects through partnerships with
universities.
My appointment resulted in the development of The Sycamore
School’s Research Strategy 2020-2024, to support the School’s
overarching Strategic Plan.
In the latter part of 2019, extensive consultations were
undertaken with the School’s staff and Directors and with
active researchers in the fields of autism and education.
Reviews were undertaken of current research in autism in
education settings, and of domestic and international school
system efforts to develop research rich and self-improving
schools. This process informed the design of a comprehensive
research strategy to support our strategic planning, the
identification of priority research themes, and partnership
discussions with research teams from four universities in south
east Queensland.
An important goal of the strategy is to support the work of
the staff in establishing The Sycamore School as a centre of
excellence in autism education and support services.

Key features of the Research Strategy 2020-2024
include:

• The development of a research and practice informed 		
Theory of Change to serve as a comprehensive description
and illustration of how The Sycamore School’s program 		
of support services and education leads to positive 		
outcomes for young people on the autism spectrum.
• A university partnership model focused on meaningful 		
collaboration with the autism community.
• Focused research activity in five strategically important 		
areas:
•
		

Securing positive life outcomes for people on the 		
autism spectrum

•
		
		
		

Ensuring access to learning environments that equip
people on the autism spectrum with the social, 		
emotional and academic capacities to meet 		
their goals and aspirations

• Maintaining effective pedagogies, curriculums and 		
		 assessment practices for young people on the autism
		 spectrum
•
		

Continuous knowledge and workforce development
through research and inquiry

• Redressing policy barriers for people on the autism 		
		 spectrum accessing effective teaching, learning and 		
		 support.
• Sustaining long-term, collaborative relationships with 		
universities to combine resources in order to jointly focus
on improving the life outcomes of people on the autism.
As testament to our School’s commitment to engaging in
and with research, Griffith University invited our Deputy
Principal, Ros Sullivan, to serve as a Partner Investigator
on an application for research funding from the Australian
Research Council Linkage Project scheme. If successful, the
project will focus on improving the literacy outcomes of young
people on the autism spectrum by identifying an approach to
systematically identify, evaluate and monitor students at risk of
literacy difficulties.
Alison Gable
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Bailey and Tyson’s Story
Finding Support in Community
For Bec Kearl, mum to three boys on the spectrum, The
Sycamore School has delivered an opportunity for her two
school-aged sons to get an education that they otherwise
would not get.
Tyson (Year 2) and Bailey (Year 1) have both been diagnosed
with additional issues. Tyson has aggressive behaviours, as
well as sensory issues while Bailey has severe autism, ADHD,
delayed speech and anger issues.
Without The Sycamore School Bec doesn’t know if her
children would even be able to get an education.
“They don’t qualify for special school entry, they’re too high
functioning, so I really don’t know where I could have sent
them for an education,” she said. “I wouldn’t have a clue.”
“This school has been a god-send.”
Since beginning at The Sycamore School, both boys have
demonstrated improvements in their own behaviour
self-management. Bec said that both now have a clear
understanding about the Zones of Regulation, and how
important it is to move into the calm green zone.
“The School has given them breathing techniques and other
ways to help them manage their emotions,” she said.
“We’re quite impressed with what has been achieved here.”
Bec said, “There are still challenges, even though things have
improved. Tyson is quite good at school but he doesn’t want
his peers to see how he feels, so when he gets home some
afternoons we face explosion after explosion,” she said. But as
they say, Rome wasn’t built in a day. Bec said the consistent
effort and skills gained from the staff at The Sycamore School
was bringing good results at school and at home, but she said
it would be a long road ahead.
“We just keep working at it,” she said.

“This school has
been a god-send.”
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“The School has given them
breathing techniques and other
ways to help them manage their
emotions,” she said.
“We’re quite impressed with what
has been achieved here.”

“Since beginning at The
Sycamore School, both boys have
demonstrated improvements
in their own behaviour selfmanagement.”
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Prep
We Found Our Words

Jenny McGregor-Lowndes, Margaret Symonds and Paris Edmunds
This year we accepted five new children to
The Sycamore School Prep class and over
the course of the year we shared a journey of
growth and progress as every young person
went beyond expectations and achieved
incredible results.
Teaching Prep

It was my first year teaching at The Sycamore School and
seeing the progress that each of the children made over the
year was a satisfying and wonderful teaching experience.
As often happens in any classroom, young people arrived with
a broad span of capabilities. Some of our young people arrived
without any verbal skills, some with a few words in their
vocabulary and others could communicate well, but had not
yet developed social skills or emotional self-regulation skills.

Laying the Foundation

At Sycamore we educate from a foundation of self-awareness
and understanding. We begin by teaching children how to
identify their emotions, known as the Zones of Regulation,
and how to manage their own behaviour when they feel
themselves moving from one zone to another. We teach them
how to regulate their own behaviour, or self-regulate.
The year began by bedding down the routine, by getting to
know the kids and finding out what helps them learn best.

Finding Special Interests

Often, with children who have autism, taking the time to find
out what they’re interested in can be helpful in getting them
to engage with learning. For a child who loves fire trucks, for
example, we could use small toy fire trucks as items to count,
or read stories about fire trucks to help with literacy.
Throughout the year we focused on building social and
emotional skills and the academic education followed.

Wildlife Incursion!

In Term 3 we welcomed a wildlife incursion to the school,
with Geckoes Wildlife Experience bringing eight small native
Australian animals into the classroom.
In the weeks leading up to the incursion we did a lot of
preparation. We used social scripts to help the children
understand what they could expect and how to behave, we
read stories about native animals, such as Wombat Stew,
Edward the Emu, Edwina the Emu and Koala Lou, and we
learned about many Australian native animals with a focus on
how they moved, their habitats and physical features.
When the animals arrived, our young people were excited, and
a little nervous, to meet a gecko, a ring-tailed possum, a bluetongue lizard, a snake, a wallaby and even an owl! Those who
were able could touch and pet the animals, while others were
able to sit with someone and observe from a distance. It was a
very comfortable experience for every child.
One of our young people had long been fascinated by owls,
so for him, the experience of being able to feed a tawny
frogmouth owl was an absolutely thrilling experience.
This was a huge highlight for the children and in the weeks
following we used the experience to build on skills such as
sorting Australian animals according to their movement,
habitat and physical features, sorting and creating patterns
and graphs with Australian animal resources, listening and
engaging to a variety of Australia animal picture books such
as Wombat Stew through retelling the story with puppets and
real materials. One of our young people enjoyed the story
so much he created his own version of wombat stew in the
playground with a variety of natural materials. We also created
several Australian animals with some collage materials.

Celebrating a Whole Year!

By the end of the year, our young people had learned so much.
Our three non-verbal children had all developed speech and
were able to ask for things and articulate some words in the
context of their learning or interests. Those who were unable
to sit, even for a few minutes, could all sit and engage with one
or two tasks.
Over the year all the young people engaged in the Sycamore
Literacy Program. By the end of the year each young person
could demonstrate some skills according to their capability.
From sounding out and blending simple words using visual
materials to confidently engaging in simple texts and writing
simple sentences.
It was a wonderful year!
Jenny McGregor-Lowndes
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Year One
Mindfulness Helps Us Learn
Isabelle Fuller and Amanda Pownall

This year we had eight children in the Year 1
class and it was a wonderful year for all, with
many of them marking some great milestones
and achievements in the room.
Bringing Mindfulness to Class

Our wonderful ESO, Amanda, introduced us all to the
wonderful world of mindfulness and by introducing regular
mindfulness practice in the classroom every day we were able
to help the children self-regulate better and engage with their
learning much better.
The difference was noticeable, especially on one occasion
when we didn’t do it in the classroom. The children were not
as settled and by the end of the day weren’t listening well, and
weren’t as engaged with their learning.
This group was such a complex cohort and the mindfulness
was the glue that held us all together.
Our mindfulness practice would usually take place around
11 or 11.30am, when our young people came back into
the classroom from a play break. They would generally be
quite excited and by settling them with deep breathing and
relaxation techniques we were able to help them self-regulate
and help them get into a ready state for learning.
By the end of the year they had increased their time from just
a few minutes of sitting still and concentrating on breathing, to
about ten minutes. It was absolutely amazing. I’ve found it to
be a very powerful tool.
The benefits from our mindfulness sessions go beyond simply
calming their minds and bodies. They’re also learning things
like patience, which is an important skill and one that is
difficult to learn.

Kindness Tree

The Kindness Tree was easily one of the most
memorable highlights of the year, and something the
young people really engaged in.
The Kindness Tree was a picture of a tree and every
time a young person demonstrated a kindness to
someone around them, either another young person,
a teacher or member of staff, then it would go on the
Kindness Tree. The Kindness Tree was an important
tool to help the children learn valuable social skills
that would help them form friendships. For some
children, verbal praise wasn’t necessarily enough to
feel as though they were getting credit, so the Kindness
Tree was an additional positive reinforcer. It could be
something as small as holding the door for someone,
using manners to thank another child – every act of
kindness, big and small, was included on the tree –
and at the end of the year the class earned a kindness
party. We played games such as pass the parcel and
had lots of treats. It was such a big hit.

Auslan Signs

We also incorporated sign language in the classroom.
The young people learned basic signs, such as please
and thank-you and this offers them another way of
communicating.
All in all, we saw plenty of great progress and by the
end of the year the young people were settling and
engaging in learning tasks quickly and comfortably.
Isabelle Fuller

And we have strong data to support the impact of
mindfulness. We tracked their zones and we could see quite
clearly that on the days we practiced mindfulness there were
fewer red zones and better self-regulation.
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Year Two
Toying Around Makes a Fun Year
Sherryn Clacher and Peta Scott

There were nine children in our classroom this
year and it was a year filled to the brim with
special moments.
Groundwork

Around the World

In Term 2 we studied countries around the world, we had
plenty of fun with this unit. We made the young people their
own passports and as part of the learning activity they had to
get their passports stamped.

In our first term, we spent time getting to know each other.
We did a unit learning about life cycles and how we grow and
change. We planted flowers in the front garden and we talked
about the plant they chose and why they chose that particular
plant. We also learnt about life cycles such as the hermit crab,
frogs, fish and butterflies. It was wonderful.

Using Google Earth, each lesson would begin with finding
Brisbane airport and taking off to “fly” to the next country
that we were studying. This gave us so many learning
opportunities. We could measure distances using the map and
then learn about furthest and nearest – which country was
furthest away from Brisbane and which was nearest.

Trust is such an important part of educating children with
autism. They need to know they can trust you and they need
to get to know you before any real learning can take place. So
we used some time to develop our relationships.

We had parents come in and teach us all about different
countries. A popular session was with a mum, who came in
with so many props and taught us all about Japan. She brought
in a kimono, Japanese shoes, and sushi!
Another parent told us all about Norway – and that they
actually eat reindeer there! And a grandparent shared with us
their trip to Russia. The young people got to try on the Russian
hats and they had an absolute ball.

Toy Exhibition

In science we did a unit on forces, in particular, push and pull
forces, and the children then designed a toy that used push
and pull forces.
At the end of the unit we had a toy exhibition, with everyone’s
toys on display and we invited the parents to come to a
morning tea and see all the toys. The goal was to have the
young people explain to anyone who came to look at their toy,
what the force was that makes the toy work.
There were many great toys! One child made a gumball
machine and filled it with M&Ms. You had to push the little
lever to make the M&Ms fall out – everyone had a lot of fun
with that one and by the end of the day there were no M&Ms
left! Another child made a jack-in-a-box toy, which was also a
huge hit.
This was a great exercise because it gave those children who
don’t necessarily shine academically an opportunity to excel.

Redland Museum Excursion

In the last term we did a history unit and that allowed us to
explore history in different ways. We looked at the history of
school, asking ourselves what school was like in the olden days
compared with now.
We went to the Redland Museum and it was incredible! There
were many interactive activities with displays and the staff
were wonderful with our kyoung people, letting them climb on
the tractors and touching various things.
This event really connected with many of the Year 2s. There’s
an enormous windmill at the museum and the guide was
talking about the mechanics of how the water is pumped and
as he turned the windmill on and demonstrated it, you could
see the class was really fascinated.

Grab the Teachable Moments

My goal, as always, is to try to get the young people to love
learning. I want to spark their curiosity. I think this group made
great progress with their academic learning and even more
progress with their emotional development. I’m so impressed
all their achievements.
Sherryn Clacher
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Year Three
Swimming in a Successful Year of Learning
Alana Wilkie, Jessica Kirby and Daniel Anstey

This year we welcomed 10 young people to
the Year 3 classroom, with a broad span of
abilities and capabilities.
New Teacher, New Routine

I joined the class in Term 2 and we began by spending time
getting to know each other and learning about the classroom
routine. I found this group responded well to having a
consistent routine, so we stuck firmly to our weekly plan. This
gave the young people some comfort as they knew what was
expected of them, and it reduced anxiety and helped them
turn their mind to their learning tasks more easily.
In addition to being new myself, we had three new young
people and so we spent some time helping them become
familiar with their environment and the classroom routine.
They were hesitant to begin and unsure of their surroundings.
But once they became more confident their learning improved
significantly.

A Trip to the Pool!

There were many highlights throughout the year. I think, if
you asked the children, they would nominate the end-ofyear excursion to the pool. This was a huge success and the
children all had a great time.
In the lead-up to this event we did plenty of preparation and
social scripting. We talked about what would happen at the
pool, the things we would need to do to get there, what we
would do once we arrived and things that we could do at the
pool.

The Planetarium

If the pool was the top highlight, then definitely the
Planetarium was a close second. This was an amazing
excursion, in Term 2, that had the young people enthralled.
It’s a very visual environment, which appealed to many, and
they also loved being called upon and answering questions.
Of course, there were a few who felt a bit anxious about it; it’s
a very immersive experience and that can be overwhelming.
But overall, those anxieties were managed well and it was a
fun and exciting trip.

As a teacher, without a doubt, one of the
highlights for me was the great strides this
group made, both academically as well as
socially and emotionally.

Our Literacy Program

This year we introduced a new literacy program (see
page 25 for more) which focused on blending sounds
and decoding. The results were significant and it was
very satisfying to see that when the children put the
work in, practicing their sounds and blends, their
reading improved dramatically. We had a few children
early in the year who wouldn’t even try to read, not
wanting to even open the book. By the end of the
year those children were solid readers and showing no
avoidance behaviours at all. It was so great to see and
very encouraging for their future development.

Self-regulating Wins

Emotionally, our young children all made
improvements, especially with self-regulating
their behaviour. Once we found out what sensory
needs they had, they were able to regulate more
independently. They could go to a container and grab
whatever they needed to help themselves manage
their emotions and behaviour.

Science Incursion

Finally, rounding out the top three highlights for the
year was the visit from the Science Guy.
This was a fun and, at times, explosive presentation
based on science facts. The young people really
enjoyed the show, which included dry ice, smoke,
bubbles, and controlled explosions! The presenter
was wonderful, explaining the science behind each
experiment and calling on the students to be volunteer
sidekicks in the experiment. They absolutely loved the
whole experience!
Alana Wilkie
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Year Four
Order up! Café Culture Teaches Many Lessons
Helen O’Rourke and Kelli Pratt

The Year 4 class this year was a class full
of characters! It was a fun adventure-filled
year and all ten children made great strides
learning social skills and connecting with each
other. As their teacher, it was a very rewarding
year!
Communicating Feelings

We spent a good part of the year teaching communication
skills related to emotions and, in particular, how to cope with
feeling frustrated, whether that was frustrated with each
other, themselves or things going on in the classroom. They
learned how to move away from the source of frustration and
self-regulate.
This year numeracy skills were a big focus, along with making
connections and learning how to work together as a team.
We also covered important life skills that are vital for everyday
living.
We were able to put all of our learning to good use with our
two excursions this year: to My Horizon Café in Semester 1 and
to Subway in Semester 2.
In the lead-up to these outings we did plenty of work with
social scripts and practice through role playing.

My Horizon Café Trip!

We gave the children a pared-back menu so that they could
take their time making a decision about what to order. We
practiced going to the counter and giving their order, handing
over money and waiting for change.
On the day of the excursion, the children were very excited.
It’s quite a grown-up thing to do, to go to a café and place an
order and then sit down to eat and drink.
It was a self-esteem building event for many, who learned that
they could do this, they could be brave and they could achieve
this task.
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Subway Adventure!

In Semester 2 the Subway excursion was equally as successful
and the children were able to demonstrate great progress in
their social skills from the first excursion.

Lessons from Uno

Friday afternoons are Superpower time and this is their free
time. We spend this time playing games such as Uno and even
this is a learning experience.
We talk about winning and losing in a game, how both happen
and that’s OK. We talk about how frustrating it can be to have
a really great hand of cards, but if someone ahead of you plays
a particular card it can cause you to lose all of your really great
cards. We focused on building resilience and patience and
examining the reaction to see if it was in proportion to the size
of the problem.
As a group, they made so much progress, but there were
individuals within the group who made extraordinary gains this
year.
We had one young person who refused to attend the Health
and Wellbeing sessions, which are in another room. Transitions
can be challenging and this young person was reluctant
to leave the classroom. By the end of the year, he was
comfortable and able to transition smoothly.
Another young person couldn’t read. She could make the letter
sounds but couldn’t blend. But by the end of the year she was
reading short decodable readers and would ask others if they
wanted to listen to her read!

It was such a rewarding year.
Helen O’Rourke
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Year Five
Bowled Over with Educational Milestones
Kirsty Stephenson, Carina Hayes and Kelley Castner

This year was a big one for our Year 5 class.
There were so many highlights to this year, it’s
impossible to pick just one and say that was the
best.
We spent time building on their maturity and focusing on
putting in a “level 5 effort” to their learning and activities,
which is an effort that is worthy of a Year 5 student who would
soon be a school leader. We were preparing them for Year 6
and being seniors and role models to the younger children.
We had some fantastic excursions that really developed their
communication skills, their ability to engage with others and
make connections, and their ability to identify their own
emotions.

Ten Pin Bowling

The year kicked off with an excursion to go Ten Pin Bowling.
This was a great one to start with, because many of them had
been bowling before and knew what to expect. We helped
ready them for the trip with social scripts and we talked about
being good sports.
They had a wonderful time and the preparation helped them
understand that not everybody wins at bowling and how to
support each other and congratulate the winners. It was a
wonderful day.

Spark Science Lab

Probably one excursion that the young people will remember
for a long time was the trip to Spark Lab Science Centre at the
Queensland Museum.
There seemed to be something there for everyone. We were
able to split the class into smaller groups and some did a
science experiment, some beat the drums and some were
enthralled by the visual presentations. It was a fantastic trip
and they were all excited about what they learned, saw and
did there. We were also lucky enough to have some parent
helpers along on that trip, too, which made it an even better
experience for the Year 5s.

A New Face

In Term 4, the Year 5 class farewelled their teacher, Kirsty, and
welcomed new teacher, Carina. This was a difficult challenge
for some of the young people, who were particularly attached
to Kirsty.
Luckily, Eve, our wonderful therapy dog, was there to help the
children through difficult times. Eve was absolutely amazing
with those who just needed a cuddle, or a pat. She would
come into the classroom and, if they were feeling blue, they
could hug or lie down with Eve. Some of them needed Eve
in order to engage with their learning. She also provided
consistency through the transition period of saying goodbye
to one teacher and getting to know a new teacher. She was
simply magical.

By the end of the year, the children had really
grown so much. Their emotional development
was significant. They became much more
adaptable and flexible, which is a huge
achievements for these young people.
I am so proud of them and what they achieved!
Kelley Castner
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Year Six
Soccer Stars Win in the Classroom Too!
Steve Dick and Kathryn Kerridge

This year, we saw the Year 6 group of eight
boys grow and mature, and, as the year
progressed they became more settled. By the
time this group graduated they had become
a mature, connected group and I was really
proud of them and everything they had
achieved.
Focus on Maturity

From the beginning, we put a lot of emphasis on maturity,
teaching them to look after who they are and worry less about
what others were doing. We could see them develop even
better self-regulating skills and this flowed on to improved
academic and social development, which was great to see.
They became a group of mature leaders.
We also saw really impressive individual growth and
development. One of our students had previously been
attending part time because he was struggling with schooling
so much. We did a lot of work with him, making him feel
appreciated and safe in our room and he was able to attend
school on a fulltime basis for the entire year.

Literacy Development

Two of our young people were reading at a very early-years
level, Year 1 or even Prep level. With a steady focus on literacy
throughout the year I’m proud to say that by the end of
the year they had both read their first book. Their attitude
changed also, and instead of saying, ‘reading is too hard’ they
settled down and really wanted to engage with their learning.

Sharing in their Personal Learning Plan

A strategy that we used with this group, that proved quite
positive, was working with the young people on their own
Personal Learning Plan goals. We decided to let them know
what their goals were, rather than having those goals set for
them by parents and teachers.
By bringing the young people into their Personal Learning Plan,
they could tick off their goals as they achieved them and this
motivated them and gave their self-confidence a boost when
they could see their successes. Five ticked goals got them a
reward, which helped to keep them motivated.
But aside from the academic successes, we had many social
and connecting highlights from this year.
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A Soccer Win!

We played soccer against another school, Glenleighden, and
while this has been a regular inter-school event, we’re the
first group in four events to come away with a win 2-0! It was
a fantastic event and the boys learned a lot about team work,
sharing and connecting! What a victory!
For class rewards, the young people chose twice to go and play
laser tag. We used this opportunity to do some connection
work with the High School. We wanted to work on creating a
seamless transition at the end of the year as this group went
to High School.

Structure is Key

I think a key to this group’s success in growth and maturity was
the firm structure in the classroom. Every day was the same
and the routine was reliable. This is important. The young
people knew what they could expect every day and they were
able to engage quickly with their learning.
Consistency is another important factor and we had a session
called Ozone Time and by the end of the year this group could
work for 15 minutes without a sound, their self-discipline had
grown tremendously.

Going to High School!

We spent one session a week in the final term practicing our
transitions up to the High School. It’s important that they
know the environment before the first day, rather than having
their anxiety raised by the unknown.
At the end of the year, this group formed bonds and we could
see strong friendships had evolved, which is a significant
milestone and really wonderful to see.

Graduation Dinner

Probably one of the biggest highlights of the year was the
graduation dinner. The senior group made up some really cool
shirts which they all wore to their graduation dinner. It was an
opportunity to reflect on the successes and achievements over
the year and it was a really wonderful event.
I’m so proud of what this group was able to achieve. Many
have exceeded even their own goals and this is wonderful
to see because it means they’ve been able to challenge
themselves and extend themselves – and succeed.
Steve Dick
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Year Seven
Technology Amps Up Learning Wins!
Kerri Richardson and Matt Griffiths
This was a really great year for these boys,
with many highlights to reflect upon.
We began the year with nine Year 7 students,
with a returning student in Term 2 taking the
class to ten.
It was a diverse group, with a broad span of
abilities, but one thing they all had in common
was pride in being the first Year 7 class to go
through Sycamore. They really responded well
to being seniors and to the responsibility of
being positive role models.
Tech Rules!

They were a very tech-focused group also, responding well to
online learning using tools such as Kahoot to practice what
they had learnt, and using OneNote to access and complete
their learning activities. Technology played a large part in both
motivating and encouraging the Year 7 cohort to participate
in the curriculum and be rewarded by playing their online
games and versing each other. This was also a useful tool to
encourage young people to have fun and connect with their
peers.

High School Ups and Downs

In Term 1 we were in a temporary building while the High
School was completed. When we moved into the new building
from Semester, the boys faced some initial challenges. It was a
beautiful brand new classroom, but there was a bit less space
than they were used to and this meant they couldn’t move
away, socially, from each other when they needed to, which
they had been able to do in the old building.
We introduced some new strategies, which helped them
overcome this challenge. And once the outdoor play
equipment was installed, they were able to use these facilities
for their self-regulation, which made a significant difference.
There were many advantages to the new building. There was
a separate learning area, separate Superpowers area and we
were in a brand new space, with new classroom furniture and
equipment. It was wonderful!

Settled Learners

Father’s Day

Our Father’s Day breakfast was a wonderful event which
proved to be very popular. Our fathers and young people
shared a delicious breakfast of bacon, eggs, croissants and
fruit.
We had an obstacle course where young people and fathers
had an opportunity to move around the course using a bat and
ball and everyone was happy to engage with the activities.
Our young people were also keen to impress their dads by
showing them our STEAM based resources such as Spheros
which were controlled by using the iPads.

Laserforce!

One of the biggest highlights of the year would be the
excursion to Laserforce, which was a class reward at the end
of Term 4. This was a great step forward for them because
previous to this they had only chosen KFC as their class
reward!
The excursion was a joint event with the Year 6 class, so we did
a lot of preparation work before the excursion, talking through
possible issues and doing a lot of social scripts.
The event went really well and the boys all gelled together on
the day. It was a huge success.

Transition to Year 8

Probably the final highlight of the year was when we started
transitioning to the Year 8 classroom.
As the year progressed we got more and more involved
in forming connections with other students in the High
School and we started to transition to other classrooms for
Humanities and Social Science (HASS) classes once a week.
This was something we really had to build up to throughout
the year because it entailed a new teacher, new instructions,
new teaching style and all new routines. They took to it very
well and, again, as I mentioned earlier, the young people all
took great pride in being school seniors and being role models
for the younger ones.
Overall, the year was one of great development and emotional
growth for them. Their maturity developed well and they
developed a great work ethic over the year. It was wonderful
to see their immense progress unfold.
Kerri Richardson

Towards the end of the year the group really settled very well
and engaged with their learning much better. It was great to
see them engaging with learning tasks more readily.
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Year Eight
Seniority Leads the Way
Abi Southwell and Mic Calam
The Year 8 class began the year with a couple
of significant challenges that made conditions
tough for the young people to settle and learn
well.

Scholastic Book Fair

We began the year in a temporary building
while the High School was being completed.
There was aslo a change of teacher when I
arrived in Term,

We helped with setting up the room, laying out the books
and organising the tables and the labels. Parents would come
either before school or after school and the Year 8s would help
with selling the books. They operated the EFTPOS machine,
worked with cash, offering change where needed, bagging
the books and generally being a support in the room. One
girl dressed up as a character from one of the books and
entertained the younger children.

Making Connections

Coming onto the classroom after that much change my first
priority was to build a rapport with the young people. Trust
and familiarity are crucial to learning in the classroom.
There were four girls in this class of nine students and these
girls experienced some conflict and tension as the group
dynamics shifted fluidly. Different maturity levels, constantly
shifting allegiances and the use of social media at home
contributed to some challenges. Over the year we worked
through these issues and found ways to manage the difficult
emotions.
However, in addition to the challenges, there were also many
highlights to the year as the children developed academically
and grew emotionally. It was wonderful to see the big steps
they took towards maturity and taking on new levels of
responsibility.

Building Bicycles!

In the final term, every Tuesday we visited TRACTION, a
workshop program that offers the young peoples the chance
to engage in different types of activities away from the
classroom environment.
Activities included building a bike, either from scratch or
restoring one that has been donated by the community, or
tending to a permaculture garden.
These activities teach the young people about patience, about
doing a little at a time to achieve a long-term goal, about
doing things in the right order, and much more, giving them
opportunities to improve their skills in areas that our children
typically struggle in. It also gave those young people who may
be more mechanically minded an opportunity to shine.
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Another huge highlight for the year was seeing the Year 8s
help with the annual Scholastic Book Fair, where half of all the
money brought in by the fair, goes to the school, this year we
raised almost $500.

It was really great to see some of the young people rise to
new levels of responsibility. Of course, some of the kids were
more serious than others about it and not everyone got deeply
involved, but for those who wanted to, it was a wonderful
experience.

Growth Over the Year

The span of abilities in this classroom was great, with one
young person non-verbal while another was working at almost
Year 9 level. We focused on achieving the goals only set out in
each Personal Learning Plan and we saw many of our young
people make great strides.
Having plenty of learning breaks really helped this group
stay focused. We would do the more challenging work in the
morning when they were fresher and ready to learn, moving
other activities to the afternoon.
As always, structure is key and we maintained the same
routine every day in the classroom, which helped them be
prepared for what was coming.
Overall, it was a really wonderful year for these young
people. Lots of ups and downs, which is part of life, and they
overcame most of these challenges well, demonstrating many
achievements by the end of the year.
Abi Southwell
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Reporting Information
Descriptive Information

SCHOOL SECTOR
Independent

SCHOOL ADDRESS
TAFE Campus, 29
Windemere Road
Alexandra Hills

TOTAL ENROLMENTS
85

YEAR LEVELS OFFERED
Prep to Year 8

CO-EDUCATIONAL
OR SINGLE SEX
Co-Educational

NUMBERS
AND PROPORTIONS
73 Males
12 Females

PROPORTION OF
INDIGENOUS STUDENTS
There was 1 indigenous
student enrolled at the
school.

CONTACT PERSON
For further information
on the school and its
policies contact
Ronwyn Collier, Principal.

Highlights from staff in 2019

“Watching students form
new friendships and learning
to accept others who have
different person alities.”

“The little wins and
laughter during
lessons.”
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“I am overwhelmingly
proud of the huge progress
a young person in my class
has made in their reading.”

“Watching the young
people grow in confidence
and witnessing them
achieve their goals.”

Parent, Teacher and Student Satisfaction with the School
Parent Satisfaction Data

During 2019 our families were asked to rank our school using a star rating with one being poor and five being excellent. The survey
covered a variety of areas including staffing, student support, programming and reporting, facilities and value for money. We are very
pleased to share that The Sycamore School ranked at least four stars on all criteria with an overall average of 89% satisfaction rating.

Statement

Percentage Satisfaction

I feel the staff are approachable and willing to make time to meet with me.

93.8%

All staff at The Sycamore School show care and respect towards my child.

93%

My child is celebrated and respected by The Sycamore School staff.

92.4%

Qualifications
of maintained.
Staff
The grounds are well

92.4%

The classrooms are inviting and organised.

90.8%

Comments from the 2019 Parent/Carer Survey)

“The staff are so caring and
supportive of both the children
and their families and they
should be congratulated for their
dedication and enthusiasm for
creating a fabulous learning
environment.”

“I am extremely happy
with The Sycamore School
and the education my son
is receiving.”

“All staff are simply
spectacular.”
“We love that The
Sycamore School feels like
family to us.”
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Staffing Information
Staffing Composition

Includes all staff employed throughout 2019 (including those who started and left mid-year).

Teaching Staff

Non-Teaching Staff

Full-Time

14

12

Part-Time

2

7

Temporary Contract

3

4

9*

3

Casual

*Note: some Casual Teacher’s also worked as Casual (Non-Teaching) staff.

Indigenous Staff
Indigenous

Teaching Staff

Non-Teaching Staff

1

0

Staff Retention

Proportion of staff retained from the previous year: All permanent staff retained from the last day of Term 4, 2018 for
the entire 2019 school year up until the last day of Term 4, 2019.
Number of
Number of these staff
permanent staff at end retained in the following
% retention rate
of previous year
year (the program year)
All Staff

33

27

81.81%

Teaching Staff

14

10

71.42%

Non-Teaching

19

17

89.47%

Qualifications of all Staff

The qualification totals are from Full-time, Part-time and Temporarily Contract staff, they do not include Casual Staff.
Qualification
Teaching Staff
Non-Teaching Staff
Doctorate or higher

0

1

Masters

2

1

Graduate Certificate/Diploma

6

4

Bachelor Degree

11

3

Diploma

0

6

Certificate

0

5

Staff Participation in Professional Development
Category of PD Activity

Number of teaching staff
participating in activity

Number of non-teaching staff
participating in activity

Administration

0

8

Allied Health

0

2

Autism Specific

21

19

Curriculum (Assess & Report)

1

0

Curriculum (General)

20

13

Curriculum (Literacy)

52

48

Curriculum (STEAM)

10

12

Educational Leadership

11

45

ICT

28

4

Other Professional Development

0

4

Positive Behaviour Support

15

15

Staff Wellbeing

2

1

Student Health and Wellbeing

18

31

Workplace Health and Safety

1

0

179

199

Total
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Total Number of Teachers Participating in at Least One Activity in the Program Year

All permanent employees participated in one or more Professional Development (PD) activities throughout the year
2019. External PD opportunities were consistently promoted via email discussion and on the PD notice board in the staff
room. Staff were consistently encouraged to make applications to attend PD or sign up to online workshops.

The Major Professional Development Initiatives were as Follows:
Curriculum, ICT, Student Health and Wellbeing and Autism Specific.

Key Student Outcomes

Average Student Attendance Rate (%) for the Whole School
Number of Possible
ANumber of possible
attendance days

Total number
of students

Total number
of days absent

Total
Attendance

13816

85

2316

11500

The average attendance rate for the whole school as a percentage in 2019 was 83.23%

Average Student Attendance Rate for each Year Level
Year
Level

Number of Possible
Attendance Days
for Year Level

Total Number of
Students in Year
Level

Total Number of
Days Absent by
Students in Year
Level

Total Attendance

Average
Attendance Rate
for Each Year Level
as a Percentage in
2019

Prep

895

5

66.5

828.5

92.57%

Year 1

1432

8

375.5

1056.5

73.78%

Year 2

1611

9

185.5

1425.5

88.49%

Year 3

1946

12

158

1788.0

91.88%

Year 4

1507

12

358.5

1148.5

76.21%

Year 5

1776

12

365.5

365.5

79.42%

Year 6

1432

8

180

1252.0

87.43%

Year 7

1706

10

345

1361.0

79.78%

Year 8

1511

9

281.5

1229.5

81.37%

A Description of How Non-attendance is Managed by the School
In 2019 The Sycamore School had a number of young people enrolled who had previously experienced school refusal
in their prior educational settings. The Sycamore School worked with these families to ensure each child was supported
to attend school daily. When attendance was lacking, the Collaborative Education Team (CET) and/or Leadership Team
and Social Worker would meet with the parents and young person and put strategies in place to support full-time school
attendance.
Parents are asked to communicate with the school when their child is likely to be absent.
Parents who do not notify the school are contacted so the school can follow up and support the families and young
person where necessary.
If a young person is absent because of an incident which occurred on the previous day the CET and/or Leadership Team
and Social Worker work through a re-connection process. The re-connection process is in place to ensure the young
person is able to return to school and re-connect with those involved as soon as possible.
If a young person is continually absent due to school refusal, the Principal and Social Worker work alongside the family
and CET in order to address any underlying concerns. A return to school plan is put into place starting with the student
attending a portion of the day and then lengthening the day when the student is comfortable and has enjoyed success.
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Board Biographies
Jodi Schmidt – Board Chair

Jodi is an experienced CEO and Board Director with a track record for successful business
transformation, returning underperforming organisations to profitability and significantly
enhancing shareholder value. Jodi brings strengths in governance, business development
and strategy, leadership, stakeholder management, and financial management.
Jodi has been a key figure in the Australian VET sector leading a wide range of vocational
education and training reforms across Queensland in her former role as CEO of TAFE
Queensland. Jodi was also previously the Deputy Director-General, Training and Employment
with the Queensland Department of Education, Training and Employment with full
responsibility for the state’s training and employment portfolio.

Cameron Corrie – Deputy Chair

Cameron is the father of a child with autism and is co-founder of The Sycamore
School. Cameron has almost 20 years’ experience working in an international ITC
organisation as a Systems Engineer. He has a keen interest in the use of technology
to assist learning for students with autism and supporting young people on the
spectrum in working towards a career in ITC.

Dr Douglas Hunt – Secretary

Doug is the father to two children with autism and a member of the Regional Development Australia
committee. He holds a PhD in Economics and has expertise in mine closure, cost-benefit analysis,
desktop research, field research, stakeholder engagement, policy development, strategic development
and strategic planning, project management and developing positive business relationships. Doug is also
a registered teacher and has experience teaching students with autism.

Paul Habib – Treasurer

Paul is the grandfather of a child with autism, and has more than 40 years’ experience in
finance, lending and property development. Paul’s experience has been instrumental in
investigating and securing potential sites for The Sycamore School and in seeking Social
Impact Investment to open The Sycamore School. Paul’s experience has also been valuable in
establishing relationships with key individuals.
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David Gardner – Board Director

David holds a Federal Government appointment as a member of the
Regional Development Australia Logan and Redlands Committee and also
serves on the Board of the Logan Tourism Association, and the PCYC Logan City. He has previously
served on the Board of John Paul College and as the corporate advisor to the Board of the Logan
Country Community Bank. In 2016 he was the Australian Bureau of Statistics Logan District Manager
for the 2016 Census of Population and Housing. David is also state president of an Olympic sporting
organisation.

Antonia Mercorella – Board Director

Antonia is the mother of a child with autism. She is the CEO of the Real Estate Institute
of Queensland and is an accomplished business leader and solicitor. Antonia brings a
wealth of legal expertise and a high level of board experience to the role. Having first-hand
experience of the frustrations that come with a system that has difficulties dealing with
those who do not fall neatly within standard definitions, Antonia has a deep appreciation
for the efforts of organisations devoted to addressing or alleviating these gaps. As such,
Antonia has a personal connection to the objectives and values of The Sycamore School.

Damien Barry – Board Director

Damien has been a teacher and school administrator for over 20 years. He is a current
Principal and has occupied various roles such as Deputy Headmaster, Head of Middle
School, and Head of HPE, across both public and independent schools throughout
Queensland. Damien has a passion to see all students achieve their potential, to be given
every opportunity to find their gifts, and to lead lives of purpose.

Andrew Soter – Board Director

Andrew is the Managing Director of Open Door Consulting, a consultancy that supports
business and not-for-profit organisations with political decision-making processes by
connecting them with key influencers. Andrew has a personal connection with autism
through adult family members who are on the spectrum. Andrew is committed to
improving the futures for people on the autism spectrum.
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“He’s able to learn about ASD
here at Sycamore and accept
that it’s just another difference
among many.”

“This school has been a godsend and it has changed
William’s future for the better.”
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William’s Story
The Last Straw and Nowhere To Turn
The final straw for Pauline and Geoffrey was a meeting with
their son William’s Year 5 teacher, who suggested that the
only learning goal for William for the year would be to have
him approach the teacher when he needed help.
After a string of frustrating experiences, including having
her son forcibly restrained on multiple occasions, Pauline
and Jeffrey made the decision to withdraw William. But
this created a new problem – where could William get an
education?
“And then we got the call from The Sycamore School that
there was a place available for William in Year 5,” Pauline said.
It was a mad scramble for the Canberra-based family. Pauline
and William relocated to Brisbane within a month, leaving
Jeffrey behind to fly-in fly-out when he could.
“At first, it was really hard for William, even though we were
in this great school. He was missing his father, the routine was
all new, it was very challenging,” she said.
In addition to his autism, William has high anxiety and
oppositional defiance disorder (ODD). His sensory issues
include not wanting to be touched and so if he’s touched for
any period of time he could lash out physically and verbally.
His ODD means he doesn’t like to be told what to do, which
presents significant challenges for those around him when
there are new routines to learn.
“You have to work with him,” Pauline said. “You can’t just tell
him. And that can be hard.”
But starting at The Sycamore School was the beginning of
a new chapter for the family and Pauline said it was the
beginning of major change for her son.
“William is socially awkward, but has built friendships with
other boys in his class. He has excellent role models here.
His teachers have been great, but he has made a special
connection with Deklahn, the young education support
person in the classroom. To see William engaged in a full
conversation with Deklahn is amazing,” Pauline said.

“We all have a similar story
and to have a school and a
community that supports you is
really, really good.”

“He went into Year 7 this year and for us, as parents, it’s
just a godsend. We know that he would not have fit into a
mainstream high school and we really did not know what we
would do,” Pauline said.
Additional support has also helped Pauline and her family.
“High School and of course adolescence has brought puberty.
There was a hell of a lot going on and I wouldn’t have got
through if it hadn’t been for the support of the staff here and
the other parents.
“We all have a similar story and to have a school and a
community that supports you is really, really good.”
The school has given William the skills to articulate his
diagnosis in his own words and advocate for himself.
“He’s now able to say to his (adult) brothers and sister, ‘My
brain works differently’ and explain that to them,” Pauline
said.
“He’s able to learn about ASD here at Sycamore, and accept
that. It’s just another difference among many,” she said.
“This school has been a god-send and it has changed
William’s future for the better.”

Since arriving at The Sycamore School, William and his family
have learned the vital strategies to help William self-regulate
his emotional state. And while there are still days when
William struggles with his issues, things generally are vastly
improved.
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