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Section A
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 9.
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A MESSAGE
FROM THE BOARD
Jodi Schmidt – Board Chair
and Cindy Corrie – Founder and Director

2020 in Focus
Maintaining Our Impact. Supporting our Community.
It seems every year The Sycamore School community
continues to grow, and we continue to challenge ourselves.
2020 was no exception. In a year full of unexpected change,
we’ve learned that our community is resilient, strong, and
bonded together through our wonderful school.
In a year where the whole world was turned upside down, and
the way we went about our day became unpredictable, our
students, families, and staff continued to embody our school
values each day. We’re incredibly proud of the resilience
our students showed during our Remote Learning Program,
and we thank all the parents and carers for their efforts in
ensuring our Sycamore students engaged with their learning.
By comparison, The Sycamore School had higher than average
attendance rates during the Remote Learning Program
than most state schools! It’s a testament to the important
connections our students and their Collaborative Education
Teams make, and the impact these relationships have on
learning outcomes.
When faced with the challenge to deliver such a bespoke
and unique program remotely to students who thrived on
the social environment of the school campus, The Sycamore
School had to famously ‘pivot’ and provide a Remote Learning
Program. And while other education providers were backed
with the support of IT departments and State Government
directed plans – this small and relatively young school had a
committed Board and a passionate group of educators, and
that’s all we needed.
“The Sycamore School began the task of converting a model
that was based on personal connectedness and support into
delivering connection via the internet – something many
believe is unachievable. Its very existence demonstrates
that ‘unachievable’ isn’t part of The Sycamore School’s
vocabulary.” Jodi Schmidt
As a Board, we recognise the expert knowledge, leadership,
and creative strengths of the staff in the design and delivery
of the Remote Learning Program. Every person in the staff
body played an important role in continuing to retain levels
of learning and development, while also ensuring that
engagement, and social relationships were maintained, as well
as providing support for our Sycamore families. It is important
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to recognise the challenges such a change in delivery brings,
and the tenacity so well carried by our staff. The Board
implemented a resilience program across the staff body to
support the wellbeing of our staff, and to ensure they obtain
and maintain skills in resilience. We were incredibly proud and
grateful for the efforts of the staff and our school leadership
during a particularly challenging year.
2020 also saw our very first Year 9 class who embarked on the
Work Studies Unit in preparation for Year 10 and beyond.
This year, we said goodbye to one of our founding leaders
of the school, Deputy Principal Elissa Brinckman. Elissa was
the first staff member appointed to The Sycamore School
in 2016 before it opened and she worked to establish the
inner workings of the school that would reflect the vision
of the founding Board. We likewise farewelled a Founding
Board Director, David Gardner who was also an important
part of the governance team who led the organisation while
planning for the opening of the school, through to seeing the
operation into its fourth year. We’re grateful for the insights
and experience David bought to the Board in these formative
years.
2020 certainly challenged what the wider community and the
world considered ‘normal’ or ‘typical’, and that regardless of
what may be happening in the physical environment around
us, it is the deeper personal connections with family, friends,
and our school community that supported our ability to move
through change.
“While the challenge was met, and the experience
resoundingly positive, there has been one key piece of
feedback an overwhelming majority of students have
provided: There’s nothing like learning in a classroom, and
nothing like being at school with your friends – whether you
have autism or not!” Cindy Corrie
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A MESSAGE FROM
THE PRINCIPAL
Ronwyn Collier

2020 In Review: Resilience All Round
As many of this year’s other stories proudly display, resilience
was the theme of the year at The Sycamore School, and this
was also evident in the way the community - that is, everyone
from staff to our young people to their families - was able to
turn a most unusual year into one that still fostered growth,
learning, and community.
Though we’re endlessly proud to be able to report that 2020
was a year of exceptional growth and resilience in the face of
unprecedented challenge, one disappointing outcome that
couldn’t be avoided was the inability to stage a number of
our favourite yearly events. ‘The government’s guidelines and
regulations, along with the school’s dedication to upholding
the health and safety standards of our community, dictated
that for a good portion of the year, events like the popular
“Autism is Our Superpower Day” were not allowed to go
ahead.
The move to remote learning brought with it some obvious
obstacles - no physical institution was ready to move to total
distance work as quickly as necessary in 2020, and for schools,
there were even more dimensions of difficulty. Parents
suddenly needed to supervise a hybrid of home-schooling and
distance education, educators had to learn to teach through
screens instead of in-person, and organisations and schools
at large had to learn how to operate almost entirely via the
internet. Trying to focus when most of your work or school day
is spent sat at the same desk and the same computer is tough,
and the lack of tangible, physical resources do not make that
any easier.
What took a little longer to surface was an equally legitimate
challenge of socialisation. A few weeks into the lockdowns, the
public narrative around the pandemic began to shift towards
the need for social interaction - not simply spending time with
friends and family, but also the moments we commonly take
for granted, like passing co-workers in the hallway, or buying a
cup of coffee from a friendly barista.
At The Sycamore School, where a big component of our
mission is to bring young people out of isolating educational
circumstances and into social ones, this change made a
particularly strong impact. Being surrounded by other young
learners on the autism spectrum, every single school day, is a
major part of our young people’s processes towards accepting
and embracing their unique strengths and personalities, and
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so to spend a part of 2020 away from that community was
undeniably tough.
2020 also saw the school receive funding to appoint its first
Chaplain, welcoming Grant Lea to the Sycamore community.
Grant’s appointment at the end of Term One was fortuitous
timing, as he was an incredible support to both the young
people and their families during the destabilising lockdown
period. The extreme conditions of 2020 ultimately meant
that Grant was able to make connections with the school
community very quickly, and those connections only deepened
as the year went on. We are very pleased to welcome him
to The Sycamore School. We were still able to put on our
Book Week Parade, which saw all of our young people and
our staff dress up as their favourite literary characters, as
well as our Big Bang Science Show incursion and, thanks to
an easing of restrictions in the later months of 2020, our End
of Year Celebrations, and excursions to the local park, ten
pin bowling, and the aquatic centre. Thankfully, the Year 6
cohort were also able to attend a Graduation Dinner with their
parents, a wonderful opportunity to reflect on their time in
the Junior School and to celebrate the achievements and new
relationships made along the way.
In the classroom (or the virtual classroom, at times), the young
people of The Sycamore School made very impressive progress
in spite of - and in fact sometimes because of - the unusual
conditions of 2020. All of our Collaborative Education Teams
across the board wish to express their thanks to the parents
and families of our young people for so enthusiastically
engaging with online learning. Without your help, nothing
could have happened from home.
The Collaborative Education Teams were also pleased to
see such a sharp rise in ICT skills, both in themselves and
their peers, and of course in our young people. This boost in
confidence across the whole school has demonstrated that
a great number of practices implemented by necessity are
in fact going to become mainstays in future years. Likewise,
the resilience displayed by all of our young people cannot be
stressed enough, and the proof is in the learning outcomes.
Collaborative Education Teams across every single year level
are in awe of the adaptability of our young people, and are
more than excited to be able to teach with these justifiably
elevated standards and confidence in their classes.

Another positive in 2020 was a greater insight into the home
lives of our Sycamore families. At times, unprecedented
closeness of teaching circumstances meant that our staff had
been afforded a much deeper and more nuanced insight into
the personalities of the young people in their classes. Seeing
first-hand their young peoples’ environments, and in realtime their interests, has added a new dimension to our staffs’
approach to teaching.
It goes without saying that 2020 was a turbulent year, and that
it was with heavy hearts that we had to cancel or postpone
many of our favourite yearly events. With that being said,
a year under such unusual conditions could not have gone
better for The Sycamore School, and once again many of the
difficulties we faced as a community were ultimately learning
and growth opportunities in disguise, and for consistently
demonstrating the resilience and adaptability to triumph in
2020, we thank all of our staff, our young people, and our
families.
None of the positives the school has been able to achieve in
such an unusual year would have been anywhere near possible
without the support of the incredible staff team. Special
thanks go also to our Deputy Principals, Elissa Brinckman
and Ros Sullivan. Their dedication to their roles and to The

Sycamore School community, and their unending support for
myself go anything but unnoticed. Without their commitment,
perseverance and expertise, The Sycamore School would not
be what it is today.
It is thus with a heavy heart that the school bids farewell to
Elissa Brinckman in 2020. Elissa was a founding staff member
at the school, and her devotion to its young people is now part
of the very DNA that makes up the community. Her presence
will be sorely missed moving forward, and we wish her all the
very best for the future.

THE SYCAMORE SCHOOL ANNUAL REPORT 2020

| 7

WHAT IS AUTISM?
Autism is an umbrella term to describe a developmental
condition that impacts a person in two main areas:

There is work to be done in changing the post-school
outcomes of young people on the autism spectrum.

1. Social communication skills (including understanding 		
social contexts, social cues, delays in language and speech
development).

Young people continue to experience barriers to their active
participation in schooling that have implications for further
education. Young people on the autism spectrum typically
have poor post-school outcomes as they transition to
adulthood. Year 10, or Year 11 or 12 will be the highest level of
achievement for most school leavers on the autism spectrum.

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, neurodevelopmental condition impacting
how an individual processes information, relates to people,
and experiences the world. Engagement in individualised early
intervention, strengths-based therapy and continuing lifelong
support paves the way for success for people on the autism
spectrum. In 2020, 31% of all National Disability Insurance
Scheme participants identified Autism as their primary
diagnosis.
It has been estimated that the annual cost of Autism to
Australia is between $AUD8.1billion and $AUD11.2 billion, and
that 36% of this cost is attributable to lost employment for
both individuals and their family members.
The Sycamore School, in partnership with the parents and
carers of our students, seeks to provide autistic young people
with a responsive program to support learning, independence
and ultimately the improvement of life outcomes.
Most people on the autism spectrum experience difficulties
in education.
Over 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 resulting in high
rates of academic underachievement (Keen, Webster & Ridley
2016).

Autistic people are highly likely to have mental health
conditions that limit the realisation of their potential. In
Australia, 4 out of 5 children on the autism spectrum report
experiencing anxiety at school, but only half feel that others
at school are able to recognize their distress (Adams, Simpson
and Keen 2020). Schools that have capacity to identify and
respond to the triggers of anxiety for young people on the
autism spectrum create, supportive and enabling learning
environments.
Autistic people have high rates of unemployment and under
employment. The labour force participation rate for people
with autism in Australia is poor; just 38% compared to 84.1%
of all working age people. Leaving school is a major milestone
for young people on the spectrum that can cause considerable
anxiety. Schools that start early in transition planning with
young people, teachers, and parents and carers while
providing access to real-life experiences, give students a head
start on preparing for life after school.
What we are working to change?
•

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).

•

50-70% of people with autism experience anxiety and 		
depression1.

•

Unemployment among people on the autism spectrum is
three times the rate for people with a disability (10.3%),
and nearly 8 times the rate of people without (4.6%) 		
(Australian Bureau of Statistics).

ABS https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/4430.0Main+Features102018
Adams, D, Simpson, K, and Keen, D. (2020) Exploring anxiety at home, school, and in the community
through self-report from children on the autism spectrum. Autism Research 13, 4, pp 603-614
Sizoo, B, Kuiper, E. (2017). Cognitive behavioural therapy and mindfulness based stress reduction may be
equally effective in reducing anxiety and depression in adults with autism spectrum disorders. Research in
Developmental Disabilities, May 64, 47-55.

1
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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.

At least 60%
of people on the
autism spectrum
continue to live with
their parents.
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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 VISION

To improve life outcomes for people
on the autism spectrum.

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.

OUR VALUES

RESPECTFUL

We value all perspectives.

KIND

We are selfless and giving.

ACCEPTING

OUR MISSION

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

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 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.
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TYLER’S STORY
Out of Isolation

Z

oe, mother of Year 1 student, Tyler, knows what it takes
to care for and educate a young person on the autism
spectrum. She’s a bit skeptical, then, when people make lofty
promises. “Lots of people and lots of organisations like to say
they know how to handle autism, how to deal with people
who are on the autism spectrum. But when things get difficult
and temperatures get high, as they inevitably do, those words
often don’t translate into action.”

In the same vein, Zoe feels that what has made The Sycamore
School such a perfect fit for Tyler and the rest of the Small
family is the absence of pressure. There are still, of course,
expectations. But these expectations are more about effort,
and are scaled and personalised to the potential of individual
young people, instead of being rigid rules designed to make it
easier for staff to manage a large class size or wrangle cohorts
of parents.

For Tyler, this meant an incredibly tumultuous and lonely time
in Prep at a mainstream school. For Zoe, it meant sometimes
more than three calls a day, and early pick-ups almost daily.
“It’s too hard,” they would tell her. “He’s being too difficult.”
Tyler wasn’t usually allowed to play with the other kids, and
there were persistent personality clashes between him and
his teachers and teacher aides. Instead of going outside to
play with his peers during lunchtime, Tyler was isolated in a
“Special Needs Room” to watch movies while his classmates
were outside socialising. Except that he wasn’t even watching
movies: more often, it was footage of fish tanks, something
closer to a screensaver than real entertainment.

If Tyler refuses to wear his uniform some days, Zoe says, it still
takes her by surprise when she’s told not to worry. “If I can get
him there, they can do the rest,” she says, and the impact of
this flexibility is not lost on her. The Sycamore School doesn’t
allow perfect to be the enemy of good, and can recognise
that for many young people on the autism spectrum, simply
showing up to school is a phenomenal effort. And ultimately,
it’s the most important effort, because once the transition
from home to school has taken place, once that discomfort
with change has subsided, Tyler really enjoys his time at
school, something that Zoe previously wouldn’t have even
dreamed of.

As disheartening and frustrating as this first year of formal
schooling was, Zoe can empathise with the school: she
recognises that they didn’t have enough funding to provide
the necessary support for Tyler. If they had more funding and
more training, maybe they would be able to support Tyler
properly, the school told her. But again, promises proved easily
breakable when an autism organisation came to the school
for an observation, and taught Tyler’s teacher and teacher
aides some techniques, teaching styles, and unique processes
for teaching a young person with autism. Instead of seeing
improvement, Zoe saw the end of the line: the staff weren’t
interested in learning new methods, deciding that it was
simply too hard to be worthwhile.

“When Tyler first gets there, he makes out that he
doesn’t want to be there - but once he’s there, he has
an absolute ball, and doesn’t want it to end. He doesn’t
want to pack up at the end of the day because he
knows that means it’s time to leave.”

In 2020, though, Tyler started Year 1 at The Sycamore School,
and has begun learning how to self-regulate, which his mum
considers to be the ultimate meta-skill.
In mainstream school, learning anything was almost out of
the question, because mainstream teaching styles rely on the
predictable behaviour of neurotypical young people. Any time
that Tyler didn’t behave in the same way as his peers, he was
simply labelled as difficult, poorly behaved or un-focused,
and was removed from the class in one form or another.
Sometimes the anxiety and the personality clashes would
prove so intense that Tyler would remove himself, by running
away from teachers, classmates, or the classroom itself.
Recognising that being able to regulate his own emotions and
behaviour until he’s back in the “Green Zone” has changed
everything for Tyler, and to Zoe’s relief, he’s actually learning
now.
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The reason it’s now harder to get Tyler out of school than it
once was to get him to stay? Self-acceptance. One of the key
outcomes of Tyler’s first year at The Sycamore School has
been learning to recognise autism as his superpower. The
Collaborative Education Teams are dedicated to helping young
people to access, utilise and accept a part of themselves
that is wholly unique to them. In accepting autism, young
people are able to accept who they truly are - a level of selfunderstanding that everyone aspires to, regardless of age or
education. So, when you’re learning from a foundation of selfbelief and self-acceptance, there’s plenty to stick around for.
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CURRICULUM
ENGAGEMENT
DURING 2020
Ros Sullivan – Deputy Principal

What We Learnt in 2020
Tantamount among all the new things our young people learnt
at The Sycamore School in 2020 was, inevitably, how to adapt.
The primary impact of the coronavirus pandemic on our school
was that of adding a new challenge to the accessibility of our
teaching practice, a challenge that every single member of
our community managed to take in their stride, and overcome
with humour, dignity, and enthusiasm. More than anything
else, the outstanding response to this unprecedented set of
challenges inspires in our staff even greater confidence that
the young people of The Sycamore School are truly capable of
anything.
The need to meet the requirements of the Australian
curriculum remained paramount at The Sycamore School in
2020, and so through a combination of in-person and online
learning throughout the year, our focus stayed steadfast on
learning and teaching.
For example, the school continued to offer Art, Wellbeing and
Music throughout 2020, knowing the difficulty in reformatting
their delivery would be more than worthwhile for the many
young people who love the programs so dearly. Perhaps
even more than normal, programs like these, that emphasise
creativity and foster a sense of self beyond purely academic
measures, were crucial to our young people’s and our staff’s
sense of wellbeing. The photographs of our young people’s
artwork throughout this year’s report attest to the great work
being done in our Art program, and the passion poured into
each, and every piece speaks to how much programs like these
mean to students, and to the importance of their inclusion in a
well-rounded, holistic education.
Another major “meta-learning” point in 2020 was the ongoing
discussion around learning environments and routines. With
the move to online learning, the parameters of routine
and structure that our classrooms are designed for were
no longer in place and had to be replicated in the home
instead. Conversation about each individual young person’s
needs, desires and natural inclinations around routine gave
both parents and staff new insights into just how unique
learning styles can be. Most importantly, though, was the
reinforcement of the symbolism of routine. Something like
getting dressed in their uniform, even without leaving the
house, was often enough to instill the school day with a sense
of purpose and reality.
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Instrumental to the shift to online learning was our therapy
team. Alongside our Collaborative Education Teams (CETs),
our Speech Therapist and Occupational Therapist guided and
assisted parents with everything from setting up the home for
best learning outcomes, to providing visuals that would mirror
the in-person school experience as best as possible. Without
this team approach and ongoing hard work, the success of our
transition to virtual delivery would not have been possible.
As with any other year, the curriculum delivery goes through
the all-important filter of strengths and interests, and the
unique circumstances of online learning served to improve
this component of our teaching. Being able to see our young
people in their home environments gave our CETs a deeper,
multi-faceted understanding of these strengths and interests,
and how they manifest in day-to-day life at home. One
exceptional result of this closer quarters teaching approach
was the Sycamore Remote Learning Grid.
Much like respecting the importance of programs like Art,
Music and Wellbeing in times of duress, the Sycamore Remote
Learning Grid was designed with the reality of our modern
world in mind. Remote learning requires a lot of time spent in
the digital world. This is, of course, not inherently a negative.
The impact of too much time in front of screens, in the
digital space, or even simply sitting down at a chair, cannot
be ignored. As such, The Sycamore Remote Learning Grid
offered a multitude of learning activities that were non-techbased, such as playing board games, gardening, or doing
chores around the house. Besides providing an opportunity
to re-connect with the physical world as often as possible, the
Remote Learning Grid also served as a reminder that activities
like these have great value, and are still educational, even if
they might not fit into the common classroom paradigm.
Finally, the Sycamore Literacy Program remained a primary
focus in 2020, despite the disruptions of lockdowns. The
Program is a tailored, in-house literacy program designed
by the school’s own Therapy Team, which overhauls the
traditional approaches of teaching young people to read.

In years (and decades) gone by, reading has been taught
mostly through the use of “predictable text.” This means
young people are taught to read predominantly by context; by
being able to essentially guess what a word will be or what it
will mean often by looking at the picture clue. This may be an
effective method for many learners, but not all.
On the other hand, research shows that *all* young people
will learn to read when taught through a systematic synthetic
phonics program that explicitly teaches young people to
hear the individual sounds and involves practice at phonic
blending (this is reading) and segmenting (this is spelling). A
key focus of of this program is the use of “decodable texts”,
giving our young people opportunities to practice reading
and developing their confidence. In 2020, the focus was on
handing the program over to the CETs; with the bulk of the
design completed, this year was about implementation, and
the results have been outstanding.
In all, 2020 was an exceptionally encouraging year. Everyone
at the school, from our CETs to our young people to our
families, contributed to a more cohesive sense of community
than we have never seen before, and the learning outcomes of
the year reflect this over and over again.
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ICT AND STEM ENGAGEMENT
AND GROWTH IN 2020
2020: The Catalyst for Rapid Growth in ICT and STEM
2020 was, to say the least, a unique year. The effects of the
coronavirus pandemic were far-reaching, disruptive, and at
times, incredibly frustrating. However, like anything that
brings struggle, the disruption brought on by COVID-19 also
served as a positive in one regard: it was a catalyst for rapid
change.
One of The Sycamore School’s strategic goals is to improve the
integration and use of technology in the classroom, and the
move to online learning in the middle of 2020 necessitated
just that. Essentially, it forced the school to fast-track the
evolution of our technology use.
In late 2018, this strategic goal began in earnest, and by April
2019, the Bring-Your-Own-Device initiative had begun. The
nature of a more personalised, individualistic approach to
learning and teaching is the ideal partner of a one-to-one
device program, and as a result, progress was steady.
For the duration of the government-imposed lockdowns,
school devices were sent home, and online learning turned
from an ambitious goal to sudden reality. According to most
staff, this was, in the final analysis, a very good outcome.
Technology empowers task-oriented delivery, and so the usual
teaching structure used in-person at The Sycamore School
translated relatively smoothly to an online platform. For
example, the PowerPoint-based daily breakdown that served
as replacements for the visual schedules used daily on campus
proved exceptionally popular with the young people and have
therefore become a mainstay in the classroom for many of our
Collaborative Education Teams. Keeping all learning materials,
such as links to videos, songs, or documents, in one overarching PowerPoint that organises the day is something that
might not have come to fruition without the circumstances of
remote learning.
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Similarly, the “sink or swim” speed and pressure of the
transition to online learning proved to all of us just how well
we can actually swim when we have to. Any staff who were
nervous about their abilities around teaching with technology
have certainly proven to the community and to themselves
that there was truly nothing to worry about. As such, a lack
of confidence, one of the most significant obstacles to a longterm, large-scale evolution like this one to a more integrated
device-friendly learning framework, has been proven totally
unnecessary for our incredible team.
As difficult as the pandemic made 2020, fast-tracking the
evolution of our technology integration has given our staff the
time and space to focus on what really matters: the usefulness
of this new style of teaching. Everything from live feedback
to differentiated learning has been reimagined and the selfconfidence of our staff now matches their competence. It
might have been a tough year, but struggle commonly leads
to growth, and this is undeniably true of our ICT and STEM
management.
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RESEARCH REPORT
Alison Gable – Research Manager

Nothing About Us Without Us
Last year’s Annual Report introduced Alison Gable, The
Sycamore School’s Research Manager, and highlighted the
school’s research objectives including the development of the
school’s Research Strategy 2020-2024.
In 2020, Alison has been working to implement the Research
Strategy. This has included establishment of two new
initiatives at the school: the Research and Evaluation and
Advisory Group, made up of education staff and a member
of the board to review, and advise on research opportunities
for school and its community; and the Data Team, made up
of staff committed to engaging in practice based research for
continuous school improvement. Importantly, establishment
of these groups demonstrate the staff’s commitment to
meaningful research engagement within and beyond the
school.
At the cornerstone of the Research Strategy is the mantra,
“nothing about us without us”. With this in mind, The
Sycamore School’s research processes are anchored by
“person-centred ethics,” which means principles are in place
to ensure that the research done in the school will have
direct benefit for the staff, students, and families, and that
participant wellbeing always takes precedence over research
objectives.
The work of The Research and Evaluation and Advisory
Group and the Data Team will inform development of the
school’s Theory of Change, with the aim of evolving outcomefocused organisational learning and a culture of continuous
improvement. Engagement with and in research will give us a
better understanding the effectiveness of our education and
support program on young people’s outcomes.
The Stanford Social Innovation Review states that “Theory
of Change is a methodology for planning, participation, and
evaluation that is used in companies, philanthropy, not-forprofit and government sectors to promote social change.
Theory of Change defines long-term goals and then maps
backward to identify necessary preconditions.”
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Broadly, based on our developing understanding of the
effectiveness of our program, The Sycamore School is working
to develop a Theory of Change for improving the life outcomes
of young people on the autism spectrum. This will enhance
the way the school manages, evaluates and communicates the
impact of its work.
As with almost everything in 2020, the progress of all
things research was stymied by COVID-19 safety plans,
eliminating the opportunity for person-to-person research,
and the financial fallout of the pandemic on Australia’s
research workforce. However, just as many of the stories
around working from home and online learning have really
been stories of adaptation and ultimately evolution, the
relationships between The Sycamore School and potential
university research partners continue to grow, and the
difficulties of 2020 will only add dimension to future research
projects.

ALYSSA WHEELER
YEAR 9 WONDERLAND PROJECT
MIXED MEDIA
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DAVID’S STORY
Becoming a Learner Again

D

avid wasn’t getting any better.

It had been almost a full year since David Weir was struck
down by a mysterious stomach illness, and things still weren’t
improving. Curiously, his brother had fallen ill too, also with
stomach complications, though with different symptoms. The
difference, though: David’s brother had made a full recovery
and returned to school some time ago. But even after being to
every doctor they could find, the Weir family still couldn’t work
out exactly what was wrong with David.
It was at about this time that two distinct problems turned
into one, and it all clicked into place. David was diagnosed
with Autism Spectrum Disorder, explaining years of confusion
and questions his mother, Jennifer, had been facing. David
had never fallen behind academically, but she knew that
there was something about his behaviour, and his thinking,
that didn’t align with most of the other students around him.
His “intelligence and capacity were no longer matching his
output.” No matter how hard he tried, he wasn’t achieving in
the way that everybody thought and told him he was supposed
to. Consequently, school had become a cocktail of nerves,
anxiety and pressure, and something occurred to Jennifer:
maybe for David, it was ‘easier’ to stay sick.
Jennifer was homeschooling David while he was sick something he had asked her to do over and over again, well
before his illness. The situation wasn’t terrible, by any stretch,
but it was becoming too taxing for Jennifer, and she knew that
it was too isolating for David. But now, after almost a year
of not going to a physical school, it seemed that a return to
mainstream schooling was too much for him.
Upon receiving David’s diagnosis, the Weir family considered
their options: he was performing too well academically to
receive the level of support he really needed and mainstream
school was no longer on the cards. After touring The Sycamore
School at the beginning of 2020, though, “it was like a door
opened up for us,” Jennifer said, “and of course we walked
right through.” David enrolled in the Year 9 cohort, and things
started to look up almost immediately.
“David is showing ‘interest’ now, he’s motivated,” Jennifer
says. Before enrolling him at The Sycamore School, she was
worried about David’s lack of engagement and enthusiasm. He
would spend most of his time by himself, not going anywhere
or doing anything. But with the help of the Collaborative
Education Team, and peers more like himself, David started to
learn what his mother had desperately wanted him to learn:
to identify as a learner once more, and as somebody who has
potential to do great things.
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Jennifer remembers it being “so frustrating to look at your
child as a mother and see such massive potential but know
it would be squashed at a mainstream school.” But now, he
was showing interest again, demonstrating motivation to
learn for the first time in years. And nowhere was this clearer
than in his reading. As a primary schooler, David had been a
voracious reader, but some time in the early high school years,
he lost interest, and stopped completely. “He’s gone from
reading zero to reading big, thick non-fiction books,” his mum
says. He’s engaging socially much more often, sitting with his
sister to listen to music and do puzzles, a change that she
particularly welcomes.
Thinking about it, Jennifer realises the full extent of David’s
range of interests. “He’s got a lot,” she says, a realisation that
is an enormous relief to her after a long period of such low
engagement. “He’s developing a real passion for table tennis he’s always either playing piano, playing table tennis, or doing
puzzles. He’s got a lot of interests.”
Jennifer credits this transformation to a team of staff and a
peer group who are willing to push David to achieve things
that, deep down, he knows he can achieve.

The difference at The Sycamore School, she says, is that
it’s purpose-built: everything and everyone is focused
on providing a level and type of care and attention
that is missing in other schools. And it’s turned David
into the kind of young man he wants to be: “He enjoys
being seen by the others as a learner,” his mum says.
“As someone who is good at things.”belief and selfacceptance, there’s plenty to stick around for.
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ADVOCACY REPORT
Cindy Corrie – Founder and Director

Our vision underpins our approach to advocacy – improving
the life outcomes of people on the autism spectrum. The
school advocates for and supports the self-advocacy and selfdetermination of people with autism, and in turn recognises
the multi-faceted nature of such a pursuit. The Sycamore
School’s Board employs significant effort to advocacy outside
of the school, working with all levels of government, key
stakeholders and the wider community. The school is an
exemplary model that has demonstrated the positive impact
that specialised schooling, tailored to individual student’s
needs, has for young people with autism.
Advocacy Highlight: Senate Inquiry into Autism
The Senate resolved in late 2019 to establish a Select
Committee on Autism to enquire into and report on the
services, support and life outcomes for autistic people. The
terms of reference require the committee to focus its attention
on productive and meaningful ways to improve services
and support for autistic people in the areas of education,
healthcare, employment, housing, justice and rights. In 2020,
the Board submitted a response to the Senate inquiry into
Autism. This evidence-based response focused on four key
recommendations:
		
		
		
		

NDIS funds are made available for school provided 		
supports which are covered under the NDIS.
For example: Speech Therapy, Occupational Therapy 		
Psychology, and Transition to Employment/Tertiary Study
and supports.

		
		
		

There is a nation-wide training program for educators 		
on evidence based educational and developmental 		
practices to positively support autistic students, for 		
implementation in all schools.

- Dedicated programs/initiatives to address the poor 		
		 educational and employment outcomes for autistic 		
		 people.
- A review of the funding models for Independent Special
		 Schools to provide additional funds that support school		 wide initiatives currently unfunded.
The response also addressed various points in the inquiry
terms of reference including the development of a National
Autism Strategy, the under-representation of diagnosis for
females and the parallel under-representation in access to
services.
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According to the Committee’s Statement of Submissions,
“Central to the committee’s inquiry is that it receives personal
stories and evidence to inform its report”. As such, our
Founder Cindy Corrie and Board Chair Jodi Schmidt were
invited to give evidence at a Senate Hearing.
Extract from Senate Hearing Opening Statement by Cindy
Corrie:
For many of our students, their educational experiences have
been marred with frequent suspension, exclusion, expulsion,
fractured relationships with educators and support staff, and
a ripple effect of impacts within the family including parents
who have given up employment to support their children, and
challenging sibling dynamics. Among all of these issues, is a
child who is supposed to be learning, and moving through a
process of preparing for life as an independent adult – a right
all children have, but not something all children have access
to. And so, The Sycamore School was formed to address the
educational disparity, poor employment and independence
outcomes I’m sure you’ve heard about throughout your
hearings.
We do this through the provision of individualised learning
plans created through the adjustment of and meaningful
access to the National Curriculum, as well as a parallel autismspecific curriculum supported by a range of allied health
resources and teaching practices that build confidence, selfadvocacy and determination, and responds to the aspirations
and needs of the student.
We’re unique and we do things differently and they are the
very things that make our community so important.”
The participation and engagement of the school’s Board is
extremely beneficial given the wealth of personal stories,
ranging from students to families to educators, that the school
is uniquely positioned to share. Likewise, the school’s ardent
focus on evidence, held since its inception, only adds another
dimension of reliability and first-hand experience to this
relationship.
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REPORTING INFORMATION
DESCRIPTIVE INFORMATION

SCHOOL SECTOR
Independent

CO-EDUCATIONAL
OR SINGLE SEX
Co-Educational

SCHOOL ADDRESS
TAFE Campus,
29 Windemere Road
Alexandra Hills

TOTAL ENROLMENTS
Total young people enrolled throughout the year: 90
Young people who were enrolled the entire 2020 school
year (from 30/01/2020 to 05/12/2020): 81
Young people who were enrolled partial year: 9

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE
STUDENT BODY
Males: 79
Female: 11
Non-Binary: 0
Indigenous Young People: 0
Overseas Students: 0

YEAR LEVELS OFFERED
Prep to Year 9

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

PARENT, TEACHER AND STUDENT
SATISFACTION WITH THE SCHOOL
PARENT SATISFACTION DATA

During 2020 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 83% satisfaction rating.

Statement

94%

The Sycamore staff are approachable and when meetings are requested have been willing to
make time to meet with me (face to face, online or by phone).

92%

My child enjoys attending The Sycamore School.

86%

The CET (Teacher and ESO) work collaboratively with me in support of my child.

86%

The Sycamore School provides my child with an Autism-Friendly Learning environment where the
Respect The Spectrum (RTS) components of The Sycamore School curriculum (communication,
social interaction, adaptive behaviours, sensory and information processing) are supporting my
child’s participation and engagement.
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Percentage Satisfaction

Staff at The Sycamore School show care and respect towards my child.
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86%

COMMENTS FROM THE
2019 PARENT/CARER
SURVEY
“We also have had a personally difficult
year, and have found the leadership
team to be wonderful, supportive and so
helpful.”
“We are so glad to be part of the Sycamore
community.”
“My child has shown remarkable growth
in his social and emotional skills and
readiness to learn. He loves the school and
has made some wonderful connections
with his peers.”
THE SYCAMORE
THE SYCAMORE
SCHOOL
SCHOOL
- 2020 ANNUAL REPORT 2020
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STAFFING INFORMATION
STAFFING COMPOSITION

Includes all staff employed throughout 2020 (including those who started and left mid-year)
When roles and working hours have changed, we referred to the last information on file in December 2020 or time of departure.

Teaching Staff

Non-Teaching Staff

Full-Time

16

4

Part-Time

-

15

Part-Time

5

10

Casual

8*

13

Teaching Staff

Non-Teaching Staff

1

0

* Note: some Casual Teachers also worked as Casual (Non-Teaching) Education Support Officer.

INDIGENOUS STAFF
Indigenous

STAFF RETENTION

Proportion of staff retained from the previous year: All permanent staff retained from the last day of Term 4, 2019 for
the entire 2020 school year up until the last day of Term 4, 2020.

Number of permanent
staff at end of previous
year (Term 4, 2019)

Number of these staff
retained in the following
year (the program year –
Term 4, 2020)

All Staff

38

32

84%

Teaching Staff

17

14

82%

Non-Teaching

21%

18

86%

% retention rate

QUALIFICATIONS OF ALL STAFF

The qualification totals are from Full-time, Part-time and temporary contract staff, they do not include Casual Staff.

Qualification

Teaching Staff

Non-Teaching Staff

Doctorate or higher

0

1

Masters

2

2

Graduate Certificate/Diploma

6

4

Bachelor Degree

13

3

Diploma

0

8

Certificate

0

7

AVERAGE STAFF ATTENDANCE FOR THE SCHOOL,

Based on unplanned absences of sick and emergent leave for periods of up to five days.
The totals are from Full-time, Part-time and temporary contract staff and do not include leave periods greater than 5 days and
planned absences such as University Placements, Maternity Leave and Planned Holidays and other LWOP.
For all permanent and temporary staff the average staff attendance rate was 93.41% in 2020.
For permanent and temporary teaching staff and school leaders the average staff attendance rate was 94.35% in 2020.
For permanent and temporary classroom non-teaching staff the average staff attendance rate was 92.71% in 2020.
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STAFF PARTICIPATION IN PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Category of Professional Development
Activity

Number of teaching staff
participating in activity

Number of non-teaching staff
participating in activity

Administration

1

1

Allied Health

28

41

Autism Specific

1

3

Curriculum (Assess & Report)

22

35

Curriculum (General)

1

1

Curriculum (Literacy)

16

20

Curriculum (STEAM)

-

-

16

-

ICT

-

-

Other Professional Development

-

-

Positive Behaviour Support

6

10

Staff Wellbeing (see note below)

15

16

Educational Leadership

Student Health and Wellbeing

30

47

Workplace Health and Safety

39

54

175

228

Total

Total number of staff participating in at least one activity in the program year:

All permanent employees participated in one or more professional development activities throughout the year 2020. External
professional development opportunities were consistently promoted via email and SharePoint. Staff are encouraged to make
applications to attend professional development or sign up to online workshops.

The Major Professional Development Initiatives were as Follows:
• Staff Wellbeing – Elegrow program
• Workplace Health and Safety
• Student Health and Wellbeing
• Educational Leadership

EXPENDITURE ON STAFF PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
In 2020, $69 288.30 was spent on Staff Professional Development.

Expenditure
All Staff (Both Teaching and Non-Teaching)

$59,167.73

Teaching Staff

$ 4,071.75

Non-Teaching

$ 6,048.82
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KEY STUDENT OUTCOMES
AVERAGE STUDENT ATTENDANCE RATE (%) FOR THE WHOLE SCHOOL
Number of possible
attendance days

Total number of
young people

Total number
of days absent

Total
attendance

15695 days

90 young people

3,147.5 days

12,547.5 days

The average attendance rate for the whole school as a percentage in 2020 was: 79%

AVERAGE STUDENT ATTENDANCE RATE FOR EACH YEAR LEVEL
Average
attendance rate for
each year level as a
percentage in
2020

Year
level

Number of possible
attendance days
for year level

Total number of
young people in
year level

Total number of
days absent by
young people in
year level

Prep

1086

6

153

923

85%

Year 1

1267

7

239.5

1027.5

81%

Year 2

1338

8

258

1080

79%

Year 3

1796

10

250.5

1545.5

86%

Year 4

1810

10

239.5

1570.5

87%

Year 5

1810

10

319.5

1490.5

82%

Year 6

1810

10

w418

1392

77%

Year 7

1382

8

288

1094

77%

Year 8

1676

10

494.5

1181.5

68%

Year 9

1720

11

477

1243

72%

Total
attendance

A DESCRIPTION OF HOW NON-ATTENDANCE IS MANAGED BY THE SCHOOL

In 2020 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 student 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 student 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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DAVID WEIR
YEAR 9 WONDERLAND PROJECT, MIXED MEDIA

TARA CHILCOTT
YEAR 9 WONDERLAND PROJECT, MIXED MEDIA
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BOARD BIOGRAPHIES
Jodi Schmidt – Board Chair
Jodi is an experienced CEO with extensive knowledge of the vocational education and training (VET)
sector, experience consulting to the human services sectors, and an impressive track record leading
successful business transformation. She is a former Queensland Government Deputy Director-General,
Training and Employment, and was the inaugural CEO of TAFE Queensland, leading the reform and
amalgamation of TAFE institutes across the state to establish a consolidated commercial entity. She
also served as the Chair of the National Education and Foundation Skills Industry Reference Committee
(IRC), and has been a member of several national review boards and expert panels.

Andrew Soter – Board Deputy Chair
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.

Cindy Corrie – Board Secretary
Cindy is the Founder of The Sycamore School. Cindy has dedicated the past six years to the
establishment and continuous evolution of The Sycamore School through her continuing advocacy,
oversight, and community leadership. Cindy’s experience took her on a journey that would harness
the knowledge and skills required across advocacy, governance, government liaison, social impact
investment, strategic planning and community engagement and development. Cindy has a Bachelors
Degree in Social Science from University of Queensland, Graduate Certificate in Autism Studies from
Griffith University, and represents The Sycamore School on the Australian Autism Alliance, and is also an
Executive Committee Member for the Redlands Coast Chamber of Commerce.

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.

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.

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.
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LACHIE, DUSTY
AND WHITNEY’S STORY
Family Matters

U

ntil very recently, a significant portion of Ian and Noelene’s
time was spent in carparks.

Their son, Lachlan, refused to go to school. As many parents in
the autism community know all too well, the anxiety around
going anywhere can be all-consuming, even destructive.
Without fail, though, it’s time-consuming. For Ian and Noelene,
the more time that went by, the bigger the snowball of issues
grew: Lachlan was missing out on an education, the already
incredibly complicated school runs, with four children on the
autism spectrum, was only getting more difficult, and the
longer Lachlan was out of school, the more intimidating the
prospect of returning became.
The issue of school refusal is so much bigger than simply
missing school, and this is exceedingly true for Ian and
Noelene, parents of four children on the spectrum. Aside from
spending a lot of time sitting in parked cars out the front of
Lachlan’s old school, they also used to spend a lot of time and
energy wrangling complicated travel techniques: with children
who commonly trigger one another. Doing the school run in
three cars was previously not an unusual maneuver.
For almost a year, the family tried distance education, but
it proved too intense, and Lachie struggled to engage and
to maintain focus. Options were falling away faster than the
family could grab at them.
And then they heard about The Sycamore School.
They waited until The Sycamore School offered Year 7, and
enrolled Lachie. Immediately, the difference was apparent.
Lachie was interested, engaged, and belonged. He was so
enthusiastic about his experience at his new school that the
following year, two siblings followed. In 2020, Lachie, Dusty
and Whitney all attended The Sycamore School.
Ian and Noelene say that on the first day the three children
returned from the same school together, they noticed
something that they didn’t even know was missing from their
children’s previous education experiences: smiles. All three
came home that day with smiles on their faces and stories
they couldn’t wait to regale their parents with, tales of new
friendships made and exciting new subjects they’d begun
learning about.
What impressed Ian and Noelene most, though, was the
Collaborative Education Teams, and the lifting of pressures
and expectations. In their previous school, Lachie, Dusty and
Whitney had been highly supported by very committed staff,
but the general demands and expectations of mainstream

32 |

THE SYCAMORE SCHOOL ANNUAL REPORT 2020

school, both socially and academically, were becoming
overwhelming, and the resources were not sufficient as the
children entered high school. But after only a few days at The
Sycamore School, Lachie, Dusty and Whitney were re-telling
and explaining jokes they shared with staff. Each day still
brought its challenges, but getting them to school remained an
actual possibility.
This relationship between the staff and students of the
school is what “holds” families in the autism community in
a way that is rare, but crucial, says Noelene. The schooling
experience is not an anxious one for students alone - all those
days and weeks spent in carparks might be an attempt to
assuage a child’s immediate fears of all of the overwhelm that
a school can induce, but it also fosters perhaps a little too
much reflection on what might happen if a family never gets
out of that carpark.
The nature of this concern doesn’t ever leave, and that,
Noelene says, is a reality that The Sycamore School and its staff
recognise, and thus can empathise with and work around. “It’s
not just the kids that they listen to,” she says. She remembers
times when she’s brushed up against breaking point and is
grateful to the Sycamore community for always welcoming
her and her family with open arms and ears, no matter what’s
going on.
In 2020, Ian and Noelene say that after a few weeks of
distance learning during the COVID-19 lockdowns, their
children were itching to see their friends, share more jokes
with the staff, and to learn.
They were actually happy to go to school!
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TAFE Qld Campus, 29 Windemere Road, Alexandra Hills QLD 4161
PO Box 5699, Alexandra Hills QLD 4161
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