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Director’s Report — 2015/16

Moving on from our
10th Anniversary, L4Life
has developed into a
phase of  operation
where our roots are
firmly established. We
are now stretching out
our branches, extending
our reach beyond early
intervention, which
was our initial focus,
to working with
school-aged children at
all levels and into rural
Victoria as well.

In the last year, we have concentrated on strategic
planning. In addition to extending our services and
reach, this planning has focused on further building
sustainable funding streams and strengthening our
leadership and advocacy within the ASD community
through our emphasis on best practice, ABA-based
service delivery. We continue to value our research
initiatives as important potential contributions to our
advocacy effo ts. Through all of our activities,
excellence is our top priority. 

In particular, we have focused on how the NDIS will
impact our families and our operations. It is an
exciting time, but requires huge amounts of patience
for all involved in the Disability Sector, including
people with a disability, their families, and service
providers. Until the NDIS’s processes are clearly
established and its funding available throughout
Victoria, Victorian families with children on the
spectrum will struggle as much as ever to find the
means to help their children reach their potential.
To assist these families, we will persevere with our
Fair Access Program to subsidise our Early Intensive
Behaviour Intervention ABA-based programs for
preschool children from financially disadvantaged
families. This is the primary focus of our fundraising
effo ts.

To ensure our families benefit as much as possible
from the NDIS, we have established the new role of
NDIS Co-ordinator. We are extremely grateful to the
5 Point Foundation and the J and Hope Knell Trust
for making this role a reality. Ably filled by Emma
Davies, who is also a L4Life senior therapist, we are
actively assisting families located in the five Melbourne
council areas where the NDIS will start in July 2016. 

Private and organisational philanthropic support are
key to our progress in all of our strategic areas. We
are always thankful for our circle of donors who help
us spread our work further.

We have a wonderful volunteer Board that works
tirelessly behind the scenes. The Board and staff a e
committed to recognising each child’s and family’s
needs and resources, celebrating their strengths and
applying a teaching style that best suits them to make
the greatest gains. This time and care to achieve the
best outcome possible is an important part of our
L4Life diffe ence.

I would like to thank our dedicated staff, olunteers,
supporters, amazing families and children. They not
only inspire us in our work, but also to find our path
through the exciting new era of the NDIS when
families impacted by autism will have greater means
and choice to improve their children’s lives and their
own. Bring it on!

Mary Muirhead, OAM
Director
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In February 2015, as we celebrated and
reflected on our first 10 years of  service,
the Board undertook strategic planning to
proactively challenge our expectations for
the next decade. The result of  our hard
work and deliberation has been a clear
roadmap for our future, underpinned by
our solid foundations.

That roadmap’s destination continues to be the
objective articulated in our mission: 

To provide the highest standard of ABA-based
services to help children with ASD and their
families reach their full potential, regardless of
their financial circumstances.

Our mission is fundamentally the same as when L4Life
began back in 2004. The major evolution is our
stronger focus, through our new strategic plan, on
expanding our services to address the multiple needs
of an even greater number children with ASD and
their families. Our other strategic focus areas continue
to be leadership, advocacy and sustainable funding.

Service expansion

Full-Service Model and
Consultancy Model 
We will increase our delivery of both of these Early
Intensive Behavioural Intervention (EIBI) models.
Until this year, however, we defined their increase by
the increase in the number of children enrolled in
these programs from one year to the next.
However, due to variable ages, some children have
much more intensive needs than others, meaning that
we may still experience an increase in the number of
therapy hours we deliver even if the number of
children receiving our programs does not increase.
Consequently, we have expanded our measurements
to include the number of therapy hours delivered.

Centre-based services
We have given considerable thought to opening a
centre as an option for delivering our one-on-one
EIBI programs, which are currently home-based, to
families. Of primary concern is the absence of robust
evidence demonstrating that centre-based, one-on-
one EIBI is as effe tive as home-based. After much
deliberation the Board agreed that, to remain true to
our mission, we would not pursue a centre option at
this stage except in those rural areas that cannot be
reached by our home-based delivery.

That said, with the growth in our therapy staff an
administrative support, we are outgrowing our
Balwyn premises. Our limited space is also restricting
our ability to deliver our Secret Agent Society Social
Skills Program along with other potential services.
We are grateful to the Surrey Hills Neighbourhood
Centre and Balwyn Neighbourhood Centre for the
use of their venues for these programs while we
scout for larger premises.  
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School-aged services
We are widening the age range of children we
support by delivering the Secret Agent Society Social
Skills program and by broadening our School
Behavioural Support Program to include secondary as
well as primary school levels. We are also widening
the geographic locations of our school support
services by moving into rural Victoria with our
Inclusion Works Program.

Regional Services 
Given the relative absence of autism support services
in rural Victoria, we have been very keen for a long
time to expand beyond metropolitan Melbourne.
However, we have also recognised the importance of
balancing our eagerness with the reality of our
resources and the particular circumstances in a given
location. We have invested considerable time into
researching areas, including meeting with

organisations already on the ground, to ensure we
understand potential issues and can effe tively deliver
our Consultancy Service Model for home-based EIBI
and our Inclusion Works Program.

Training services
Our mission does not involve building just L4Life’s
capacity to assist children with ASD, but society’s
capacity as well. Since our beginning, we have been
intent on training therapists in the most effe tive
ABA-based practices. We do this through training not
only our therapists, but by also training other aspiring
therapists through the Applied Behavioural Intervention
Association (ABIA), Victoria’s peak ABA body.

With ABIA’s teacher education workshops now
accredited by the Victorian Institute of Teaching,
ABIA is experiencing increased demand for training.
We will continue to collaborate with ABIA to deliver
this growing and crucial service.
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Leadership and
Advocacy
We interpret leadership to mean leading in the
calibre of autism services we deliver. In doing so, and
by sharing our outcomes, we hope to contribute to
improving the overall availability and standard of
autism services in Australia.

Leadership through best-practice
therapy delivery
L4Life excels in adhering to principles identified by
the National Disability Insurance Agency in its
February 2016 report titled Autism Spectrum
Disorder: Evidence-based/evidence-informed good
practice for supports provided to preschool children,
their families and carers. These include:

Evidence-based therapy delivery 

Having repeatedly witnessed the effe tiveness of
ABA-based therapy, L4Life is committed to
promoting its widespread accessibility.
Nearly 30 years of clinical research supports

ABA’s effectiveness in helping children with ASD to
become as functional as possible; its credibility as an
evidence-based intervention is recognised worldwide.
The Australian Government’s 2012 Early Intervention
for Children with Autism Spectrum Disorders:
‘Guidelines for Good Practice’ acknowledges ABA as
the only effe tive early intervention therapy that is
based on established research evidence.

Delivery intensity

Extensive research also supports the importance
of application intensity during early intervention,
e.g. intensity through hours and duration of
one-on-one delivery with a therapist. Based on the
recommendations by numerous scientifically rigorous
sources, including the American Academy of
Pediatrics and the US National Autism Centre,
L4Life is committed to delivering one-on-one EIBI
for a minimum of 25 hours/week to as much as
40 hours/week, over an average of two years, to
help ensure that a child achieves their potential.
However, the actual intensity of therapy flexibly
depends upon a child’s individual clinical
recommendations and often varies by age. 



Highly trained and experienced staff

The US-based Lovaas Institute, a globally recognized,
pioneering organisation in ABA research and therapy
delivery, has been our senior consulting body since
our 2004 beginning. We train all L4Life therapists in
the Lovaas Certification Training Program (CTP).
Lovaas’s President and CEO Scott Wright reviews
our training processes and therapy delivery annually. 

In addition to this training and their academic
qualifications, L4Life Program Supervisors, who
include two psychologists, have at least five years’
experience in delivering EIBI ABA-based programs.
Our Clinical Consultant and Business Manager,
Pam Roy, and our Clinical Director, Emma Miller—
who both have over 20 years experience in ABA
therapy delivery and therapist team management and
development—provide ongoing expert consultancy
support for all L4Life children. 

L4Life also trains ABA therapists on behalf of the
Applied Behavioural Intervention Association (ABIA),
Victoria’s peak ABA body. Furthermore, our senior
clinicians regularly attend and speak at autism and
EIBI-related conferences, such as the Asia Pacific
Autism Conference and the ABA Today Conference. 

Individual child and family-centred
program design

As no two individuals with ASD are the same, no two
EIBI programs should be the same. We assess each
child’s strengths and challenges and design their
program to target their individual development
needs.

Likewise, no two families are the same. Families have
diffe ent preferences and capacities. From the onset,
through fortnightly program review meetings and
regular parent training, L4Life ensures that families
are integrally involved in the development and
implementation of their child’s program, and that
their own concerns and needs are factored
accordingly.

Ongoing program review and
evaluation

According to the government’s good practice
guidelines, a program support team should review a
child’s early intervention at least every six months.
At L4Life, the clinical team, along with the parents,
review the program fortnightly.

Furthermore, L4Life therapists collect data during
every therapy session to measure the child’s progress.
This is in addition to the range of standardised
assessment tests that children undertake at the
beginning, middle and end of their programs. 
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Advocacy through research and
awareness building
We have collected more than 10 years of detailed
data on our Full Service Model children as they
progressed through their programs and are now in
the position to issue two formal research studies on
the effi cy of this therapy. 

The first is titled Outcomes for Intensive Early
Intervention Home-Based ABA Programs to a Cohort
of Australian Preschool Children with Autism.
The second is The Identification of Variables Linked
to Outcomes for Children with Autism.

We intend to present these papers at conferences
and publish them to advocate for increased public
and private sector support for making best-practice,
ABA-based EIBI therapy available and affo dable for
all children and families impacted by ASD.  

Additionally, L4Life representatives, be they members
of our executive and therapist staff, our Boa d, or
our families, will continue to attend, or participate in,
nearly all major Australia-based ABA/ASD events and
forums to help increase awareness about ASD and
ABA’s effe tiveness. 

Sustainability
As a not-for-profit, we are committed to rechanneling
revenue surplus into our services and programs. A
challenge we face, however, is managing the balance
between maintaining, and optimally, growing our
services, and ensuring we have sufficient financi
reserves to weather any unforeseen circumstances. 

Fundamental to our mission is our Fair Access
Program whereby we subsidise our EIBI programs to
children with ASD from financially disadvantaged
families. With a single child’s ABA-based EIBI program
costing as much as $200K, our Fair Access initiative is
a formidable one to raise sufficient funds or annually.
We confront the ongoing challenge of assisting the
maximum number of these children while operating

with the uncertainty of how much funding we will
have each year to do so. As with our overall service
delivery levels, we will continue to be mindful of this
balance as we undertake our financial management.

We will persevere with all of our fundraising
effo ts—conducting events, building private
donations and engaging in the philanthropic sector—
to help us deliver our target service and subsidy
levels, and reduce our financial risk. 
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To manage our numerous activities across
these priority areas, L4Life has four
subcommittees: Best Practice Therapy;
Marketing and Fundraising; Stable
Organisational Management, Governance
and Risk; and, Research. A Board member
heads each subcommittee and reports on
its respective activities to the Board.

Best-Practice
Therapy Delivery 
Our essential point of diffe ence is our commitment
to providing the highest standard of ABA-based
services. In line with our strategic plan, we are
expanding these services to address the multiple
needs of children with ASD of all ages and their
families.

Under the leadership of L4Life Clinical Director
Emma Miller, the Best-Practice subcommittee is made
up of Co-patron and Co-founder Dr Amanda Sampson;
Psychologist, Research Coordinator and Program
Supervisor Sarah Wood; Psychologist and Program
Supervisor Samantha Boyle; and Clinical Consultant
and Business Manager Pam Roy. This subcommittee
is responsible for managing the majority of
services we deliver directly to children with ASD
and their families. 

Our Services

ABA-Based Early Intensive
Behavioural Intervention (EIBI)
Therapy 

L4Life offers amilies the choice of two models
of ABA-based EIBI therapy for their preschool
children with ASD: the Full-Service Model and
the Consultancy Model (previously the
Workshop Model). Both models include parent
training in effe tive delivery of ABA-based
strategies so they have the skills and confidence
to reinforce their children’s programs in the
therapists’ absence and beyond.

From FY 2014/15 to FY 2015/16, the number of
children receiving our EIBI programs increased
significantly. The total number of EIBI therapy
hours also increased markedly, growing 11% from
17,386 to 19,364.

Full-Service Model (FSM)

The FSM is L4Life’s primary therapeutic delivery
model. In FY 2015/16, the number of children
enrolled in this model increased by 29%,
from 24 to 31.

Families already dealing with the challenges of a
special needs child can find organising an ABA
program overwhelming. The FSM’s major advantage
is that it relieves families of this burden by being a
‘one stop’ service. L4Life provides a complete ABA
program to the child, usually within their home. In
addition to conducting the therapy itself, we design
the child’s program, recruit and train the child’s
therapist team, organise all of the therapists’ visits and
undertake ongoing program reviews and adjustments. 

This one-stop feature is in addition to fortnightly
meetings between parents, the therapist team and
the team’s Clinical Supervisor to review the child’s
progress, hear parental feedback and concerns, and
adjust the child’s program accordingly. 
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Children three years old and over undertake
programs ranging from 25 hours to 40 hours per
week of therapy. Children under three years old
generally start their programs at a less demanding,
more age-appropriate 10 to 15 hours a week. For
children under two years old, L4Life provides up to
10 hours a week of therapy with the focus on parent
training and support. 

In FY 2015/16, seven children graduated from the
FSM. Five of these children transitioned into
mainstream schools at the kinder or primary school
levels, and two children transitioned into a special
school environment. 

Consultancy Model (CM, formerly the
Workshop Model)

For families preferring a more self-managed
approach to their child’s ABA program, we offe
the CM. This model is the same as the FSM except
that the family recruits, employs and organises the
therapist team. L4Life designs the child’s program,
supervises its ongoing delivery by the family’s
therapist team, meets fortnightly with the child’s
parents and trains them in effe tive ABA-based
strategies so they can independently reinforce the
child’s therapy during and after the child’s program. 

In FY 2015/16, the number of children in the CM
increased by 30%, from 10 to 13.

School Behavioural Support Program
(SBSP)

The SBSP supports children with ASD, their families
and schools by developing strategies that give these
children the strongest opportunity for educational
success, while also addressing individual family and
school considerations. 

A L4Life Program Supervisor works with each child
in the classroom and advises the teacher, school
and family on best academic, social and general
behaviour support strategies for assisting the child.

The Supervisor also provides professional
development to the classroom teacher and the
wider school community as needed. The SBSP
is open to all children in the ASD community,
regardless of whether or not they have completed
a L4Life EIBI program.

In FY 2015/16, L4Life’s SBSP continued to support
children in primary schools and expanded into
secondary schools. We slightly decreased the overall
number of schools we serviced (from 19 schools to
18) in favour of increasing the total number of
children (159%, from 22 to 57) by extending our
in-school consultancy activity to Alexandra. 

Rural Expansion through the school-based
Inclusion Works initiative

A January 2015 Senate report, plus multiple media
outlets, have highlighted the gap in teachers’ skills
to effe tively support the educational outcomes
for students with ASD. Additionally, community
service providers are increasingly recognising
schools as important channels for delivering
life-changing services to a broad number of
children and adolescents while minimising the
financial burden on their families. To address this
up-skilling need amongst teachers whilst directly
benefiting their students with ASD, L4Life has
designed the Inclusion Works (IW) initiative. 
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Successfully piloted at Lancefield Primary in FY
2014/15 and launched at Alexandra Primary in FY
2015/16, IW is an intensive ‘learning by doing’ initiative
that builds a primary school’s independent and
sustainable capacity to give their students with ASD a
much stronger opportunity for educational success.
L4Life Supervisor Sara Allen visited Alexandra Primary
weekly to observe all students with ASD behaviours
(approximately 28 with an ASD diagnosis or ASD
symptoms) in their classrooms. In addition to providing
all 22 teaching staff with initial training in ABA-base
behavioural principles and strategies, Sara worked side-
by-side with each staff member very week to guide
them as they actually developed behavioural goals and
strategies for each child and applied them. She
reviewed each individual’s progress with staff ortnightly
and recommended adjustments accordingly.

An important advantage of IW is that its benefits
extend beyond students with ASD to other students
with cognitive, behavioural and social challenges. By
the year’s end, teachers have the necessary skills—
reinforced by the internal appointment of a teaching
staff member as on oing program supervisor—to
continue delivering these strategies on their own. 

Secret Agent Society Social Skills
Program (SAS)

As our earliest L4Life children advance through
primary and into secondary school, we have become
more aware of the challenges children with autism
can confront in late childhood and adolescence. To
help these children cope with this potentially fragile
period, we launched SAS in Term 2 of 2015. 

This revolutionary social skills program is designed
to improve the emotional understanding and social
skills of 8-12 year olds with high-functioning ASD.
Developed by the Queensland-based Social Skills
Training Institute and gaining popularity worldwide,
SAS teaches these children crucial skills, including
how to: recognise emotions in themselves and
others; express feelings in appropriate ways; start,
continue and end conversations and play activities
with others; cope with feelings of anger and anxiety;
manage bullying; handle new situations; and ask for
help when needed.
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Two groups of children have now completed the
program, one at L4Life and the other at the King
David School. With four of our Program Supervisors
now qualified to run the program, we look forward
to expanding SAS in the coming year. 

Psychological Services and
Assessments 

Conducted by L4Life Psychologist Sarah Wood,
L4Life offers ps chological services and assessments
for children already diagnosed with ASD and their
families. In FY 2015/16, Sarah conducted assessments
for six children. In January, we celebrated Program
Supervisor Sam Boyle’s graduation as a psychologist
and look forward to using her skills to increase the
number of individuals impacted by ASD who we
assist with these services.

Training 

Staff  Training and Support

As part of our high-standard delivery, we train all of
our therapists using the Lovaas Institute’s Certification
Training Program. Our training is comprehensive and
includes evaluating performance-based objectives
relevant to the implementation of behavioural
intervention for children with autism. Consequently,
while there is a stringent academic component to
each certification level, the larger component of the
process requires a demonstration of skills learned
through theory.

The job of an ABA therapist can be very rewarding,
particularly witnessing the life-changing impact of
their hard work on a child’s development. But this
work can also be isolating and require considerable
resilience. To help ensure therapist staff tay
connected and supported, L4Life’s provides a
Therapist Mentor Program to ensure guidance is
regularly available for therapists. 

On the social side, we conduct several staff-wid
events annually. In FY 2015/16, our Chief Happiness
Offic , Samantha Boyle, again organised an
Amazing Race-style event where therapists raced
around Balwyn in teams to complete challenges.
She also organised several occasions for therapists to
gather for staff drinks

Parent Training

A parent’s ability to interact as effe tively as possible
with their child is crucial to their own wellbeing as
well as their child’s. For this reason, we strive to equip
parents with ABA-based skills that they can continue
applying in their therapists’ absence and after the end
of their child’s program. Conducted by our Program
Supervisors over three hours, this training
demonstrates the teaching process and behaviour
management skills we use, and is in addition to the
individualised support we give parents throughout
their children’s programs. 

We offer this training o parents at least once
annually and encourage all of our families with a child
enrolled in a L4Life EIBI program to attend. In FY
2015/16, we conducted two Parent Training sessions.
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University Work Placement Program

L4Life’s University Work Placement Program aims
to provide students with an in-depth
understanding of the job requirements of a
behaviour therapist working with children with
ASD, and the effe tiveness of early intervention,
ABA-based programs. 

Through this program, we provide students with
theoretical and practical training under
psychologist and program supervisor monitoring.
Within therapy sessions, we give students
responsibilities that include data collection, setting
up program materials, participating in specific
learning activities for the children and playing with
them to improve their social engagement. 

In FY 2015/16, one RMIT undergraduate student
completed a 35-day placement and five
Melbourne University Masters students
completed an eight-day placement. 

ABIA training

In FY 2015/16, L4Life senior staff conti ued to provide
training to the wider ASD community by delivering
several training modules for the Autism Behavioural
Intervention Association (ABIA). ABIA provides
training, education and support to parents, carers, and
professionals working with children with ASD.

Since its beginning, L4Life has had a strong
partnership with ABIA, together working to build
community training in, and awareness of, ABA
therapy and its effe tiveness.

We delivered the three-day, Level 1 therapist training
course on three occasions. We also continued the
Making It Work course, delivering it 13 times—seven
more times than last year. In its fourth year, this one-
day professional development program focuses on
training early childhood educators, teachers and
integration aides in strategies and programs to help
them productively teach, and interact with, children
with ASD. 

Additionally, we conducted seven Behaviour
Management workshops, one How to Teach a Child
with ASD workshop and three Social Skills workshops
for educators, potential therapists, parents and anyone
else interested in learning more about ABA.
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Stable Organisational
Management,
Governance & Risk 
L4Life’s Stable Organisational Management,
Governance and Risk subcommittee has
spearheaded much of  the Board’s work on
the revised strategic plan outlined at the
beginning of  this report. Additionally, it was
hard at work revising L4Life’s constitution,
planning for the NDIS and addressing the
increasing challenges to its document
management processes. This subcommittee
also manages L4Life’s financial operations.

Under the leadership of Geoff Di on, Director of
Workers’ Compensation Solutions, this
subcommittee is made up of volunteer Board and
specialist members: Sally McNeilly, Director of Peak
HR; Melanie Larkey, Treasurer; Sonia Pike,
Departmental Liaison for the Aviation Industry and
the Technology Portfolios; Aaron Gleisner, Australia
and New Zealand Policing Advisory Agency; and
Fred Pieters, former CFO of Police Financial
Services and the Finance Manager of the Electrical
Trades Union of Australia, Victorian Branch. 

The Constitution
As part of L4Life’s strategic planning process and in
accordance with governance obligations, we revised
our constitution to better align with our expanding
ABA-based services, client ages and advocacy effo ts. 

The Board passed our updated constitution at our
November 2015 Annual General Meeting. 

In particular, we revised our Statement of
Purposes as follows:

Learning for Life Autism Centre Incorporated
will provide best-practice, Applied Behavioural
Analysis (ABA) based services for children
diagnosed with an Autism Spectrum Disorder. 

Its main aims will be to:

Provide ABA-based behavioural intervention1.
services to address the multiple needs of
children and their families.
Raise funds to assist families to access these2.
services who would not affo d them otherwise,
and be good stewards of these assets.
Provide employment opportunities and3.
establish career paths for therapists in the
autism field; and
Conduct research into the effe tiveness of4.
ABA-based programs in helping children and
families impacted by autism.
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Document Management 
L4Life has established a strong reputation as a quality
service provider that values the children and families
it works with. This includes their privacy. Our data
security and integrity is of significant importance to
us. To support our expansion plans, and ensure our
data remains secure at all times, the subcommittee
conducted a detailed data management review and
recommended the implementation of a new records
management system that would meet our needs for:

remote data access through a secure front end as•
our staff ork off-si e and increasingly into
regional areas
data security, classification and document•
retrieval
document storage and protection that complies•
with commonwealth and state legislation
audit logs, and•
expansion capacity to support our strategic•
growth plans.

Our additional thanks to the 5 Point Foundation for
their investment in the new hardware and the HP
Records Management System. Delivered through FYB
services, this new system will allow us to meet these
pressing needs. We have installed the document
management pilot environment, completed the first
level staff training and a e looking forward to ‘going
live’ in October 2016.

The NDIS 
The NDIS is a significant event that will impact L4Life
and all autism service providers. L4Life was not part
of the NDIS’s pilot that started in 2015, but we have
remained in close liaison with service providers in the
pilot areas to understand its potential implications. 

Perhaps the most important implication of the NDIS
is that it will give families the financial means to access
services they wouldn’t affo d otherwise. However, as
a major nationwide government initiative, the NDIS
will inevitably have teething problems. Its
uncertainties, particularly around how funding will be
managed between the NDIA, families and service
providers, risk interrupting service provision and
heightening family distress in the short term. 

To ensure we understand and meet the NDIS’s
requirements so we efficien y service as many
children with ASD and their families as possible, the
subcommittee determined the need for an NDIS
Coordinator role. This individual would be
responsible for identifying all NDIS requirements and
establishing procedures to enable L4Life and its
families to transition from the government’s current
‘Helping Children with Autism’ package to the NDIS
as smoothly as possible. 

Thanks to the generous support of the 5 Point
Foundation and the J & Hope Knell Trust Fund,
we were able to successfully establish this role in
early 2016.

Learning for Life Annual Report 2015–2016

Carol Barclay, 
L4Life Office
Manager

NDIS Coordinator and Senior Therapist Emma Davies



Financial Analysis
This year, we are pleased to report a
comprehensive surplus of  $103,225 and
revenues of  $1,396,052. In comparison,
five years ago, in 2011, we incurred a loss
of  $132,284 and a revenue position of
approximately $868,160. 

This year’s results were due to very careful financial

governance and the systematic approach to the

implementation of our income diversification

strategies.

The surplus was driven by the increase in the

number of therapy hours our staff deli ered in the

form of services, particularly our Full Service Model,

Consultancy Model and Behavioural School

Consulting Program. We delivered 1,978 more

hours of therapy in comparison to the previous

year. Of course, the increase in hours also meant an

increase in the associated employment expenses.

We therefore remain very dependent on our

Grants, Donations and Fundraising initiatives. 

We experienced encouraging success with grant

submissions versus the prior year, particularly in

regard to support for our Fair Access Program.

It should be noted that we have directed $310,808

in subsidy funds to support our families,

representing approximately 30% of the total

number of hours of therapy delivered. We have also

successfully raised $228,111 in donations, an

increase of over $99K from the prior year and a

significant achievement given we did not host a ball

this year, which is one of our larger fundraising

events. L4Life remains very appreciative of the

tireless effo ts of Tom Gleisner and Mary Muirhead

in raising awareness of the work we do and

attracting such loyal and generous supporters. 

As a result of the surplus, we are confident in our

ability to continue to support our current subsidised

families through the end of FY 2016/2017.

We will hold the funds in a cash management fund
and draw on them to fund these families’ subsidy
needs as needed. 

As mentioned previously, we are committed to
implementing our strategic plan. We will use the
additional cash in bank, not currently reserved for our
subsidy programs, to invest in our strategic priorities
while being mindful of ensuring our financial
sustainability. We will continue to work closely with
our families to understand the impact of the NDIS
and how we can support them. Of course we will
also advocate for new families in need. 

We look forward to continuing to work side by side
with our philanthropic and community partners to
realise these strategic goals and to extend our reach
to communities in need.
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Some facts around Autism’s impact:*

Unemployment rates for individuals with ASD are approximately 65%•
compared with 6% for the general population. 
Individuals with ASD are over-represented in the homeless population•
and in the justice system. 
80% of people with ASD do not advance beyond secondary school•
compared to just over 40% for the ‘no disability’ population.
For those who attend school, 86% report having difficul , •
particularly in regard to fitting in socially, learning and communicating.
14% of children and adolescents with ASD have suicidal thoughts and•
attempts versus 0.5% of ‘typical’ children, regardless of their IQ. 
People with ASD have a shorter lifespan, on average living 16 years less•
than people who are not on the spectrum.
Autism can also significantly impact the life outcomes of these•
individuals’ family members.

* Sources: AMAZE, Telethon Kids Institute — Autism Team

y Expansion by Year



Financial Statement Overview
For the year ended 30 June 2016

The following information has been extracted from the
audited financial statements of the Association. A copy
of the audited financial statements can be obtained
from the Association upon request.

Revenue from Operating Activities

Statement of  Profit or Loss and
Other Comprehensive Income
For the year ended 30 June 2016

Note 2016              2015
$                    $Revenue

Operating Activities 2 1,372,854 1,181,758

Other Income 2 23,198 23,191

Expenses 
Employee related costs 1,145,127 937,892

Grant and fundraising costs 20,225 59,978

Psychology test fees 8,850 1,950

Occupancy costs 45,082 41,512

Insurance expense 5,688 4,398

Depreciation 1,284 1,677

Other expenses 3 66,571 56,521

Total expenses 1,292,827 1,103,928

Surplus for the year 103,225 101,021

Total comprehensive result 103,225 101,021

Learning for Life Annual Report 2015–2016
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Other
$23,198

Fundraising Events
$58,270
Endowment Fund
$44,396

Grants
$141,289

Donations
$228,111

Consulting
$60,436

Therapy Fees
$840,352

L4Life supporters sing out at the 2016 Kwiz for Kidz



Marketing &
Fundraising
Headed by L4Life’s Chair, Director and
Fundraising Coordinator Mary Muirhead,
this small but industrious committee—
made up of  Grants and Marketing
Communications Coordinator Christine
Darcas, L4Life Office Manager Carol
Barclay, and Clinical Consultant and
Business Manager Pam Roy—continued its
determined efforts to raise awareness of,
and financial support for, L4Life’s mission.

Entering FY 2015/16, we confronted some
interesting challenges. As the NDIS rolls out across
Victoria, more families will have the funding to
access autism services. Consequently, more service
providers are emerging and already-established
providers are expanding. In this rapidly changing
landscape, we need to make certain that families
are aware of our services, and how they are
distinctive, in order to increase the number of
children with ASD we assist. Simultaneously, we
need to raise funds to ensure we can deliver our
services to this increased number of children,
particularly those from financially disadvantaged
families who make up our Fair Access Program.

Consequently, FY 2015/16 focused on strategic ‘out
of the box’ thinking that would allow us to progress
towards these multiple aims, while being mindful of
our limited personnel resources. 

Marketing Initiatives

Swinburne Case Study

A special characteristic of our work is that we
sometimes encounter unexpected opportunities that
stem entirely from goodwill. In early 2015, Julie
Mitchell, who is a long-time ABA advocate, ABIA
colleague and lecturer in Marketing at Swinburne
University, offe ed the possibility of Swinburne’s

undergraduate marketing students using L4Life as a
case study for their Marketing Strategy and Planning
class. After an initial presentation by L4Life Board
Member and Treasurer Melanie Larkey, over 120
students—guided by Swinburne lecturers Ann Mitsis,
Barbara Evans, Daniel Rayne and Julie—created
35 detailed marketing plans that they presented
to Melanie, Christine and Mary. 

We were very impressed by, and grateful for, these
students’ and lecturers’ refreshing enthusiasm, care
and creativity. While their feedback is too extensive
to review here, we will be leveraging several of their
suggestions to implement L4Life’s marketing plan.

19

Marketing Subcommittee members Mary Muirhead, Christine Darcas 
and Carol Barclay with Pam Roy via phone

Swinburne interns Shelby Hohnberg, James Pound and Natalia Molini
with Board members Sonia Pike and Melanie Larkey
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Market Research
L4Life has operated for over 10 years. After so much
time and change, we were keen to conduct market
research to understand better why families came to
us, what they valued most about their experience,
and in what areas they felt we could improve. The
cost and expertise required to conduct this research
would have been well beyond our means. We are
deeply grateful to Georgia Phillips, Chief Operating
Officer of Luma esearch—a specialist brand,
advertising and communications research agency—
for undertaking this research pro bono.

From 1 March – 21 March 2016, we surveyed every
current and past L4Life family for whom we had
contact details, a total of 107. Of those, 16, or 15%,
responded. While this response rate means we can
not apply the answers to the entire survey population
with certainty, it does give us worthwhile directional
feedback. 

Overall the results were very heartening and also
revealed key opportunity areas. Our individualised
EIBI Full-Service Model, which is our core service, and
our reputation are the primary reasons why families
choose us. People spoke most positively about this
model, the therapists, staff and the imp ct on their
child’s life. Impressively, 94% said they are highly likely
to recommend L4Life to another family.

In response to feedback, we are also focusing on
maintaining continuity of therapist assignments,
accelerating our response time after a family’s initial
contact with us, and reducing enrolment paperwork. 

The results around how people heard about L4Life
underscored the importance of maintaining a quality
website and search engine optimisation. In addition,
they revealed that few of our referrals are coming
from health professionals. Families have frequently
reported that their health professionals were either
uninformed about ABA or reluctant to suggest it
because of the costs. 



6   Market Research Survey

Factors most important in choosing a provider:
 Early Intervention: ABA Full-service model 75%
 Quality of  individual family attention 69%
 Reputation 69%
 Ability to have child in therapist care at home 63%
 Social skills programs 56%
 In-school support 56%
 Parent training 50%
 Cost 38%
 Early Intervention: ABA Workshop model 31%
 Potential for subsidy support 25%
 Location 19%
 Ability to leave child at a centre 6%

Why chose L4Life:
 Philosophy 50%
 Reputation 50%
 Ability to have child in therapist care at home 50%
 Quality of  individual family attention 50%
 Other 50%
 L4Life had the service we wanted 38%
 Location 38%
 Social skills program 25%
 Parent training 13%
 Cost 0%
 Potential for subsidy support 0%

L4Life services respondents received:
 Early Intervention: Full-service model 94%
 Early Intervention: Workshop model 6%
 School Behavioural Support 25%
 Secret Agent Society 6%
 Other 0%

How heard about L4Life:
 Website search 38%
 Friend/Colleague/Family Member 37%
 Autism Behavioural Intervention Association (ABIA) 25%
 Other 13%
 Pediatrician 6%
 Don’t recall 6%
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Swinburne Fundraising
Internship Program

With so many students informed about L4Life as a
result, in early 2016 we decided to pilot a
Swinburne Fundraising Internship Program. By May,
Swinburne students Natalia Molini, James Pound
and Shelby Hohnberg had joined L4Life as
volunteer interns to provide all of the marketing
support for L4Life’s 2016 participation in Run
Melbourne. They provided a refreshing injection
of expertise and energy that culminated in a very
successful event that took place in late July, just
after the financial year’s end. In return, they
received first-hand experience in working with a
not-for-profit in community service. We intend to
continue this program next year.

Website and Social Media

Our website, which was created pro bono by
WeAreDigital in 2014, receives over 1,000 hits a
month. We continue to build its content and our own
skills to do so. At the end of 2015, WeAreDigital
provided Christine, Carol and Mary with detailed
training in conducting all of the website’s major
functions. Consequently, we now have the cost-saving
skills to make necessary changes on our own. 

With WeAreDigital’s expert guidance, we also
undertook Search Engine Optimisation (SEO). Until
this point, L4Life appeared as low as number 45 on a
search engine’s list for popular search terms related
to Victorian ABA services. With this optimisation, we
have jumped into the top 2-15 listed organisations for
those search terms.

Regarding social media, Mary continued the
enormous job of sourcing material on ASD-related
stories, articles, research, legislative developments
(including the NDIS) and ‘all things L4Life’ to share on
Facebook and Twitter two-three times a week.
Thanks to this effo t and the website, our Facebook
followers increased by 20% in FY 2015/16. With the
assistance of our Swinburne interns, we also got up
and running on Instagram.

Events
Our events are a major focus of our community
building effo ts at L4Life. They bring together our
supporters, families and staff and o ten extend this
circle as people invite their interested friends and
associates to come along. Diffe ent events attract
diffe ent people and this variety keeps us connected
as a diverse community, spreading the awareness of
our work, autism and ‘the ask’ for funds. From more
formal occasions like our biennial ball to the very
relaxed atmosphere of our Kwiz for the Kidz trivia
night, we try to offer something or everyone.

Kwiz for Kidz Trivia Nights

This financial year was a non-ball year. Instead, we
enjoyed two Kwiz for the Kidz nights (15 July 2015,
16 April 2016). These nights are a lot of fun and are
now booking out well ahead of time. In 2015,
we mixed it up a bit by having a jazz-flavoured night.
A jazz trio performed for us in the early evening and

Learning for Life Annual Report 2015–2016

The winning table at Kwiz for Kidz
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then the amazingly talented Fem Belling with her
father, Melbourne jazz icon Howard Belling, led a
round of jazz questions and serenaded us while we
waited for final tallies and the winner announcement. 

Because of this event’s increasing popularity and
consequent need for a larger venue, in 2016 we
relocated it to the heart of Tigerland: the very
atmospheric Richmond Football Club. The torrential
downpour did not dampen spirits. The hilariously
funny Sam Pang and Mick Molloy joined Tom Gleisner
as hosts, sharing the microphone and entertaining the
guests along with our loyal crooner, Lindsay Field
(joined by Sam Gleisner on bass guitar), and the
Carneval Strings. Each event raised approximately
$20,000.

Thanksgiving Drinks Night

Gratitude is one of the strongest emotions we
experience on our fundraising frontline. With so
many needs in this world, fundraising to sustain L4Life
and our work can be a struggle. But when someone
extends their goodwill to us, we are touched, grateful
and reinvigorated to persevere. 

We have many special and generous supporters.
Every alternate year to our Gala Ball we have a
Thanksgiving Drinks Night to celebrate their
contributions. In FY 2015/16, we hosted it on
26 November, coinciding with the American
Thanksgiving Day. We like the idea of pausing our
busy lives to give thanks and reflect on not just our
financial support, but the time, effo t and care that

Comedian Sam Pang hosting the 
2016 Kwiz for Kidz Trivia Night

Musician Lindsay Field performing at 
the Thanksgiving Drinks dinner



we experience from our special staff, olunteers
and families. Representatives from all these groups
expressed their personal thanks and shared insights
into the nature of their own involvement with
autism and L4Life.

Rotary 

FY 2015/16 saw a
strengthened connection
with Rotary. In November
2015, L4Life Patron Tom
Gleisner gave the
breakfast oration at the
Zone 8 Rotary Institute
Conference held at the
Etihad Stadium in

Melbourne. In March 2016, he also MC’d the Women
in Rotary’s International Women’s Day Breakfast.
L4Life hosted stalls at both events as well as a table of
L4Life women supporters, board members and staff
at the International Women’s Day Breakfast. L4Life
was very fortunate to be one of the beneficiaries
from the breakfast’s proceeds.

Additionally, our friends at Rotary MASH (Mont
Albert Surrey Hills) kindly nominated L4Life as the
beneficiary of their April 2016 Antiques and
Collectibles Fair. Amidst the array of vintage treasure,
L4Life hosted a stall, sharing our work and chatting
with antique shoppers and locals. MASH also invited
Mary and Christine to their Changeover Dinner where

they presented L4Life with the event’s proceeds, a
$4,000 cheque. It was a privilege to witness the change
in guard of the club’s presidents and their formalities
for winding up the financial year. 

Our Rotary experiences highlighted for us the great
camaraderie and goodwill that exists in these clubs.
It is heart warming to share in such community spirit. 

Run Melbourne and Tough Mudder

It’s no secret that fitness fanatics are good fundraisers.
By setting goals that meet community needs while
undertaking their athletic interest, they multiply their
participation’s impact. In FY 2015/16, L4Life benefitted
from individual supporters who participated in two
sporting fundraisers organised by the wider
community: Run Melbourne and Tough Mudder.

On 26 July 2015, our faithful patron Tom Gleisner
participated in Run Melbourne along with Mary
Muirhead and Jess Lamb. L4Life parents Christine and
Sean Das walked a steady 5km in appreciation of the
progress their son, Rory, had made with his L4Life
program. By sharing their story with their friends,
colleagues and family, the Das family raised the majority
of the approximately $8,400 that the event earned. 

On 18 October 2015, the L4Life Dark Horses
team, made up of Francois, Nathalie and Etienne
Darcas, fronted up to Tough Mudder. Despite the
event’s billing as ‘a ready-built, off- oad track with
thick, neck deep mud; soul-destroying hills; plenty of
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dams and natural creeks; and unforgiving, undulating
terrain that will have your legs begging for mercy’,
the Dark Horses hung in there, raising $4,150.

Parent Information Evening

We held a Parent Information Evening in June for all
L4Life parents. These are important opportunities
for our parents to meet each other and share their
experiences. Our new NDIS Coordinator, Emma
Davies, presented the status of the NDIS, including
its implications and procedures, to help ensure that
families experience the NDIS’s full benefits. L4Life
mum Naomi Simmonds, who lives in the City of
Banyule (one of the NDIS’s first official ollout areas
scheduled for July 2016), also spoke. Like Emma,
Naomi has done considerable research into the
NDIS. We appreciate her willingness to share her
first-hand experiences as a parent navigating its
novel challenges. 

Business and School Fundraising

During the year, several organisations raised funds to
support our mission. Global Legal Solutions held
morning teas in their three offices cross Melbourne,
Sydney and Brisbane to support L4Life on Autism
Awareness Day. Once again, the Banyule Council staff
undertook workplace giving on our behalf.
Additionally, Melbourne Ladies College continued its
long-standing fundraising effo ts to support our
work. We thank all of these groups. 

Other Community Highlights

L4Life Patron,
Dr Amanda Sampson,
a Top Five Finalist for
the 2015 Telstra
Women’s Business
Awards

L4Life Co-founder and Co-
patron, Dr Amanda Sampson,
was honoured with being one
of the five finalists for the
2015 Telstra Women’s
Business Awards. Mandy has
been on L4Life’s Board since its beginning and is
also one of the Co-founders of the Autism
Behavioural Intervention Association (ABIA),
Victoria’s peak ABA body. 

Meeting with Bernie Finn

As part of our advocacy effo ts, in November 2015
L4Life hosted a visit by Bernie Finn, Shadow
Parliamentary Secretary for Autism Spectrum
Disorder for the Parliament of Victoria Inquiry into
the Services for People with ASD. L4Life Clinical
Director Emma Miller, Psychologist and Research
Coordinator Sarah Wood,
L4Life board members and a
L4Life parent shared the work
we do and our belief in the
right of all children with ASD
to access best practice early
intervention and education
suited to their individual needs.
It was a positive experience
and the Inquiry submissions
and subsequent hearings make
us hopeful that the
Government will continue to
acknowledge and address
many of the vast issues
affe ting the ASD community.
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Philanthropic Support
After a diffic t FY 2014/15, we experienced
a heartening increase in philanthropic support
in FY 2015/16. 

The 5 Point Foundation has played a major role in
supporting L4Life since 2012. It has funded major
capacity needs that have enabled us to successfully
transition from a small, primarily volunteer-run
organisation to a stable, professionally run not-for-
profit that can look forward to expanding its services
to help an even greater number of children with ASD
and their families. In FY 2015/16, 5 Point continued
this support, financing our new document
management system and co-financing our new NDIS
Coordinator position. We were very pleased to
welcome the balance of the funds needed to finance
this position from the J & Hope Knell Trust Fund.

Since our 2004 beginning, we have collected
sessional and assessment test data for the children
who have received our EIBI Full-Service model,
with the goal of demonstrating this model’s impact.
However, the funding to analyse this data and
produce formal outcome studies had eluded us.
At the end of 2015, the Grace and Emilio
Foundation with the O’Donohue Group Foundation
granted us two years of funding to ensure that we
complete a study on our outcomes and another
on the variables linked to those outcomes. 

Our Fair Access Program, which subsidises our EIBI
ABA-based programs for preschool children with
ASD from financially disadvantaged families,
continues to be our biggest challenge in terms of
philanthropic support. We pursue up to $250K
annually to fund this program. Given that one child’s
EIBI program can cost up to $100K/year for an
average of two years, requesting funds for this
program can seem like a relatively big ask. 

To help keep this ask in perspective, we continue to
stress the significant rippling impact a child with
ASD can have on their family members’ life
outcomes as well as on broader social costs, which
far outstrip the cost of an EIBI ABA-based program. 

In FY 2015/16, we were thrilled to welcome the
Collier Charitable Fund into the Fair Access
Program’s fold. We are very thankful to several
organisations that have supported our Fair Access
Program over multiple years: the Samuel Nissen
Charitable Foundation; Igniting Change; the Chain
Reaction Foundation; the William Angliss Charitable
Fund; the John & Betty Laidlaw Legacy, managed by
Equity Trustees; and a fund that prefers to remain
anonymous. We are grateful for these organisations’
ongoing belief in our work. Thanks to them, plus
L4Life’s Endowment Fund, we were able to finance
the majority of the annual clinically recommended
hours for 12 children with ASD from financially
disadvantaged families.

With the NDIS’s arrival, our hope is that the
financial pressure around the Fair Access Program
will decrease. However, the evidence to date
indicates that NDIS funding will still fall short of
covering the full therapy needs of children severely
affe ted by ASD. Additionally, it will not be Victoria-
wide until 2019, meaning that many children with
ASD will live their formative preschool years—the
years when our therapy has the greatest impact on
their future life course—prior to its availability. For
these children and their families, we will continue
pursuing philanthropic support. 
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Research
L4Life continues to work towards filling
the gap in Australian-specific research into
ABA’s effectiveness. Our Research
Subcommittee undertakes all of  our
research initiatives. Led by L4Life
Co-Patron and Vice President of  ABIA,
Dr Amanda Sampson, it is made up of
Clinical Consultant and Business Manager,
Pam Roy; Psychologist, Research
Coordinator and Program Supervisor,
Sarah Wood; Provisional Psychologist,
Program Supervisor and Research
Assistant, Sara Allen; Clinical Director,
Emma Miller; Case Manager and Research
Assistant, Naomi Gray; and long-time
L4Life research supporter and former
Board member, Dr Mary Christian. 

Conducting research has been one of L4Life’s
objectives since its 2004 beginning. All of the
children enrolled in the Full-Service Model (FSM)
undertake a series of psychological assessments
prior to enrolment, after one year of intervention
and then as they near graduation. Most of these
assessments are conducted through Amanda Abel
(Psychologist) at the Northern Centre for Child
Development. We store these assessment results in
a database that can later be examined alongside the
sessional data for each child’s program. This
information allows the Research Subcommittee to
achieve its two primary goals of:

analysing the relationships between1.
treatments and outcomes for our FSM
graduates and their families, and
communicating our research findings and2.
building relationships with researchers,
academics and professionals within the autism
community in Australia and overseas.

Analysing the relationships between
treatments and outcomes for our
FSM graduates and their families
In September 2015, we received grants from the
Grace and Emilio Foundation and the O’Donohue
Group Foundation to complete two research studies. 

Study 1: 
Outcomes for Intensive Early
Intervention Home-Based ABA
Programs to a Cohort of  Australian
Preschool Children with Autism

This first study involves conducting an audit of the
children who have graduated from our FSM to date.
We will analyse these children’s outcomes, e.g. how
many achieved ‘best outcomes’ and what skill gains
they achieved. The study aims to understand how
children progress through their ABA programs and
will help demonstrate the FSM’s effe tiveness. 

This study will be distinctive as the only research
conducted to date on the effe tiveness of intensive,
early intervention, home-based ABA programs
conducted exclusively on a community-based
cohort of Australian children.
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Study 2: 
The Identification of  Variables Linked
to Outcomes for Children with Autism

This second study explores the potential links
between the development of key skills early in
intervention and later overall outcomes. This
information will provide important insight into how
the nature of a child’s response to their ABA program
impacts his or her pathways. We will study factors
such as a child’s baseline strengths and weaknesses in
certain skill areas to help us understand what kind of
progress a child might make in those areas and their
links with the child’s outcome at graduation. 

As evidence of the effe tiveness of our best-practice
early intervention programs, these studies should
provide valuable information to help strengthen the
treatment of Australian children on the spectrum.
We further hope that they will reinforce L4Life’s
sustainability and growth by demonstrating the
measurable outcomes that prospective funders and
families increasingly require.

We will remain passionate about regularly recording
and analysing information—including individual
sessional data and assessment testing—to support
our decision making around our program design and
supervision as well as to demonstrate the effi cy of
the outcomes we achieve. 

Study 3: 
Parent Stress and Early Intensive
Behaviour Intervention
ABA Therapy Delivery

We intend to undertake a third research study to
analyse parent stress around their children’s ABA
programs. On the one hand, the support and
proactive treatment a family receives via their
child’s ABA program can be extremely positive.
On the other, the all-consuming experience of
receiving up to 40 hours a week can be
overwhelming. Our parents continue to complete
a series of stress measures when their children
begin the FSM and when they have completed one
year of the program. 

By helping us to understand what elements of
ABA therapy do, or do not, heighten parental
stress, this study will give us important insight into
how we can better support parents during the
therapy process.

Monash University
Mindfulness Project

As part of our concern about therapy delivery and
parent stress, in September 2015 the Research
Subcommittee began collaborating with Angelika
Anderson and Dennis Moore from Monash
University on a Mindfulness project. The project
involves one of their PhD students conducting an
eight-week Mindfulness program with parents of
children enrolled in our FSM. Monash, with L4Life,
are collecting the data to identify whether a
Mindfulness program specifically designed for
parents of children with autism can alleviate
parents’ stress and anxiety and impact the rate of
children’s learning. 
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Communicating our research
findings and building relationships
with researchers, academics and
professionals within the autism
community in Australia and
overseas
The Research Subcommittee has begun to present
the preliminary results from the two studies. In
September 2015, Sarah Wood presented her paper
titled ‘Early Intensive Behaviour Intervention:
Outcomes Achieved in the Community Today’ at the
Asia Pacific Autism Conference in Brisbane. Our
Clinical Director, Emma Miller, also attended the
conference. In addition to the presentation, Sarah and
Emma presented two posters. One outlined how the
iPad app Proloquo2go operates as a picture exchange
system that empowers children with ASD who
struggle with verbal communication to express
themselves. The other, titled, ‘ Individualising Early
Intensive Behaviour Intervention Programs’ showed
how EIBI programs can be individualised for children
of varying ages and skill levels and how to factor a
child’s learning profile (e.g. visual or auditory learners)
into designing their program.

Additionally, in November 2015 through ABIA, Sarah
presented three education workshops to general
practitioners at the General Practice Conference and
Exhibition. This was particularly significant as it was
one of the first major opportunities we have had to
share our work with health professionals. In May
2016, she travelled to Chicago where she attended
the 42nd Annual Convention of the Association for
Behaviour Analysis International, a valuable
opportunity to learn about the latest research and
practices within the ABA field from professionals
around the world. 
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Little Clemmie: defying the odds

Fiona and Alex had settled into the
normal life of  young parents in London.
They had established their home and
careers, juggling those demands with
caring for a child and growing another.
While typically hectic, their life was
fundamentally predictable. When little
Clementine was born, her perfect health
gave them no reason to fear this would
change. She was hitting her
developmental milestones and was an
easy, cheery baby. 

‘In hindsight,’ says Fiona, ‘you can’t help but search

for clues that something was about to hit you.’

When Clemmie was five and a half months old,

she started having seizures. She was diagnosed

with infantile spasms, also known as catastrophic

childhood epilepsy because of the potential lifelong

damage to the child’s brain. 

Fiona and Alex began the extended process of

attempting varying treatments recommended by

doctors. They tried steroids, the first line of attack

for halting infantile spasms. When those didn’t

work, they embarked on a long and discouraging

journey of anticonvulsants. Her doctors turned

pessimistic, warning Fiona and Alex that Clemmie’s

prognosis was bleak.

Throughout this process, Fiona’s godfather

Geoff ey Klug—former Director of Neurosurgery

at Melbourne’s Royal Children’s Hospital (RCH)—

stayed in touch with her and closely followed

Clemmie’s situation. He consulted with

Dr Simon Harvey, Consultant Neurologist and

Director of the RCH’s Children’s Epilepsy

Program, and advised the family seek a second

opinion from Dr Harvey and Neurosurgeon

Wirginia Maixner. When Fiona brought Clemmie

to the RCH, she was quickly diagnosed with

cortical dysplasia and Dr Harvey recommended

she have urgent neurosurgery by Dr Maixner. 

Cortical dysplasia is a structural abnormality that

occurs in the brain as it develops in utero. It usually

causes the embryo to become inviable and naturally

terminate. In cases where the child survives, the

theory is that at approximately six months old, they

hit a developmental threshold that triggers seizures.

To have the highest chance for a best outcome,

experts recommend surgical intervention as soon as

possible, a life-threatening risk that doesn’t guarantee

results. 

Alex and Fiona immediately packed up their lives in

London and moved to Melbourne for Clemmie’s

operation and ongoing care. By this point, Clemmie

was 16 months old, seizing up to 100 times a day, and

essentially unresponsive to anyone or anything around

her. Even with surgery, which, in Clemmie’s case,

would involve disconnecting three of the four lobes in

her left hemisphere—the lobes that cover speech,

language, memory, emotion and vision—her most

favourable prognosis was uncertain. But, hopefully, it

would at least stop her seizures and any further

damage to her brain. 

Clemmie survived the surgery. What’s more, it not

only halted her seizures entirely, it stopped them

without requiring any anti-convulsant assistance. Alex

and Fiona’s fundamental hope was fulfilled.

But otherwise, Clemmie’s recovery was slow. She had

limited emotional range, continued to be detached

and didn’t like to make eye contact. While she started

to crawl, she developed behavioural challenges such

as head banging and constantly tapping, and she still

didn’t speak. Only Clemmie’s older brother, Hugo,

was able to reach her, willing smiles from her despite

her condition. She was diagnosed with global

developmental delay with signs of autism.

With the RCH surgical team’s expertise delivered,

Fiona and Alex were now to navigate the world of

intervention. As they began exploring, they

discovered that existing care options focused much

more on giving them strategies for coping with
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Clemmie instead of working directly with her to
stimulate her development. With government
funding, she received 45 minutes of speech therapy a
fortnight, astoundingly meagre assistance given her
magnitude of delay.

It was during this time that Alex and Fiona met up
with one of Alex’s cousins and his wife, who
happened to be aware of L4Life. They encouraged
them to meet L4Life Chair Mary Muirhead and
consider ABA. Fiona met Mary and L4Life Clinical
Consultant and Business Manager, Pam Roy. 

Facing few options, Alex and Fiona opened to the
hope of that, through ABA therapy’s methodical
skill-building from scratch, Clemmie could improve.
For L4Life, Clemmie’s situation was a new frontier;
the nature of her autism was unlike anything that
L4Life clinicians had encountered and they couldn’t
be certain they could help her. The best everyone
could do was try.

During her first meeting with Clemmie in December
2014, L4Life Clinical Director Emma Miller sat with her,
assessed her abilities and put together a basic, play-
based ABA program. As with all L4Life children, she
focused on ensuring that Clemmie’s program addressed
her specific needs and capability at the time. As these
changed, she adjusted her program accordingly.

The initial goals for Clemmie were attention and
gross motor development. Because Clemmie was not
connecting with anyone around her, her therapy
focused on attention-building through songs, toy play
and physical play. As her physical development was
crucial, her therapy also focused on stamina, hand-eye
coordination, then moved to balance and walking. 

As Clemmie learned to pay attention, her therapy
progressed to working on her language development.
It focused first on her understanding of language. As
this developed, it shifted to imitation, including
imitation of sounds, then words. 
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Throughout the process, Clemmie required flexibility
from her team to vary the length and frequency of
her therapy sessions, including break times, while she
slowly increased her stamina. 

In the 18 months since L4Life started working with
Clemmie, her progress has been remarkable—more
than anyone dared hope. At three and a half years
old, Clemmie is now speaking five to six-word
sentences, imitating and expressing abstract thoughts. 

Says Fiona, ‘I’m truly amazed each day when I hear her
talking and connecting with the world around her.’

She started walking last September and has begun
climbing, running and jumping. She is incredibly social
and spontaneously greets people when they arrive,
notices when someone is missing and requests them.
When not in a session, she constantly seeks out
interaction with her family. She continues to cherish
Hugo in particular, and her parents believe that his
constant, patient attention and love have played an

important role in his sister’s recovery.

Clemmie genuinely enjoys learning. In addition to all
of her attention, gross motor and communication
gains, she has learned colours and is developing
concepts such as big/little and under/on top. Through
her ABA program she has also become toilet trained
and is becoming more independent in her play. 

As Clemmie’s ability to learn has improved, she has
become less frustrated. Her therapist team is moving
her sessions beyond home to parks, supermarkets
and the library, encouraging her to experience and
absorb the broader world.

The work for the many people around Clemmie isn’t
done. But her improvements inspire each of them
with the belief in extraordinary possibilities;
possibilities resulting from extraordinary wonders
such as modern medicine, childhood brain plasticity,
the power of behavioural intervention, family
determination … and love.
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Corporate
MusicWorks Magic
Working Dog Productions
Australian Motoring Services
Global Legal Solutions
Volvo Cars of Brighton
Planning Property Partners

Community Groups and Clubs
Rotary Club of Mont Albert and

Surrey Hills (MASH)
Rotary Club of Albert Park/

International Rotary
Banyule Council
Women in Rotary
Events for Everyone

Trusts and Foundations 
The 5 Point Foundation
Chain Reaction Foundation
Igniting Change Foundation
John & Betty Laidlaw Legacy,

managed by Equity Trustees
The Learning for Life Endowment Fund
Collier Charitable Fund
Lesley McMullin Foundation
O’Donohue Group Foundation
The William Angliss Charitable Fund
The Grace and Emilio Foundation
J and Hope Knell Trust
Samuel Nissen Foundation
Anonymous x 2

University Support
Faculty of Business and Law,

Swinburne University of Technology

Service Supporters
WCD Workers’ Compensation Solutions
Wilson Pateras
DFK Kidsons
Snap Printing Preston
Sally McNeilly – Peak HR
WeAreDigital
Trybooking
Luma Research

Major Private Donors
The Rogers Family
The Cross Family
The Ridder Family
The McCoppin Family
The Rico Family
Pallet Logistics P/L
Anonymous

Thank you…
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Thank you to the following donors and supporters for 2015–16

Abby and Greg Levin
Andrew Dillon/AFL
Alice Gleisner
Apples and Sage 
Bed Bath and Table
Billy Pinnell
Blackbird and Fox
Blood Orange
Breadstreet Bakery
Carneval Strings
Cathy Gleisner
Cones
Crabtree Kitchen
Cru Café and Wine Bar
Deb Cotter - Artist
East Hawthorn Gourmet Meats 
Eugenie Cashmere
Fem & Howard Belling
Hawthorn Home Services
Hokey Curator
Inside the Brick
Jeff enkins

Jen Richards
Jess Stimson
Jonathon Cooper
Kathy Cameron
Laura Pryor
Leonard Street
Life Fitness/Paul Mc Clure
Lindsay Field
Luscious Affair
Mandy Sampson
Melbourne Chamber Orchestra
Melbourne Farmers Markets
Milk Products
Mimco
Moose toys
Music4Life Quartet
Patrick Jaffe
Pentaris Fruit
Petstock
Pezzimenti and Nixon Optometrist
Picture This Ballooning
Puffing Bi y

Renew Physiotherapy
Rhodes Hair and Spa
Serge Videl Hair Salon
Sam Gleisner
Sam Pang
Sarah Gleisner
Serge Videl Hairdressers
Spotlight 
Sunnylife
T2
Tasmanian Grocer
The Cameron Family
The Marcun Family
The Richmond Football Club
The Rose Family
Tom Gleisner
Triple M Breakfast Show
Turner and Lane
Vicki Clarke/Craft
Wendy Cooper
Working Dog Productions

Special thanks to these organisations and individuals for supporting our two Kwiz for Kidz events.
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