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Message from
the Chair
After a 15 year career in autism, being an
Amaze Board member and Deputy Chair
over the last 5 years, it was a great honour to
become Chair of Amaze in April this year.
Taking up the reins from my predecessor
Jane Evans, was greatly assisted by the gains
she made over the last four years. In addition
to her strong leadership of the Board, of
major significance was her vision and work
with our CEO to craft Amaze’s Strategic
Directions to 2040, launched in 2015. Jane’s
drive and commitment to engage autistic
people in our work resulted in the first autistic
people being appointed to the Amaze
Board as directors and observers. I take this
opportunity to acknowledge and thank Jane
for her tireless work and successful leadership
of the Amaze Board.
In 2015, the Board set 18 KPIs to be achieved
by December 2016. I am very pleased
to report that those 18 KPIs have been
achieved, highlights of which you’ll read
in this report. In the last two years Amaze
has greatly improved its ability to truly build
understanding of autism, to influence
systemic change through policy and
advocacy work and to build the community’s
capacity to better support autistic people.
Developing the next three year chapter of our
Strategic Directions to 2040 commenced in
February 2017. Our social impact aspiration
remains the same, but some refining of our
outcomes and reviewing our key priority
themes has resulted in the addition of two
new areas of focus: women and girls and
mental health, with continued focus on the
NDIS, access to diagnosis, education and
employment.

Our resolve that autistic people remain at
the centre of all our work is even stronger.
Last year Amaze members elected our first
autistic Board member – Rachel McNamara.
The board also recruited three autistic people
into the newly created role of Board Observer.
The contribution made by these individuals
has proven invaluable and we look forward
to building on this in future. I would like to
thank Rachel, Karen, Paul and Stacey for their
insights, commitment, honesty, patience and
contribution during this year.
In the last year, Amaze farewelled three Board
Directors Graeme Wickenden and Catherine
Jeffrey and Ryan Brown. I extend my thanks to
Graeme, Catherine and Ryan for their efforts
and contribution during their terms on the
Board. My immense thanks also to the entire
Board of Amaze for all they have offered the
organisation this year.
Creating social change is never easy. You
need the right people on the team and
empower them to act and be willing to
commit time, energy and resources and of
course, make brave decisions. The Amaze
Board remains committed to building an
enduring and sustainable organisation in
this rapidly changing environment to achieve
our social impact goals. I thank you - our
supporters, partners and staff of Amaze - for
your ongoing dedication and engagement
with us on our journey to create a better
world for autistic people and their families.

Shannon Eeles
CHAIR
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CEO’s Letter

If I were to apply one word to describe the
year 2016-17 in relation to autism, it would be
“momentum”. Attention on autism is on the
increase – a Victorian Parliamentary Inquiry
into Services for People with ASD, almost one
in four Victorian participants in the NDIS has
a primary diagnosis of autism and more
than 50% of Australians have a personal
connection to autism.
Further, autistic people are making their
voices heard more than ever before, through
Amaze and other organisations. I am
delighted to see the creation and rise of
autistic-led organisations such as the ICAN
Network and Yellow Lady Bugs and the
empowering peer support they offer young
autistic people in education and social
connectedness. These organisations, along
with Aspergers Victoria and the Autism Family
Support Association, are important partners
in our work.
One of Amaze’s biggest achievements this
year was the All-In VAC2016, Victorian Autism
Conference – developed and delivered with
autistic people and their families – where
14% of delegates were autistic (a massive
increase on 2% of VAC2014) and 25 of
50 speakers, aged 14 – 60, were autistic.
VAC2016 was the first Victorian Autism
Conference FOR autism, rather than
ABOUT autism.

consultancy through our Autism Information
Advisory service and workshops, forums and
events ran at the highest levels for 3 years in
2016-17, expanding our reach and impact
in new topics and formats, and including
autistic people in design and delivery.
The ongoing support from the autism
community is outstanding – whether it is
responding to requests for information,
sharing the lived experience or fundraising
efforts, I greatly appreciate the generosity of
our community in supporting the work we do
We’re seeing a lot of action for autism – the
future is promising as we continue our quest
to achieve our social impact aspirations and
building an autism friendly world.
My huge appreciation to our Patron, Margot
Prior, Amaze Board Directors and Observers,
the management and staff -- for all their work
this year. My personal thanks to Deirdre Hardy
and Braedan Hogan for their support as
Acting CEO’s whilst I took extended personal
leave from October to January.

Fiona Sharkie
CEO

Amaze’s role as the conduit of our
community’s needs and advocating to
governments and their agencies ratcheted
up this year through numerous written
submissions and meetings with government
Ministers and officials to influence positive
change. Every week, Amaze is engaged
in the governments’ work from the NDIS to
Department of Education to Victoria Police.
Amaze’s provision of information, training,
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Amaze
Strategic
Directions
to 2040
and
Amaze
Strategic Plan
2015 - 2016
Results
In 2015, Amaze launched its Strategic
Directions to 2040, a 25 year plan with a
social impact aspiration where ‘society
respects the dignity of every person on
the autism spectrum; and offers them
real opportunities to participate and
contribute’.
From this Directions document, a 2
year Strategic Plan set out 18 success
indicators under three main outcomes
to be achieved by December 2016: 17
success indicators were fully achieved,
with one to be achieved by mid 2017
(“Community Attitudes & Behaviours”
and “Experiences of Autistic People and
Families” research studies).

For the year 2016 -17, the second year
of the Strategic Plan, Amaze made
significant progress against its three
strategic outcomes as outlined in the
following pages:
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Outcome 1
Increase community awareness and understanding of autism
Key achievements:
• Spectrospective: Stories of Autism.
Amaze has created a new film every
year since 2015, where autistic people
and their families tell their individual
and diverse stories and experiences of
autism in their own words. Community
attendance at Village cinema events
on World Autism Awareness Day (Apr 2)
continues to grow each year.
• Media Exposure. Amaze generated
positive stories about autism including
profiling Ella Bibby and Kyla Sheridan –
bringing focus to women and girls on the
spectrum. Amaze also achieved media
coverage for its policy priorities such as
achieving a truly inclusive education
system. In June 2017, Amaze struck back
at Senator Pauline Hanson’s comments
that autistic students shouldn’t attend
mainstream schools by presenting the
facts that all students (those with a
disability and without) fare better in
mainstream schools, which was covered
by mainstream media coverage including
Sky News, ABC radio and The Age.

Community Attitudes and Behaviours
Towards Autism survey and a further 1297
autistic people and their families/carers
responded to a survey on Experience
of Autistic People and their Families
in Society. Results of this research will
be released in the coming year. The
research is seminal for Amaze, where
both studies will identify the main myths
and misperceptions about autis m so we
can focus on changing them. The data
will also establish a baseline from which
Amaze can monitor societal change and
improved experiences of autistic people
in future.

• Autism Poll. In July, Amaze took part
in a poll of 1000 Australians to get
a snapshot of society’s awareness,
understanding and support for autism.
Results showed that 52% of respondents
were, or knew someone who is autistic;
72% agreed schools, workplaces and
the wider community needed a better
understanding of autism; only 29%
agreed they personally had a good
understanding of how to support autistic
people. These results showed high levels
of community will for improving support
for autistic people, along with the need to
improve understanding of individuals.
• Ground breaking Research: Amaze
commenced the fieldwork for two ‘first of
its kind’ research studies in March 2016
where 2500 Australians responded to a
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Outcome 2
Improve attitudes and behaviours towards autistic people
Key achievements:
• Ensuring NDIS meets the needs of
• Influencing systemic change to
autistic people. At June 2017, some 23%
governments. Amaze’s role is to listen
of the 15,000+ NDIS participants with an
to and amplify the diverse voices of the
approved plan in Victoria were people
Victorian autism community so their needs
with a primary diagnosis of autism (the
are known and acted upon. Amaze has
second highest disability group receiving
regularly consulted with more than 600
NDIS support). As the NDIS continues to roll
members of its community and actively
out, Amaze remains vigilant in monitoring
advocated to government through the
experiences and collecting feedback from
development of written submissions,
autistic people to advocate to the NDIA,
meetings with government Ministers and
it’s Local Area Co-ordinator partners and
officials and appearances at government
the Victorian government on their behalf.
hearings on critical issues to autistic
This includes making written submissions
people and their families. These include
to the Productivity Commission’s review of
the Victorian Parliamentary Inquiry into
NDIS pricing and the Provider NDIS Code
Services for People with ASD, the Victorian
of Conduct.
government review of the Program for
Students with Disability, the Senate’s
Inquiry into the Built Environment and
developing a strategy to address the poor
educational outcomes of autistic students.
Impact of Amaze’s
submissions to goverment

# Recommendations
made by Amaze

# Amaze recommendations
adopted in final report

Review of Program for
Students with a Disability

11

11

Parliamentary Into Services
for People with ASD

55

55

Productivity Commission
Review of NDIS Pricing

30
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Victorian Parliamentary ”Inquiry into Services for People with ASD” - Final Report
In June 2016, the Victorian Parliamentary
Family and Community Development
committee tabled its Final Report of
101 recommendations categorised
under critical issues: Living with autism,
Government funded services, early years
– diagnosis and intervention, school
years, the NDIS, gender and autism,
health and mental health, rural and
remote Victoria and social inclusion and
community participation.

Amaze commends the Final Report
and, in particular the recommendations
for a new Autism State Plan, a public
education campaign for autism,
action in accessing diagnosis, health,
mental health, education, regional and
rural support and women and girls
and especially the need to engage
autistic people and their families in the
development of all policies, programs
and activities for autistic people.
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Outcome 3
Increase the choices and
opportunities for autistic people
to participate and contribute
Key achievements:
Amaze strives to build the skills and capacity
of both autistic people and their families to
advocate for their needs as well as build
greater levels of autism literacy in the autism
sector and the wider world, so social and
economic participation by autistic people is
achieved.
• Independent, Credible Information &
Support. The number of people seeking
information and support from Amaze’s
Autism Advisor and Information helpline
services increased with callers averaging
3-5 topics per call. Almost one third of
all callers sought information about the
NDIS. Traffic to the Amaze website and
subscribers to the Amaze E-Spectrum
fortnightly newsletter and Facebook page
also continued to grow each month.
• NDIS Readiness Peer Support. Amaze
provided advice and support to the
autism community across Victoria via
its support group program and the
creation of an autism specific NDIS on-line
readiness / planning tool.

In 2016, VAC became a conference FOR
autism, rather than a conference ABOUT
autism: 14% of delegates were autistic (vs 2%
in 2014); conference MC, Malcolm Mayfield
is autistic and conducted ‘autism etiquette’
sessions with Joel Wilson; 25 of 50 conference
speakers were autistic; 38 autistic people
were awarded ‘preferential tickets’ to attend
VAC at no charge; a dedicated Quiet Area of
three rooms was created away from the main
fray of the Conference; sensory adjustments
such as pre-ordered catering and hand
dryers were shut off across the entire hotel
venue; a team of Autism Liaison People
provided individual support as required.
Key Note speaker Steve Silberman, author
of New York Times bestseller Neurotribes,
opened the conference with his address
“Great Minds Don’t Always Think Alike” and
was warmly embraced by delegates with
his claim that neurodiversity is the social
movement of our times.
Post conference survey data showed the
Conference was highly value:

• Building the Skills of our community.

All_In VAC2016 – Held in September,
Amaze’s fourth Victorian Autism
Conference (VAC) represented a
watershed moment that demonstrated
our commitment to placing autistic
people at the heart of everything
we do. In line with Amaze’s strategy,
autistic people were front and centre
in the development and delivery of the
Conference.

Rated as
good/excellent
Inclusion of autistic people

99.5%

Quiet Room

98%

Speakers

97%

Chance to meet people

92%

Learned something new

90%
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VAC Testimonials:

“I felt respected as an Autistic speaker.
I really hope this sets a standard for other conferences and Autism world events”.
Jeanette Purkis, Autism Advocate and speaker.

“I was privileged to be one of 25 Autistic speakers at the conference...It is clear to me that Amaze
as an autism peak body is serious about listening to autistic voices, promoting the neurodiversity
paradigm and seeking the best possible life outcomes for all autistics...It goes without saying that
the conference was not perfect but it was brilliant”.
Rikkie Johnson, speaker.

“I learnt more from this conference than any autism event I’ve attended”.
Professor Andrew Whitehouse
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Amaze Workshops, Forums, Training and
Consultancy. Amaze conducted an array
of events in face to face and new on-line
formats in a range of settings and topics
including new forums on Employment,
Transition to Secondary School and
Autism and Dyslexia in partnership with
SPELD. For all forums and workshops,
autistic people featured as presenters
and were also supported to attend
through preferential ticketing (free tickets)
and access to an on-site quiet room and
social scripts.

Amaze provided consultancy and
conducted workshops for a wide range
of organisations including disability
service providers, schools and training,
early childhood (kindergartens and early
learning centres), St Vincent’s hospital,
family and welfare, sport and recreation
(parks), local and state governments.

Amaze Provision of Information, Resources, Support and Skill Building
Reach 2016-17

Growth on last year

Autism Advisors*
• Children into HCWA
• Family consultations

2772
5112

10%
8.5%

Information Helpline contacts

4670

53%

23 groups, 115 workshops, 400 participants
366 first 3 mths

23 groups
46 workshops
n/a

18,000 per month

n/a

Amaze Facebook followers

16,343

22%

Amaze E-Spectrum subscribers

14,570

15%

56 events
1210 participants

n/a

452
53
128

n/a
n/a
n/a

48 events
1146 participants

26.5%*

NDIS Readiness
• Peer Support Groups
•

NDIS Readiness On-lin

Amaze website unique visitors
(average)

Amaze forums & workshops
Amaze on-line training
• Myth busters
• Autism History & Diagnosis (prof)
• Parenting
Early Days

*Note: Autism Advisor funding was cut 20% in 2016-17 as NDIS was to take over this work.
Despite NDIS roll out to 20% of Victoria, calls to the Autism Advisor service increased.
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Building an enduring
organisation
Our Organisation Effectiveness
and Sustainability
In the last 3 years, Amaze has undertaken
significant change to be a trusted provider
of evidence based, credible information
and support to autistic people, their families
and carers, the autism sector, governments
and the media. As the environment for
disability organisations is changing, Amaze
has invested in new areas of policy advice,
media, research and fundraising and
divested itself of unprofitable activities such
as the RTO and certification.
This year Amaze’s fundraising efforts
resulted in over $150K of new funding from
philanthropic Trusts and Foundations towards
the development of new programs and
resources.
The Amaze team of 24 staff are the backbone
of Amaze and their expertise, experience
and commitment to the work we do is
outstanding. In August 2016, as part of
Amaze’s Healthy Workplace Culture program,
staff participated in an independent survey
to benchmark Amaze’s culture against other
disability and advocacy organisations. Some
90% of staff participated and findings were
higher than comparative organisations
in the two main measures of Passion (the
level of engagement by the team in the
organisation) at 87% and Progress (staff
satisfaction with organisation’s progress and
success) at 80%.
Whilst Amaze has a strong focus on
engaging with autistic people and their
families via consultation and providing
advice and resources, in the last year, Amaze
has increasingly engaged autistic people
in the delivery of our work at forums and
workshops. Conveying the lived experience
of autism is of critical importance.

Our Partners & Fundraisers
Critical to our success is working in
partnership with other organisations and in
2016-17 we’ve undertaken new initiatives with
the Olga Tennison Autism Research Centre,
Raising Children Network, and SPELD Victoria.
Amaze has benefited greatly from a
number of pro bono supporters including
Herbert Smith Freehills (legal advice) and
Capire (community engagement); other
organisations including Village Roadshow,
EPIC Assist, VicSuper and Noomi have
provided sponsorship over the year; Stokes
Street Studio and Big Fish charge us reduced
rates but provide above-and-beyond
customer service. Such support allows
Amaze to invest all its resources in delivering
programs to directly support autistic people
and their families.
Our community of autistic people, their
families and supporters continue to raise
much needed funds to support Amaze’s
work by undertaking a variety of challenges
throughout the year. We take this opportunity
to thank them for their enormous dedication,
commitment and generosity. In particular
Amanda Truong, Avril Hannah-Jones,
Candice Williams, Check and Jonathan Tan,
Kaitlyn McCarthy, Leena Nair, Luisa Almiento,
Michael Sykes, the Basille and Rust families,
Rick James and ImRickJamesBricks, Sally
Burger and Big Ass Burgers as well as Elloy
Amiato who literally fought (he boxed 3
rounds) for Amaze.
We express our heartfelt thanks to our
partners, donors, sponsors, staff and
community who embrace our aspirations
and support our work.
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Join our
journey to
shape the
future for
autism
Sign up for our free fortnightly
newsletter e-Spectrum to receive
the latest news on Amaze’s work
and other autism happenings.

24 Drummond St, Carlton
PO Box 374, Carlton South VIC 3053
T 03 9657 1600
E info@amaze.org.au
W amaze.org.au
facebook.com/autismvictoria
@autismvictoria

