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VISION, VALUES 
& PURPOSE

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 
OF COUNTRY 

'In the spirit of reconciliation the I CAN Network Ltd. 
acknowledges the Traditional Custodians of country 

throughout Australia and their connections to land, sea and 
community. We pay our respect to their elders 
past and present and extend that respect to all 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples today.'

 ART WORK BY: Narmi Collins-Widders AWETISM 2020 participant. 

© I CAN Network Ltd                      5.

EMPLOYEES 

With 78 staff, 62 are Autistic mentoring 

1,500 Autistic/neurodivergent young 

people Australia-wide.  I CAN Network 

has grown into Australia’s largest 

Autistic-led organisation. 

OUR VISION 
A world that embraces Autism. 

OUR VALUES 
We are Positive, We Enable, We are Gutsy, 

We are Open, We build Networks and 

We have Integrity. 

OUR PURPOSE 
To prove what Autistics 

CAN do. 

WHO WE ARE
 I CAN Network is Australia’s largest 

provider of Autistic-led group mentoring

 programs, training and consultancy. 

Our school and online mentoring programs 

empower 9-20-year-old young people 

with an ‘I CAN’ attitude.



OUR 
IMPACT 

“Never let other people’s fears and misconceptions limit what you are 
capable of...the journey to accepting yourself is a very worthy one. 

Embrace yourself. There will be struggles, 
but if you surround yourself with people who make you feel safe 

and who accept you, then those struggles will absolutely be overpowered by 
their belief in you and your own self-belief.”

 NO. OF I CAN 
SCHOOLS 

  82  1500 +
 NUMBER OF 

YOUNG PEOPLE 
MENTORED

 78 
I CAN EMPLOYESS 

 62
 I CAN AUTISTIC 

EMPLOYEES

 3.5 
MILLION+
 SOCIAL MEDIA 

REACH

 919 
 ONLINE 

MENTORING 
PARTICIPANTS

CHRIS VARNEY - Founder and Chief Enabling Officer, I CAN Network

AWETISM Expo, 20th November, 2020
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• Students make friends in a safe and comfortable environment.
• Embrace self-acceptance and Autistic pride.
• Experience increases in self-confidence and self-esteem.
• Connect with Autistic mentors as role models. 
• Share coping strategies for regulating emotions. 
• Students learn to self-advocate by empowering themselves and each other. 
• A sense of optimism towards the future.

The I CAN program can achieve the 
 following for Autistic students:

OUR BENEFITS 

© I CAN Network Ltd 
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A 
MESSAGE
FROM 
OUR
CHAIR 

Julia was responsible for one of the first 

school mentoring programs, run from 2014 - 

2017 at Marymede Catholc College. Under 

her tenure as Chair, Julia has been an integral 

part of launching I CAN into what it is today.

Julia, on behalf of the organisation, I thank you 

for your time, effort, and energy: you will be a 

hard act to follow! I look forward to continuing 

to work with you on the Board, as a non-

executive director and to have your valuable 

expertise to further grow our network, both 

throughout Australia and internationally. 

In 2021, Julia will also sit on our evaluation 

working group supporting the Australian 

Council for Educational Research’s 

independent evaluation of our programs in 

Victoria.

Also on behalf of the I CAN team, I would like 

to say a big ‘thank you’ to Anthony Boyle who 

will hand his role of Deputy Chair to David 

Legge.

Anthony and his wife Lisa contacted Chris 

seven years ago to start the first regional 

arm of I CAN in Victoria: ‘I CAN South West’. 

Anthony donated to I CAN to start I CAN 

South West and brought together a group of 

interested parties to make up the I CAN South 

West committee.

Anthony is continuing as a non-executive 

director and I look forward to working with him 

and gaining his invaluable advice and input 

into supporting regional Autistic families. 

I was first introduced to I CAN in 2016 

when I attended a conference Chris Varney 

presented at. I approached Chris afterwards 

and said “The kids at my school need you!, 

Queensland needs you!” 

The following year, the school where I was 

Head of Special Education was included in 

the Queensland pilot for the face-to-face 

group mentoring program. 

Since then, I am proud to say we expanded 

the I CAN School program to nine 

Queensland State schools in 2020, delivering 

over 180 group mentoring sessions.

In April 2020, I was humbled to be offered 

the Chair position as Julia Wake’s time was 

coming to an end. Also at this time Anthony 

Boyle handed over the position of Deputy 

Chair to David Legge. 

A 
TRIBUTE 
TO 
JULIA 
WAKE 
We are grateful to our partners and to the 

wonderful young people, families and schools 

in our network, and our global supporters 

for joining us to reach this goal. We have an 

incredible team leading the way, from our Core 

Enablers, fellow Board Members, Regional 

Managers, amazing mentors and dedicated 

contractors. I CAN is all about letting people be 

themselves and providing a safe space for them 

to learn and grow.

I am honoured to serve as Chairperson. 

I look forward to working towards creating a 

more inclusive community.

PATRICIA WINNEY 

Chair, I CAN Network

© I CAN Network Ltd © I CAN Network Ltd 



A YEAR OF IMPACT & 
INNOVATION

A 
MESSAGE
FROM 
OUR
CEO 

Founder & CEO

Chief Enabling Officer

CHRIS VARNEY

Welcome to our 2020 Annual Report. 

This report will give you a snapshot of our 

2020 activities and give an overview of our 

FY20 financials. This report can be read 

alongside our 2020 Social Impact Report 

which offers a closer look at the impact of 

our online and school mentoring programs 

in 2020. 

Since I CAN began in 2013, we’ve been 

unwavering in our mission: to prove what 

Autistics CAN do. Today we are Australia’s 

largest Autistic-led organisation, providing 

paid employment opportunities to 62 

Autistic people. Our team has empowered 

thousands of young people across Australia 

to see themselves through a strengths-

based lens and take pride in who they are. 

As COVID-19 began to get traction in 

Australia, our team instinctively knew that 

our top priority had to be providing more 

opportunities for Autistic young people to 

connect. 

As COVID-19 began to get traction in Australia, our team instinctively knew that our top priority had to 

be providing more opportunities for Autistic young people to connect. Links to Autistic mentors and 

peers can be critical in providing an anchor of  security, acceptance and positive identity, especially 

during times of dramatic upheaval.

Our annual AWETISM expo went 

virtual for the first time. Engaging 

2,700 people around the world, 

including students, families and

 staff from 121 Victorian 

government schools.

AWETISM 2020 
GOES VIRTUAL NATIONAL ONLINE 

GROUP MENTORING
 

Our program grew by 300%, we 

added interest-based groups, 

including LGBTIQA+ Autistic teens. 

We also welcomed participants 

from New Zealand.  

LIVED EXPERIENCE 
SUPPORT SERIES

We created a series of Autistic-led 

webinars, with accompanying tip sheets, 

showcasing our teams experiences. - 

‘Navigating High School’ to

 ‘Empowering Autistic LGBTIQA+ 

Young People’ 

GROWING OUR 
NEURODIVERSE TEAM

In 2020, we grew to 78 employees, 

including 62 who are Autistic. Nearly 

half of our Autistic staff started 

their journey as participants in our 

mentoring programs, from 

‘Mentees’ to ‘Mentor’s’. 

STRENGTHENING 
PROCESSES. 

By migrating our tracking 

systems to ‘Salesforce’, we 

have found ways to work 

more efficiently, 

I CAN SCHOOLS 
ONLINE

© I CAN Network Ltd 

During Covid-19 we 

converted our face to face 

program to online. 

PARTNERSHIP 
WITH THE NDIS

A $270,000 partnership 

allowed us to significantly 

grow our Online Program 

and increase Autistic 

employment opportunities. 

                     11.© I CAN Network Ltd 

Links to Autistic mentors and peers can be 

critical in providing an anchor of security, 

acceptance and positive identity, especially 

during times of dramatic upheaval.

Together, we dramatically expanded our 

online group mentoring program and 

offered our partner schools the opportunity to 

convert face-to-face programs to an 

online setting. 

We developed an array of Autistic-led 

webinars, profiles of young Autistics on our 

team and Autistic-led tip sheets designed to 

reassure young people and give their parents, 

carers and teachers the immense benefit that 

comes from leveraging Autistic insights. Amid 

all of this, we managed to 

execute our biggest event in I CAN history, 

our 2020 AWETISM Virtual Expo. This 

showcase event -- held entirely online and 

free to the public - was a global celebration 

of the passions, talents and insights of 

Autistic young people. 

As we continue to face unchartered waters, 

we are so very grateful to the many individuals 

and organisations who believe in our mission 

and help enable our game-changing work. 

To the young people, families and schools we 

support, thank you for putting your trust in us. 

‘Finally our Annual Report 2020 is dedicated to 

the memory of my late grandmother Margaret 

Anderson (1929 - 2020) without whom I never 

would have started and grown I CAN Network’. 

                     10.



“The most important thing about mentoring to 

me is knowing how much I would have wanted 

this when I was in school. Whenever I am 

mentoring, I always think back to teenage me or 

little kid me and what I needed back then. I find 

that that really helps me with communicating 

and building rapport with the 

young people I mentor.” ~ 

Chloe, I CAN Mentor

Our onine mentoring program, which we pioneered in 2017, continues to be a game changer in terms of 

providing meaningful support and connection for Autistic young people aged 9-20.  

Our groups provide a safe, fun and 

accepting space where participants 

can be their authentic selves. 

Wherever they are in their respective 

journeys of self-acceptance -- from 

unaware of their Autism diagnosis to 

being an out and proud advocate -- 

our young adult mentors meet them 

there. Particularly for Autistic young 

people who are facing co-occurring 

mental health challenges such as 

anxiety and depression or who are 

disengaged from school, the option of 

a program that can be delivered from 

the comfort of their own home allows 

us to attract participants who might 

otherwise go without positive peer 

support. 

When COVID-19 struck, we were lucky 

to have a well established program we could expand to meet the needs of our community. It grew 

300% from January to December 2020, with 22 Autistic mentors providing close to 1000 program slots 

during the course of the year. This growth has come with the same level of care and personalised 

service that we bring to all of our face-to-face mentoring programs. We also expanded our reach 

to include young people from New Zealand, introduced interest-based groups where participants 

can explore shared passions with peers and mentors, and created groups specifically for Autistic/

LGBTIQA+  teens. We have also taken particular care to make our groups more accessible and inclusive 

of Autistic young people with higher support requirements, including those who are non speaking and 

use AAC (Augmentative and Alternative Communication).

We would like to thank the Ian Potter Foundation and the NDIS, for their grants, innovation and 

dedication to our program and team. 

AN 
ENVIRONMENT

OF UNDERSTANDING & 
ACCEPTANCE 

I CAN ONLINE   

“I first joined an I CAN group at my school. then 

during the COVID 19 lock down my mum organised 

for me to join the I CAN online mentoring program. I 

really liked the program on Tuesday nights. 

I met other people with Autism and mentors like Chloe. I really 

looked forward to the I CAN sessions because the people 

were friendly. They gave me time to use my [ACC] device to 

communicate... Chloe was really good because she really made 

me feel comfortable. I hope we have an I CAN group at our school 

again soon. For me I CAN has helped me think about the things I 

like and what I am interested in.” ~ Adon (16), I CAN Mentee 

© I CAN Network Ltd 
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Since 2014, I CAN Network has partnered with over 120 primary and secondary school leadership 

teams to develop inclusive school cultures. The I CAN School® program directly empowers 

Autistic students with optimism, belonging, self-acceptance, pride and confidence. In 2020, we 

proudly served 82 schools across hubs in Victoria and Queensland.

Our primary school mentoring program ‘I CAN Imagination Club®’ is a program for students who 

are Autistic, or who have learning differences or experience social anxiety. Whilst the majority 

of Imagination Club participants are Autistic, the program can be used by a school to engage a 

broader range of primary students. In 2020, we ran  ‘I CAN Imagination Clubs – for students with big 

imaginations’ in partnership with 28 primary schools across Queensland and Victoria.

Our high school mentoring program, our longest running I CAN service, is offered in two stages. 

Stage one  empowers Autistic students with the basic outcome of the I CAN program: a positive 

Autistic identity. Stage two develops Autistic students who are wanting to progress in the 

program and achieve outcomes around leadership and self-advocacy. The program remains a 

popular training ground for young people to progress into mentors. 

In 2020, we ran I CAN School programs in partnership with 54 high schools across Queensland 

and Victoria.

Several of our I CAN schools were affected by the COVID-19 closures and we knew how critical 

it was to maintain connections with the students we support. All of our partner schools were 

offered the option of converting their programs to I CAN Schools Online for Terms 2 - 4.

Thanks to our leadership in online group mentoring and our experience with running online 

programs with schools in remote and regional Queensland, we were able to offer high quality 

online programs to schools that had been running face-to-face.

                  15.

“BEFORE I CAN, 
I NEVER THOUGHT I’D 
MEET ANYONE LIKE 

ME, IT MAKES ME 
HAPPY” 

- JAKE, I CAN 
TRAINEE MENTOR

I CAN SCHOOLS   

THE IMPACT 
HAS BEEN REALLY 

POSITIVE, HE THOROUGHLY 
ENJOYED IT. IT HELPED
 BUILD HIS SELF IMAGE 

& CONFIDENCE.”

- PARENT 
KEW HIGH SCHOOL

THE PROGRAM 
HAS BEEN SUCH 

AN AMAZING 
EXPERIENCE”

- COURTNEY, TEACHER
PARKDALE 

HIGH SCHOOL

© I CAN Network Ltd 



SANTA MARIA COLLEGE 
NORTHCOTE, VIC

Our relationship with Santa Maria College 

illustrates the impact of our strengths-

based mentoring even under the most 

challenging of circumstances. The school 

agreed to trial I CAN Schools Online 

whilst Melbourne was on COVID-19 

lockdown. Despite the program being run 

online during the remote learning period, 

mentees in the program still experienced 

positive outcomes. Students became more 

confident in themselves with self-

confidence increasing by 29% during the 

course of the program. Students also felt 

more of a sense of belonging in not only 

our mentoring program (+46%) but also felt 

more connected to school +54%) despite 

most students not being physically present 

at school. Autistic pride among participants 

also increased by 32%. 

PINE RIVERS STATE 
HIGH SCHOOL AND 
BRAY PARK STATE 
HIGH SCHOOL, NORTH 
COAST, QLD

Program evaluation data from two of 

our North Coast government schools in 

Queensland, Pine Rivers State High School 

and Bray Park State High School, illustrates 

the impact of our programs. 

100% of the 16 Stage Two mentees 

who took part reported satisfaction 

with their experience. Pre-program and 

post-program surveys of mentees’ own 

perceptions indicate the Stage Two 

mentoring program can improve mentees’ 

communication and leadership skills and 

spark positive self changes, including 

increased confidence in participating in 

school activities, enhanced feelings of 

success at school,  an optimistic view of 

future pathways and a more positive sense 

of Autistic identity. Reports from parents, 

carers and teachers echoed these findings.

CASE 
STUDIES   

© I CAN Network Ltd                   17.



COVID-19 provided an opportunity for us to rethink our annual expo, which had previously been run as an in-person event in Melbourne and regional Victoria. 

AWETISM 2020, our first virtual expo was a free event targeted at Autistic students both primary and secondary, who are aware of their Autism diagnosis. 

We showcased: 50 I CAN TALKS - Presentations by Autistic students from all over Australia. 4 PANEL DISCUSSIONS with Featured Guests. 20 EXHIBITION BOOTHS from our supporters and partners. I CAN SHOWCASES of 

our regions to build our I CAN communities. INTEREST GROUP SESSIONS, QUIZZES, A SCAVENGER HUNT with PRIZES! ALL DAY live discussions and take-home resources. 

All of the ingenuity, care and skill of our team was reflected in the execution of our AWETISM Virtual Expo 2020, the biggest Autism youth-oriented event ever hosted from Australia. The engaging virtual format and 

compelling marketing expanded attendance from 300 people at our live event in 2019 to 2,700 people around the world, including students, families and staff from 121 Victorian government schools.

The online approach allowed us to include young people from across Australia and pre-taping student presentations made the prospect of taking part less daunting for many of our participants. Free, open to the general 

public and accessible at will, this wonderful showcase included 50+ deep dives into intriguing topics such as “ The Power of Animal Connections”, “The Work of a Young Autistic Aboriginal Artist”, “The Wonders of Poultry”, 

“Public Transport Adventures” and “Axolotls Are Awesome”. Participants shared their talents in art, dance, music, drama, cooking and more!

The interactive format allowed us to invite partner organisations to take part, share games with our young participants and offer multiple content sessions and live Q&As for parents, carers, teachers and advocates. 

Autistic-led sessions covered topics such as navigating the school-home relationship, creating an Autistic-friendly workplace and showcasing our four regions.. The 11-hour program was capped off with a discussion on 

“Changing The Narrative on Autism” featuring CEO Chris Varney, I CAN Ambassadors Tim Chan and Dr Wenn Lawson, Autistic advocate Yenn Purkis and NeuroTribes author Steve Silberman.

AWETISM 
2020   

© I CAN Network Ltd 

Guest Speakers included: Victorian 

Education Minister James Merlino and 

International Author Steve Silberman 
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We are so proud that our leadership in online group mentoring enables us to reach 

Autistic young people across Australia and New Zealand. However, it is our physical 

presence in four regional hubs - South West, Goulburn Murray and  Greater Melbourne 

in Victoria and (South East) Queensland - that allows us to build those valuable face-

to-face relationships with young people, their families, local schools and community 

groups. Our hubs also provide an excellent ground for identifying Autistic talent for our 

team.

The importance and impact of our four regions was on full display at our AWETISM 2020 

Virtual Expo, with each region highlighting presentations from local Autistic students 

and sharing insights from their amazing teams. All of the content from our Regional 

Showcases is available on our I CAN Network YouTube channel and our dedicated 

Regional pages on our website.

WHERE WE  
WORK  

GREATER MELBOURNE 

Area covered: Greater Melbourne

Number of schools: 23 

JENNI MONTGOMERY - REGIONAL MANAGER  

Jenni’s early career was at Northern Melbourne Institute of 

TAFE and Environment Protection Authority Victoria. Jenni later 

joined the Australian Bureau of Statistics where she served as 

Assistant Director from 2011 until 2020 overseeing a range of portfolios such as partnership strategy, 

Census support projects and human resources projects. Among her achievements included Jenni’s 

establishment of the ABS’ Leveraging Asperger’s and Autism Network for Autistic staff, which became 

part of the furniture at the ABS thanks to Jenni’s determination. 

SOUTH WEST VICTORIA 

Area covered: Colac to Portland

Number of schools: 18

KATE MEADE - REGIONAL MANAGER 
Kate’s early career was in dance. She was the creator of the 

Victorian Dance Festival (2012 – 2018) she also is the host and 

producer of the Morning Rush program on ACE Radio which Kate 

received the 2019 Best Networked Radio Program. Kate is listed in 

the Australian Financial Review 100 Women of Influence (Regional and Local) and is currently studying 

a Bachelor of Psychology and is a MBA Candidate. Kate is a Mum of three which includes a fantastic 

Autistic son. 

GOULBURN MURRAY

Area covered: Shepparton to Echuca

Number of schools: 20

KATE ANDREWS - REGIONAL MANAGER 
Kate came to I CAN Network after a successful career supporting 

students both as a primary school teacher where she worked in a 

diverse range of contexts including the Northern Territory, Undera 

Victoria and Mooroopna Victoria. Kate joined I CAN Network in 2017 as a Network Leader in Kyabram 

and Shepparton. Kate has grown the region’s I CAN programs from scratch and coached her team to 

partner with schools to achieve outstanding results for Autistic students. 

QUEENSLAND 

Area covered: Queensland

Number of school/community programs: 8

BREE HUGGINS - REGIONAL MANAGER 
We would like to acknowledge the outstanding leadership of Bree 

Huggins, former South West Regional Manager, who led  our work 

in Queensland during a critical period of growth and managing the 

COVID-19 landscape in 2019-2020..

© I CAN Network Ltd                   21.



One of the most compelling aspects of our work is that we amplify Autistic voices - 

particularly the lived experiences of Autistic young adults. Their insights and guidance 

comfort younger Autistic peers as they navigate the often challenging tween and teen 

years, and their perspectives enlighten parents, carers and teachers on how they can 

better support the Autistic young people in their lives. 

Our team’s ability to fuse personal lived experience with insights gleaned from mentoring 

so many Autistic young people over the years allows us to bring powerful perspectives 

and recommendations to other organisations and to the public.

In 2020, with sponsorship from the Department of Families, Fairness and Housing 

(DFFH), we delivered a 7-part webinar series with accompanying tip sheets, all led by 

Autistic young adults on our team and aimed at younger Autistic peers. Topics ranged 

from navigating high school to managing the transition to young adulthood to support 

for LGBTIQA+/Autistic young people and more. The materials also included advice for 

parents, carers and teachers. In the latter part of the year, the DET engaged us to develop 

a series of Autistic-led tip sheets related to supporting the mental health of Autistic 

young people during COVID-19 and beyond.

In 2020, we also proudly partnered with the Federal Department of Social Services’ 

Information, Linkages and Capacity Building Scheme to deliver Humans on the Autism 

Spectrum: School Leavers, a series of deep dive profiles featuring 10 Autistic members 

of our team who are navigating post-school life, including TAFE, university, the workplace 

and community. Their stories contain messages that are relevant not only for younger 

Autistic peers but for anyone wanting to understand Autistic lived experience. The series 

culminated with national webinars aimed at School Leavers.

In 2020, we successfully carried out consultancy projects with the Victorian Department 

of Education and Training and Aspect Positive Partnerships. 

INSIGHTS & 
CONSULTANCY  

© I CAN Network Ltd 2020

  REMEMBER 
• You are not alone. 

• There are people who can help 
you navigate high school.

• You are capable and you are 
awesome exactly as you are. 

Good luck this year!

When you are faced with a new situation or challenge, it can be really helpful 
to get tips from others who have experienced similar circumstances. The tips 
below are from Autistic young adults from our I CAN team who understand 
what it’s like to navigate high school as an Autistic student.

NAVIGATING HIGH SCHOOL #2: 
TIPS FOR AUTISTIC STUDENTS
FROM AUTISTIC YOUNG ADULTS 

BEFORE THE SCHOOL YEAR STARTS
• Practise how you will get to school (e.g., bus route, walking path).
• Explore the school grounds or download a map (note                                                                                                                     

where the bathrooms are and where the office is                                                                                                                                       
– there is always someone in the office who can help!)

• Include a things in your schoolbag that calm you or make you smile.                            

ASKING FOR HELP
• It is always better to ask for help than to                                                                             

stress on your own.  
• Reach out to your Year Advisor or                                                                                                       

Student Welfare Coordinator they are there to support you!
• If you are uncomfortable approaching a teacher or staff member                                       

directly, you can always write down your questions. 
• Many teachers have Google classroom portals where you can                                                   

ask questions online.
• Let your parents know if you have questions or worries.

NAVIGATING TIMETABLES
• The high school timetable can be confusing. You are not the only                                            

one who might need time to understand it.
• Try colour-coding each class (e.g., English = blue) on your timetable                                        

and use folders/notebooks of the same colour for that class. 
• Keep multiple copies of your timetable (in folders, in your locker                                            

and an electronic version on your phone).

MAKING FRIENDS
• School clubs and extracurricular activities are a great way to meet                                       

people with similar interests to yours or to develop new skills. 
• If you enjoy gaming, look for people who are                                                                       

playing games you love on their phones or computers. 
• Activities outside of school (like scouts) can also be                                                                    

a good way to build friendships.

MANAGING HOMEWORK 
• Try breaking up assignments into smaller, manageable chunks                                               

rather than waiting until the last minute.
• If you need more time or have questions about an assignment,                                                                                                                             

it is always best to let your teacher know as soon as possible.
• Take advantage of homework clubs school or time in the                                                                                                                                  

library to get homework out of the way so you have                                                                                   
more time to relax at home.

AFTER SCHOOL 
• It is important to have a chance to decompress after the                                                        

school day.
• Choose whatever activities help you relax (e.g. diving into                                                                                                            

interests, gaming, playing with pets, chilling out in your room).

SELF-CARE
• It can be tempting to stay up late, but it’s                                                                                        

so important to get enough sleep during                                                                                                                                     
the school week. 

• If you have trouble falling asleep, try                                                                                   
making a playlist of really chilled-out music.

• Be sure to eat breakfast in the morning!

icannetwork.com.au

 This tip sheet 
accompanies a webinar. 

To watch it now - CLICK HERE

© I CAN Network Ltd 
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At I CAN Network, we are uniquely positioned to be a valuable thought partner and 

influencer across the landscape of children’s rights, inclusive education and employment.

Over the years, our team has mentored thousands of Autistic young people across 

Australia and provided support to their families and school communities. Our team 

includes a significant number of Autistic young adults with recent experience navigating 

school, as well as several members (both Autistic and non Autistic) with rich backgrounds 

as educators, policy makers and parents of Autistic/neurodivergent children.

As Australia’s largest Autistic-led, predominantly Autistic-staffed organisation, we have 

a deep understanding of the barriers that can prevent Autistic and other neurodivergent 

young people from thriving at school or that can prevent meaningful employment for 

Autistic adults.  Through our combined personal experience and professional expertise, we 

also understand what is needed to make schools, workplaces and society at large more 

welcoming of Autistics. We share these insights, and our program data, in a respectful, 

positive and constructive manner with our government partners. 

We have an extensive track record of respectful collaboration at the local state and federal 

levels in critical arenas that impact Autistic young people, their families, and their schools. 

In 2020, our voices were heard through the release of the Victorian Government’s Autism 

Education Strategy and Disability State Plan Consultation and the Senate of Australia’s 

Inquiry into Autism.

We are very proud to be an ongoing member of the Victorian Government’s Autism 

Education Advisory Group and Autism Plan Advisory Group, the Queensland Government’s 

Autism Education Advisory Group, the Australian Association for Special Education, the 

Child Rights NGO Taskforce and the Australian Autism Alliance. 

A TRUSTED 
VOICE  

© I CAN Network Ltd 2020

HOW TO ACCESS 
I CAN PROGRAMS 

icannetwork.com.au

We are very proud to be a national leader in 
providing Autistic-led mentoring (school-based 
and online) to Autistic young people in Australia, 
providing meaningful insights through our Speakers 
Agency and Autistic-informed professional 
development workshops.

Here is a brief overview of our cornerstone 
programs and how families and schools can access 
them. For more detailed information, please see the 
links below or view our related webinar via our 
I CAN Network YouTube channel: www.youtube.
com/theicannetwork or click this title link to view - 
How To Access I CAN Programs 

I CAN SCHOOLS
What we offer: We offer weekly one hour, group 
mentoring sessions for up to 16 Autistic students in 
both primary and high schools. Our packages also 
include educational talks for students and parents 
as well as professional development workshops 
for staff.  

Areas served: Greater Melbourne, South West 
Victoria, Goulburn Murray Victoria, Brisbane 
Queensland, South East Queensland, 
North Coast Queensland

How to access: Interested schools can reach out 
to us at mentoring@icannetwork.com.au for 
program details, prices and packages. For families 
who are keen to bring our program to their young 
person’s school, we recommend starting with 
hosting an I CAN presenter on campus for an 
introduction presentation. We can also provide 
tailored templates and information for parents/
carers to use for approaching school leadership 
who might not be familiar with our programs.

For more details visit our website at 
www.icannetwork.com.au or write to 
us at mentoring@icannetwork.com.au

FOLLOW US ON 
FACEBOOK AND 

SUBSCRIBE TO OUR 
NEWSLETTER TO STAY UP 

TO DATE WITH OUR LATEST 
OPPORTUNITIES AND SPECIAL 

EVENTS SUCH AS OUR 
ANNUAL CAMP AND 

AWETISM EXPOS 

This tip sheet 
accompanies a webinar. 

To watch it now - CLICK HERE
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The fact that we are a neurodiverse, Autistic-centered organisation influences every aspect of our work culture. We aim to support all team members in roles which capitalise on individual strengths,

 respect personal schedules and capacity to provide meaningful growth opportunities over time. 

A key distinguishing feature of I CAN, and a source of enormous strength, is our commitment to ensuring that at least 50% of our team is Autistic, a benchmark that we vastly exceeded in 2020 with 62 of 

our 78 team members identifying as Autistic. We feel very strongly about providing a workplace that celebrates and nurtures Autistic talent and also attracts outstanding non-Autistic team members who 

relish the opportunity to work for an Autistic-led organisation.

We are especially proud of creating next generation leadership through our robust Trainee Mentor program. Nearly half of our 62 Autistic staff started their journey with I CAN as mentees in our 

school-based and online mentoring programs. With ongoing support and professional development opportunities, they have grown from Trainee Mentors in high school to full-fledged Mentors who are 

confidently leading their own I CAN groups. For these Mentors, we have truly become a second home and second family.  

OUR NEURODIVERSE WORKPLACE  
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Our I CAN Network is not just made up of the young people we serve and their families and schools. It also includes many wonderful governmental departments, business leaders and community 

members who recognise the immense value of our work. Our partnerships and community engagement take different forms. We are particularly grateful for the partnerships we have with key state 

departments in Victoria and Queensland and our relationship with the National Disability Insurance Agency, all of which have allowed us to dramatically expand the breadth and depth of our reach 

across Australia. Our business sponsors and advisors - The Ian Potter Foundation, Newsboys Foundation, Social Venture Partners Melbourne, White & Case and ANZ -  have helped us innovate and deliver 

our services in new and more impactful ways, moving us closer to fully self-sustaining business lines. 

We are also thankful to those who have provided financial support for our work in the forms of donations. In addition to individual gifts, we’ve received larger donations from supporters such as the 

Landau Family, the McLean Foundation and Joe Adsett Architects that have allowed us to increase the number of Autistics employed by our team.

We have also enjoyed community support in family friendly events such as our annual Obstacool in Warrnambool and our very successful City2Surf Team that has raised more than $60,000 between 

2016-2019.  We take pride in seeing the connections and friendships that have developed between supporters who participate in these events. We plan to resume more face-to-face events in 2021 as it 

becomes safe to do so.

PARTNERSHIPS & COMMUNITY  



INCOME 

INCOME

Grants & Donations  $762,589.00 

Mentoring Services  $526,492.00 

Insights & Consultancy  $35,805.00 

Other  $250,143.00 

TOTAL  $1,575,029.00 

I CAN FY20  
FINANCIALS  

EXPENSES

Wages & Salaries  $1,019,392.00 

Other Employment Expenses  $40,564.00 

Contractors  $29,957.00 

Advertising & Marketing  $29,007.00 

Travel  $17,784.00 

Supplies  $11,699.00 

Other Overheads  $71,883.00 

TOTAL  $1,220,286.00 

NET PROFIT $354,743 

EXPENSES 
Our NET PROFIT is used to reinvest in growing I CAN Network for employing more 

staff and reaching more Autistic familes across Australia.

In FY20 the Board directed donations towards: 

• Program Scholarships for schools and families in low SES areas 

• Delivery of I CAN Network’s AWETISM 2020 Virtual Expo which engaged 2,700 people. 

I CAN Network Ltd is endorsed by the Australian Taxation Office as a public benevolent 

institution with Deductible Gift Recipient status. Donations from the public are placed in I CAN Network’s 

public fund which is monitored by the Board of Directors serving as the public fund management 

committee in accordance with I CAN Network’s Constitution. I CAN Network Ltd is audited annualy by 

David Mazenngarb. 
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We would like to sincerely thank all of the donors to our public fund. In particular we would like to 

recognise the following donors: 

Mellita Frick Foundation Pty Ltd, Sho Hosokawa, PSN Family Charitable Trust, McLean Foundation, 

Mark and Shanaz Landau, Joe Adsett Architects, Rotary Club of Warrnambool, Douglas Evans, 

Actuaries Institute Anti Discrimination Working Group and the Hamilton Campdraft Club.
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“We live in a small coastal town...we have very limited support here and have 

to travel long distances for appointments. This can be a huge challenge and 

tiring for us, as three of my children are Autistic. For the past 18 months, I’ve 

been looking for a support worker to help mentor my kids, but I haven’t been 

able to find anyone. 

My (18 year old) daughter said to me a couple of years ago that she feels like 

her own species and couldn’t relate to anyone. She felt very alone and misunderstood. At that stage, 

she had never met another Autistic person apart from her brothers. 

My (14 year old) son has also not met anyone else who is Autistic until he started high school last 

year. He met another boy his age and they are now in the same group of friends at school. It took 

until he was 13 to meet someone he could relate to, too.

So I really want to express how amazing I CAN Online Mentoring is. The service you are providing 

has changed my kids’ lives in so many ways. Not only are they communicating with kids alike but it’s 

giving them a whole new perspective on what an Autistic community is and that they aren’t alone.”

- Parent of Two I CAN Mentees, rural South Australia

One of the real strengths of I CAN is that they take something that could be seen as a deficit, some-

thing that could be seen as ‘less than’ and make it something amazing. For [my 

son] to come to a group every week where that’s what they talk about, it’s just a 

beautiful gift.” - Mother of I CAN Mentee St Bede’s Bentleigh 

WHY 
I CAN MATTERS  

“IN THE I CAN NETWORK MENTORING GROUP:

- I CAN BE MYSELF WITHOUT JUDGEMENT.

- I CAN HAVE FUN.

- I CAN MAKE FRIENDS WHO UNDERSTAND ME 

  - I CAN FORGET ABOUT BEING INSTANTLY LABELLED INCORRECTLY.” 

- I CAN Mentee (10), NSW                                                    

“AS A TEENAGER, I DIDN’T 

FEEL THERE WERE A LOT OF 

PEOPLE I COULD LOOK UP TO 

OR RELATE TO. 

I WANTED TO BECOME AN 

I CAN MENTOR SO THAT 

I COULD BE SOMEONE I 

NEEDED WHEN I WAS IN 

HIGH SCHOOL: SOMEONE 

WHO UNDERSTOOD WHAT 

I WAS GOING THROUGH, 

SOMEONE WHO WOULD 

HAVE LISTENED, AND 

SOMEONE WHO COULD HAVE 

SHOWN ME THAT THINGS 

WOULD GET BETTER. 

I DIDN’T HAVE A LOT OF FAITH 

IN MY FUTURE WHEN I WAS 

IN HIGH SCHOOL.  I THINK IT 

WOULD HAVE BEEN REALLY 

NICE TO HAVE HAD SOMEONE 

THERE WHO HAD COME OUT 

THE OTHER SIDE AND LIVED 

TO TELL THEIR STORY.”

SAM, I CAN MENTOR
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PATRICIA WINNEY 

Director since April 2019. Patricia is an experienced leader in 

government schools in Queensland. Currently Patricia is a Head 

of Special Education Services in the Queensland Department of 

Education. Pat has a strong background in managing large teams 

of educational professionals in the field of special education and 

Autism programs. At Crestmead State School, Patricia enabled 

the successful 2017 pilot of I CAN Network’s program in primary 

schools in Queensland. Patricia brings expertise to the Board in the areas of government 

schools, special education, Autism support programs and human resources. 

DAVID LEGGE 

David has a private business background with 40 years’ experience 

as owner and manager of companies involved in manufacture, 

import/ export and distribution, property development, franchising 

and telecommunications. David is on the Board of Social Venture 

Partners Melbourne: a group which has been an instrumental 

partner to I CAN Network since 2015. With I CAN Ltd, David backed the 2018 business 

development of online mentoring and brings expertise to the Board in the areas of 

business development, online service delivery, philanthropy and sponsorship.CHRIS VARNEY 

Chris is a pioneer of Autistic-led service provision. Chris has 

a background in World Vision Australia. Chris founded I CAN 

Network in 2013 and supports the Board as Founding Director and 

Company Secretary. As Chief Enabling Officer, Chris has grown 

I CAN Network into Australia’s largest Autistic-led organisation with over 70 staff and 2,000 

students in the school and online mentoring programs nationally. Chris manages the staff,         

I CAN Network’s major partnerships, innovations and the quality assurance of the mentoring 

program through delivering staff training. Chris was a 2018 Victorian Australian of the Year 

Finalist and recipient of the 2017 Supreme Court of Victoria’s Best Achievement in Human 

Rights Award. Chris also serves as Patron of the Australian Association for Special Education.

OUR BOARD 
& LEADERSHIP  
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ANTHONY BOYLE 

Anthony is an experienced business leader. Anthony is Director 

of Boyle’s Livestock Transport: a leading transport company 

based out of Victoria’s South West. Anthony and wife Lisa were 

one of the first investors in I CAN Network. Their investment 

was instrumental in setting up I CAN Network in South West 

Victoria which inspired similar regional satellites in Victoria 

and Queensland. Anthony and Lisa are the proud parents of 

an Autistic son. Anthony brings expertise to I CAN Ltd in the 

areas of Autistic lived experience, business development,   

fundraising and sponsorship. 

JULIA WAKE 

Julia Wake is an experienced leader in Catholic schools in Victoria. 

Julia has held roles including Director of Teaching and Learning in 

a Marist school, Director of Faith and Mission at Marymede Catholic 

College and is currently Deputy Principal at St Patrick’s Primary 

School, Kilmore. At Marymede, Julia enabled the successful 2014 

– 2015 pilot of I CAN Network’s program in secondary schools. 

Julia brings expertise to I CAN Ltd in the areas of Catholic schools, education, youth programs 

and child protection. In addition to her directorship, Julia is a Victorian Institute of Teaching (VIT) 

Hearing Panel Member and Secretary of the Mill Park Junior Football Club.
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MELANIE RICHARDS - NATIONAL ONLINE PROGRAM COORDINATOR 

Melanie has a background in customer service, marketing and humanitarian work. Melanie 

spent 10 years in customer service and account management at Melbourne print company 

Print Bound. Joining I CAN Network in 2019, Melanie has delivered group mentoring 

programs and is National Online Program Coordinator where she supports Stacey Leanne 

to deliver all aspects of the program. 

KRISTEN CALLOW - CONTENT COORDINATOR 
- Kristen is neurodivergent and has a background 

in management consulting, nonprofits and pro-

neurodiversity organisations. In the private sector, Kristen 

has worked in McKinsey & Company and Wells Fargo. 

In the public sector, Kristen has worked 

in the US Peace Corps. Joining I CAN 

Network in 2016, Kristen has supported 

I CAN Network’s fundraising, piloting of I 

CAN Online and social media. As Content 

Coordinator, Kristen develops narrative, 

resources and social media messages 

which reflect her deep respect for the 

authentic insights of Autistic youth. 

DR JAMES ONG - EVALUATION 

MANAGER & POLICY ANALYST   

James has a background in medical 

research, data science and program 

evaluation. James was the 2015 recipient of 

the Sir John Monash Medal for Outstanding 

Achievement and has previously worked 

in the Hudson Institute of Medical 

Research. Joining I CAN in 2013, James is 

a founding member of I CAN Network and 

has previously overseen I CAN Camps, I 

CAN Central and served on the Board. As 

Evaluation Manager and Policy Analyst, 

James facilitates the development of 

program evaluation tools and uses their data 

to influence program improvements and 

public policy submissions. 

TIFFANY MUMFORD - DEPUTY CEO  Tiffany is an Autistic psychotherapist with a 13 year background 

in psychotherapy and disability support. Joining I CAN Network in 2016, Tiffany has been instrumental 

in creating systems and processes to support our Autistic staff to thrive. As Culture Manager (2016-18), 

Tiffany more than doubled the number of Autistic staff employed by I CAN. As Deputy CEO, Tiffany 

manages I CAN Ltd’s child protection systems, human resources, Regional & Network Managers .

CORE 
ENABLERS  YVONNE BASILLE - FINANCE 

MANAGER After completing a Bachelor 

of Business majoring in Accounting in 1994, 

Yvonne spent 25 years working for a variety 

of businesses in roles which have seen her 

keep business finances on track and increase 

the financial understanding of management 

teams. Yvonne has also volunteered as a 

committee member in five non-profit organisations. 

Joining I CAN Ltd in 2017, Yvonne oversees all aspects 

of I CAN Ltd’s finances, including financial reporting, 

costings, accounts payable and receivable, and 

payroll.   

 

KAREN VARNEY - CREATIVE                             

Karen is a writer, producer and author, with twenty years 

of professional experience in the Film and Television 

industry. For the last two years, Karen has worked along-

side her husband Chris producing videos, marketing 

material and with I CAN’s creative campaigns. 

STACEY LEANNE - NATIONAL ONLINE 

PROGRAM MANGER Stacey is an enrolled 

nurse, has a Bachelor of Psychological Science 

and a Masters in Autism Studies. Joining the I CAN 

team in 2016, Stacey served as Executive 

Assistant and Speakers Agency Manager 

before overseeing the implementation of 

post-pilot national online programs from 

April 2019 onwards. Stacey oversees all 

aspects of the National Online Program, 

including staff management, content 

development, shift supervision, customer 

in-take, communications and reporting.

CHRIS VARNEY - FOUNDER & CEO - See page 34. 

SAMIRA CARD - CRM ADVISOR - Sam is proudly Autistic, ADHD, Queer and a data nerd. Since 

completing a Bachelor of Communications, they have worked almost solely in not-for-profits. Joining 

I CAN in 2020, Sam worked at Western Health Foundation where they implemented and developed 

their love of Salesforce. Sam has continued that love with customising the I CAN salesforce database.
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This report is dedicated to the memory of Chris Varney’s grandmother Margaret Anderson who passed 

away peacefully on 26 November 2020, aged 91-years-old.  

Grandparents can play a profound role in the lives of their Autistic grandchildren. Margaret used books 

to plant the ‘I CAN’ message in Chris’ head as a child and was always a calming presence in his life.. It 

was at Margaret’s home that I CAN Network’s Core Enablers first met in 2013. The image below is from 

I CAN Network’s official launch in 2015.

In December 2020, the The Margaret Anderson Award for Ideas was created, in recognition of all that 

she contributed to our organisation and to honour the team member who delivered the most innovative 

ideas and leadership.. Sam Rose was the inaugural recipient for their leadership in online mentoring, 

professional development and developing I CAN insights, particularly related to mental health and 

supporting LGBTIQA+/Autistic young people.

IN MEMORY OF 
MARGARET ANDERSON  
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                CONTACT US
P.O Box 356, Ashburton 3147

Melbourne, Victoria, Australia

Email: info@icannetwork.com.au

Website: icannetwork.online

ABN: 63 608 173 100 
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