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Despite a very challenging time for our 
community, as well as worldwide, 2020 
has seen Early Links continue to prove we 
are able to adapt to change. An agile and 
resilient organisation, a team that has a gift 
for seeing the struggles, and the gaps, and 
finding solutions, enabling people to live 
their best lives.   
Previous decisions to invest in upgrading 
our IT systems and equipment paid off as 
we moved momentarily to digital delivery 
of service. This gave us the time needed to 
catch our breath, and put systems in place to 
benefit participants, and staff, to provide the 
right support at the right time.   
This year we continued reshaping Early 
Links, whilst remaining true to its roots of 

collaborative, yet personalised services. 
Each of the steps Early Links has taken has 
been towards a more holistic and consistent 
service, where each component of support 
works alongside the other.   
Now more than ever, the need to balance 
growth with sustainability is going to be the 
key to Early Links continued success. To 
support and help steer the financial growth 
of Early Links, the position of Financial 
Accountant was created and is already 
showing positive outcomes. A number of 
other new positions such as Marketing and 
Communications, and Human Resources 
have also been added to guide and support 
Early Links. As a growing organisation, it is 
important that we have the right people

President’s Report
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in the right positions. The flow on is that, 
not only do those roles give the attention 
needed to those areas, but it also enables 
Management to maintain focus on their 
own roles. 
Advocacy continues to be vital; a voice for 
children and adults as they navigate their 
way through the NDIS, for access, and for 
meaningful supports. But as we offer more 
services to more people, the challenge is 
no longer just in participants securing NDIS 
funding, but also in finding and employing 
high quality support workers in this growing 
landscape. As an organisation, we value the 
people who have chosen to be a part of our 
team, and we fortunately have high staff 
retention rates. This year also gave us an 
opportunity to further invest in our people 
through training and development.   

you none of this would have been possible.  
2020, against all odds, has been a very 
positive and productive year for Early Links, 
which places us in good stead for the next 
12 months and beyond. The team can take 
great pride in what they have achieved, and 
I thank them all. It’s been a privilege to be a 
part of such a life changing organisation.   
Into 2021 we continue to be driven to ensure 
we deliver the best possible service in the 
best possible ways.  

Jodie Cox, President.

Once again thank you to Sue for her 
continuous efforts and ability to see a way 
through the challenges towards opportunities. 
She is tireless and determined in anything she 
sets her mind to.   
I wish to thank other members of the 
Committee for the donation of their time and 
expertise in their area, which enriches and 
guides the management of Early Links. Without 

Occupational Therapy and Physiotherapy Teams

Early Links Playgroup Team
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What an extraordinary year it has been. 
Extraordinary in so many ways yet 
extraordinarily ordinary in so many others!

Despite a tough economic climate Early Links 
has continued its growth, increasing the 
people we support in our community by 46%, 
a budget increase of 37%. Despite access 
to our clients being severely restricted due 
to a global pandemic our staff have found 
a way to achieve the seemingly impossible 
and continued to provide services.  I say 
extraordinarily ordinary because that is what 
I have grown to expect of our team. They will 
rise to any challenge, they will overcome the 
seemingly impossible and they will go above 
and beyond to ensure that our communities 
are supported.   

Such extraordinary growth, 329% 
accumulated over the last 5 years, is not 
without its challenges. The challenge created 
by a cycle of growth and innovation, is 
that we find ourselves playing catch up 
across all areas of our organisation. When 
we then throw a pandemic into the mix, 
we have a recipe for the perfect storm. 
This year, despite all of the obstacles and 
challenges thrown at us, could be said to 
be our most productive yet. We ticked, or 
moved very close to, the majority of the 
goals that we had set for ourselves in our 
three-year strategic plan, one year ahead of 
schedule. This achievement is the result of 
organisational resilience and teamwork. 

Steamrolling through a three-year plan 

General Manager’s Report
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ahead of schedule, and with a focus on 
absolute quality over and above all else, 
has been an inspiring ride. Amongst 
these highlights, I take pride in the 
accomplishments of the Early Links Team.   

We have successfully trialled and found 
success in offering Telehealth services to 
families who wish to explore these options; 
we have embarked on a Marketing and 
Communication campaign to reset and 
repackage our Organisation to showcase 
the diversity of our offerings, from humble 
beginnings of an Early Childhood Early 
Intervention Service to a one-stop-shop with 
limitless possibilities; we have realigned 

Gross Motor Fun

strive for professional excellence, as well as 
opportunities to explore their own interests 
and versatility. 

We have invested heavily in our people, 
creating leadership, and skills pathways to 
ensure that we have the skills for daring 
leadership and excellence in clinical practice, 
now and into the future. 

Speech Pathology Team

our Organisational structure, moving from 
a smallish charity to a largish business 
that relies on the knowledge and expertise 
of both our Committee and a diversity 
in staff qualifications. The inclusion of 
newly created specialist roles such as an 
Accountant, Human Resources officer, 
Marketing, Rostering, and Projects officer 
means that our Leadership teams can apply 
their skills and passion to support their 
teams. A strengthened leadership model 
has allowed us to nurture our rising stars, 
and to help create positions where they 

Community Connections

Our office accommodation has continued to 
intrigue. We are yet to find a forever home, 
or at the very least, a long-term solution, but 
our quest has certainly been an interesting 
one. It has allowed us to connect more 
widely with community members, and 
benefit from the generosity and community 
spirit of our Maitland local business 



Learning Through Play

community. Thanks to the generosity of our 
community, we have gorgeous furniture just 
waiting for the perfect building.  

We have listened carefully and 
compassionately to our communities and 
families. We responded when we heard the 
stories of families not being able to find the 
range of services they wanted locally. We 
have created a Plan Management team, 
larger therapy teams, a creative arts team 
and perhaps the biggest undertaking of all, a 
teen and adults team. 

An overhaul of our whole IT system was long 
overdue and this year we have taken a bold 
step closer to revamp our outdated and 
ineffective systems. Efficiencies allow us to 
dream a little bolder, and put our energies 

where they are most needed. 

Our staff bring incredible passion and a thirst 
for learning to Early Links. This year we have 
taken this to the next level. We created an 
exciting new program that we affectionately 
call our ‘grow your own’ initiative.   We look 

General Manager’s Report (cont.)
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Paper Planes at Playgroup

to our Trainees, Allied Health Assistants 
and Developmental Support Workers to be 
the staff of our future. We have invested 
heavily in time, in creating opportunities and 
nurturing that love of what we do, to inspire 
these team members to continue their 
career progression with us.  We begin our 
New Graduate Program this month with our 
first cohort.  

Of everything that we have achieved in these 
last 12 months, the one that fills my heart, 
is always the advocacy that we engage in 
on behalf of the people that we support. 
Sometimes the wins seem small, but for 
those involved, they are lifechanging.  At 
other times the wins are so overwhelmingly 
significant, that they change what we do and 
how we do it. No matter the circumstance, 
our staff bring the same courage and 
resourcefulness into every fight.  

I thank you for your time, contribution 
and wisdom.  I would also like to mention 
the insight and commitment of our 
Executive Team. Our Program Manager and 
Operational Manager are the ones who drive 
the innovation, quest for excellence, and 
resilience of this Organisation. I cannot thank 
them enough for their support.  

Thank you for believing that together we 
have the ability to ‘enable opportunity’ in 
our community.  I look forward to another 
year of dreaming, inspiring and daring to go 
further.

Sue French, General Manager.

The past year has certainly been an unusual 
one. It has, however, allowed us to stand 
tall and show the brilliance and spirit of 
our team.  It has shown the significant role 
that the Committee plays in stabilising 
and supporting our Executive team. The 
Committee’s courage and vision for Early 
Links has enabled our growth and longevity.  

New Bulwer Street Office
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2020

+39% 
TEAM MEMBERS

$7.3M
TOTAL REVENUE

+46% 
ACTIVE PLANS

+52 
MANAGED PLANS 

+43% 
SUPPORT COORDINATION 2020

+39% 
TEAM MEMBERS

$7.3M
TOTAL REVENUE

+46% 
ACTIVE PLANS

+52 
MANAGED PLANS 

+43% 
SUPPORT COORDINATION 

Our team has grown 
considerably in the last 
twelve months, rising 
from 122 members 
in 2019 to 170 team 
members in 2020.

Our Support 
Coordination Team 
currently support 195 
clients. This represents 
a 43% increase on 136 
clients in 2019.

A Year In Focus
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TEAM MEMBERS

$7.3M
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+39% 
TEAM MEMBERS

$7.3M
TOTAL REVENUE

+46% 
ACTIVE PLANS

+52 
MANAGED PLANS 

+43% 
SUPPORT COORDINATION 

Our total revenue has increased 
significantly again this year to 
$7.3M.This represents a 21.5% 
increase on 2019 and a 281% 

increase on 2016.

As of November 
2020, the number 

of active plans 
has increased by 

46% compared 
to November last 

year. This results 
from an increase 

in active plans 
from 486 to 709.

Early Links’ new Plan Management 
arm has grown from 1 plan in 

November 2019 to  53 

A Year In Focus
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The impact of COVID on our society 
this year challenged so many of our 
practices and systems. Our people rose 
to the challenge; those on the front-line 
adapting ways of delivering services, with 
the operational staff working in support. 

The flexibility, passion and commitment of 
each staff member in recognising that the 
part they play contributes to the greater 
organisation, and ultimately to improve 
the lives of people with disability and their 
families, shone through adversity.

Human Resources
With the overwhelming theme of Early Links’ 
story for 2020 having been one of growth, 
the Human Resources space has been a 

hive of activity. Behind the provision of 
supports to an ever-increasing number of 
participants has been an incredible amount 
of work in recruiting and onboarding 
of our expanding staff teams. With this 
continued growth, one of the key positions 
to be brought on board in 2020 was that 
of a People and Culture Leader. This is an 
exciting step for the organisation to be 
able to bring on an experienced Human 
Resources (HR) practitioner, effectively 
doubling the size of our HR team, and 
providing welcome support to our team. As 
we, as an organisation, reflect on many of 
our processes, we look forward to the HR 
team having the opportunity to reflect on 
our current systems and utilising technology 

Operations Manager’s Report
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applications to streamline processes to be 
more supportive of our valuable staff teams.  

As Early Links exists to support our clients 
and their families, the quality of our 
front-facing staff, and supporting them 
in their crucial role, is at the heart of the 
organisation. The past 12 months have 
seen growth in all staff teams, with almost 
a doubling of the Occupational Therapy and 

Speech Pathology teams.

Last November at the 2019 Annual General 
Meeting, Early Links’ staff complement 
numbered 122 which included full-time, part-
time, and casual staff. As the Annual General 
Meeting convenes in 2020 this number will 
have increased to 170; growth of 39%. Our 
staff has grown not only in number but also 
in diversity, now including;

Administration Staff Allied Health Assistants Creative Arts Therapist

Developmental Support 
Workers

Dietician Early Intervention Teachers

Executive Team Music Therapist Occupational Therapists

Paediatrician Physiotherapists Plan Manager

Speech Pathologists Support Coordinators
Communications & 

Marketing

Information Technology 
Team

Finance Team Human Resources Team

Business Administration 
Trainees

Information Technology 
Trainees

Allied Health Assistant 
Trainees

Information Technology
As our staff numbers have continued to 
grow, so has the need for IT support to staff, 
ordering and configuring of hardware, and 
creating and adapting staff profiles and 
security protocols. The IT team has been 
responsive to identified needs and proactive 
in findings ways to improve productivity and 
quality of service. 

In March, the IT team were called upon to 
reduce the impact of the fast-developing 
COVID-19 situation. Overnight a model of 
face-to-face therapy sessions needed a 

more modern, contactless approach. The 
solution chosen and implemented was to 
broaden the usage of Microsoft Teams. The 
IT team supported staff to develop new 
tools, and feel confident that they could 
successfully transition to working within the 
telehealth model. At the same time, a strong 
shift to working from home also occurred, 
with the IT team providing support to staff 
to ensure this was feasible. Again, Teams 
assisted in keeping some of Early Links’ key 
strengths alive, such as collaboration for 
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clients, staff supporting each other, and a 
strong sense of community. This transition 
would not have been possible without the 
preceding investment in hardware and the 
implementation of Office 365. 

Migrating Early Links’ SharePoint sites 
seamlessly from the ‘classic’ to the latest 
version of the application was a major 
undertaking this year. The focus now being 
to make use of other applications, such as 
Stream and Forms, to improve the staff and 
client experience. The staff intranet, currently 
in development, is one such example of how 
technology is being used to support staff. 
The intranet will be a centralised platform 
that will support staff communication, 
collaboration, and access to information 
and resources, enabling and enhancing the 
performance of their respective roles. 

Operation New Home
Preparations were well-progressed for our 
relocation to a new premises, large enough 
to accommodate the majority of our staff, 
when it came to light that the business 
activities of another tenant would not be 
compatible with those of Early Links. As a 
result, 44 Bulwer Street has become the 
temporary home for a significant number of 
our staff. The relocation involved a de-fit of 
the ground level and installation of new walls 
to create new therapy spaces. Our quest for 
a new home continues…

Marketing & Communications
In July this year, Gav Rae joined us as 
Marketing and Communication Specialist. 
Gav’s initial focus has been on overseeing 
the organisation’s rebrand. Staff workshops 
and a client survey have been conducted 
to inform the outcome of this project and 
a competition is currently underway to 
encourage input from staff and members of 
our community. Once completed, the rebrand 
will flow through to all of the organisation’s 
communications channels including a new 
website, reinvigorated social media presence 
and email marketing.

Plan Management
The NDIS focus on participants exercising 
choice and control is reflected in three 
different plan management options, each with 
their different benefits for participants. They 
may elect to have parts, or all of their plan 
budgets, plan-managed. As more of our clients 
returned from plan review meetings with plan 
management included and then struggled to 
find a Plan Management provider, Early Links 
increased its service offerings to include plan 
management services. This began in a small 
way, providing these supports to existing Early 
Links clients, and has grown from there. In 
November 2019, Early Links Plan Management 
had one client, but twelve months later this 
has grown to fifty-three, with a dedicated Plan 
Management position on staff.

Plan Management services has the potential 
to be an area of future growth for Early Links. 
Once the rebranding of the organisation has 
been completed it will be possible to market 
this service to the wider community and 
to develop additional resources to better 
support participants.

Client Feedback
“We love our team and they are 

the best.”
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Support Coordination
The introduction of the National Disability 
Insurance Scheme has had a massive impact 
on the lives of people living with disability 
and the sector that supports them. Having 
commenced in 2013, the scheme is still 
maturing and evolving to meet the needs of 
its stakeholders - participants, governments 
and the broader Australian society. 
Participants and their families that are new 
to the scheme can feel overwhelmed as they 
navigate new processes, terminology, and 
relationships with providers. The National 
Disability Insurance Scheme Discussion 
Paper – Support Coordination, August 2020 
states:

Research shows that external support 
is important for many individuals to 
successfully navigate market-based 
systems, and that strong, trusting and 
collaborative relationships with both paid 
and unpaid people in a person’s support 
network are facilitators of successful plan 
implementation.1 Support coordination is 
a capacity building support funded under 
the NDIS.

The Early Links Support Coordination team 
has many combined years of experience in 
supporting participants and their families 
in navigating the NDIS, in linking in with 
their communities, and in working toward 
their goals. While the team numbers have 
remained stable their workload has mirrored 
the organisation’s growth. In November 2019 
the team was supporting 136 participants 
to implement and get the most of their 
plans. As we enter November 2020 the team 
is now supporting 195 participants with 
coordination services, a growth of 43%. We 

Levi’s Year To Shine
Levi is a clever and energetic boy who 
is supported by Early Links. Despite all 
the challenges this year has thrown at 
everyone, this has been Levi’s year to shine 
and he has achieved some amazing goals. 
His goals for this year included learning to 
use the toilet and to develop his functional 
communication skills through using AAC 
including gestures, key word sign and his 
communication device.

Levi is now requesting to go to the 
toilet, or will take himself to the toilet 
independently, and no longer requires 
continence products.

He is using a range of key word sign 
and his communication device to make 
requests and share information including 
asking for a drink, choosing an activity, and 
asking to have a shower.

We are so proud of the achievements Levi 
has made and it is really rewarding to see 
the difference it has made in his life and for 
his family. Keep up the great work Levi! 
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are looking to expand our team to cater for 
this increased demand.

As the scheme evolves and matures, and 
participants’ confidence operating within the 
scheme develops, the team is supporting 
their clients to ‘spread their wings’ and 
try new and exciting ways to pursue their 
goals. The team has extensive networks 
within the community that they work with 
to ensure that their participants have access 
to the supports they need, and from the 
participants’ preferred providers.

While COVID brought many businesses to 
a dramatic halt, the impact on the Support 
Coordination team was the polar opposite. 
When you are coordinating supports for 
vulnerable people and every one of their 
lives, routines and supports are turned 
upside down your workload increases 
dramatically. The CoS team worked furiously 
to ensure that their participants were well 
supported throughout and continue to do so. 
While other organisation stepped back, our 
CoS team stepped up, their dedication and 
passion for what they do shining through. 

Environmental Controls 
Increase Independence
Last year Early Links commenced 
offering specialist coordination of 
supports services to participants with 
complex needs.

One of our senior occupational 
therapists is providing this service to 
a local participant with Quadriplegia. 
A participant who had previously had 
7 years of inconsistent and ineffective 
supports provided by a multitude of 

services. This participant’s plan is also 
being plan managed by Early Links to 
allow choice and control over providers 
and ensure the required funded supports 
in the plan are provided.

Vital gains have been made in the last 
few months with Early Links arranging 
environmental controls and assistive 
technology assessments with a 
specialised occupational therapist and 
advocating for funded supports and 
equipment to enable this participant to 
significantly increase his independence 
and safety in the home. Specifically, 
through the use of an environmental 
controls unit he will now be able to adjust 
his air conditioning independently (he is 
unable to regulate his body temperature 
due to his spinal cord injury), turn on 
and off the light, adjust his bed so that 
he can sit up or lie down, make and 
receive phone calls, see who is at the 
door and allow them to enter the house, 
have specialised seating to sit out of bed 
and use a device without the need for 
a mouth mouse. These supports and 
equipment will substantially enhance the 
participant’s quality of life. Prior to Early 
Links involvement, funding in the plan 
had not been successfully arranged for 
seven years.

Stephanie Thomson, Senior Leader Adults 
and Teens, said that she was really pleased 
with the outcomes achieved and that “the 
participant and his family are incredibly 
grateful for the support and assistance 
we’ve provided.”
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2020 has been a year where teams have 
had to step out of their comfort zones.

COVID-19 has meant some big changes to 
how we deliver supports and how we have 
needed to support families. Even our least 
tech-savvy team members have embraced 
using Telehealth with great successes. We 
have had teachers having virtual tea parties, 
online music therapy, Creative OT sessions 
using interactive PowerPoints, Therapists 
engaging families in the session, and much 
more. This came with many challenges – 
how do you keep a child engaged when they 
walk away from the computer screen? Even 
though we are back supporting most families 
face-to-face, there are still many restrictions 
in the community and challenges being dealt 

with on a day-to-day basis. The teams have 
had a big year and we are proud of them all 
for thinking differently and overcoming the 
stresses of seeing their own faces each day 
on the computer screens. 

Our leadership teams have been involved 
in training this year in Dare to Lead – a 
leadership course designed by Brene Brown. 
The executive and senior leaders were so 
inspired by this training that we brought it 
here for our team leaders to take part in. 
The training has given us the opportunities 
to be more open to difficult conversations, 
being OK about questioning things and being 
clearer in our approaches. 

With remarkable levels of growth of the 
waitlists, the need was identified to bring 

Program Manager’s Report
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in new staff and, with University courses 
finalising for the year, an idea for a ‘New-
Grad’ program has emerged. The senior 
team has been working with Annette, one of 
our most experienced OT’s with a passion 
for helping others learn, to put together 
a program of skills development and 
knowledge. It is exciting seeing this program 
come together and the support our new 
grads will receive from this program. Not 
only will they receive a great quality of 
training, but the new grads will also be able 
to support each other as they learn and 
grow in our organisation. We congratulate 
our amazing AHA’s stepping into New Grad 
positions and welcome the other Speech, 
OT, and Psych new grads to our team. 

Reaching out and making connections 
has been a big goal for this year. Making 
connections within our local Department 
of Communities and Justice Offices and 
working alongside organisations such as 
Catholic Care, Benevolent Society, and local 
Paediatricians, for the benefit of families. 
Being able to see families thrive and flourish 
with a collaborative, supportive team is 
always a feel-good and proud moment. This 
goal will continue as we move into 2021.  

Occupational Therapy
Our Occupational Therapy Team has 
undergone significant transformation this 
year with the addition of several new staff 
members. This has included the recruitment 
of three experienced occupational 
therapists and two recent occupational 
therapy graduates from University of 
Newcastle. We have also recruited three 
fourth-year University of Newcastle 
students as Allied Health Assistants. As 

part of our new-grad program, these 
allied health assistants will transition to 
occupational therapists upon registration.

We are also very pleased to have retained all 
of our graduating occupational therapy allied 
health assistants with one exception who is 
having a baby. We hope she too will be part 
of our team in the future.

Our Physiotherapy Team was delighted to 
welcome a new physiotherapist in August. 

We also recruited our first dietitian and 
immediately saw the benefits of having a 
dietician on the team through the guidance 
she provides to colleagues and families.

The Occupational Therapy Team has 
improved the supervision structure with 
allied health assistants now nestled in the 
team of their chosen profession, and altered 
team structure to better focus efforts on 
geographic areas.

Adults
Due to a rapid increase in the number of 
adult and teenage clients with Early Links, 
and the need to expand our services, 
Stephanie Thomson has been appointed to 
the role of Senior Occupational Therapist - 
Adults and Teens. Stephanie has a passion 
for assisting people with a disability or 
mental health need to obtain and maintain 
suitable employment, and recently attended 
the NDS Disability at Work Conference. There 
are several exciting plans on the horizon 
including joining the NDS Ticket to Work 
Network, sharing innovative ideas with other 
providers, and Secret Agent Society training 
scheduled for early December - an evidence-
based approach to improving social skills 
in older children/ teens. Stephanie will be 
assisting to grow and support the Therapist, 
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COS and DSW teams for our adult and teen 
clients, and ensure that the assessments and 
interventions provided are evidence-based 
and enable our clients to achieve their social 
and economic potential.

Schools-Based Project
Holy Spirit Infants School (HSIS) in Abermain 
was successful in an application for grant 
funding to cover Speech Pathology Services 
in the school. Our Speech Pathologists had 
already been attending the school for client 
supports, and a great relationship with the 
staff at that school facilitated a connection 
for Early Links to provide these new Speech 
Pathology supports.  

This process involved an initial meeting with 
the Senior Speech Pathologist, the Principal 
and Head of Learning Support at HSIS. 
During this meeting, the school was able to 
identify its needs and a plan was drawn up 
for supports to be implemented by Early 
Links. Supports provided have included 
individual Speech Pathology assessments for 
targeted students, followed by Allied Health 
Assistant-facilitated group programs. These 
programs included a social skills group, 
language supports group, and phonological 
awareness group. In addition to these 
groups, time has been allocated each week 
for classroom-based assistance to facilitate 
generalisation of skills into the classroom.  

This has been an excellent opportunity for 
the Early Links Speech Pathology Team to 
develop community connections, and has 
allowed the development of structured 
and reproducible group programs that will 
benefit many children in the future. We 
are also planning to provide professional 
development to school staff on Speech 
Pathology-related issues (topics to be 
identified by school staff) towards the 
end of the year, which will provide 
more opportunity to advocate for Early 
Intervention and Speech Pathology services.

Noah’s Skate Ramp
Connor Holmes, one of our AHAs, has 
been working with Paul and his son Noah 
for the last six months. Connor supports 
Noah to develop life skills and pursue his 
passions which are skateboarding and 
BMXing. Paul and Noah are vision impaired 
and really value Connor’s support and 
companionship. Connor and our team, 
worked with the family to arrange the 
construction of a skateboard ramp for 
Noah at their home. Before this, Noah was 
only able to go skating when someone was 
able to travel with him to the local skate 
park. Connor said “I’ve watched Noah grow 
in confidence since the ramp was built and 
his skateboarding skills are fantastic. It’s 
amazing to watch, and he refuses to let his 
condition define him or what he can do.”
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Developmental Support 
Workers
Our Developmental Support Worker Team 
has expanded this year to now include 49 
DSWs which will allow us to support even 
more families than before. The team is very 
committed to the clients they work with and 
often build lasting bonds with families. 

Our DSWs support their clients to live 
fuller lives, engage with their community, 
and work towards their goals. They do 
this by supporting them in their homes, 
in educational settings and out in the 
community. This can involve assisting 
children in practising new skills they are 
developing, or supporting adult clients to 
gain independence and play a more active 
role in their community.

the Community!

“At Sons of Obiwan, I was taught how to use 
theoretical combat with a lightsabre. The 
teachers there are honest, straight to the 
point and are not afraid to tell you when 
you’re doing something wrong. They then 
help to correct your mistake so you can 
improve in the future. They have a wide 
variety of different light sabre hilts and 
colours for you to freely choose from.” ~ 
Josh, 18

From Jake our Support Worker....

Sons of Obiwan is an excellent way to 
promote physical activity and focus. The 
owner of the business, Luke, is an excellent 
instructor and will ensure you remain safe 
and on track to become a Jedi Master. They 
offer two different classes including, English 
Longsword and Tricking.

English Longsword teaches you to fight just 
like in the Star Wars movies. You learn to 
hit, block and choreograph your own fights. 
Whereas, Tricking teaches you how to make 
handling a lightsabre flashy and impressive. 
You learn how to twirl, throw and catch 
your lightsabre.

While undertaking the classes you get to 
handle a lightsabre that looks and feels 
just like the real thing, minus the blade the 
cuts through everything! They are made 
from aluminium and bullet proof glass. This 
means they can provide an experience unlike 
any other.

Josh at Sons of Obiwan Academy

What does Community 
engagement look like?
A story from our client, Josh…

Josh has been spending time with Jake, 
an Early Links Support Worker, at Sons of 
Obiwan Academy learning the art of combat 
with a Light Sabre. We are very proud of 
being able to support you out and about in 

How would you describe 
our staff?

“Passionate, reliable and skilled.”
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Early Links Casual Position 
Leads to Teaching Career
Morgyn has been working with Early Links 
for the past 4 years as a DSW. Studying 
a degree at Newcastle Uni in Primary 
Education, her work with us was the perfect 
launching pad for her career. We are very 
proud to say that Morgyn has now secured 
a permanent teaching position for 2021. We 
know that the skills she has learnt whilst 
working with Early Links, and her passion for 
supporting children with additional needs, 
will be wonderful assets for her new role.

During her time at Early Links, Morgyn 
worked very closely with many of the young 
children we support.  Morgyn’s first shift was 
with a young girl named Ruby, who she still 
supports.  It was lovely to receive feedback 
from Ruby’s father, Mark, when he heard of 
Morgyn’s success. “Congratulations Morgyn. 
You are a tremendous young lady who has 
played a significant role in our beautiful little 
girl Ruby’s life and development. We will 
always be extremely grateful and sincerely 
wish you all the best. Please don’t be a 
stranger. Take care and enjoy your career. 
You will smash it.”

Morgyn’s DSW role lead to a teaching career

Jasper’s Stroller
Jasper was referred to us by one of the 
families that we support.  Jasper, a young 
child, had received an NDIA plan that in 
no way reflected his needs.  The family 
was desperate for help to better advocate 
for their son’s needs and asked us for 
support.  We supported the family with a 
review, as a community service, and were 
delighted by the outcome.  Jasper is now 
receiving the early intervention funding for 
supports essential for his development.

Jasper has been working hard in 
physiotherapy through Early Links to work 
on his movement skills.

Initially, Jasper did not get enough funding 
for his equipment and therapy needs. 
His Early Links therapists successfully 
advocated for Jasper’s needs and, earlier 
this year, we received the good news that 
he had been approved for funding for a 
stroller and seating system (pictured) so 
that he can access the community with 
his family. Physiotherapist, Ally McPhee 
said that “Jasper has also been approved 
for a standing frame, so that he can work 
towards standing and, eventually, walking 
on his own!”
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Playgroup
This year at playgroup, there have been 
many changes as a result of everything 
2020 has thrown at us. Larissa Bisby, speech 
pathologist, said that despite all of this, “we 
have loved seeing families connect with each 
other, and children develop their confidence 
and social communication skills.”

Playgroups foster social connection, for both 
the families and children, in a supported 
environment. Early Links strives to provide an 
inclusive playgroup that allows children, 0-6 
years, with opportunities to engage, play and 
learn in a supported environment.  

The groups are provided at no cost to families 
who have access to our Teachers and Allied 
Health Team to answer any questions about 
child development, school readiness, health 
concerns, information about the NDIS and 
other community supports that they can 
access. We are very grateful to Maitland 
Presbyterian Church for partnering with us 
to host the Maitland Playgroup and for giving 
the Big Yellow Bus a home. A big thank you 
to Primary Health Network – Hunter New 
England and Central Coast for a community 
grant which has allowed us to provide this as 
a free community playgroup.  

One of the most rewarding parts of running 

the playgroup, is seeing the changes in 
the children’s confidence and capabilities. 
For example, some children can find it 
overwhelming visiting a new environment, 
transitioning between activities, or climbing 
up the purple slide initially. With support 
and encouragement, over the weeks we see 
children who conquer their fears and are able 
to scale up the slide with no difficulties, build 
resilience and transition between activities 
with ease, and engage with their peers by 
learning to take turns, share their toys, show 
compassion and care towards others, and 
communicate effectively. 

Amy Cashmore, Inclusion Support Teacher 
commented on how important play is to 
the developing child, and the benefits of 
this community activity by saying that “One 
of my favourite play quotes is ‘play is the 
brain’s favourite way of learning,’ by Dianne 
Ackerman and I feel that our playgroup 
encapsulates this perfectly!”

MyTime
MyTime is a weekly event, funded by 
Playgroup Australia, in Muswellbrook which 
allows parents and carers of children with 
additional needs to come together in a 
relaxed setting. It allows them to build 
connections with other families in their 
community who are facing similar challenges 
and access useful information. Louise 
Kennedy, one of our Occupational Therapists 
took on the organisation and management 
of MyTime in July this year. Plans are in 
place for a visit from our Playgroup Big 
Yellow Bus in November this year. This is 
expected to attract significant interest from 
the Muswellbrook community and raise 
awareness of MyTime events.
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Dance Group
Another of the Grant funded projects 
(funded by Primary Health Network – Hunter 
New England and Central Coast) that we 
provide is a weekly dance group at our 
Ashtonfield office. This has proven very 
popular with our families, especially given 
the challenging times and restrictions we 
have all faced this year.

Dance group is organised by Occupational 
Therapist Ashleigh. Ashleigh said “It is 
incredible to watch the change in the 
children from Week 1 to Week 10. Most of 
the children are very nervous to perform at 
the start of the term but once we reach Week 
10, they are excited and confident.”

Dance group culminates in an end of 
term performance which is an excellent 
opportunity for the children to showcase 
all the skills they have developed and share 
their joy with their families.

Logan and Elijah’s Engine 
Speed
Logan and Elijah are twins who have been 
with Early Links for almost 18 months now. 
They are both really benefiting from having 
regular weekly clinic sessions with their 
therapy team. Each Thursday Logan and 
Elijah are brought to the clinic by Pat, one 
of our DSWs (disability support workers). 
They then separate, with one seeing their 
occupational therapist and teacher, and 
the other seeing their speech pathologist 
and physiotherapist. Once they are 
finished, they then swap over. 

During these visits, the Alert program 
terminology is interwoven into the content 
of each session. Fiona McBeath,  an 
Inclusion Support Teacher - commented 
that “The boys can now tell how their 
‘engine speed’ is running and also choose 
‘tools’, such as breathing, to assist them 
to return to a calm and alert state for 
learning, when their ‘engine speed’ starts 
to run high.”

The twins team are just beginning to 
generalise these skills and terminology in 
visits to their day-care centre and home.”

Dance group

Some of our families have been generous 
enough to share the kind words below:

“I can see how much our daughter enjoys 
dancing in this group and I have decided 
to enrol her in dance lessons moving 
forward.” – from a parent whose child 
had not previously participated in any 
community sports or activities.
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“I have noticed a huge change in her 
confidence since coming to dance 
group”– from the parent of a child who 
suffers anxiety.

“I really want to come back to dance 
group next term so that I can keep 
dancing with the friends I made this term” 
– from a participating child.

“I love bringing our son to dance group 
as it is so beneficial for his social 
development and provides him with the 
opportunity to engage in community 
activities” – from a parent of a child with 
Autism Spectrum Disorder, Level 3.

“We are so grateful for the running of 
this program during lockdown. She 
loves it and it has been a great activity 
during lockdown.”

Grant Funded 
Projects
Sustainable Garden Project
We are currently working on a Sustainable 
Garden Project to be located at our 
Ashtonfield office. This project has been 
funded by Maitland City Council. The 
aim of this project is to provide positive 
environmental outcomes with revegetation 
of our ecosystem by reinforcing the 
sustainability of natural flora and providing 
weed and erosion control. 

The project will monitor environmental 
outcomes over a 12-month period and 
provide systems that reduce landfill through 
the promotion of recycling and composting 
of food waste to achieve a reduced impact 
on the environment. 

We will provide composting facilities to 
dispose of food waste and we will monitor 
waste levels and the benefits of worm 
farming. This project was made possible 
by the successful grant application of Elise 
Hastings, Speech Pathology Team Leader. 
The project is still in the concept stage, but 
work will begin on-site before Christmas.

How would you describe 
our staff?

“Friendly, kind, supportive and 
caring.”

“Kind, caring and flexible.”

“Loving, caring, trusting and 
wonderful.”

Community Collaboration
Chris, one of our Support Coordinators 
has been supporting a family which 
includes a mother of three who has 
lived through extreme trauma since 
birth. We were able to put a strong team 
together to help Mum remain engaged 
with supports and, over time, have been 
able to watch this lady become so much 
more independent and engaged in being 
a parent to 3 very busy boys. This is an 
ongoing process as the family works 
through its trauma together. A highlight 
for us all was when Mum’s eligibility as an 
NDIS participant was finally accepted after 
years of advocacy and representation.  
Early Links has worked collaboratively 
with other providers which has enabled 
us to build strong relationships with 
other community services to support this 
wonderful family. 
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Physio Baby Clinic
After identifying a gap, where many children 
in the regions we support do not have 
their physical needs picked up early, our 
Physiotherapists secured a grant from 
Maitland City Council to buy resources and 
create a fee-for-service screening clinic.

They had been busy building a network 
and, before COVID-19, attended several 
playgroups and community organisations, 
discussing normal childhood motor 
milestones and common conditions that 
physiotherapists can treat in children. The 
team provided play tips to support normal 
childhood development, and information on 
when and how to seek support.

Currently, in response to restrictions 
imposed by COVID, our Physiotherapy Team 
is developing content for an interactive 
baby webinar and a health practitioner 
communication tool. Parents can join to 
receive information and advice. Stay tuned 
for what’s next!

Hearing Screenings
Earlier this year, Early Links was 
successful securing a grant from the 
Honda Foundation which allowed us to 
purchase equipment to conduct hearing 
screenings. We purchased an audiometer, a 
Tympanometer and an otoscope.

We are offering hearing screenings to 
existing clients at the moment, with the 
hope to offer it to the wider community in 
the near future. The screening gives us an 
idea about ear health and if the children’s 
hearing levels are adequate for speech and 
language development. This opportunity 
also allows our families to get the screening 
conducted a lot quicker, as the waitlists for 
hearing screenings through the public sector 
can be up to 6 months. It also helps us get a 
bigger picture of the child’s development and 
a better understanding on how to conduct 
therapy going forward, or it helps us rule out 
hearing loss and move onto other possible 
variants that might be causing a speech or 
language delay.

Baby Clinic

Client Feedback
“My children wouldn’t be where 

they are in life without the help and 
support of all our therapists.”

“They are an amazing team of 
people that go above and beyond 

for our family.”

“My son’s team are fantastic. Great 
communication and he is now 

making huge improvements across 
multiple areas.”
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