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SCHOOL
MANUAL
“BEFORE I CAN,
I NEVER THOUGHT I’D
MEET ANYONE LIKE ME.
IT MAKES ME HAPPY.”
- JAKE, I CAN MENTEE &
TRAINEE MENTOR

THIS DOCUMENT IS DESIGNED TO
ASSIST IN EASILY AND EFFICIENTLY
IMPLEMENTING THE I CAN MENTORING
PROGRAM IN HIGH SCHOOLS
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OUR PURPOSE
The I CAN Network story started
with one family, the Varneys.
Lisa Anderson and John Varney
instilled an ‘I CAN’ attitude in
their Autistic son Chris through
a network of supportive friends
and teachers. Years later, in 2013,
Chris would found ‘I CAN Network’
with the help of Autistic mates
James Ong and Penny Robinson:
the mission being to prove what
Autistics CAN do.
With the commitment to a 50%
difference - that is, at least half
of all employees are Autistic Chris and the I CAN team have
successfully built a world-first
large-scale mentoring program by
and for Autistics.
We offer mentoring programs
which can be customised to
suit the needs of any school or
community environment. We take
an innovative approach towards
education and the disability sector
as we are the first social enterprise
founded by Autistic people.
Our programs are designed to
connect young Autistic people
with each other and the world
around them through messages
of self-confidence, acceptance
and pride.

Pictured from Top Right: Baby Chris and his Grandpa Bob.
Baby Chris with Dad, John. Mum Lisa. Below: Chris’s highschool
teacher ‘Christine Horvath.’ Chris, Penny and James.
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I CAN Launch at NAB Bank November 2015.
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WHY THE I CAN NETWORK?
There is a pressing need for increasing Autistic-led support networks around Autistic children and
youth. ABS data (2018) shows 34.2% unemployment among Autistics - 3 times higher than that of
people with a disability and 8 times that of those without a disability. 77.7% of Autistics were also
found to experience difficulty at their school/place of learning. The main challenges being fitting in
socially, learning and communication difficulties. The I CAN Mentoring programs directly address
these challenges.
According to ABS data, the main difficulties for Autistics in education are as follows:
●

Difficulty sitting (16%)

●

Sports participation (18%)

●

Intellectual difficulties (27%)

●

Communication difficulties (52%)

●

Learning difficulties (55%)

●

Fitting in socially (60%)
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OUR OUTCOMES
FRAMEWORK
The visual below shows how an
‘I CAN’ attitude applied to Autistics,
networks and the general public leads,
through mentoring and other
pathways, to the outcomes we wish to
see: confidence, optimism, belonging,
acceptance, empowerment.

“IT’S A GREAT PROGRAM.
I THINK IT SHOULD BE PART
OF EVERY SCHOOL.
I ONLY WISH I HAD IT EARLIER
IN SCHOOL” - I CAN MENTEE
GOULBURN MURRAY

“MY DAUGHTER ENJOYED EVERY
SESSION. I THINK HER CONFIDENCE
IS A DIRECT RESULT OF THE
MENTORING.” - PARENT

© I CAN Network Ltd

4.

WHAT SUCCESS LOOKS LIKE...
The I CAN program seeks success in four domains; individual (student), the wider network of the
student, the general public, and government.

DESIRED OUTCOMES

STUDENT
• Self confidence   
• Sense of belonging

NETWORKS
• Understanding strengths and challenges

of Autism.

• Optimism

• View Autistics more positively.

• Social Skills

• Take steps to support Autistic learners.

• Emotional regulation

• Promote Autism.

• Contribution to communities

• Advocate for Autism friendly communities.

• Leadership roles

• Build network capacity for working with

• Confidence in networking

Autism.
• Work with others to engage participation

with Autistics.

PUBLIC
• Inclusive understanding of

Autism and it’s strengths.
• Celebrate the positive side of

Autism via print, electronic
and social media.
• Develop a culture which enables

Autistics.
• Employ and support Autistics.

GOVERNMENT
• More awareness of Autism and its

strengths.
• More likely to consult with Autistic people.
• Actively promote Autistic discussion

and perspectives in government.
• Mentoring Autistic people in government.
• Implement programs to support Autistc

people.
• Open more pathways for work.
• Commit to funding programs.
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OUR IMPACT
I CAN Ltd employ 50 people nationally, 38 of whom are Autistic, and
currently supports more than 1,500 Autistic young people each year
through school, community-based, and online mentoring programs.
We have also become a significant voice for Autistic-sensitive
education policies.
I CAN Ltd programs consistently show increases in confidence,
communication skills, positivity and more.
The data below shows the impact of high school mentoring at Numurkah
Secondary College. Students showed marked improvement across all of I
CAN’s dimensions of wellbeing.
Case Study: Numurkah Secondary College
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PROGRAM STRUCTURE
The program is structured in a way which is organised and
consistent. It is designed for the long-term. The two stages of
student progression are as follows.
STAGE ONE - refers to the content that I CAN Mentors deliver
to students in which students gain the basic outcomes from the
I CAN program.
STAGE TWO - refers to the content that I CAN Mentors deliver
to students who are wanting to progress in the program and
achieve outcomes around leadership and self-advocacy.
Students are also given the opportunity, where applicable, to
pursue a role in mentoring.

WHERE?
Schools decide, in conversation with I CAN staff, on an
appropriate space to run the program within the school
(e.g classroom or library), or online, as the case may be.
For inter-school programs, a venue is negotiated to suit all
schools involved.

HOW OFTEN?
Group mentoring sessions run weekly or fortnightly,
depending on the preference of the school based on the
structure of their timetable.
Most schools purchase 10 x sessions or 15 x sessions to get
the full benefit of the program for their students.

HOW LONG IS A MENTORING SESSION?
Group mentoring sessions run for 1 hour.
We work with schools to fit the sessions into their school timetable.

WHICH STUDENTS AND STAFF CAN BE INVOLVED?
Sessions are facilitated by two I CAN mentors. I CAN mentors are trained by
professionals and all have up to date Working with Children’s Checks and Blue Cards.
Up to 16 students may participate. Mentoring sessions must be supervised
by at least one state registered teacher.
© I CAN Network Ltd
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PROGRAM MODULES
The following is based on a 10 x session program. Many programs stretch to 15 sessions.
MODULE

DESCRIPTION

OUTCOMES/GOALS
• Program expectations are clear.

TEAMWORK

Students get to know

• Students know what leadership roles are within the program

(2 X SESSIONS)

each other by working

• Stage Two students can explain the different concepts

together.

in the program
• Stage One students understand why teamwork is important.

UNDERSTANDING
AUTISTIC
STRENGTHS
(1 X SESSIONS)

Students celebrate their
own unique profile of
strengths, understanding how their Autism has
helped develop those
strengths

This module runs over
COMMUNICATION

several weeks and

(3 X SESSIONS)

focuses specifically on
listening, networking and
public speaking.

• Students can identify at least one of their strengths.
• Students understand why knowing their strengths is
important, and why they are valuable.
• Students are aware of the positive aspects of Autism
• Students share their knowledge of Autism in a wider context.

• Student can identify communication difficulties.
• Stage Two students, and most of Stage One students, have
spoken in front of the group.
• Bonds of friendship and group cohesion can be seen.
• Students understand the important dynamics of conversation.
• Students know the components of good public speaking.

• Students can take away at least one strategy for stress
STRESS

Students share tips and

MANAGEMENT

are given advice on how

(1 X SESSION)

to understand and manage emotions

management (e.g. mindfulness).
• Some students share their own strategies for
stress management
• Students understand that everyone can get stressed
some of the time.

PLANNING A

Students focus on

CELEBRATION

organisation and begin

(2 X SESSION)

to plan for their end of
year event.

CELEBRATION EVENT
(1 X SESSION)
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• Students are given the opportunity to present at the event.
• Ideas for the end of year event emerge to give students
a sense of ownership in the project.

The program ends with a

• Every students contributes in some way to the event.

student led celebration.

• Stage Two students present at the event.
8.

PROGRAM EVALUATIONS
The I CAN Network readily accepts feedback and requires ongoing evaluation to ensure the
quality of its programs. Evaluation forms are very simple, quick and easy to complete.
Pre-program evaluations are given in the first two sessions of the program; pre-program
evaluations are given in the last two sessions of the program.

STUDENTS
Our Network Leaders distribute online forms to the students who have given permission to
participate in the evaluations.

PARENTS
Pre-program Evaluations
●

Stage One (for children that are just starting out in the program)

●

Stage Two (for children that have been identified as trainee

          mentors or emerging leaders in the program)
Post-program Evaluations
●

Stage One

●

Stage Two

STAFF
Pre-program Evaluations
●

Stage One/Two

Post-program Evaluations
●

Stage One/Two
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NAVIGATING
I CAN AT SCHOOL
Parents and students will often be
concerned about the stigma surrounding
being involved in a program such as I CAN.
Disclosing one’s Autism to peers and the
broader community is a big step and we
understand that this process looks different
for everyone.
It is entirely up to each young person if they
wish to share their participation in, and
the details of, the I CAN program with their
peers. If they are not ready to disclose their
Autism or their participation in a program
which focuses on Autism we encourage
students to tell their peers and teachers
they are ‘participating in a youth leadership
program’.
Framing the program in this way may help
those students who are not yet confident to
speak openly about being Autistic, however,
for those students who are more open about
their Autism we encourage the dialogue they
may want to participate in with their wider
network.
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RESOURCES
Signing up to the I CAN Network newsletter is the best way to stay up to date
with what is happening in the Network, including new programs, camps and
upcoming events. Sign up via the I CAN website.
The following resources will help to guide you as you navigate the world of
Autism and the I CAN Network.
Our Website - https://www.icannetwork.com.au

YOUTUBE - https://www.youtube.com/user/
TheICanNetwork Subscribe to our YouTube channel for
free webinars, relative conversations and great story telling.

FACEBOOK - https://www.facebook.com/
theicannetwork Join our Facebook community where
you can find relevant insights into Autism and education.

INSTAGRAM - https://www.instagram.com/
autismrethink Our Instagram page is a great way to
connect with like-minded people and communities.

LINKEDIN - https://www.linkedin.com/company/ican-network and https://www.linkedin.com/in/
icanceochris-varney - Professionally connect with us,
I CAN staff and our Founder and CEO Chris Varney.
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CONTACT US
P.O Box 356, Ashburton 3147
Melbourne, Victoria, Australia
Email: info@icannetwork.com.au
Website: www.icannetwork.com.au
ABN: 63 608 173 100
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