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A community, looking for bold ideas and better solutions

• ~160,000 Australian’s on the 
autism spectrum

• Lifelong disability that impacts 
learning and participation

• Magnitude of need evidenced by 
average NDIS support package of 
~$40,000 per annum

NDIS Quarterly Report (2019-20-Q2): 
https://www.ndis.gov.au/media/2128/download



A community, already disadvantaged by distance

In Queensland:

• 56% of all Queenslanders 
accessing the NDIS resided in 
major cities

• 13% were living in locations with 
populations less than 15,000. 

NDIS Quarterly Report (2019-20-Q2): 
https://www.ndis.gov.au/media/2128/download



Telehealth has 
long been 
considered a 
promising 
solution 



Evidence (over decades) for the potential

• Systematic Review
• 14 studies (284 participants)
• Ages (19 months, adults)
• Services: 

• Diagnostic assessments
• Early intervention services
• Anxiety and functional behaviour 

assessment
• Findings: 

• Equivalent to face-to-face
• Superior to comparison groups 

without intervention



Evidence (example)

• Aim: To evaluate reliability and feasibility of 
telehealth language assessments

• Method: 
• 13 children with autism (age 9-12 years)
• Speech Pathologist delivered 4 subtests 

via telehealth and completed scoring
• A second speech pathologists at the 

child’s location also completed scoring 



Evidence (example)



A decade of 
change in days



Partner: Autism Queensland

• Lead agency providing services 
across the lifespan

• ~3,500 people accessed services 
in 2019

• ~300 staff

• Just over half of clients 
transitioned to telehealth in a 
matter of weeks

https://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/national/queensland/thera
py-moves-online-for-queenslanders-who-struggle-with-change-
20200403-p54gum.html



Partner: Autism Queensland

"We had actually planned this year 
to develop teletherapy to help 
address our long wait-lists of people 
wanting to access our service. But 
this really sped that up. What was 
going to be a year-long project has 
become a month-long one.“

(Pam Macrossan, CEO)



Community outcomes (positive)

https://www.sbs.com.au/news/as-disability-
services-adapt-to-the-coronavirus-pandemic-calls-
are-coming-to-keep-the-changes-in-place

“Not just has this worked in 
terms of reducing the infection 
amongst people with 
disability… Many clients and 
their supporters and families 
are actually come to telehealth 
as being a preferred model of 
service delivery” 

(David Moody, CEO, National Disability 
Services)



Community outcomes (negative)

“My son can’t do therapy or school 
through a laptop. For him to effectively 
have a telehealth conference, he needs 
someone to sit with him and make him 
concentrate. So there’s an assumption 
that me or my wife would sit with him 
during those sessions. But we can’t”

(Paul Kasteel, Parent)

https://www.news.com.au/lifestyle/parenting/school-
life/coronavirus-parents-struggle-to-homeschool-autistic-
child/news-story/3692eeab9c4470a0936ebef204261260



Community outcomes (Mixed)

It doesn’t feel like an appropriate therapy 
environment because I’m in the same space 
all the time and [it’s] harder when you aren’t 
walking into a therapist’s office. It further 
reduced my feeling of support and my ability 
to healthily vent what was happening and get 
those extra skills and help in a time when I 
probably needed it more.” 

(Issy Orosz) 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-08-16/autism-in-the-
covid-lockdown-struggling-with-telehealth/12555866



Community outcomes (Mixed)

"The myth, the stereotype that we are anti-
social loners who would be very happy that 
COVID is our ideal isolation scenario, that's 
just not true," she said.

"Autistic people, just like everybody else, 
need connection, community and friends.“

(Melanie Heyworth, Autistic Researcher & Parent)



Community outcomes (Mixed)

“I’m really quite anxious about 
sending him to school next year 
because he’s not have the 
traditional transition approach.” 

(Ebony Whitehouse, Parent)



“If you want people to connect 
with the GP, their psychiatrist, 
or psychologist, that all 
requires you to have a device 
that workable and enough 
data to be able to do it” 

(Page Armstrong, Chief Executive, 
Queenslanders with Disability Network)

Community outcomes (Awareness)

https://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/national/quee
nsland/charity-says-internet-access-as-vital-as-
power-water-during-pandemic-20200826-
p55pmj.html



Next steps

We need to work together to:
1. Understand what has and has not worked
2. Identify and extend the most effective models
3. Ensure that policy, higher education, and workforce 

development are aligned with community 
expectations

4. Learn from and enable the experts: people living 
with disability themselves
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