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Celebrating over 50 years of special education

MATER DEI HOSTS SPECIAL ED CONFERENCE

A WORD FROM THE CEO/PRINCIPAL HOLLY’S
S T O R YDear Friends,

Welcome to our final edition of Mater Dei
Matters for 2008. As the year draws to a
close I believe we have much to celebrate as
we reflect on what has been a very exciting
and a very busy year. Highlights this year
have included a number of beautiful
liturgies, fantastic sporting events, the
creation of beautiful art and craft works and
another wonderful student performance at
the Mater Dei Foundation Dinner. We have
reviewed our educational frameworks,
resulting in the development of discrete
primary and secondary school programs,
and we have begun planning for the impact
of a possible partnership with the Diocese of
Wollongong, as we explore the possibilities
of locating a mainstream diocesan
secondary school on our campus.

In the midst of all of this excitement, the
students have worked very hard and
achieved outstanding outcomes. We have
recognised the many achievements of our
students at our annual awards assemblies
and farewelled another wonderful cohort of
graduates at our end of year mass and
graduation dinner. This has been another
excellent year at Mater Dei and one that has
brought many blessings to our community.

There is an African proverb that states that
“It takes a village to raise a child.” This
ancient proverb teaches an eternal truth. No

man, woman or family is an island. But in
very difficult times, our community isn’t
always what it is supposed to be. We’d all
like to think we live in a place where people
care about each other, where people help
out when things get tough and where it’s
safe to leave the doors unlocked and let the
kids play outside. We would also like to
think that all people are treated equally and
that difference is respected and valued.
Unfortunately this is not the case and many
Mater Dei families can attest to this reality.
Many of our families are still looking for the
village that will help them raise their child.

We live in a world that is still learning how
to come to terms with imperfection. The
media is full of images of what we should
look like, what we should value and how we
should spend our money. Unfortunately
people with disabilities are not really a target
market as they are often far from what is
considered perfect. For this they often suffer

as people shy away from forming
relationships and getting to know the
person who lives with a disability. As a result
our society is poorer as we can find ourselves
living and working at a very superficial level.
People with disabilities ground us by
embracing life without the encumbrances of
fashion or popular culture; they simply live
life and try to live it to the full.

This reality was brought home very clearly
to me at our recent ex student’s reunion.
The reunion brings former students
together to celebrate their achievements
over the previous 12 months.This year we
had students who had not been back to
Mater Dei in over 20 years attend our
celebrations and share their stories. We
witnessed many little miracles this day as we
saw students, who we thought were destined
for a life in care, speak about living
independently, gaining employment and
having wonderful and fulfilling
relationships. They still don’t know it’s not
cool to do a whole range of things that are
no longer in vogue; however, they are living
happy and fulfilled lives. Now there must be
a lesson there somewhere for all of us.

Thank you for your on-going support of
Mater Dei and I wish you a happy and safe
Christmas and a wonderful 2009.

Frank Pitt
CEO/Principal

People with disabilities ground
us by embracing life without the

encumbrances of fashion or popular
culture; they simply live life and

try to live it to the full.

“ “

The Mater Dei Special Education
Conference, Creating Respectful,
Responsible & Reflective Learning
Communities, held at the Campbelltown

Catholic Club on Thursday 13th & Friday
14th November, was an outstanding
success. Bringing together over 200
educators from throughout NSW, the
conference focused on the key areas of
Behaviour Management and Autism. We
were very fortunate to have outstanding key
note speakers and excellent workshop
presenters who delivered inspiring and
thought provoking papers in a range of
areas.

The keynote speakers were drawn from the
US and Australia, with Dr Geoff Colvin

from the University of Oregon and Dr
Christine Richmond from Queensland
(pictured) delivering excellent papers on
Behaviour Management, while Dr Trevor
Clark addressed the area of Autism. Matt
Laffan, a young man born with a rare
genetic disorder living with a very
significant physical disability, was the
outstanding speaker of the conference. Matt
spoke with great passion and sincerity about
living with a disability and overcoming the
many challenges faced in the course of a
regular day. Matt’s talk was both emotional
and highly motivating and brought a sense
of reality to the work we do. Our next
conference will be held 2010. Watch this
space for more details.

Mater Dei Year 12 Satellite Class student and school captain, Holly Levers, is the recipient of the Mater Dei
Peace Prize Award for 2008. ‘Peace’ is the motto of Mater Dei. The Peace Prize is awarded to the Year 12
student who best exhibits a “commitment to peace”, a key value of Benedictine spirituality which underpins
all that we do at Mater Dei. This award is like the “icing on the cake” for Holly and her family. Here, Holly’s
mum, Karen, gives an insight into their lives – so far!

Our lives changed dramatically on Saturday
May 21, 1994 when finally, after many
years of waiting and filling in forms, we
were to be the proud parents of two girls.
Shauna was 10 and Holly 4 when they came
into our lives.
It was not an easy time for any of us. The
girls suddenly had a new Mum and Dad
and we had two beautiful girls to look after
and love.
The years progressed with Shauna attending
primary school and Holly starting pre-
school and loving it. We were taking Holly
to Parramatta each week for early
intervention until we could change over to a
service in Campbelltown, closer to home.
We started to take Holly to many different
therapists. She eventually learnt to talk,
thanks to a lot of help from videos of the
Wiggles (a children’s band), which we
would watch over and over again, with
Holly singing and dancing her way around
the house.
The year Shauna went to high school was
also the year that Holly started at “Big
School”. She was so excited to have a
uniform like her big sister. I worked in the
Bankstown area so Holly started in an “IO”
(special education) class at a local primary
school where she stayed for 2 years. It wasn’t
an ideal setting for our sweet little girl who
was picked on and had her lunch stolen by
lots of students including fellow members of
the “IO” class.
A friend had two nephews who went to
Mater Dei and suggested we contact the
school. So we rang them and had an
interview with Mrs Pamela Templeton
(Assistant Principal). We were delighted
when our gorgeous blonde haired, timid
year 6 girl was offered a place at Mater Dei.

Holly started in an all girl class with Mrs
Shannon Stanizzo where she made a new
friend, Deanna, who just happened to have
a brother in year 7 at Mater Dei. Paul went
home and told his Mum about this cute girl
who had just started at his school and how
he was going to marry her one day! Well
they are still close friends and have visions of
spending their life together.
On November 11, 1997 we received a
phone call from our Burnside case worker to
say our adoption application for the girls
had been rubber stamped by the magistrate
that morning. Wow, the excitement and the
emotions were running very high that day. I
was able to ring Shauna at her school and
explain to the principal what had happened
and they put her on the phone to me; she
was so excited and cried. We told Holly
when she came home from school. She was
excited “cause no-one can take me away
from Mum and Dad now”.

We could see Holly thriving in the safe and
secure environment at Mater Dei, a place
where she could be her self and had many
friends who accepted her for who she was.
She was able to work to the best of her
ability and at her pace with extremely
supportive teachers and teacher’s assistants.
We were so thrilled when Holly was elected
School Captain for 2008. She thrived on
being able to represent her school at various
functions. We attended a World Youth Day
event at St Scholastica’s College at Glebe
and who stood up and spoke in front of a

room full of Pilgrims and the Archbishop of
South Africa? Our Holly. We were so proud
of her. Yes she made a few stumbles, but the
Pilgrams encouraged her, cheering and
clapping. What an achievement for this
young lady who only a few years before
wasn’t able to speak to any individual that
she wasn’t familiar with. 
This year Holly attended Mater Dei’s
Satellite Class at John Therry High School
for 3 days per week. This has really helped
her self-confidence. For her work placement
Holly has been working in a pre-school and
has just loved being with the children and
helping them. This is what Holly does best,
helps people. She has great patience. She
comes home each Friday and talks about the
children and what they have done that day.
Recently Holly has started Ten Pin Bowling
with Special Olympics on a Saturday
afternoon. This has turned out to be a real
social occasion, meeting up with current
students and past-students from Mater Dei,
as they compete in tournaments and have a
wonderful time. 
Holly graduated from Mater Dei this year
and will start at Macarthur Disability
Services in February 2009. This will be a big
change for all of us. Holly will go from
being a schoolgirl into living in the big wide
world.
Thank you to all the Mater Dei teachers,
teacher’s assistants, taxi-drivers, office staff
and students for the wonderful
encouragement that they have always given
to Holly. Mater Dei has given Holly the
opportunity to participate in a whole new
area of learning and to develop skills that
will stay with her for the rest of her life.
Karen Levers

“ “This is what Holly does best,
helps people. She has great

patience.
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