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The landscape of the 
classroom has changed 
dramatically in the past 20 
years. In the early 2000s 
classroom educators were 
just coming to terms with 
the way by which children 
with Asperger’s or autism 
could be best supported in 
the classroom. Furthermore, 
the notion that a child could 
suffer from debilitating 
anxiety was unheard of. 
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Fast forward to 2019, it had become abundantly clear to the 
Primary Education Support Team at Mount Evelyn Christian 
School (MECS) that for a small group of children who are 
impacted by extreme anxiety due to the impact of autism or 
trauma, the mainstream classroom was not the optimal learning 
environment.  However, these children were also not appropriate 
candidates for a Special Development School. Some of these 
students are the children of long-term MECS families, children of 
past students, and grandchildren of our founders. The thought 
of not being able to cater for these students or having to turn 
them away helped spur us into action.

It was for these students that MECS developed the Butterfly 
Centre (BC). The BC is an alternative classroom setting that 
operates alongside the mainstream classes. Students who 
have shown ongoing signs of emotional distress or behaviour 
motivated by chronic anxiety are invited to join the BC class. 
During their time in the BC, the children are taught literacy 
and numeracy skills appropriate to their age and stage of 
development in line with the Australian Curriculum. The 
difference is that the children are taught at a pace they can cope 
with and in a way that prioritises their psychological comfort and 
well-being. 

In practice, this means the children can sit on beanbags or hang 
in a therapy swing whilst listening to the teacher read a book. 
Children sit at their desks with a guinea pig beside them as they 
write out their spelling words. Lessons are short and the children 
have the opportunity to regularly go outside for a ‘body break’, 
allowing them to collect eggs from the chook pen, play in the 
sandpit, or blow bubbles. 

Academic progress takes second place to the emotional well-
being of the children. We hold to the belief that we must take 
care of a child’s most basic needs for safety and security before 
we can expect them to learn. As a result, academic progress 
is slower than in mainstream classes. However, the kids come 
to school happily, make an effort to engage with the work 
presented, and go home proud of what they have accomplished 
during the day, often with a little bit of energy left to engage 
with their family!

The special interests of the children are taken into account when 
lessons are developed. In practice, this means that an effort is 
made to locate guided reading books that provide students 
more information about their favourite topics, the classroom is 
decorated with art created by the children around their special 
interests, and children are rewarded with time watching YouTube 

videos based around their favourite topics. Naturally, the staff 
in the BC have also become experts in the children’s areas of 
interest.

The team work closely with parents and allied health professionals 
to ensure that the recommendations of speech therapists, 
occupational therapists, psychologists, and paediatricians are 
implemented wherever possible. This ensures that the children 
enjoy consistency from the adults they interact with throughout 
the week. The highlight of the week is the visit from our canine 
therapist. Therapy dogs have been shown to have a calming 
effect on children. In addition to this, dogs can also be useful in 
teaching children safe play skills in the playground, supporting 
children in discussing their emotions, not to mention providing 
a lot of fun and laughter in the classroom.

Since commencing in February 2019, six children have been a 
part of the program for varying lengths of time. One student in 
particular had a difficult year in Foundation and was displaying 
aggressive behaviour as a result of his ongoing frustration and 
anxiety related to his autism. The student joined the BC in 2019 
and enjoyed the regular body breaks and relaxed routines. At 
the beginning of Term 4, the student announced to his teacher 
that he was ready to go back to the mainstream, and so a term-
long transition process began. The student joined in with guided 
reading and numeracy workshops with his mainstreamed peers 
to become accustomed to the higher expectations and faster 
pace of school outside of the BC. This year that student has 
successfully joined a junior primary class. He occasionally pops 
back in to spend time with his old classmates and have a body 
break, but his family reports that his level of anxiety and anger 
has dropped significantly as a result of his year in the BC.

For me the greatest joy in being the teacher in the Butterfly 
Centre is the ability to constantly remind my students that they 
are growing up to be exactly the young people God created 
them to be.  God doesn’t make mistakes, and the unique 
attributes that these precious students possess are exactly the 
traits that God may very well use to increase His Kingdom.  
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