
 

 

EXCERPT 

Noni Vassos hides occupational therapy principles in her Rockit Performing Arts 

school’s Launch Pad dance classes for kids with Down syndrome, cerebral palsy and 

autism and their carers in the Adelaide Hills. “I’m secretly offering therapy without the 

kids feeling they’re being dragged through therapy,” she says. 

Noni also encourages children with Asperger’s syndrome and ADHD to dance. “It’s 

incredibly important for these children to mix with other kids because they need the 

social opportunities. It also teaches them to pay attention,” she says. “For example, I 

especially put the boys into breakdance for its strength. The breakdance teacher is also 

a social worker and he often discusses the importance of breakdance being about 

humility and respect towards the coach and one another. They’re learning all these 

social lessons, and the dance is actually a by-product. It’s about fun but we’re also trying 

to give the kids a more wholistic education.” 

 



“I DON’T SEE OUR STUDENTS AS HAVING A 
DISABILITY, BUT A UNIQUE ABILITY. I CAN SEE 
THEIR BRAINS TICKING OVER SO MUCH 
FASTER THAN MINE!” 

Noni, who has a degree in dance, founded Rockit as a home for children with disabilities 

to mix with mainstream children and gain the performance opportunities they would 

otherwise miss out on. She has three children aged 10, seven and five, two with 

disabilities including autism, speech disorder and sensory disorder. “We call ourselves a 

community, not a dance school,” she says. “We also have parent support groups.” 

“IT IS EXTREMELY EXCLUDING AND 
FRUSTRATING TO BE A FAMILY WITH A 
DISABILITY. I KNOW HOW ISOLATING IT CAN 
BE TO THINK YOU’RE THE ONLY ONE.” 

The school has had some spectacular successes, like one young girl with severe sensory 

disorder, autism, high anxiety, and speech disorder. “When she started, I couldn’t make 

eye contact with her, I had to tell her I was turning the music on because she couldn’t 

stand the sudden noise, I couldn’t touch her,” says Noni. “For the first four weeks, she 

cried and shook, which we knew would happen. I told her parents, ‘Persist, persist, 

persist’. Twelve months later, she now runs into the class and hugs and high-fives me, 

and displays no anxiety or social difficulties.” 

I couldn’t make eye contact with her, I had to tell her I was turning the music on because 

she couldn’t stand the sudden noise, I couldn’t touch her,” says Noni. “For the first four 

weeks, she cried and shook, which we knew would happen. I told her parents, ‘Persist, 

persist, persist’. Twelve months later, she now runs into the class and hugs and high-

fives me, and displays no anxiety or social difficulties.” 

Noni placed a young boy with signs of autism and a speech disorder under the wing of a 

mainstream student. “They formed the most incredible bond. He remembers every 



single step and correction I give him. If I forget a step, I just pick it up from him. It’s his 

biggest social opportunity in the week and he spends all day from 9am preparing for his 

afternoon class. He jumped for 20 minutes the first day he got his Rockit T-shirt.” 

 


