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The artwork on the cover was created by Graham Toomey, CEO/Executive Director, 
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Every day I feel the presence of my ancestors around me. I reflect about our land and the 
environment on which they lived for thousands of years. This artwork captures the spirit of 
my ancestors among the stars watching over me. 

The hands on the artwork symbolise the journeys they still make from their world to their 
land. The moon, so important for guidance, sits adjacent to stars that provide doorways to 
my thoughts and feelings of my ancestors. 
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Our Philosophy and Values 
Gunawirra respects Aboriginal and Torres Strait peoples of Australia as being Australia’s First Peoples. 
Gunawirra acknowledges that these ancient people are the traditional owners 
and custodians of their land and its water and we value and respect their knowledge, customs 
and culture.

Our Vision
We envision an Australia that deeply respects Aboriginal culture and history. It is an 
Australia in which Aboriginal people experience equality and respect and their children grow 
to their full and rightful place in Australian society as resilient, empowered adults having the 
kind of early childhood which allows them to develop to their full potential.

Purpose
Our purpose is to promote the best possible development for Aboriginal children aged 0-5 
and to empower the Aboriginal parents of these children to intervene in their own lives, 
breaking the cycle of suffering caused by loss of culture, family, community and country.

Philosophy and Values
We:  

• Hold a deep respect for Aboriginal culture and are concerned to redress the harm of 
past wrongs. 

• Have a strong theoretical base in psychoanalytic thinking and attachment theory, 
which builds an early capacity for healthy emotional, cognitive and physical 
development of children. 

• Respect service users’ free choice in levels of involvement through our multi-layered 
service design. 

• Have a commitment to research, evaluation and the measurement of outcomes.

Strategic Direction
Gunawirra’s strategic direction is grounded in the following principles:

• ‘Good enough’ emotional nurturing in pregnancy and early childhood is the critical 
preparation for stable, emotionally connected, resilient and productive adult life. 

• Helping Aboriginal parents deal with their own trauma is critical for them to develop 
better parenting skills and to negotiate their lives. 

• Designing and implementing professional, unique, innovative, transformational 
programs — small models of excellence that are fully evaluated to allow Gunawirra’s 
work to be replicated in widening circles of effectiveness. 

• Helping Aboriginal professionals and preschool teachers deal with the trauma in their 
own lives enhances their personal and professional effectiveness with children in their 
care. 

• Increasing understanding of transgenerational trauma and the effects of present-day 
trauma on young Aboriginal children is vital. 

• Working at the interface of healing trauma and developing a capacity to learn is 
central to all Gunawirra’s work.
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Our Patron 
Professor The Honourable Dame Marie Bashir AD CVO

Professor The Honourable Dame Marie Bashir AD CVO has 

been a part of Gunawirra’s work since its inception, seeing it 

as an inspirational initiative. She has supported Gunawirra 

over the years with her presence at many events, including fundraising 

events, and is delighted to serve as Gunawirra’s Patron. Gunawirra’s 

founder, Norma Tracey, sees Professor Bashir as ‘a good and caring 

friend to us all at Gunawirra’.

Professor Bashir has written: 

“I believe that Gunawirra’s splendid work since its establishment is a great investment in the ongoing wisdom 
and success of our nation – Australia. With its culturally sensitive and proud programs, Gunawirra has 
encouraged its young Aboriginal children and their mothers to take pride in their identity and aspire to 
achievements which would strengthen themselves as individuals, their community and our nation.

It is particularly inspiring to observe the valuable contribution which the Gunawirra Team provide in teaching the 
young people at Gunawirra about their exceptional cultural background, and also the valuable roles which they 
will be able to undertake in the years ahead.”
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Chair’s Report 
This year has been one of change.

CEO
In January 2018 Norma Tracey, our Founder Emeritus, 
continued her transition to retirement by standing aside 
from the CEO role. She continues her service to Gunawirra 
in the role of Fundraising Manager, as well as her clinical 
work.

Norma is training a promising team of grant writers and 
fundraisers who will tame with family. She will, of course, 
always be our Founder Emeritus!

One of our Board directors, Jules Livingstone, 
stepped in as interim CEO. Supported by the 
Gunawirra Management Team and the Board’s 
Finance Committee, Jules successfully 
implemented several administrative changes and 
improvements. Jules’s departure to take on a full-
time role led to the appointment of Graham Toomey 
as CEO.

lives. We look forward to your ongoing support into 
the future.

Bruce Manefield
Chair, Gunawirra Board
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CEO’s Report 

It is my great honour and pleasure to 
welcome you to Gunawirra’s 2019 
Annual Report.

Being the Chief Executive Officer at Gunawirra, I 
feel very humbled in having the honour in leading 
Gunawirra and to be writing this report.

Firstly, I would not be in this role if it wasn’t for the 
dedicated and supportive people around me. I 
gratefully acknowledge and recognise everyone’s 
commitment, determination and enthusiasm in 
providing care and support for the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Island of Australia we support. 

I wish to acknowledge and thank the entire 
Gunawirra Board. Your guidance and support has 
been outstanding and has made my role less 
challenging. Gunawirra’s board has strengthened 
itself with the inclusion of some strong Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Island people, who bring valuable 
cultural knowledge, skills along with the 
commitment in steering Gunawirra forward. Thank 
you to our clinical staff, who throughout the year 
remained committed and passionate within their 
work, while facing many challengers along the way. 
Your work ethics and enthusiasm in caring and 
supporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island 
people, has strengthened Gunawirra’s place in the 
many preschools and Aboriginal communities we 
work in. I also wish to thank sincerely the 
Administration staff at Gunawirra, who work 
tirelessly in maintaining processors while managing 
our operations in an efficient way. I also must thank 
our incredible volunteers. The Gunawirra volunteers 
which number around twenty, are extraordinary 
people who give so much of their time to Gunawirra 
and if it wasn’t for them, we would not be operating 
at all.

This year Gunawirra achieved tremendous results 
and faced many challenges while providing care 
and support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island 
people. Our programs continue to provide 
unequalled quality of support and care. The 
Aboriginal Pregnancy program, Speech Therapy 
and ‘Here comes the Chef’ programs have been 
outstanding. These much-needed programs really 
enable Gunawirra to work alongside Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Island mothers, newborns and their 
children, intervening in childhood trauma and who 
may be affected with trans-generational trauma. 
The Speech Therapy program is something I’m 
deeply passionate about. This program will allow 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island children who 
come to Gunawirra a chance to learn, communicate 
and speak effectively, enabling them a proper 
introduction into school. Gunawirra is hopeful of 
including this program into the many preschools we 
support.

In 2019 Gunawirra has connected with more 
individuals comprised of families, children, carers, 
and teachers from across a range of our programs 
throughout Sydney and NSW.

As Gunawirra moves forward in becoming an 
Aboriginal organisation, I am encouraged by the 
promise of Gunawirra’s future knowing that we will 
align Aboriginal and Torres Strait cultures to work 
alongside with Psychoanalytic Psychotherapy to 
create healing and positive outcomes for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Island people. This approach has 
taken many years to carefully develop and we are 
very excited knowing the outcomes this will 
achieve.

The 2019 Gunawirra annual report truly captures 
and reflects the incredible work undertaken by our 
dedicated staff while we work in line with our 
strategic direction, values and vision. With all these 
affairs in place, I look forward to being inspired by 
the courage and determination of those we care for 
and support. I also look forward to hearing inspiring 
stories of achievements and triumphs while we face 
challenges in pursuit of a positive future.

Graham Toomey
Chief Executive Officer
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Founders Letter 

Dear all our colleagues, board, 
friends, donors, 

As Founder I continue to be amazed that this infant 
Gunawirra continues to survive and indeed we can 
now say thrive. 

I congratulate our CEO Graham Toomey and our 
Chairman Bruce Manefield and most importantly 
our Executive Director of Governance and strategy 
Otello Terenzi on directing Gunawirra through to 
becoming an Aboriginal Organisation in the next 
few months. 

I have been a strict guardian of the basis of 
Gunawirra not being lost in the transition and I 
thank Graham, Otello and others for their efforts to 
determine this equally. Gunawirra has two columns 
on which its structure relies. Aboriginal cultural 
depth and psychoanalytic methodology and 
thinking. These remain intact in the transition. The 
vision on which Gunawirra was founded that we 
choose the best specialists to give the highest level 
of care in small models of excellence, remains at 
the basis of our work and thinking. We want, 
however, to fulfil our CEO’s dream of Aboriginal 
workers qualified and trained to continue with us 
hand in hand in the work we do. 

We have had a lot of changes this year. We have a 
new grant’s writer, we have a supervisor of all our 
clinical work, we are hoping to employ him further 
as our trainer. Our clinical supervisor has moved to 
do totally clinical work so we are seeking a new 
Clinical Director. We have on site access and are 
welcomed by RPA maternity Clinic to now meet 
every new pregnant Aboriginal mother and invite 

them to our groups. This year has meant the 
addition of a speech therapist with part time work 
guaranteed by the GP Network in Sydney for the 
next 10 years. Gunawirra also has been kindly 
funded for the "Let me tell you" speech therapy 
program by the Mercy Foundation. 

Probably of most interest is that the Administrative 
arm of Gunawirra grows powerfully in parallel with 
all these clinical changes, for which we thank 
Sharini Samarakoon and congratulate her on at last 
achieving a situation of funding for the times ahead 
by her careful budgeting of the money I and our 
new Grant writer brings in. 

I do not see myself in total retirement for some time 
as I have been blessed to see my labours come to 
fruition. Thank you every Gunawirra worker, every 
Gunawirra volunteer, every Gunawirra funder, every 
Gunawirra donor, our transitioning Board and all, for 
your contribution to make this the organisation it is. 

Here’s to our faith in the new year ahead for 
Gunawirra. 

Norma Tracey 
Founder Emeritus
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Board of Directors 

Bruce Manefield 
FAICD

Chair Bruce took on the role of Chair of the Board of Gunawirra in 
August 2016. He brings to the Board over 20 years of 
governance experience, having served on a range of commercial 
and ‘for-purpose’ boards. His interest in the social and economic 
value of early intervention programs developed during his 13 
years on the Board of KU Children’s Services, for six of which he 
was the Chair. He is a Fellow of the Australian Institute of 
Company Directors.

Bruce is a keen proponent of the work of Prof. James Heckman 
and the ‘Heckman Equation’, which enumerates the economic 
value of early intervention programs.

Bruce has held several senior executive positions across a range 
of industry sectors including technology/online, early education 
and the services sector.

Graham Toomey CEO and
board 
member 

Graham, Gunawirra’s first Aboriginal person to take on the CEO 
role, is an Australian Aboriginal man from the Wiradjuri and 
Wongaibon Aboriginal nations of Western NSW. 

He works as Gunawirra’s Senior Cultural Manager and Resident 
Artist, bringing his Australian Aboriginal culture, knowledge and 
skills along with his life experience as an Australian Aboriginal 
person. He considers his role as guiding, educating and assisting 
those involved with Gunawirra in understanding his culture and 
people. He is involved with many of Gunawirra’s programs and
manages and facilitates the Journey to Learning Program he 
designed.

He greatly enjoys engaging with other Aboriginal people, their 
families, communities and organisations throughout Sydney and 
NSW as they seek support from Gunawirra. 

He cherishes his role at Gunawirra immensely and values the 
work, care, passion and commitment that everyone at Gunawirra 
provides.

Miriam 
Cavanagh

Board 
Director

Miriam is of both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander descent.

She works as a cultural mentor and educator in Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander education and health areas, to ensure that 
both Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people’s health are 
at the core.

She has dedicated around 20 years of working with and trying to 
improve the needs and health of both Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander peoples. Working in Rural and Remote areas and 
around Australia in community health, research, strategic 
workforce planning, training and development, primary 
healthcare and health promotion. 

Her work in education has been within the planning, 
development and delivery of both Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander health subjects as part of the MBBS/MD program. Her 
dedicated area is to promote and support the placement of 
students into the medical workforce throughout Australia.
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This work has established a framework for community 
engagement and partnership between Non-Indigenous and both 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples within the 
community, and health teachings are influenced by the needs of 
that community. 

Miriam has strong networks and collaborations with health 
services in the NSW regions and in the other states.

Audrey Walker Board 
Member

My name is Audrey Walker and I am a proud Gumbaynggirr 
woman from the mid north coast of NSW with connections to the 
Yuin Nation through my grandfather.

I currently work within the justice space in the Kulin Nations 
(Melbourne) and am passionate about reducing the rates of 
incarceration in our communities and breaking the cycle of trans-
generational trauma.

Throughout my life I have worked across multiple sectors within 
identified roles particularly in the legal and social work sectors, 
as I am committed to building capacity within our communities to 
establish self-determination.

I am proud to be a part of an organisation such as Gunawirra as 
we are working towards creating positive change for our little 
people and ensuring that their learning journeys within the 
current system provide cultural safety and enhance their learning 
experience through culture.

Ryan Dempsey Board 
Member

Ryan is an Aboriginal social worker (registered with the AASW), 
qualified solicitor and has a business degree from Australian 
Catholic University. 

He has a background in successfully working with metropolitan 
and regional aboriginal communities in the community services 
sector through OOHC, family preservation, corrective services, 
and youth intervention. 

Ryan is passionate about developing effective and innovative 
practice/programs to meet the needs of the community utilising 
an advocacy approach. 

“Every day is an opportunity to better yourself and those around 
you”.

Ram Akella
PMP, MAICD

Director/
Chair of 
Finance 
Sub-
Committee

Ram is a strategic business partner with 19 years of experience 
working with c-level and senior management on major strategies 
and transformational initiatives to develop operational plans with 
sustainable outcomes. He is privileged to work with great leaders 
and great teams over the number of years and cherishes the 
quality of relationships with the leaders, and their senior teams 
for his achievements.

He believes that the advancement of human race is directly 
linked to the progress of the young and upcoming generations of 
the society we live in. In order to affect this.

“It is vital that early intervention programs are designed and 
delivered through the right platform as an ongoing community 
development”.
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Mukesh Parekh
B.Com(Acc), Dipl.
Marketing, MBA 
(Cum laude), 
GAICD

Board 
Member

Mukesh was appointed to the Board in September 2017. He has 
deep experience in business transformation, strategy 
development, finance, operations management, sales and 
marketing management, business and process optimisation and 
technology. 

He has led some of the largest business transformation 
programs in domestic banking during the past decade.

Mukesh holds a B.Com degree and an MBA from the University 
of Durban – Westville in South Africa and is a Graduate member 
of the Australian Institute of Directors.

Mukesh is Chair of the Board’s Finance Committee.

Glennis Spence 
BA LLB

Board 
Member

Glennis was admitted as a solicitor in 1976. Since her admission 
she has worked extensively in the field of family law, including 
parenting and property matters. Glennis is currently practicing at 
Bankstown.

She is on several Legal Aid panels including general family law, 
domestic violence and as a children’s representative in parenting 
matters.

Prior to joining the Gunawirra board, she was the legal officer 
and board member of Betsy Women’s Refuge in Greenacre, and 
a board member of Creating Links Bankstown, which provided a 
wide range of services including counselling, financial 
management, workshops for parents and children from CALD 
background, before and after school care, vacation care, support 
programs for teenagers with disabilities and support programs for 
their parents. Creating Links was involved in providing foster 
care for children through FACS.

John Spence 
BA (Hons) LLB

Board 
Member

Having graduated from the University of Sydney with a BA 
(Hons) and an LLB, John is a solicitor specialising in intellectual 
property and commercial law.

He has extensive experience and involvement serving on 
committees having been (among other things) on the 
Management Committee of the Sydney University Sports Union 
for thirty-one years and President of the Balmain-Drummoyne 
District Junior Cricket Association. He is an honorary life member 
of both those organisations.

Currently John is Chair of the Board of Allevia (the Bankstown 
Handicapped Children’s Centre), a not-for-profit organisation. He 
is both impressed and attracted by the aims, objectives and 
ideals of Gunawirra and he hopes to contribute by assisting it to 
attain its goals.
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Our Work 
Clinical Director’s Report

Gunawirra is unique in the way that it is able to
bring together the values and theoretical 
underpinnings of psychoanalytic thinking alongside 
the spirit and practice of Aboriginal culture. It means 
that we can bring the highest standard of care to 
those who are most in need and it is a privilege to 
be a part of this.

Many people share this ongoing journey and I 
would like to offer my thanks to our CEO, Graham 
Toomey, for his leadership and cultural 
stewardship. To our Founder Emeritus, Norma 
Tracey for her vision, mentorship, amazing drive 
and her dedication to Gunawirra’s mission, my 
heartfelt gratitude.

Thank you to the clinical team whose commitment, 
dedication and expertise are inspiring. Our work is 
very challenging and takes enormous sensitivity 
and courage. It is supported by the professional 
assistance of a group of psychoanalysts from the 
Sydney Institute for Psychanalysis, who provide 
clinical supervision, pro bono. In addition, we have 
weekly group supervision with Jeff Eaton, a 
psychoanalyst from Seattle, USA. This supervision 
is a vital part of our professional development and 
gives the clinical team much needed support in their 
very demanding work. We are very grateful for their 
caring support and expertise.

I would especially like to acknowledge and thank 
Sharini Samarakoon, Gunawirra’s Director of 
Operations and her team. In overseeing all the 
administrative functions, she, and they, make the 
dedicated service to Aboriginal families possible.

My thanks go to Gunawirra’s Chair and the Board of 
Directors for sharing our vision and providing vital 
support and leadership.

Alongside the professional teams, we rely very 
heavily on an army of volunteers, students and 
interns who work with us to provide our families with 
care, support and nutritious meals.

This year the Young Aboriginal Mothers Program
has continued to thrive with new members in our 
mothers groups along with individual therapy 
services. Thanks to the generosity of the Central 
Sydney GP Network, we have employed a speech 
therapist to work within the groups. Many of the 
children experience delays in their language and 
speech development and this new program 
provides assessment and integrated speech 
therapy, focusing on the mother-child relationship 
and equipping mothers to foster their children’s 
language skills.

Another innovation within the program is to 
introduce a cooking and nutrition program “Here 
Comes the Chef”. A chef and nutritionist attend the 
groups and works with the women to create menus, 
shop and cook together. There are workshops on 
nutrition, introducing solids, healthy eating for 
pregnancy and breastfeeding and activities to 
involve children in cooking and healthier food 
choices.

When I joined Gunawirra eight years ago, we were a 
very small team of psychotherapists, working to find 
ways of providing the highest quality services to 
Aboriginal families. There have been many challenges 
along the way, and we could not have predicted the
way that Gunawirra has grown into the thriving 
organisation that it is today... 



Gunawirra Annual Report 2019 │ 14

The Pregnancy Program for Aboriginal Mothers is 
well established with a weekly group program. We 
work in collaboration with the Aboriginal Midwife 
and the Women and Babies Unit at Royal Prince 
Alfred Hospital. An important measure of the 
success of the program is that most of the women 
have chosen to continue with us in long-term 
groups, valuing each other’s support and the 
benefits they, and their babies gain from the 
experience.

Our team of art therapists are working in some of 
the most disadvantaged areas of NSW. Travelling 
fortnightly to primary and preschools, they conduct 
individual therapy, group therapy and “Art in the 
Playground” for very traumatised children. In 
addition, they work with the teachers, helping them 
to understand more about the children’s needs, how 
to assist them and how best teachers can protect 

their own wellbeing as they care for the children. 
The feedback from the teachers is unanimously 
positive with some centres requesting extra 
support, education and input.

Our work relies entirely on the funding received 
from private donors, foundations, trusts and Federal 
Government grants and I would like to thank all
these private individuals and organisations.

Finally, I would like to acknowledge our clients - the 
courageous women, and their children, who are at 
the heart of Gunawirra. I am deeply touched by 
their trust in us and their generosity in sharing their 
lives with us.

Cate Osborn
Clinical Director

Painting by a Gunawirra mother

The Gunawirra Art Therapy Program has been the best thing that has happened for Coraki Preschool. 
It came at a time when we had a high number of children in severe trauma and the staff aren’t trained 
or equipped to deal with this. We could see that the kids needed a lot of help, but we were struggling 
to know what to do.

Kate McLean, Director, Coraki Preschool
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Young Aboriginal Mothers Program
Pregnancy and early motherhood can be a time of vulnerability and uncertainty for most women. All mothers 
need and deserve a great deal of care, assistance and support during this time so that their physical and 
emotional health, and that of their babies, is protected and fostered. Early trauma and loss in the mother’s life 
can have a direct impact on her capacity to bond with her baby and to meet the challenges and demands of 
caring for babies and young children. 

Many of the women we see at Gunawirra tell us of backgrounds of poverty, mental illness, violence, substance 
abuse and dislocation within their families and communities. Often, they are facing motherhood without the 
support of partners and extended family. In order to break the cycle of trauma, loss and disadvantage as it 
passes down the generations, Gunawirra has developed the Young Aboriginal Mothers Project, which has now 
been operating for seven years. 

Aims and Objectives
The Projects aims for the women are to:

• Improve emotional health, personal 
development and confidence in mothering.

• Improve the capacity to positively bond with 
their babies and young children and find more 
enjoyment in their roles as mothers.

• Gain increased awareness of and pride in their 
culture.

• Form and maintain mutually supportive groups.
• Be more able to provide a safe environment for 

themselves and their children.
• Be better equipped to provide good nutrition for 

themselves and their children.
• Be more able to foster healthy development in 

their children.

For the children, the program aims to ensure they:

• Enjoy more secure, trusting and loving 
relationships with their mothers.

• Attain their developmental milestones. 
• Remain in the safe care of their mothers.
• Enjoy good self-esteem and emotional health.  

What we do
The Young Aboriginal Mothers Project comprises 
four groups for Aboriginal women with children 
aged 0 to 5 years, one of which caters to teenage 
mothers. In addition, we run a group specifically for 
pregnant women. (The Pregnancy Program).

These groups, of up to six women and their 
children, meet weekly at Gunawirra House in 
Rozelle. They are facilitated by highly trained and 
experienced psychotherapists. The therapists 
maintain a safe and non-judgmental space, 
enabling the women to build trust and explore the 
challenges and concerns in their lives.

Transport to and from the centre, morning tea, 
lunch and food parcels from OzHarvest are 
provided. Depending on the interests and needs of 
the group members, we provide various activities 
such as: cooking with kids, art, craft, photography, 
art therapy and Aboriginal Culture workshops.

We have recently added speech therapy to the 
group program, as many of the children experience 
delays in their language development. Speech 
therapy is integrated into the group program and 
empowers the women to provide their children with 
opportunities to develop their skills in language and 
speech.

The groups have a therapeutic aim and, through 
focusing on the relationship between the women 
and their babies/children, the therapists help the 
group members to know, express and understand 
their own emotions and struggles. As they feel more 
nurtured and understood, they are able to develop 
space in their minds for their children’s own 
particular personalities and needs. 
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Outcomes
Through feedback from group members and formal 
program evaluation, we are able to note the 
following benefits: 

• The women have formed strong friendships and 
support networks outside the group time.

• None of the women are living in domestic/family 
violence.

• Physical health and nutrition have improved.

• Emotional health has improved.
• Mother-baby/child attachments are more 

secure.
• Many of the women are engaged in further 

education or employment.
• All the children have remained in the safe care 

of their mothers.
• The groups have stable membership and high 

retention rates.

Case Study
When Kristin first came to the mothers group, her son was four years old and she was pregnant 
with her second child. Within a month of finding that she was pregnant, Kristin’s mother died of 
alcohol-related disease. She loved her mother but was also deeply hurt and angry because her 
mother’s drinking had caused a lot of pain in her life. She felt guilty about this anger and struggled 
to express it. This created a lot of anxiety for her and she was very worried about the effect that this 
would be having on her baby. The therapist was concerned about her emotional wellbeing, her 
“stuck” grief and the risk of post-natal depression. 

Struggling to put her turmoil into words, Kristin began to use the group time to paint very expressive 
pictures. She said that she was thinking about her Mum as she painted. When encouraged to talk 
about the paintings with the group, Kristin was able to get in touch with her very conflicted and 
contradictory feelings about her Mum and have those feeling validated and understood. This
gradually eased her guilt and anxiety. While still grieving the loss, she was also able to look forward 
with more confidence to her daughter’s birth.

Painting by a Gunawirra mother
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The Pregnancy Project 
Aboriginal mothers and their babies face increased risks during pregnancy and birth compared to non-Aboriginal 
women and babies. These include higher rates of premature birth, lower birth weights, higher rates of perinatal 
death and increased risks of complications such as gestational diabetes and pre-eclampsia. In addition to these 
health risks, many of the women we see also face isolation, lack of family support, emotional difficulties due to 
early trauma and loss, and disadvantage in many areas of their lives.

These factors impact directly on the woman’s confidence in her mothering capacities, her emotional connection 
to her baby and the future relationship of the mother-baby couple. The Pregnancy Program is designed to 
provide therapy and support at this crucial time so that the mothers and their babies are able to form safer and 
more stable and secure foundations for life. 

Aims
The aims of the project are for the women to:

• Reduce their risk factors for perinatal 
depression.

• Be more aware of their relationships with their 
baby in utero.

• Better bond with the baby and fosters a healthy 
attachment relationship.

• Develop confidence in their roles as mothers
• Have increased knowledge of pregnancy and 

childbirth.
• Be more aware of their own and their babies’ 

health needs during pregnancy.
• Enjoy the increased support of other mothers.
The aims for the therapists and Gunawirra are to:

• Further understand the particular needs of 
Aboriginal women during pregnancy.

• Develop and consolidate the necessary skills to 
provide a high standard of service.

• Add to the body of research and learning in this 
field.

• Provide professional support and development 
for other health and welfare professionals What 
We Do. 

What we do
Weekly group sessions for 5 – 6 women are held, 
usually beginning in the third trimester of 
pregnancy. We focus on the women’s feelings and 
experiences of pregnancy, birth and motherhood. 
The women often explore their relationships with 
their own mothers and other important women in 
their lives. They share their fears, anxieties and 
hopes for motherhood and, with the support of the 
therapist, nurture their relationship with their 
growing babies.

The groups also focus on practical issues such as: 
nutrition for pregnancy and breastfeeding, access to 
suitable health services, birth preparation and 
managing family pressures.

At the birth of her baby, each woman receives a 
Carepack of essential supplies for herself and her 
baby. The organisation, Cuddle Bundles, also 
generously supplies each woman with boxes of 
baby gear, individually tailored to her needs.

The Project works in conjunction with the Women 
and Babies Aboriginal Midwifery Unit at Royal 
Prince Alfred Hospital, ensuring that the women 
with the highest needs are referred to the program.  

The work is formally researched and evaluated by 
Denise Lynch, Senior Lecturer in Social Work, 
Sydney University. 

Outcomes
• The women have formed close and supportive 

relationships with each other within the groups. 
Most participants continue to meet following the 
birth of their babies.

• They are more knowledgeable about health and 
nutrition during pregnancy and breastfeeding.

• None of the women are using drugs or alcohol.
• All the babies born have remained in their 

mother’s care.
• They have developed increased openness and 

trust in sharing their concerns and difficulties.
• Therapists report that the mothers show 

increased confidence as mothers.
• The mothers and babies are developing healthy 

and secure attachment relationships.
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Art Therapy 
Art Therapy is traditionally based on psychoanalytic or psychodynamic principles with its emphasis on the 
central importance of the relationship between therapist and client and the depth of therapeutic work needed to 
address early trauma. Art Therapy differs from traditional art making in that the emphasis is on the process of 
creating and meaning making, rather than on the end product itself. The therapist and client/s develop an 
interpersonal relationship through the art process, with clear boundaries and shared intentions.

Art is an important part of Aboriginal culture. Aboriginal people have always made art not just to express 
personal feelings but, importantly, to connect to that which is greater than themselves: to connect to their 
creators, to their identity, to spirit and to ancestors. Graham Toomey, artist, cultural advisor and CEO of 
Gunawirra, says that by practicing culture ‘we are able to cope with loss and trauma’. 

Aboriginal children have inherited the collective trauma of the loss of land and culture which is so vital to their 
spiritual and cultural health and identity. Many of the children in the schools in which we work have experienced 
or are experiencing difficult and challenging lives due to family breakdown, domestic violence, parental 
substance use, abuse and neglect. The consequences are that children are affected in every area of their 
development and the trauma can have far-ranging impacts on their future lives.

Aims
The Art Therapy Program aims to ameliorate these 
impacts for both the children and the preschool 
teachers who care for them.

The aims for the children are to:

• Experience a safe and trusted space for 
emotional expression. 

• Develop their capacity for emotional regulation. 
• Reduce acting out and self-destructive 

behaviours. 
• Improve learning. 
• Improve social and emotional development. 
• Improve the capacity for play and imagination.

The aims for their teachers are to:

• Have an improved in-depth understanding of 
the impact of trauma on young children. 

• Be better able to develop strategies to assist 
the children in the classroom. 

• Reduce the impacts of burnout and vicarious 
trauma on the teachers. 

• Be more supported personally and 
professionally in their very challenging work.

What We Do
Art therapists Julia Sideris, Sharini Samarakoon 
and Catherine Keyzer work across five Aboriginal 
pre- and primary schools in rural New South Wales: 
Armidale, Coraki, Kempsey, Lismore and Wallaga 
Lake, as well as schools in Redfern/ Waterloo and 
at our centre in Rozelle.

The therapists fly to the country centres and spend 
the day conducting individual sessions with 
children, small and large group art therapy with 
children and consulting and mentoring work with the 
teachers.

The children are referred by the school Director or 
Principal where there are concerns about their 
learning, their behaviour and their well-being. The 
children may be experiencing issues such as poor 
sleeping and eating habits; trouble concentrating 
and focusing; difficulties in regulating their feelings; 
emotional turmoil and distress; aggression; 
withdrawal; disorganised attachments; difficulty 
expressing thoughts and feelings; and mistrust of 
adults and peers.

Regular art therapy sessions offer children a means 
of expressing feelings of confusion, anger, fear or 
anxiety or experiences they may not understand or 
have words for. Art Therapy enables a connection 
with a caring and trustworthy adult who creates a 
safe place in which the child can reach out and 
begin to explore their inner and outer world. The art 
therapist can help the child think about their feelings 
and experiences in a meaningful way.

The artwork provides a safe area in which to 
express feelings related to trauma and has the 
potential to contain difficult thoughts and emotions.

Art making not only tells a story, it enacts an 
experience and it is easier for the child to talk 
about the image than about him or herself.
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Outcomes
Teachers have reported the following changes and 
developments in the children participating in the Art 
Therapy Program, who have been observed to:
• Settle more easily in class. 
• Make smoother transitions between activities. 
• Stay in class for longer periods. 
• Have greater capacity for listening. 

• Have increased participation in classroom 
activities.

• Have greater confidence in speaking up in 
class.

• Improve their reading and writing capabilities. 
• Have less frequent outbursts of rage.
• Be quicker to resolve issues.
• Be better at socialising.

Here Comes the Chef! Program
Here Comes the Chef! moves our young aboriginal mums, from the almost addictive easy purchase of fast 
foods, to enjoy cooking real and nourishing food for themselves and their children. Being able to cook is a 
cultural event, it is a health-giving event, it is a confidence building event, it is the event that nurtures the world. 
We thank Adobe who saw it as valuable enough to give a grant from the USA to make possible. 

Aims
• To develop an understanding of healthy and 

nutritious food. What special foods help in 
pregnancy to keep ‘you’ well.

• To design the menu for the next week as a 
group.

• Shopping for healthy food for themselves, 
babies, toddlers and pre-schoolers.

• Preparation of food for themselves, for their 
toddlers and their babies.

• Cooking of delicious and healthy food, that is 
cheap and nutritious.

• Growing a garden.
• Discussion with the specialist nutritionist about 

ways of helping with eating problems in 
children.

Speech Therapy 
Communication and the need to communicate is at the basis of this program. A speech therapist, a leader in her 
field, on the floor right there engaging the children and sounds of ffff and thhhh, filling the air and earning claps 
and rewards from mums and workers happening right there before us is so rewarding. Toys that are enticing 
that link to words, that make you want to be a child and play again fill the room.

Aims
The Speech Therapy Program aims to assist and 
support the need to communicate.

This program has following roles and 
responsibilities:

• Within the mother’s groups, to work with the 
mothers and their children, modelling some 
positive speech and communication.

• To treat some toddlers/young children, 
specifically outside the mother’s groups on a 
regular basis and involving their parents.

• To work with the children in the mother’s 
Wednesday group; this involves language 
stimulation, modelling communication and 
interaction work with the mothers and toddlers 
in the group.

• To work individually with children in a specific 
way, including assessment and treatment of 
particular language and communication 
problems. This includes an Assessment check 
list and work through play.

• To assist mothers to help their children, by 
giving them work sheets at home.

Outcomes 
• Improved communication/speech with the 

children that have been seen by the speech 
therapist.

• Improved interaction between the mother and 
child, with criteria set by the speech therapist.

• Improved understanding by the mother/parent 
of the needs of the child/toddler.
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Kempsey
Today two of the teachers shared a story about how they met Ira (camp, watchful) and his Mum at the 
corner store recently. Ira was very excited to see his teachers. His mother, who had been described by 
the teachers as being difficult to engage with and very disconnected, stopped and talked with them for 
about 20 minutes. 

According to the teachers this was a miracle. They were also surprised and delighted at the lovely 
interaction they witnessed between Ira and his mother.

In this discussion they were reminded about the importance of the safe, trusting relationships they have 
each built with Ira. How, possibly with these good and safe feelings inside him, there may now be room 
for good and safe feelings inside Mum and for both Ira and Mum. Having then experienced these 
positive feelings, a strengthened desire to make connection with each other and those around them 
may be possible.

The teachers exclaimed “It does work”! They were able to make the link about the importance of their 
day to day work with the children, and that, in providing the children with a safe, consistent and 
nurturing environment they are literally buffering some of the negative consequences of trauma 
- both relational and environmental. 
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Minimbah Preschool story
I arrive at the preschool and there are at least 30 small children. The playground is alive with play. 
The teachers are excited and help me set up the tables. I am to keep going right through snack time 
as many children are unable to settle, even to eat.

As we set up the table many children approach to see what is happening. I take a seat at one end and 
they begin to come and sit with me. Many just come see what is on offer and leave. Some come back 
quickly, and others come back after a little while. One child who they have great concerns about 
approaches and then runs off. A little later he returns, his little brother is leaning on me playing with 
the materials on the table. He approaches the table and sits at the other end of the table, away from 
me. He sits, looks at the package I have given him. I welcome him to the table. He then pushes the 
chair back and leaves.

A little while after that he comes back to the table and sits in the same chair he sat in previously. I 
welcome him back. He sits and unwraps the package. He pokes and pushes his finger into the clay. 
He then stands, pushes his chair back and leaves.

A short time later he comes and sits at the table again. I welcome him and let him know it is good to 
see him. He sits, choosing the same lump of clay and begins to pull small sections of the clay from the 
larger lump, rolling each piece into long skinny worm like objects. Other children come and go but he 
doesn’t engage with them. He stays and continues to roll his clay. I say quietly to him what I see he is 
doing but no more than that. He stays. It has now been over 15 minutes. He then stands and leaves 
the table and goes to sit with some other children in the sandpit.

A teach comes over and tells me how amazing it is that this child was able to stay, focus and settle for 
that amount of time.

During the time I was there teachers and children came and sat with me. One teacher brought a very 
distressed child over and together they sat at the table, rolling and poking the clay. She eventually 
settled and the teacher was able to leave her at the table.
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The Five Big Ideas Program for Preschools 
Since its inception, Gunawirra has worked closely with preschools across remote and regional areas of NSW. It 
was through the relationships forged with teachers, children, families and community members in these areas 
that we came to understand the emotional, cultural and health needs of the families within the preschool 
communities. As a result, The Five Big Ideas Program was developed. It is a grass-roots program, designed in 
consultation with preschool educators, to impart practical strategies and living skills to preschool children and 
their families.

Aims
The Five Big Ideas Program aims to:

• Better equip preschool teachers to address the 
particular emotional, health and cultural needs 
of Aboriginal children. 

• Improve understanding of good nutrition for 
children and families. 

• Provide good nutrition. 
• Increase awareness of and pride in Aboriginal 

culture. 
• Improve emotional health. 
• Support preschools to provide safe, healthy and 

caring environments.

What we do
All preschools have access to the 5 Big Ideas Activity Booklet, which provides teaching modules, strategies and 
activities that address the following areas:

1. Basic hygiene
Respecting your body, healthy ears, blowing noses, cleaning teeth. All children are provided 
with a Carepack that contains toothpaste, toothbrush, soap, washer, antiseptic cream, 
Band-Aids and underwear.

2. Nutrition
Teaching good eating habits and limiting the use of fast food. Practical and financial help 
with vegetable gardens, bush tucker and fruit trees is also provided.

3. Handling problems at home
Assists teachers to support children who may be in distress and having difficulties at home. 
Activities aimed at naming, expressing and soothing emotions, circle of healing, mutual 
respect and caring, connecting to culture. (Please see the sections on Art Therapy and 
Professional Development for Teachers for more detail).

4. Identity
Self-respect, my totem, my mob. Gunawirra’s Cultural Advisor plays a significant role in 
bringing culture to the children, teachers, families and community. Activities include making 
a family tree with parents, telling stories from the Dreamtime, performing ceremonies and 
using the items in the Aboriginal Learning Kit for Children (the ‘Culture Box’).

5. My environment, my land, myself.
Based on the important Aboriginal principle that if we look after the land, it will look after us. 
Activities that increase children’s understanding of the natural environment, their place 
within it and how to care for it.



Gunawirra Annual Report 2019 │ 22

The Here Comes the Chef Program is central to the Nutrition component of The 5 Big Ideas. A local cook is 
employed to prepare hot meals for the children and parents are encouraged to attend the preschools for 
cooking days with the children. The school and parent communities build and maintain vegetable gardens. 
There are lessons and activities for the children promoting good nutrition as well as cookbooks developed by 
the parents and children.

The children in the participating schools enjoy better nutrition and the parent communities have better links with 
the schools through participating in cooking and growing vegetables.

Preschool teachers across the country can access the free activities booklet and videos of puppets talking about 
The 5 Big Ideas on the Gunawirra website.

Care Packs, Books and Toys for Preschools
Care Packs are used as part of The 5 Big Ideas Program Hygiene Module, and teachers can give 
them to children any time when teaching about good hygiene and first aid suitable for their young 
age- things like washing their hands, cleaning their teeth and putting Band-Aids on cuts. The aim of 
the Care Packs is to help children understand they can also take care of themselves. They are made 
up by generous volunteer in Sydney, many of them schoolchildren, and then boxed at Gunawirra for 
distribution.

Our 2018 Christmas Toy drive was a big success, with toys sent to the 26 most in-need preschools 
we support across NSW. Books were given by Booktopia and Dymocks. 

In total this year 802 Care Packs, 1,606 toys and 3465 books together with clothing and other items 
were dispatched to 26 preschools and schools, a record number of distributions for Gunawirra. 
Details can be found later in this report. 

Gunawirra volunteers gifting children at Poets Corner
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Map of Gunawirra-Supported Preschools 

1 Boggabilla Preschool 14 Koolyangarra Preschool Aboriginal Corporation

2 Boori Preschool (at Aboriginal Medical Service) 15 Kootingal Preschool

3 Bowraville Preschool 16 Little Yuin Tilba Wallaga Lakes

4 Coraki Preschool 17 Lyrebird Preschool

5 Dalaigur Preschool 18 Minimbah Preschool Armidale

6 Gainmara-Birrilee Preschool Association 19 Minimbah Primary School Armidale

7 Goonellebah Preschool 20 Moama Public School Preschool

8 Gyndarna Preschool 21 Mungindi Preschool (Mungindi Central School)

9 Illawarra Aboriginal Care (Noogaleek Children's 
Centre and Winnanggay Preschool)

22 Peak Hill Preschool

10 Jarjum Preschool 23 Poet's Corner Preschool, Redfern

11 Kiah Preschool 24 Scribbly Gum Dalai Preschool

12 Kindamindi Preschool (part of Inverell District & 
Family Services)

25 Tingha Preschool

13 Kooloora Preschool (part of Toukley Primary 
School)

26 Wee Waa Preschool
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Cultural Programs Report 

It’s been another positive year as far as sharing and 
providing Aboriginal culture into our preschools and 
communities. It has also been unforgettable to be 
part of many community and family days at the 
preschools that Gunawirra supports. One particular 
special project was working with Dalaigure 
preschool as part of their NAIDOC celebrations. 
This project was about connecting the children, 
parents and the local community to a Dreamtime 
story about the birds and a race they had to 
determine who would be the king of all birds. The 
project involved the children, parents, families and 
the community in making bird eggs and nests out of 
clay. 

The project was facilitated by Dunghutti Elder Uncle 
John Kelly, together with Gunawirra’s own art 
therapists, Rena Shein and Kate Keizer. To work in 
with this project, I became involved with providing 
wooden bird cut-outs that would be painted by the 
children, parents, families and community. Once 
painted the birds would then be fixed to the fence 
around the children’s playground. This will allow the 
children every day to reflect and remember the 
Dreamtime story about the birds.

The year was also special for those who reached 
out to Gunawirra with helping and supporting us. 
We created long lasting friendships with 
kindhearted people from Apple, ACCOR, Rozelle 
Rail yard, and network.

These special occasions allowed Gunawirra to 
share cultural knowledge which providing a 
connection to our ancient culture and people. Many 
who came walked away with a greater 
understanding of the culture, people, our stories 
and the work that Gunawirra does. Other important 
cultural experiences that occurred this year were 
the seminars Gunawirra conducted. These 
seminars not only provided vital clinical knowledge 
and support, but cultural as well. It’s amazing when 
people from Aboriginal and non- Aboriginal 
backgrounds gather and share stories and 
experiences. There are tears and there is joy and 
it’s very powerful and moving but the end result is 
that everyone walks away stronger and more skilled 
with how to deal with trauma and problems in a 
preschool or educational sector. I continue to guide 
our staff, volunteers, board and students with 
cultural knowledge, and it’s been enjoyable to 
watch people become more acquainted with my 
culture.

I am looking forward to working with more children 
and teachers in coming years. Culture for many 
Aboriginal people can be our way of healing as well 
as finding our Identity and ourselves. Listening to 
children laugh and watching them having fun with 
the Aboriginal Learning Kit for Children is so 
compelling and inspirational and its inspires me to 
do more and more.

Graham Toomey

Chief Executive Officer, Cultural Consultant 
and Resident Artist

Image above: Children in the YAMP project 
enjoying a Cultural session.
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Journey to Learning Cultural Work 
Like the heading suggests, learning is a journey for 
the many children I have visited throughout the year 
in with learning about Aboriginal culture and art. I 
have visited many early education centres such as: 

• Little Yuin Preschool, Wallaga Lake

• Dalaigur Preschool Kempsey

• Minimbah Preschool, Armidale

• Coraki Preschool, Coraki

• Jarjum Preschool, Lismore.

Sharing Aboriginal culture in the classroom with 
the children and educators is so rewarding and it 
also provides so many unforgettable experiences 
for us all.

I feel blessed to be doing the work I do for 
Gunawirra and it fills my heart with happiness 
knowing I’m sharing with the children and 
educators, cultural knowledge that allows a 
connection to the culture and to my people. 
Watching and listening to children laugh while 
playing with The Aboriginal learning Kit for Children 
is very special. It is hoped that this program its will 
stretch out into more early education centres next 
year and beyond. I also feel very fortunate to be 
part of the preschool family and community days. 
These days are so rich in providing shared culture 
while also building friendships within the 
communities. 

Graham Toomey
Chief Executive Officer, Cultural Consultant 
and Resident Artist

Graham with the kids at Little Yuin learning about the different tools used by Aboriginal people
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Australian Aboriginal learning kit for children.
Jarjum preschool children, Lismore.

Our Preschool doesn’t fit into the “mainstream” of other centres in our area because we have 
children and families in severe crisis and trauma. Having the art therapists, Kate and Julia, with us 
is a huge relief because they truly understand the difficulties we face. It gives us a sense of 
camaraderie and that we are working together on something very important. There is very little 
professional support in our local area and it’s very hard to find other preschool educators who can 
appreciate how tricky and tough it is to work with such distressed children and their families. I have 
experienced people turning away in shock, but Kate and Julia have stayed with us and given us the 
sort of support we need. Without it, we would be completely isolated and it’s hard to see how Jarjum 
could survive.

Maurita Cavanough, Director, Jarjum Preschool
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Professional Development for Teachers 
Gunawirra provides professional development for preschool educators working with Aboriginal children and 
families through regular workshops and seminars held in Sydney and across regional areas of NSW. These 
sessions focus on how to understand trauma, its impact on the children and the teachers who care for them, the 
importance of culture in healing and the need for self-care for professionals.

Preschool educators are in a unique position to 
assist and support traumatized children given the 
strong attachment relationships the children form 
with them and the trust of families that they enjoy. 
However, they require a great deal of professional 
support to do this.
Our research shows that preschool teachers in 
country NSW face enormous challenges in their 
work. They report high levels of stress, burn-out 
and vicarious trauma and these are related to the 
prevalence and severity of the distress and trauma 
suffered by many of the children in their care and 
the communities around them. They face issues of 
isolation, with very few professional supports or 
resources. These preschools are situated in some 
of the most disadvantaged areas in NSW, as 
identified in the 2015 Dropping off the Edge 
Report1. Paediatric health and allied health services 
are very limited as are other social and welfare 
supports. Aboriginal children living in these 
communities are particularly vulnerable due to the 
legacy of intergenerational trauma and the lack of 
culturally appropriate services. 

Aims
The aims of the seminars and workshops are to:

• Increase understanding of worker burn out and 
vicarious trauma.

• Better equip teachers with strategies to deal 
with their own distress.

• Increase understanding of trauma in early 
childhood and its impacts.

• Develop skills in recognising trauma in young 
children.

• Develop skills to assist and support children in 
the classroom.

• Develop further understanding of the 
relationship between culture, identity and the 
healing of trauma.

• Increase awareness of specific art therapy 
techniques for use by teachers and children.

What we do
Gunawirra holds two-day seminars and workshops, 
attended by preschool educators, in regional areas 
of NSW. This year we will be holding a seminar in 
Kempsey, hosted by Dalaigur Preschool. This 
preschool is part of a community with high needs 
and the Dalaigur centre is a hub of care, cultural 
awareness, education and nurturing for the families 
in the area. The seminars are delivered by 
therapists and facilitators with very high degrees of 
expertise and experience in the fields of early 
trauma, child development, Aboriginal culture, 
psychotherapy, art therapy and vicarious trauma. 
The program is researched and evaluated by 
Denise Lynch, Senior Social Work Lecturer and 
Researcher from Sydney University.

Dr Ingo Lambrecht, a clinical psychologist working 
in New Zealand and expert in vicarious trauma, 
works with us for the two days, pro bono, and gives 
us invaluable assistance in facilitating the program.

The seminars are interactive and experiential and 
designed to provide teachers with relief of, and 
understanding for, their own distress as well as 
tools and strategies to apply in their work. Over the 
two days, we explore the following areas:

1.Vinson,T. (2015) Dropping off the Edge: The Distribution of Disadvantage 
in Australia, Jesuit Social Services.
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1. Caring for the Carers
This focuses on the ways in which exposure to trauma in others, particularly children, can impact us 
professionally and personally. The groups are taken through guided exercises designed to support them 
during times of high stress.

2. Understanding trauma
This module covers:

• A theoretical framework for understanding trauma in young children.
• Intergenerational and communal trauma.
• The impacts on the child’s learning and play, memory and brain function, emotional development and 

attachment relationships.

3. Art Therapy Techniques 
This session is experiential and involves therapist-led art therapy activity for group members.

• It provides insight into the art therapy process.
• Gives teachers an activity to support their own healing.
• The activity can be adapted for use with the children in the classroom.

4. How to recognise trauma in young children
• Explores the overt and subtle signs of trauma, with discussion of case examples.
• Presentation and discussion of a long-term art therapy treatment of a preschool child.

5. Aboriginal identity and working with trauma
• Understanding of intergenerational trauma through the narrative of one family’s experience.
• The importance of culture and identity for healing.
• How work in the preschool can be culturally respectful and relevant.
• The Journey to Learning Program.

The teachers greatly appreciate the opportunity to talk with Julia about their concerns for the children and 
the strain that they can feel, working in such a challenging environment. They can work collaboratively 
with her, discussing the changes in the children and families and finding ways to support them.

Jenny Brown, Principal, Minimbah Primary School

Teachers from Dalaigur creating taking part in an Art therapy session to explore self care. 
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Research, Evaluation and Policy 

Research and Evaluation

Pregnancy Program for Aboriginal Mothers. 
This program has Ethics Approval from both the 
NSW Health Education and Research Centre at 
Royal Prince Alfred Hospital and the Aboriginal 
Health and Medical Research Council of NSW. The 
research findings and feedback from evaluation of 
the program to date are guiding the clinicians in 
developing and refining their work with the young 
women. There has been an ongoing evolution of 
the methodology, ensuring that it is culturally-
sensitive and that the issues are being seen 
through an Aboriginal lens.

Rural Program. Research and evaluation of 
Gunawirra’s regional work is being conducted at 
Dalaigur Preschool in Kempsey and will assist in 
more closely integrating Gunawirra’s programs as 
staff work towards the healing of those affected by 
trauma. 

The evaluation will address three aspects:

1. The cultural learning presentations by Graham 
Toomey to children, educators, parents and the 
community about Aboriginal community, history 
and family and cultural connections, which 
guide and educate them in understanding 
Aboriginal ancient people and having respect 
and pride in their identity, culture and land. 

2. The involvement of parents in the school with 
Gunawirra personnel. 

3. The involvement of children in art therapy and 
therapeutic work that is culturally-informed.

The research will address and assess the 
effectiveness of the three strands by observing 
each project individually and assessing them in 
their collaborative impact on the wellbeing of the 
children, parents and community members involved 
in the art therapy/psychoanalytic work in Dalaigur 
Aboriginal Preschool.

Evaluation of Seminar Program Written 
evaluations completed by participants of two of 
Gunawirra’s seminars have shown the positive 

results of the seminars. The educators who 
attended have reported that they are more 
confident in recognising the signs of trauma in the 
children and how to assist them in the classroom. 
They showed an increased understanding of 
burnout and vicarious trauma and felt better 
equipped to deal with these challenges.

Policy

Child Protection Policy In the last two years, 
Gunawirra has developed and implemented a Child 
Protection Policy, which includes policy, protocols 
and practice.

The major components of this policy and its 
ongoing implementation are:

1. The existence of a Child Protection Committee 
that meets regularly. 

2. A Child Protection discussion group, which 
allows staff to discuss concerns that they have 
about families and communities with whom they 
are working. 

3. A Child Protection form which has been 
instituted for all staff to complete. 

4. Through regular professional development, 
awareness of all staff of their legal and ethical 
responsibilities regarding child protection.

A domestic violence and family violence component 
has been addressed, advising staff of the links with 
child protection and how community involvement 
collaborations are essential. 

A general referral form is now used for all clients 
and families with whom Gunawirra is working so 
that managers are aware of client particulars, and 
clinical staff can monitor their work. The form is 
used for all programs, including group programs, art 
therapy for children, educational seminars and any 
other community work. 

Progress continues to be made in the recording of 
professional activities. This enhances co-ordination 
between staff and management, practice 
accountability and the integration of evaluation and 
research activities into the work of the organisation.
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Supporting and Developing our Staff 
The clinical team at Gunawirra is highly skilled and experienced in the areas of trauma, individual and group 
therapies and art therapy. However, as professionals, we value and welcome opportunities for ongoing learning 
and development. Our programs are unique and innovative, and it is important that we continually develop and 
refine our therapeutic approaches. This is particularly so in the area where more traditional theory and practice 
intersects with an in-depth understanding of Aboriginal culture.

All therapists receive individual and group supervision provided by highly experienced psychoanalysts who are 
expert in child, mother-infant and family work, from Sydney and the United States. In working with traumatised 
adults, children and teachers, we can experience our own emotional strain. It is well documented that ongoing 
exposure to another’s trauma presents several risks to the therapist’s wellbeing and capacities. Sometimes, 
what we hear can be disturbing to us and, without the protective care of good supervision, this can become 
overwhelming. Supervision creates a safe “holding environment” where the therapist and supervisor can do the 
hard work of bearing strong feelings.

In addition to supervision, all staff members participate in ongoing professional development. This includes 
cultural supervision, child protection training, domestic/family violence training and participation in relevant 
seminars, conferences and workshops. 

Our People
Graham Toomey - CEO/Executive Director, 
Aboriginal Artist, Designer & Culture Facilitator

Norma Tracey - Founder Emeritus, Fundraiser, 
Project Designer and Psychoanalytic Psychotherapist

Cate Osborn - Clinical Director and Psychoanalytic 
Psychotherapist

Sharini Samarakoon - Director of Operations and Art 
Therapist

Marc Chaussivert – Clinician Supervisor, 
Psychologist and Psychoanalytic Psychotherapist

Dr Denise Lynch - Senior Lecturer and Researcher, 
School of Education and Social Work, Sydney 
University. Gunawirra’s Policy, Research and 
Evaluation Consultant

Greg Sutcliffe - IT Manager

Donna Jacobs - Psychologist and Psychoanalytic 
Psychotherapist Catherine Keyzer - Art Therapist

Julia Sideris - Art Therapist

Danielle Walsh - Art Therapist

Eva Nemeth - Speech Therapist

Pru Ibrahim - Cook

Melissa Jane Pride - Cook

Leanne Chambour - Nutritionist

Mark Cassettari - Book Keeper

Atziri Patino - Finance and Administration Officer

Dorothy Chan - Finance and Administration Volunteer

Melanie Houlahan - Volunteer Graphic Designer

Our Clinical Supervisors 
The clinical staff at Gunawirra are grateful and privileged to receive weekly professional supervision and support from 
highly experienced psychoanalysts in Sydney and overseas. These invaluable services are provided pro bono.

Ruth Safier - Psychiatrist and Psychoanalyst

Morna Nancarrow - Psychiatrist and Psychoanalyst

Kaye Nelson - Psychiatrist and Psychoanalyst

Louise Gyler - Social Worker and Psychoanalyst

Rise Becker - Psychologist and Psychoanalyst

Julie Meadows - Psychologist and Psychoanalyst

Jeff Eaton - Psychologist and Psychoanalyst (USA)  

Jyotsna Field - Psychologist and Psychoanalyst
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Our Volunteers 
Gunawirra wishes to acknowledge the amazing contributions that our volunteers make, which multiply the 
impact of our work. Without them it would not be possible for the organisations work to achieve comparable 
depth, scale and reach.

A vast number of volunteers at schools in several 
suburbs of Sydney make up the Care Packs that 
are distributed through The 5 Big Ideas Program to 
the preschools we work in the city and regional 
areas. Two to three times a year a group of 
volunteers meet at Gunawirra House and package 
up Care Packs together with other goods into boxes 
for delivery. The Care Packs include soaps, 
shampoos, toothbrushes and toothpaste, face 
washers and underwear. They are often sent with 
new clothing and toys, as well as extra supplies for 
the preschools.

The Mothers Groups would not be able to operate 
as effectively without committed volunteers 
generously giving their time to shop, prepare meals 
and provide housekeeping to support the groups, 
and without student interns assisting the clinical 
staff leading the groups.

We are grateful for every contribution a volunteer 
makes and, though sad when they move on, are 
delighted that many secure paid employments after 
their time as a volunteer with us. 

Gunawirra is fortunate to have many volunteers 
who contribute to various activities throughout the 
year. This enables Gunawirra to achieve far more 
than we otherwise would, and to use grants and 
fundraising dollars for our primary purpose: to break 
the transgenerational effects of trauma on young 
Aboriginal children and mothers.

Volunteers enjoying a Cultural session with 
Graham Toomey
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Our Funders and Supporters 
Government and Philanthropic Trusts Other Companies and Institutions 
Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet (Federal Gov) Central Sydney GP Network 
Department of Social Services, Australian Government Cynergex Group 
Adobe Foundation Mercy Foundation 
Blake Beckett Trust (Wendy Beckett) Moorebank High School 
Bowlers Club of NSW (Club York) NSW Bar Association 
City of Sydney Radford College 
City Tattersalls Club Sisters of St Joseph of the Sacred Heart  
Collier Charitable Fund Community Grant (Order of Mary MacKillop) 
Commonwealth Bank Community Grant  
James N Kirby Foundation  
Mary MacKillop Foundation Gift Fund  
Northern Rivers Community Foundation  
Sidney Myer Fund  
Todd Family Pty Ltd ATF  
Walter & Eliza Trust  

Commercial Sponsors and Pro-bono suppliers Individual Donors and Supporters 
Accor Dennis Hunter 
Australia Post (StarTrack) Sean Mcelduff 
Booktopia Steven Sargent 
Beca Jaz & Karen Mooney 
Canberra Grammar Jerry Phillipso 
Commonwealth Bank  Jenny Harry 
Cranbrook  Mary Bayles 
Cuddle Bundles Paul Mirabelle
DLA Piper Maria Manning 
Dymocks Dr Morna Nancarrow 
Emanuel Preschool + network David Kennedy  
Emanuel Synagogue  Zeina Issa 
Gilbert & Tobin Carol Flanagan 
Good360 Australia Janet Manuell 
Greenwood Early Education centres Vanessa Levy 
Inner West Transport Service Geoffrey Gemmell 
Keen Kiddies Craig New 
Kur-ring-gai family Day Care service Heather Gluck 
Regional Express Hattie Tamplin 
Rozelle Childcare Centre Ghislaine Bouskila 
Rozelle Fruit shop Deborah Cleland 
South Coogee Children Services (Nonprofit)  Richard Carroll 
Sydney Community College Thom Morrow 
St Vincent’s Hospital – toy appeal  Rebecca Warnes 
The Funding Network (TFN)  
Tribal Warrior  
Yoinki  
Generous regular and one-off donations are also received through online giving platforms: 
GIVE NOW (Online giving platform) My Cause Gift Fund 
Australian Online Giving Foundation (Benevity) Karma Currency Foundation 
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(above) Coraki kids learning about the importance of the Boomerang in Aboriginal Culture
(below) Poets Corner kids looking at the items they have received from their care packs.
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Statistics 

Services Delivered 2018-2019 - By Hours and Occasions of Service

Activity Hours Occasions of Service

Women Children Teachers Family Other Total

YOUNG ABORIGINAL MOTHERS GROUPS PROGRAM (YAMP)   

Individual therapy (children) 13 5 12 0 0 0 17

Individual therapy (family) 331 78 108 0 78 82 346

Individual therapy (mothers) 149 92 22 0 0 6 120

Mother's groups 1484 697 985 0 16 85 1783

TOTAL YAMP 1977 872 1127 0 94 173 2266

YOUNG ABORIGINAL MOTHERS PREGNANCY PROGRAM (YAMPP)   

Clinical support 22 28 0 0 0 0 28

Therapy session 40 22 3 0 0 0 25

TOTAL YAMPP 62 50 3 0 0 0 53

ART THERAPY   

Group sessions for children 1035 3 1678 226 0 73 1977

Group sessions for parents/carers 32 8 40 9 0 8 65

Individual (children) 191 0 57 0 0 10 67

Teachers (individual) 93 0 0 83 0 0 83

Teachers (groups) 15 0 0 15 0 0 15

TOTAL ART THERAPY 1366 11 1775 330 0 91 2207

SPEECH THERAPY   

Group of children speech therapy 30 0 5 0 0 0 5

Mother child speech therapy 30 0 8 0 10 0 18

TOTAL SPEECH THERAPY 60 0 13 0 10 0 23

HERE COMES THE CHEF

Cook 7 0 0 0 0 0 0

TOTAL HERE COMES THE CHEF 7 0 0 0 0 0 0

CULTURAL LEARNING

Cultural visits 132 48 472 60 0 14 594

Group (parents engagement) 12 0 40 8 0 8 56

Individual 68 2 24 0 0 15 41

Mothers group 24 18 16 0 0 0 34

TOTAL CULTURAL LEARNING 236 68 552 68 0 37 725

     



Gunawirra Annual Report 2019 │ 35

Activity Hours Occasions of Service

Women Children Teachers Family Other Total

JOURNEY TO LEARNING   

Cultural sessions 13 0 102 14 0 0 116

Aboriginal culture learning box 11 0 0 0 0 0 0

Teacher training 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

TOTAL JOURNEY TO LEARNING 25 0 102 14 0 0 116

TOTAL CULTURAL LEARNING 261 68 654 82 0 37 841

COMMUNITY ART PROJECT   

Community project - art making 144 0 125 40 0 32 197

Community project - community meetings 48 0 60 28 0 14 102

Community project - side by side 149 0 156 56 0 208 420

TOTAL COMMUNITY ART PROJECT 341 0 341 124 0 254 719

PRESCHOOL EDUCATORS PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT   

On-site professional development support 681 0 7 346 0 85 438

Professional development seminars 50 0 0 30 0 7 37

Video conference professional development support 5 0 0 0 0 5 5

TOTAL PRESCHOOL EDUCATORS 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

736 0 7 376 0 97 480

DISSEMINATION OF RESEARCH AND PRACTICE LEARNINGS   

Conferences - writing papers and books and 
presenting  

176 0 0 0 0 2 2

TOTAL DISSEMINATION OF LEARNING 176 0 0 0 0 2 2

TOTAL PROGRAM ACTIVITIES 4986 1001 3920 912 104 654 6591

     

STAFF SUPPORT AND DEVELOPMENT- INDIVIDUAL AND GROUP - HOURS

Child Protection Training 20 0 0 0 0 36 36

Internal Supervision 690 0 0 0 0 354 354

Clinical Training/Professional Development 127 0 0 0 0 34 34

TOTAL STAFF SUPPORT AND DEVELOPMENT 837 0 0 0 0 424 424

     

The 6591 occasions of services (5907 in 2017-18) include repeat attendances by regular clients.
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G

Gunawirra program delivery 
2018-2019 (hours)

Gunawirra service delivery 
2018-2019 by location
(occasions of service)

GGunawirra service delivery 2018-2019 
by client group (occasions of service)

Gunawirra service delivery 
by major region 2018-2019 
(occasions of service)
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Care Pack, Book and Toy Distribution 2018/19 
Preschool Town/ Suburb Children at 

School
Boxes 
sent

Care 
Packs

Books Toys

Boggabilla Preschool Boggabilla 20 4 20 40 60

Boori Preschool 
(at Aboriginal Medical Service) West Nowra 38 9 30 76 68

Bowraville Preschool Bowraville 80 18 64 227 144

Coraki Preschool Coraki 60 14 39 160 60

Dalaigur Preschool South Kempsey 90 20 84 303 90

Gainmara-Birrilee Preschool 
Association Brewarrina 51 6 50 102

Goonellebah Preschool Goonellabah 86 13 84 172 86

Gyndarna Preschool Dareton 49 9 38 98 87

Illawarra Aboriginal Care 
(Noogaleek Children's Centre and 
Winnanggay Preschool)

Berkeley 179 16 358 179

Jarjum Preschool East Lismore 44 11 128 77

Kiah Preschool Moree 77 6 154 76

Kindamindi Preschool (part of Inverell 
District & Family Services) Inverell 95 9 190 105

Kooloora Preschool 
(part of Toukley Primary School) Toukley 42 4 84 41

Koolyangarra Preschool Aboriginal 
Corporation Walgett 54 6 48 108

Kootingal Preschool Kootingal 78 14 156 160

Little Yuin Tilba Wallaga Lakes Wallaga Lake 18 7 57 36

Lyrebird Preschool East Nowra 83 7 81 166

Minimbah Preschool Armidale Armidale 59 13 55 179 59

Minimbah Primary School Armidale Armidale 48 13 69 165 48

Moama Public School Preschool Moama 15 5 11 30 26

Mungindi Preschool 
(Mungindi Central School) Mungindi 20 3 19 40 20

Peak Hill Preschool Peak Hill 25 3 23 50 25

Poet's Corner Preschool Redfern 40 7 27 112 27

Scribbly Gum Dalai Preschool South 
Kempsey (Part of Dalaigur) South Kempsey 50 6 144 50

Tingha Preschool Tingha 21 5 42 42

Wee Waa Preschool Wee Waa 62 9 60 124 60

Totals 26 1484 237 802 3465 1606

Toys, Books and Care packs were donated from various sources and arrived at different times.

Grey shading shows the targeted five preschool and one primary school that receive full Gunawirra services under the
Indigenous Advancement Strategy of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet (Federal Government).
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Donating to Support Our Work 
All donations are welcome
Donations of $2 or more are tax-deductible*

Ways of donating: 

Online
GiveNow portal: www.givenow.com.au/gunawirra

Karma Currency Foundation: https://www.karmacurrency.com.au/charity/Gunawirra

Direct transfer 

Account name: Gunawirra Business Transaction Account 
BSB number: 06 2156 
Account number: 10180211

Cheque made payable to Gunawirra Ltd and mailed to:

Gunawirra Ltd 
PO Box 183
ROZELLE NSW 2039 

Your donation will help transform the lives of young Aboriginal 
mothers and children.

*Gunawirra is registered with the Australian Securities & Investments Commission as a Company Limited by Guarantee.
It is a Public Benevolent Institution (PBI) registered with the Australian Charities and Not-for-profits Commission (ACNC).
As an Australian Taxation Office-endorsed Deductible Gift Recipient (DGR), Gunawirra is entitled to receive tax-deductible
gifts.

ABN 75 133 509 583



19a Quirk Street, (Cnr Quirk & Gordon Streets) – ROZELLE NSW 2039 

T: 02 9810 2312 | E: office@gunawirra.org.au | www.gunawirra.org.au 

© Gunawirra 2019 




