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Gunawirra recognises and respects all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples of Australia.
We respect their elders both past and present and we acknowledge the rightful place that
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have in our communities and in Australia’s future.
Gunawirra acknowledges that these ancient people are the traditional owners and custodians
of their own Country and its water and we value and respect their cultural knowledge, values,
customs and culture. Gunawirra also recognises and respects that Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples, still have a strong connection to their Country, their heritage and culture.

The cover image is one of our Mother’s group children
watering the new native garden.
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means the invisible seed of all creation.
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Connecting to heritage and culture, painting a picture of a dolphin in the ocean.

ACHIEVEMENTS
Online support for the
families, teachers and
communities throughout
the restrictions has been

overwhelmingly
successful.

8+

educational and
cultural video content
produced and shared.

Weekly online
sessions were made
available for all our
remote preschools.

Mothers and children that
had a birthday during
lockdown had an online
birthday connection and
received a gift and cake

Programs that successfully continued
online included: speech therapy,
culture, nutrition and cooking,
dancing, yoga and meditation and
regular craft activities.

Gunawirra resources
updated online
(largely due to the health crisis)

has proven to be a

successful avenue

for future support.

Up-to-date technology was supplied where

needed to our YAMP program families, ensuring
their uninterrupted participation in all
aspects of the programs during lockdown.
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CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER’S REPORT

Being the Chief Executive
Officer at Gunawirra, I feel
privileged in leading Gunawirra
and to be writing this report.

Firstly, I sincerely wish to thank, acknowledge and recognise
the extraordinary and valued efforts of the Gunawirra family,
made up of our staff, volunteers and students. Their enthusiasm,
professionalism and commitment to their work and for the
care, support and treatment for the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people and our fellow Australians is unmatched.
A special thank you to our clinical staff, who throughout the
year remained committed and passionate with their sensitive
work, while facing many challenges along the way, particularly
during the Covid-19 pandemic. During the lockdown period, it
was extraordinary to see our team work harder, putting aside
personal concerns, while remaining committed to the children,
families and communities within Gunawirra. Developing online
web support, phone and email support was implemented for
all our programs which was an enormous task. The planning
and execution in operating the programs this way was met with
many challenges, however the outcomes achieved has made
Gunawirra realise we need to do more of this in-between the
times that we physically cannot do the work. For Gunawirra
there are some positive outcomes that has surfaced during
the pandemic, one being that we have become much closer
to those we care and support, and we aim to build from those
positive outcomes in 2021.
I wish to acknowledge and thank the Gunawirra Board,
particularly Miriam Cavanagh, our Chairwoman, for their
commitment and support. I am proud to say that a number
of new members on our Board of Directors are Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people. We know that when
community programs for our people are designed and
carried out with our people, the nuanced and first-hand
understanding that they bring results in the most effective
program outcomes. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people and non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
working together and towards improving the lives and
wellbeing of our disadvantaged communities, is a powerful
coalition and the future direction of Gunawirra.
I also wish to thank the countless volunteers who worked
tirelessly in 2020. I feel Australia is blessed to have so many
generous people who want to help those less fortunate
than most. Lastly, I would like to sincerely thank all of our
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funders, donors and supporters. Without their generosity
and kindness we would not be able to support, treat and
care for those we support.
For me this is why Australia is considered The Lucky
Country, it is not because of our way of life, it’s because of
the people, who show compassion and willingness to help
others when it matters most.
This year Gunawirra achieved tremendous results and
faced many challenges in supporting Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people. Our programs continue to provide
unequalled quality and care. The Aboriginal Pregnancy
program, Speech Therapy and ‘Here comes the Chef’
programs have been outstanding with impressive outcomes
and results. In fact, all of Gunawirra’s programs have
strengthened by observing, listening and evaluating what
the needs are for those we care, treat and support.
In 2020 Gunawirra has connected with more individuals
comprised of families, children, carers, and teachers from
across a range of our programs throughout Sydney and NSW.
The 2020 Gunawirra annual report truly captures and
reflects the incredible work undertaken and with this in mind,
Gunawirra will aim to be even better in 2021.
Graham Toomey
Chief Executive Officer
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OUR PHILOSOPHY AND VALUES

OUR VISION

PURPOSE

Gunawirra’s vision is respecting and valuing
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and their
cultures, and improving the lives of disadvantaged
and vulnerable Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people, children, families and their communities.

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

S T R AT E G I C D I R E C T I O N
P H I L O S O P H Y A N D VA L U E S

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

We:
• Hold a deep respect for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander cultures and are committed to
redress the harm of past wrongs.
• Incorporate Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander cultures into our programs which
allows healing and a better quality of life.
• 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.
• Have a commitment to research, evaluation
and the measurement of outcomes.

• Provide Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people a
connection and a belonging to their heritage, Country
and culture.
• Support emotional nurturing during pregnancy and early
childhood which is critical in preparation for a stable,
emotionally connected, resilient and productive adult life.
• Helping Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander parents and
carers 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 and 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 and Torres Strait Islander
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 and Torres Strait Islander 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 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:
“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.”

GUNAWIRRA ANNUAL REPORT 2020
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BOARD OF DIRECTORS
Current board members

Miriam Cavanagh

Graham Toomey

Audrey Walker

Lenny Stanley

Chairperson

CEO and Executive Director

Director

Director

Miriam is of both Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander
descent.

Graham belongs to the
Wurrumunga clan of the
Wiradjuri nation. Graham also
belongs to the Wongaibon
nation. Graham works at
Gunawirra as the CEO and
each day he is committed
to improving lifestyles for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people and their
communities.

Audrey is a proud
Gumbaynggirr woman from
the mid north coast of NSW.

Lenny is a proud Aboriginal
man from the Wiradjuri Nation
of Central Western NSW.

She works within the
justice space in the Kulin
Nations (Melbourne) and is
passionate about reducing
the rates of incarceration
in our communities and
breaking the cycle of
trans-generational trauma.

Lenny is a Workplace Trainer
and Assessor in the heavy
machinery industry.

She works as a cultural
mentor and educator in
Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander education and health
areas, ensuring people’s
health is at the core.

Lenny’s aims to empower
young mothers and their
children to be proud of their
cultural identity.

Previous members
Gunawirra wishes to sincerely thank those who worked tirelessly for the Gunawirra board.
Your contribution will always be acknowledged and recognised.

Belinda Craig
Bruce Manefield
Glennis Spence
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Jelina Turnbull
John Spence
Otello Terenzi

Ryan Dempsey
Ram Akella
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CHAIR’S REPORT

As Chairwoman of the Board of
Directors for Gunawirra and on
behalf of the board, it is my pleasure
to present the 2020 Annual Report.

It has been a hectic year once again particularly with
changes in our board of directors within the organisation
itself. Then the Covid-19 was first confirmed in Australia
in late January 2020. We know anyone of any age can
be infected and potentially spread the virus. Gunawirra’s
much needed programs did become affected but we
initiated support via remote and other means.
We have however made it through and are looking
forward to the next 12 months. We are proud to have
done so and know that this has been achieved because of
the commitment, dedication and support received from our
community and funding support in some way big or small.
To those people, we say thank you and we look forward to
continuing our relationship.

With the strong commitment, passion and professionalism of
our staff and volunteers who work tirelessly to provide great
care facilities and support throughout the programs for our
clients and children, we cannot thank them enough for their
ongoing support.
I would also like to personally thank my fellow Board Members
for continuing to demonstrate commitment, leadership and the
continual quality improvement for Gunawirra.
I also wish to thank the CEO and senior management, for
their tireless efforts and for taking Gunawirra forward in a
positive way.
Miriam Cavanagh
Chairperson

Gunawirra is now getting stronger, and letting us know
what has been a long and proud journey.

GUNAWIRRA ANNUAL REPORT 2020
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CLINICAL REPORT

2020 has been a year full of challenges and change for
everyone at Gunawirra. Due to Covid-19, we had to adapt to
the ‘new normal’ of living online. Services that we regularly
offer to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families had
to come to a halt, resulting in many new support strategies
being created.
Firstly, our Young Aboriginal Mothers Program has
come a long way since the beginning of the year, with so
many new changes being implemented into the program.
A program that was once mainly a psychotherapeutic
attitude has now shifted towards having a more holistic
approach. Psychotherapy, speech therapy, nutrition, art,
culture and social work have all been implemented into the
program’s weekly structure thanks to our amazing team of
professionals. All these services are offered as individual
sessions, in addition to the weekly group setting.
During the peak of Coronavirus, we were not able to
function on an in-person basis, so the team formed an
online resource group for all of the women who have
attended Gunawirra. Here the mothers could access
nutrition, speech and cultural resources while being in
lockdown at home. This group also allowed the women to
connect with each other in a different way, and share their
personal experiences with one another online. Gunawirra
also provided care packs to both the women and children
in the YAMP program on a regular basis throughout the
lockdown period. The team was determined to ensure
they had all the practical resources they needed, as well
as some fun activities to do too. Additionally, celebrations
have definitely not been missed during this year. We have
held many Covid-safe events such as a welcome back
party to acknowledge the reunion of mothers group after
lockdown, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children’s
day, Halloween, and more! The team has also provided gifts
and a cake to every mother and child on their birthday. All
these supports have now been implemented into permanent
YAMP practice at Gunawirra as they have opened up
effective new channels that support our families.

important support for teachers and for their own wellbeing.
Many of these online initiatives will also remain permanently
at Gunawirra, as we’ve seen extraordinary outcomes in
keeping our much valued work available.
Lastly, Gunawirra has been able to increase their focus on
spreading cultural knowledge and awareness to both our
people and the wider community this year. Cultural outings
for our YAMP program, staff and volunteers have been
fantastic for all involved. Knowledge about native plants and
their uses have been carried on to create Gunawirra’s new
native garden. This garden has become fundamental to our
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children. Each child has
been assigned their own plants that they tend to each week,
and watch them grow. Gunawirra has also been hosting
webinars each month that discuss Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander ways of knowing, being, and doing to the
public. Gunawirra also provides time during these webinars
for people to ask the tricky and uncomfortable questions that
people may have been worried about asking in the past. The
webinars have been recorded and have become a great
cultural resource for anyone wanting to learn more.
Overall, it is important to know that a large number of
Gunawirra’s clinical team consist of recently employed
people, who are new to Gunawirra. Each of these
individuals come with their own unique ideas to help make
our work better and more useful to those receiving our
services. However, it truly is the passion and respect that
this team has for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
history, culture and the people that make Gunawirra so
special. I am proud to be a part of this amazing team of
people and excited to witness the positive changes that we
help create throughout our journey together.
Katrina Ikonomou
Clinical Manager

Gunawirra also provides clinical support programs in five
preschools and one primary school throughout NSW. During
the pandemic, these too were forced to go online. Therapy
sessions via remote were immediately established, while
social media pages and videos offered extra support. These
initiatives proved that Gunawirra remained committed to
its work and it’s been incredible to see our team, put the
children, families and teachers before themselves and
their families during this challenging time. A weekly online
teacher support session with a highly experienced Art
Psychotherapist was established, which is going to offer
11

YAMP play time at Gunawirra

GUNAWIRRA ANNUAL REPORT 2020

OUR WORK

Y OUNG A BORIGINAL M OTHERS 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.

children’s well-being and includes activities such as playing
and listening to music with Yidaki and clap sticks, Dadirri,
yarning, and dreaming stories.

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. Gunawirra’s Young Aboriginal Mothers Program is
here to support women throughout these life changing times.

With these programs we have seen significant progress in
mums forming deeper connections with their kids and their
culture, despite the disruptions that the COVID-19 pandemic
has caused. Some of the Mums have been researching
their culture and country for themselves or their kids and
this strong cultural component of our programs have helped
strengthen bonds with Gunawirra and all the families.

During this year with the experience of Covid-19, Gunawirra
had to acclimate to the new reality of social distancing. During
this time of shut down at Gunawirra, online methods were
created to keep our families supported. A Facebook group was
created where resources are shared and the YAMP mothers
have been able to stay connected with each other. The
mothers were individually contacted each week by the team,
where their particular needs could be attended to. Alongside
this, care packs were created and delivered to the families on a
regular basis, which the mothers appreciated. Now that groups
are returning back to normal, Gunawirra has chosen to keep
these methods as a part of our regular practice, due to their
effectiveness in supporting our YAMP families.

Our therapeutic aims for YAMP are to foster trusting and
loving connections between mothers and their children,
improve emotional health and confidence in mothering,
to empower mothers to be better able to foster healthy
development in their children and for children to attain their
developmental milestones.

What We Do
The Young Aboriginal Mothers Program currently runs two
groups for women who have Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children aged 0 to 5 years. The groups meet weekly at
Gunawirra, and are offered a variety of resources. In practical
terms, Gunawirra provides transport to and from the centre,
morning tea, a warm lunch and food parcels from Oz Harvest.
Depending on the interests and needs of the group members,
we provide various activities and programs including Here
Comes the Chef!, Speech Therapy, and Art therapy.
Most recently Gunawirra has gained both an Aboriginal
social worker and an Aboriginal women’s facilitator. Each
week our facilitator brings her extensive cultural knowledge
to the program. She creates a safe place for the women to
ask questions and learn more about their heritage without
any fear. Incorporating more culture into our program has
been a key aspect in the improvement of our women and

GUNAWIRRA ANNUAL REPORT 2020
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Speech Therapy

Cultural Aims
• Connecting to self and each other through country.
• Yarning: forming cultural loving and positive
relationships with others.
• Women’s business: sharing knowledge and wisdom in
a women’s only space.
• Dreaming animals: connecting back to culture through
a child’s place of birth.
• Music: Yidaki and clap sticks - using music as a form of
creative cultural expression.
• “Dadirri” - deep listening meditation: stilling the
mind, to de-stress and connect with nature.
• Bush foods: connecting back with ancestral food as
powerful medicine.
• Gardening: foraging for food, connecting with culture
learning to become more self-sufficient.
• Art: is cultural how we learn and teach, it is great for all
stages of development, great to release trauma.
• Dreaming stories: the same dreaming story can be
told throughout a person’s life, learning different lessons
at different stages. Allowing the story to become part of
you part of your own Lore.

Exposure to trauma can have a significant impact on a child’s
ability to communicate and at Gunawirra we acknowledge
this, and believe secure attachment is key to improving a
child’s ability to interact and develop language. We have
developed a variety of programs to support our mothers,
children and the wider community in improving speech,
language and play skills and develop an understanding about
communication milestones. These include:
• Providing individual and group speech therapy.
• Creating language and culture rich environments.
• Upskilling and supporting those who work with our children.
• Creating a speech therapy program that can be replicated
in the outreach preschools Gunawirra supports.

Aims
The aims of the speech therapy programs are as follows:
• Providing our children with the means to fully participate
in their everyday lives and to feel like they have been
heard and understood.
• For our mothers to feel confident in assisting their
children with learning how to communicate in a variety
of settings.
• To facilitate positive play interactions in group settings
so our children are able to learn how to connect and
develop their self-esteem.
• To upskill staff who work with our children, so they are
able to better facilitate communication development.

Outcomes
The outcomes of the programs include but are not limited to:
• Significant increase in rapport between speech therapist
and mother, and between speech therapist and child.
• Increased desire to communicate and engage from the
youngest children in the program.
• Improved interaction between mother and child during
speech therapy sessions.
• Increased integration of culture, music and dance within
speech therapy sessions.
• Increase in vocabulary and speech clarity amongst the
oldest children in the program.

13

Weekly YAMP group in action
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Nutrition
Here Comes the Chef! program focuses on
empowering young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
mums to enjoy cooking real and nourishing meals for
themselves and their children. Food and cooking is a very
special and central part of our culture, health, relationships,
personal identity, and the beautiful world we live in. We are
fortunate to have a university-qualified Nutritionist and a
local cook help co-facilitate the program to support all the
mothers and children in their lifelong health and wellbeing
journey. Gunawirra would like to especially thank the Adobe
Community fund for actively supporting the program.

Art Therapy
Many of the children have experienced or are experiencing
difficult and challenging lives due to family breakdown;
domestic violence, parental substance use, abuse and
neglect, and this particular time of Covid-19 has exacerbated
these difficulties. As a consequence, the children display a
range of behaviours including anger and rage, fight/flight
states, destructibility, emotional turmoil and distress that
reflects the trauma, chaos and instability of their young lives.
This in turn affects their ability and capacity to learn, socialise,
have relationships and be part of a community.

• To develop an awareness of women and children’s
nutrition needs for growth, development, and wellbeing.

The opportunity to engage with art materials in the context
of a therapeutic relationship offers children a place to share
difficult sensations, thoughts, and feelings. Sometimes words
are not necessary, and healing takes place through the art
process within the context of the art therapy relationship.

• To provide mothers with confidence to prepare,
shop, cook, grow, and safely store nourishing food
for themselves and their children in a time and cost
effective manner.

The child is given space to communicate in his or her own
way. The art therapist facilitates the use of art materials that
encourage children to best express themselves and their
needs. And children often find what fits for them.

Aims

• To help mothers and their children explore and cherish
traditional native bush tucker, and connect more deeply
to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture through
food and cooking.
• To explore various strategies to help mothers
overcome common mealtime challenges including
childhood fussy eating.

Outcomes

Aims
• Share a safe and nurturing environment.
• Express thoughts and feelings that are difficult to verbalise.
• Build child’s capacity for healthy relationships.
• Create space in mind for learning.
• Promote emotional well-being and health.

• Increased fruit and vegetable consumption in mothers
and children.

• Encourage speech development and learning.

• Deeper appreciation and knowledge of native bush foods,
their preparation and their medicinal health properties.

• Facilitate change and increase confidence and self-esteem.

• Increased confidence amongst the mothers in shopping
and preparing a variety of affordable and healthy meals
throughout the week that align with the Australian Guide
to Healthy Eating.
• Mothers reported calmer and less stressful mealtimes
after learning to implement various strategies to reduce
fussy eating in children and strived to find more joy in
food including eating in a social environment.
• Since the implementation of COVID-19 restrictions, all
mothers in the Here Comes the Chef! program have
greatly benefited from receiving fortnightly 1-1 support
over the phone from our registered university-qualified
Nutritionist, and the nutrition tips and delicious recipes
she provides in our private Mother’s Facebook group for
the mums to remain connected to each other, and stay
engaged with the program.
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• Foster imagination and creativity.

• Develop positive ways to respond to life’s challenges.

Outcomes
• Children settled more easily in class and are able to
stay in the classroom for longer periods and transitioned
between activities more easily.
• There was a greater capacity for listening and
participating in class activities.
• Fewer outbursts of rage were noted and issues were
resolved more promptly.
• Children were more confident to put up their hand and
answer questions.
• Improved reading and writing skills.
• Improved social skills.
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The Pregnancy Project
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander mothers and their
babies face increased risks during pregnancy and birth
compared to non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
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 for the women

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 clothes and products, 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.

• Reduce their risk factors for perinatal depression.

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

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

Outcomes

• Better bond with the baby and fosters a healthy
attachment relationship.
• Develop confidence in their roles as mothers

• 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.

• Have increased knowledge of pregnancy and childbirth.

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

• Be more aware of their own and their babies’ health
needs during pregnancy.

• None of the women are using drugs or alcohol.

• Enjoy the increased support of other mothers.

• They have developed increased openness and trust in
sharing their concerns and difficulties.

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

Beautiful relationships grow within the Mother’s groups
15

• Therapists report that the mothers show increased
confidence as mothers.
• The mothers and babies are developing healthy and
secure attachment relationships.

Planting for food and medicine in the Gunawirra garden
GUNAWIRRA ANNUAL REPORT 2020

Connecting
to ANNUAL
Mother
Earth
and their heritage through the native garden at Gunawirra
GUNAWIRRA
REPORT
2020
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THE FIVE BIG IDEAS PROGRAM FOR PRESCHOOLS

Gunawirra works closely with preschools across remote and regional areas of NSW.
The Five Big Ideas Program 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
• Better equip preschool teachers to address the
particular emotional, health and cultural needs of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children.
• Improve understanding of good nutrition for children and
families.
• Provide good nutrition.
• Increase awareness of and pride in Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander cultures.
• Improve emotional health.
• Support preschools to provide safe, healthy and caring
environments.
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.

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.

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

HANDLING PROBLEMS
AT H O M E
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).

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’).

M Y E N V I R O N M E N T,
MY LAND, MYSELF
Learning about bush medicine and food
with Shared Knowledge on Country

17

Based on the important Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
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.
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GUNAWIRRA SUPPORTED PRESCHOOLS

1.

8.10.
4. 6.
26.

11.
7.

23.

24.

16.
13. 17.
25.
21.

3.
5.
22.

19.
12.

9.

20.
2.
15.
18.
14.

1. Boggabilla Preschool

10. Jarjum Preschool

19. Peak Hill Preschool

2. Boori Preschool

11. Kiah Preschool

20. Poet’s Corner Preschool

12. Kooloora Preschool

21. Quirindi Preschool

(at Aboriginal Medical Service)

3. Bowraville Preschool

(part of Toukley Primary School)

22. Scribbly Gum Dalai Preschool

4. Coraki Preschool

13. Kootingal Preschool

5. Dalaigur Preschool

14. Little Yuin Tilba

6. Evans Head Preschool

15. Lyrebird Preschool

7. Gainmara-Birrilee Preschool
Association

16. Minimbah Preschool

25. Werris Creek & District
Preschool

17. Minimbah Primary School

26. Woodburn-Evans Head
Preschool

8. Goonellabah Preschool
9. Gyndarna Preschool
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18. Moama Public School
Preschool

23. Tingha Preschool
24. Wee Waa Preschool
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COMMUNITY EVENT - THIS IS US

In late 2019 Gunawirra held a community event, inviting the
local community to share and understand our much needed
and valued work, connect with us and to become a part of
our family. The celebration included our amazing supporters,
funders, volunteers and staff.
It was not a fundraising event, but an event to recognise
and acknowledge the organisations, businesses and the
public who help Gunawirra. Over 20 volunteers assisted in
planning and running the hugely successful event.
Jamie Parker the local MP and other distinguished guests
attended. The event was not only great fun, but successful
in making many new wonderful connections.

19
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Ku-ring-gai and Darug Country
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JOURNEY TO LEARNING & CULTURAL WORK

The 2019 – 2020 year has been rewarding but also a
challenging one as far as sharing and providing Aboriginal
and Torres Straight Islander culture and art into our
preschools and communities. Covid-19 and the bush fires
brought mixed dealings, as many culture visits and successful
community and family days were only permissible mid 2019.
While it was disappointing to cancel the preschool and
community events, culture and art were still shared remotely
and through our ever-developing videos. The recordings
created are an outstanding resource for not only the children
and families, but for teachers and carers. I have had
preschool Directors contact me, commending how well the
videos engage the children when viewing them. The Directors
also shared that the teachers now have an online resource
they can tap into when needed.
Through my visits to Armidale, Kempsey, the Lismore
region and Wallaga Lake, I experienced how valuable and
needed culture is for children, families and communities.
Children come alive when connecting to culture and forget
any unhappiness in their lives. On many occasions I saw
the power that culture has. A child who is crying or upset,
if simply given a boomerang, is overcome with joy and
excitement. Our mob knows of its magic and energy, and
we will keep working on this. Our children need to live
with their culture and their identity. The communities I visit
amaze me with their resilience. Through the drought, bush
fires and now Covid-19, they continue to struggle, but keep
proud and strong. Our webinars about culture, healing and
trauma have connected many people from across Australia,
and Gunawirra plans to make them a regular event. I
look forward to working with the children, families and
communities moving forward.
This year has also seen culture being included more into
the mother’s groups here in Rozelle. The inclusion of strong
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women into the groups
has brought about culture being more readily available from
a woman’s perspective. Activities like dancing, weaving,
creating art or simply yarning enables our mothers and
children to heal and to gain strength and happiness. Our
plans for the future include a native garden that symbolises
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and children’s
places as well as being a learning and sharing place for the
local community and general public. This garden will feature

21

Coraki child learning about the importance of Ochre in Aboriginal
Culture

native plants, like the Golden Wattle - traditionally used by
mothers for the cleaning of their children. The garden will
also feature a yarning circle that will allow the mothers to
connect to an ancient practice of sitting, sharing, yarning
and supporting each other through trauma, fear and pain.
Gunawirra is excited for the future knowing that culture
will survive and will always be there for those who wish to
connect to it.
Graham Toomey
Chief Executive Officer, Cultural Consultant and Resident Artist
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PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FOR TEACHERS

Preschool educators are a vital source of support for children
struggling with trauma, given the strong bonds the children
form with them and the trust the families have in them.
They therefore require a great deal of professional support,
particularly in rural and remote NSW where they encounter
significant challenges in their work. They report high levels of
stress, burn-out and vicarious trauma in correlation with the
trauma suffered by many of the children in their care and the
communities around them.

Aims
• 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.

Paediatric health and allied health services are very limited
as are other social and welfare supports. Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander children living in these communities are
particularly vulnerable due to the legacy of intergenerational
trauma and the lack of culturally appropriate services.

• Develop skills in recognising trauma in young children.

Given there are few professional supports or resources for
educators, isolation is another significant stressor. This has
been further exacerbated by the COVID-19 crisis, making the
support services even more critical during this time.

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

Gunawirra provides professional development for preschool
educators working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children and families through regular workshops and
seminars held in Sydney and across regional areas of NSW.
During the COVID-19 outbreak, this service has been
provided through webinars, phone calls and online meetings.
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.
The need for teacher support was so high, that with our
successful adaptation to online programs during the Covid-19
lockdown, we have now implemented a weekly teaching
support program.

• Develop skills to assist and support children in the
classroom.
• Develop further understanding of the relationship
between culture, identity and the healing of trauma.

What we do
During the Covid-19 crisis we have moved to an online
platform in the form of webinars. Additionally, therapists
have been reaching out to teachers through other online
platforms including social media where the therapists and
teachers share information and their stories. Two therapists
in our network have developed a self-care video guide for
teachers – a much-needed resource during this particularly
difficult time.
Two webinars have been held thus far and 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. The webinars 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 five areas.
Due to the demands of the teachers needing more ongoing
support, Gunawirra established via remote weekly support
sessions for teachers with our specialised Art Physiotherapist
in the aim of self care. The teachers unite to share their
challenges, their grief and concerns while working together with
our professional Art Physiotherapist. The outcome will be that
teachers will feel supported, while also learning how to look after
themselves as teachers in the difficult school environment.

A Gunawirra online cultural webinar
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TH E G U N AWI RRA A RT
THERA PY P ROG RA M H AS
BEEN THE B EST T H I N G T H AT
HAS HA PP E NE D FOR CORA KI
P R ES C H OOL . I T CA M E AT A
TI M E W HE N WE H A D A H I G H
N U M BE R OF C H I L D RE N I N
S EV ER E T RAU M A A ND T H E
STA FF ARE N’T T RA I NE D OR
EQU I P P ED TO D E A L WI T H T H I S.
W E CO U L D SE E T H AT T H E KI DS
N EED ED A LOT OF H E L P , B U T
W E W E RE ST RU G G L I N G TO
KN OW WH AT TO D O.
Kate McLean, Director, Coraki Preschool

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 . U N D E R S TA N D I N G T R A U M A
This module covers:
• A theoretical framework for understanding trauma in
young children.

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. A B O R I G I N A L I D E N T I T Y A N D
WORKING WITH TRAUMA

• Intergenerational and communal trauma.

• Understanding of intergenerational trauma through the
narrative of one family’s experience.

• The impacts on the child’s learning and play, memory
and brain function, emotional development and
attachment relationships.

• The importance of culture and identity for healing.

3. A RT T H E R A P Y T E C H N I Q U E S

• How work in the preschool can be culturally respectful
and relevant.
• The Journey to Learning Program.

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.
23
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POLICY, EVALUATION AND RESEARCH

The Evaluation/Research activities have had to adapt to
Covid-19 in major and minor ways. The rural programs
NSW, the group programs in Sydney and the Cultural
Awareness programs, including teaching programs have
had to accommodate Virtual, (Zoom and Skype) and Phone
communications. This has meant a reduction in face-to-face
interviews for evaluation and research.

4. Aboriginal Pregnancy Program. Having gained Ethics
Approval for this program in 2017, the challenges to
continue the group are influenced by Covid, changes in
staff at Gunawirra, and RPA Hospital placing a number
of barriers for Gunawirra staff to access participants
for this program. A report sent to RPA in July, 2020 has
approved the continuation of this program.

For Gunawirra, and the various funding bodies that require
knowledge and information, there have been some changes
in the research and evaluation. These include:

5. Nutrition Program. The nutrition program has a new
director/coordinator who has worked with incorporating
the important principles of Here Comes the Chef and
used them virtually and in facto-to-face manner. As seen
in the report, this program is greatly valued and has
been reported to the particular funding body.

• A progression towards an increase in qualitative data to
match the statistical data that is being collected for each
of the programs.
• This means working with each of the program
coordinators to negotiate the factors that are relevant to
their programs as well as the statistical factors that are
normally collated. For example, the work done to build
trust in a rural community and schools, before children
are being referred to the Art Therapists.
• This means that a more holistic appraisal of the ongoing
work is gained by the research and evaluation.
The following programs were evaluated:
1. Rural Programs, (inclusive of Art Therapy and Cultural
Activities) This was done in November/ December,
2019 by phone interviews with the Directors/Principals
of those Centres and Schools. The results of this
evaluation showed that the rural program is highly
valued for the art therapy with the children and families,
but also the staff support, the regularity of the work and
the trusting relationships developed by the directors and
art therapists.
2. Cultural Activities Program. This was addressed as
part of the above evaluation. In conjunction with the
work done in the Art Therapy program, the Cultural
Activities contributed to the children and families ‘sense
of belonging’ and community.
3. YAMP Program. This evaluation was conducted in
March, at the beginning of COVID and interviews were
conducted with the Manager of that program. The report
indicated a favourable response by group members.
Phone work was done with the participants by group
leaders during Covid and now is back with a different
focus in a face- to-fact manner.
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6. Speech Therapy Program. The evaluation of this has
shown the important need for speech therapy to be part
of the work with children. This also means that the speech
therapist works with families and parents and addresses
the integration of speech work with all other programs
inclusive of the cultural needs of the client group.

Outcomes
There are now more comprehensive and holistic measures,
that make up the methodology of research and evaluation of
the work of Gunawirra. This accompanies the statistical data
being recovered.
All programs are clearly required to report their effectiveness,
particularly cultural effectiveness, and this requires a range of
measures to give a proper sense of the work being done.
The short and long term effects of the programs are
now addressed more in current evaluations, including
challenging issues, cultural issues and evolving needs of
group participation and accessing group members.

F u t u r e Ta s k s
1. The current YAMP program has a different focus, and
recently has reverted to a face-to-face model and needs
to be evaluated in the current forrmat.
2. The current policy document, Gunawirra, Child Wellbeing
and Protection is to be updated and in fact, policy
documents of Gunawirra need to constantly revised.
Denise Lynch
Research and Policies

24

SUPPORTING AND DEVELOPING OUR STAFF

Staff Support and Development during the 2019 – 2020 year
has seen a total of:
• 11 hrs for Child Protection Training
• 507 hrs for Internal Supervision
• 28 hrs of Clinical Training/ Professional Development.

Our People
Graham Toomey - CEO/Executive Director, Aboriginal
Artist, Designer & Culture Facilitator
Sonia White - Administration Manager
Katrina Ikonomou - Dharug Social Worker

Annette Coulter - Art Psychotherapist

Kizzy Searle - Speech Therapist

Jyotsna Field - Psychologist and Psychoanalyst

Chantelle Vella - Nutritionist

Denise Lynch - Research and Policies

Brendan Kerin - Cultural Advisor Marrawarra/Barkindji

Michael O’Loughlin - Psychoanalyst

Eve White - Cultural Advisor Wiradjuri

Ingo Lambrecht - Psychoanalyst

Drew Roberts - Cultural Advisor Arakwal/Bundjalung

Melanie Houlahan - Graphic Designer

Emma Gentle - Art Therapist

Charlotte Owen - Marketing

Liz Fairfax - Art Therapist

Dorothy Chan - Finance/Admin Officer

Loren Weber - Art Therapist

Greg Sutcliffe - IT Manager

Dominique Flynn - Art Therapist

Kaushalya Perera - Copywriter/Editor

Gunawirra wishes to sincerely thank those who worked tirelessly for Gunawirra and are no longer working with us.
Your valuable contribution will always be acknowledged and recognised.
Norma Tracey

Donna Jacobs

Eva Nemeth

Otello Terenzi

Cate Osborn

Catherine Keyzer

Pru Ibrahim

Jeff Eaton

Sharini Samarakoon

Julia Sideris

Leanne Chambour

Louise Gyler

Marc Chaussivert

Danielle Walsh

Atziri Patino
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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 hundreds of 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. Our volunteers also
help enormously with our huge Christmas toy drive. Hundreds
of toys need to be packed and sent to the many pre and
primary schools we support and this would not be achieved
without their hard work and efforts.

Volunteers sorting toys for our Christmas toy drive

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 employment 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 and Torres Strait Islander
children, mothers, families and communities.

Boxes of care packs ready to be sent to our supported Primary Schools
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OUR FUNDERS AND SUPPORTERS
GOVERNMENT AND PHILANTHROPIC TRUSTS

Todd Family
Pty Ltd ATF

COMMERCIAL SPONSORS AND PRO-BONO SUPPLIERS

C O M PA N I E S A N D I N S T I T U T I O N S

INDIVIDUAL DONORS AND SUPPORTERS
It is not possible for us to list the hundreds of
amazing donors who supported us online
from July 2019 to June 2020.
A huge THANKYOU to everyone!!

Agnes Josephine Bell and Judith Mary Taplin for
supporting our Aboriginal and Torres strait Islander
scholarship fund with assistance from Anthony Protich.
Maria & Henry Manning

O N L I N E D O N AT I O N P L AT F O R M S
Australian Online Giving
Foundation (Benevity)
Give Now
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GoFundMe

My Cause Gift Fund

Good2Give

Paypal

Karma Currency
Foundation

Simply Giving

UK Online Giving
Foundation
Yoinki
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Gunawirra program delivery
ry
2019-2020 (hours)
Community projects
Dissemination of research
and practice learnings
Preschool Educators
Professional Development
Cultural Learning

family
other

Here Comes the Chef
Speech Therapy

Gunawirra service delivery 2019-2020
by client group
family
other

family

Teachers

teachers

women

women

other

teachers

Art therapy

women
YAMPP

Young Aboriginal
Mothers Groups
Program

children

Children

children

Gunawirra service delivery by major region
2019-2020 (occasions of service)

Gunawirra service delivery by major
region 2019-2020 (occasion of service)

Regional
NSW NSW
- 3,644
Regional
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Gunawirra service delivery 2019-2020by client
group

Metro NSW (Sydney) - 2,093

Metro NSW
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STATISTICS
Services Delivery 2019 - 2020, by Hours and Occasions of Service
Activity

Hours

Occasions of Service
Women

Children

64

100

Teachers

Family

Other

Total

61

28

253

24

1,102

52

1,383

Young Aboriginal Mothers Groups Program (YAMP)
Individual therapy (children)
Individual therapy (family)
Individual therapy (mothers)

26
187

13

13

15

26

15

Mother's groups

599

475

603

Total YAMP

838

554

716

66

107

36

61

Young Aboriginal Mothers Pregnancy Program (YAMPP)
Clinical support

143

Therapy session

179

189

62

251

Total YAMPP

245

296

98

394

899

1,748

1,748

45

43

43

Art Therapy
Group sessions for children
Individual (children)

8

8

8

Teachers (groups)

16

16

16

Total Art Therapy

968

1,791

24

1,815

41

38

Teachers (individual)

Speech Therapy
Group of children speech therapy

38

Individual child speech therapy

43

62

62

Mother & child speech therapy

100

70

99

169

Total Speech Therapy

184

70

199

269

Nutritionist

51

44

3

47

Total Here Comes The Chef

51

44

3

47

Here Comes the Chef

Cultural Learning
114

380

64

444

Group (parents engagement)

15

205

41

246

Individual

36

36

36

Mother’s group

48

40

62

Cultural visits

Aboriginal culture learning box

86

Internal supervision

26

Teacher training

36

Total Cultural Learning

361

22

350

410

60

56

56

60

60

22

1,011

225

56

1,314

Community Project
Community project - community meetings

106

5

72

77

Total Community Art Project

106

5

72

77

Preschool Educators Professional Development
On-site professional development support

338

306

70

376

Professional development seminars

136

20

4

24

48

38

522

364

Video conference professional development support

Total Preschool Educators Professional Development

38

438

74

Dissemination of Research and Practice Learnings
Conferences - writing papers and books and presenting
29Total

Dissemination of Learning

Total Program Activities

20

20
3,295
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986

3,818

613

66

254

5,737

CARE PACK, BOOK AND TOY DISTRIBUTION
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.

2019 - 2020 Care Packs, Books and Toys distributed
Preschool

Town/ Suburb

Children
at School

Care &
Cultural Packs

Boggabilla Preschool

Boggabilla

20

60

20

Boori Preschool (at Aboriginal Medical Service)

West Nowra

27

81

27

Bowraville Preschool

Bowraville

83

249

83

Coraki Preschool

Coraki

89

89

174

89

Dalaigur Preschool

South Kempsey

90

90

270

90

Evans Head Preschool

Evans Head

49

147

49

Gainmara-Birrilee Preschool Association

Brewarrina

50

100

50

Gyndarna Preschool

Dareton

46

92

46

Jarjum Preschool

East Lismore

44

132

44

Kooloora Preschool (part of Toukley Primary)

Toukley

40

381

40

Kootingal Preschool

Kootingal

78

234

78

Little Yuin Tilba Wallaga Lakes

Wallaga Lake

24

72

24

Lyrebird Preschool

East Nowra

79

237

79

Minimbah Preschool Armidale

Armidale

61

61

183

61

Minimbah Primary School Armidale

Armidale

49

49

147

49

Moama Public School Preschool

Moama

8

24

8

Peak Hill Preschool

Peak Hill

29

87

29

Poet's Corner Preschool

Redfern

43

129

43

Quirindi Preschool

Quirindi

73

Scribbly Gum Dalai Preschool South Kempsey

South Kempsey

56

168

56

Tingha Preschool

Tingha

17

51

17

Wee Waa Preschool

Wee Waa

64

192

64

Werris Creek & District Preschool

Werris Creek

34

102

34

Woodburn-Evans Head Preschool

Evans Head

42

126

42

3,438

1,195

44

24

Books

Toys

73

(Part of Dalaigur)

TOTALS
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1,195

357
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DONATING

All donations are welcome. Donations of $2 or more are tax-deductible*
Your donation will help transform the lives of young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
mothers and children.

Wa y s o f d o n a t i n g
Online
Through our website: gunawirra.org.au/donate/
GiveNow direct portal: givenow.com.au/gunawirra
Simply Giving: gunawirra.simplygiving.com.au
Direct transfer
Account name: Gunawirra Business Transaction Account
BSB number: 06 2156
Account number: 10180211

*Gunawirra is registered with the Australian Securities & Investments Commission as a Company Limited by Guarantee.
We are 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.
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