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We acknowledge Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people as Australia’s first people and pay our respects to their elders both past and present as 
owners of this land where we stand.

In This Together

In her gorgeous 2019 song, In This Together, Ellie Goulding 
put a call to arms out to the whole world to not give up, to 
not lose heart, but instead, to continue the good work of 
solving the crisis that is climate change: 

I can hear the whole world singing together
I can hear the whole world sing, "It's now or never"

'Cause it's not too late if we change our ways
And connect the dots to our problems

I can hear the whole world sing, "We're in this together"
"We're in this together"

She couldn’t have anticipated that only a year down the 
track her song would resonate again, this time against the 
backdrop of a new challenge, the coronavirus pandemic. 
Fittingly, In This Together is also the theme of the 2020 
National Reconciliation Week.

As coronavirus concern swept across the country in late 
March/early April, up in the Kimberley, WA, many local 
Aboriginal people began returning to their traditional 
homelands in a bid to isolate and stay safe. There were 
reunions and calls to the school for help; it was reassuring to 
work with Traditional Owner and Cultural and 
Community Advisor, Kaylene Marr, to offer support to local 
people in many forms. This attention was reciprocated by 
our new neighbours through the generous sharing of stories, 
yarns, and cultural information. Indeed, the COVID-19 ‘new 
normal’ galvanised us together in the need to innovate and 
create a different landscape of learning for our students.

The question of how to provide culturally safe and 
meaningful connection in real-time across three states and 
time zones, Western Australia, Northern Territory and 
Victoria, and across a multitude of regions and locations 

The new look Zoom meetings Kaylene and Felicity organising study packs Shav-vani, Felicity and Ree-alla on country

– the Kimberley, the Pilbara, Perth, Groote Eylandt, Elcho 
Island, Darwin, Arnhem Land, Alice Springs and Melbourne, 
presented enormous challenges!  Alongside this dilemma, 
was the need to navigate measures understandably 
designed to restrict movement and protect Aboriginal 
communities - border closures, regional closures and closure 
of the shires within the Kimberley. The worry of how to 
overcome the calamitous lack of ability to connect to online 
learning in remote communities, where device ownership 
is low and service networks are either inadequate or very 
costly, was also the subject of many passionate meetings.  
Also significant was the need to access suitable spaces 
for study for our students who were keen and wanting to 
engage, and the long delays in the postal system. However, 
staff didn’t hesitate to travel the Kimberley and Pilbara and 
then into self-isolation, in our attempt to connect students 
and families into remote learning.  Local principals at the 
Wangkatjunka and Gapiwiyak Remote Community Schools, 
along with staff at the Derby Youth Centre provided stead-
fast support in the form of computers, meals and spaces. 
Glen Waverley staff supported our Yiramalay VCE students 
remotely, who themselves refused to give up, starting school 
at 6.30am each day to attend their Melbourne classes!  

Ten years of partnership between Wesley College and the 
Bunuba people of the Kimberley region of Western Australia 
has become symbolic of a deep commitment from both 
parties to Reconciliation. Through the Yiramalay/Wesley 
Studio School, we continually search for what is going to 
have the greatest impact on learning and success, no matter 
what the setting or challenge. Our team of both Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal staff have worked tirelessly in the effort 
to provide opportunities for our students. It has truly felt 
like we are all in this together. 

Felicity Pearson, Director (acting)
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Northern Territory reflection
With the onset of the pandemic we have all been required to think differently and act rapidly to deliver the unique 
Yiramalay program, remotely. 
Part of my detail is to support our Northern Territory (NT) students. This includes students residing in Darwin, Palmerston, 
Gapuwiyak (East Arnhem Land), Galiwinku (East Arnhem Land), Groote Eylandt (East Arnhem Land) and Alice Springs. 
What was at first a daunting prospect was instantly made less so by the initiative and drive demonstrated by two of our 
Residential Mentors, Kayleen Wanambi and Cederick Dhurrumuku, from Gapuwiyak in East Arnhem Land. They contacted 
us prior to the school term starting, informing us that they had met with families of students and the Principal at the 
local school. They had negotiated a classroom space, the use of computers and other resources as well as support from 
the home liaison team to make our students feel welcome. This enthusiasm led to us liaising with the fabulous Transition 
Support Unit from NT Department of Education. A dedicated and experienced team whose role is to support boarding 
students from the NT as they move to and from their schools around the country. This role had become significantly more 
complex with the onset of the virus and they were only too happy to help us establish and maintain communication with 
our students in the top end. 
As is often the case, opportunity and strength are derived from adversity. We have made new friends, adopted innovative 
practices and so importantly, strengthened the existing relationships with our students and families.
Matt Watson, Deputy Director Yiramalay/Wesley Studio School, Deputy Head Learning in Residence

Pilbara reflection
In the first week of May, as part of the Yiramalay response strategy to COVID-19, Monique, Brent and I travelled to the 
Pilbara to evaluate access to online remote learning tools and to provide pastoral support to students and families in need. 
The trip was an important step in supporting Yiramalay students who continue their studies online in a time when face-to-
face education has been disrupted by the pandemic. Although this was essential in terms of supporting student learning 
directly, our visit to the Pilbara also provided a perfect opportunity to reconnect and engage with current students, 
families, communities, and OWs. 
COVID-19 has presented many challenges for all schools across Australia, but perhaps more so for Yiramalay, 
considering the diverse remote communities which our students call home. This makes it a huge logistical effort to facilitate 
and monitor online learning for our student cohort. The main concerns were students within communities with limited 
internet connectivity and the difficulty of adjusting to the new online learning platform. With support, it was great to see 
our current students push themselves to adopt the new platform and access classes despite the many challenges.
When travelling back to Yiramalay a week later, I reflected on the impact of our visit and the value of connection as we 
build relationships. I feel privileged to have been welcomed into the homes of our Pilbara mob and grateful to connect and 
engage not only with students, but also with their families and the community. For me, the greatest impact of this trip is 
knowing these students will feel more valued and less disaffected when they return to Yiramalay because they know we 
understand their situations.
Toby Tracy, Community Engagement Officer
Another Yiramalay adventure
When I graduated from Wesley in 2009, as most young adults entering the ‘real’ 
world for the first time, I believed I would go on to some big, bright, fabulous 
career that pushed me into the spotlight and made me famous. I also thought 
my time with Wesley was coming to a close. I was wrong about both. 
I did not hear about the Yiramalay program until a few years ago when my dad, 
Kym Adams, got the opportunity to head up to the Kimberley as a teacher. After 
applying last year, I amazingly landed a spot on Induction 43. I was overjoyed! 
The three-week induction program opened my eyes to the beauty of this great 

Toby with Ellie (OW2016) and Mara (OW2019) Remote learning for Robert in Karratha Staff members Ayla, Camillia, Mon and Brent 
organising study packs

Sophie (OW2009) on her way to Yiramalay

land and the people within it. We were lucky enough to meet with some incredibly generous Elders, who spent days with 
us at Yiramalay, sharing stories of their upbringing and taking us on country to learn about bush medicine, food, and tradi-
tional practices. We were shepherded to incredible sacred sites that words cannot describe and shown such generosity of 
spirit. A lot of learning happened on that trip, which I will treasure for a long time. 
Upon returning to Melbourne, I applied for a Mentor role and was offered a place. It is with such excitement and 
anticipation that I write this. I am currently in Broome - so close I can almost taste it. The adventure awaits...

What is it they say? Wesley now and always. They were right, and I couldn’t be happier.

Sophie Adams (OW2009), Mentor
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Online learning reflection

Never in history, have teachers been more excited to see or 
hear their students, or even glimpse a digital icon indicating 
their presence.

Occasionally, under duress, they may turn their cameras 
on for an instant, sometimes to show us their work. And 
if there is enough light in the room, we might actually see 
their faces. Despite some of the challenges, I have really 
enjoyed engaging with my students and working with the 
Melbourne-based teachers online. 

Our class’s skills with the new online study tools have 
increased incredibly fast and we have all relaxed 
considerably, which makes for better teaching and learning – 
and even some joking around, and dare I say fun?

Still…I can’t wait to have them all back in the classroom!

Leonie Starnawski, Teacher 

Creative minds and spirits

As we have never at the Yiramalay/Wesley Studio School 
or at Wesley College partaken in remote learning, working 
online for both staff and our students has been very 
challenging. 

However, as we have discovered in such a short time, how 
wonderful it can be to work in this learning environment. 
Both students and staff have learnt how to use Microsoft 
Teams, having face-to-face meetings and chats in an online 
presence where the teacher could be in Melbourne 
approximately 3,000 km away. 

The Internet is truly amazing, allowing us to achieve such 
great milestones. Some of the wonderful things that I have 
enjoyed whilst teaching online with our students is seeing 
their happy smiling faces, telling great stories about our 
time in isolation and best of all, supporting each other as we 
move into this new paradigm shift in which we are studying 
in 2020.

Frank Concilia, Teacher/Trainer

Connections matter

Strong ties with family, friends and the community provide 
us with happiness, security, support, and a sense of 
purpose. On Bunuba country, Yiramalay is the place where 
we connect and remain present. Sitting outside, learning 
under the trees was something I looked forward to each day 
and honestly, took for granted. The ability to listen, learn 
and connect by simply being together was something I did 
not even question. 

Then came COVID. This virus made changes to all our lives. 
As the news spread, we hastily made our way back to our 
own communities. Along with everyone else in the world, I 
was not sure what was going to happen. All I knew was that 
I had found myself in a situation I had never seen before. 
COVID meant that we could not be together. For me (and for 
most of the teaching profession), connection through being 
together is the cornerstone of learning. How was I going to 
connect when I was so far away?
But eight weeks later, as I sit here in isolation in Broome, it occurs to me that I did stay connected. We all did! Yes, at times 
it was hard. At times I wasn’t sure which way to move forward. But I did know one thing and that was, whatever happens 
I need to remember to listen to my heart and reach out to those around me. I had to remember where I came from and 
where I belong. 

Wherever we are, wherever the world takes us, we will always be connected.

Fiona Mackenzie, Student Wellbeing Co-ordinator

Fiona, Ree-alla, Haylie, Cherrese and Kaylene on a road trip

Screenshot of Frank in an online class

Screen shot of a virtual class with Leonie (top right)
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The Yiramalay/Wesley Studio School is committed to keeping children safe.
Trained teachers deliver the Keeping Safe: Child Protection Curriculum to all students.

Student reflections on remote learning
For the last six weeks, I have been doing online classes 
which is going well for me during this lockdown period. 
I am currently in Year 12 doing VCE English, Studio Arts, 
Geography and Health and Human Development. I have a 
bad network connection at home so I am now working in my 
local Wangkatjungka school with good network coverage. 
The time difference between Melbourne and Western 
Australia makes going to those early classes challenging, 
however I have found a good routine after nearly two 
months of remote learning. Figuring out how to use the 
online programs and logging into live classes was scary to 
start off with but with help from teachers and Yiramalay 
staff, I have been able to continue my learning from home.

Khyona Yakai, Year 12 Wangkatjungka Fitzroy Crossing
The best part of remote learning is that you can do your 
school work at home and have family to help and support 
you in-person. Also, remote learning is good because kids 
that travel far don’t have to miss home. One thing that I 
dislike is that it is very cold in Alice Springs during this time.
I am looking forward to returning to school. Though I have 
loved being home, I am starting to miss my school sports 
and all of my classmates. 
During this time, I have learnt that I am more organised and 
prepared for school when I am in Melbourne, and I prefer 
not to do online learning. I would like to thank my Mum and 
all the Yiramalay teachers for always getting me up on time 
and encouraging me to keep getting online and finishing off 
my studies during this time.  

Renisha Watts, Year 12 Alice Springs
The best thing about remote learning has been staying 
in bed on my phone and waiting until class starts. I don’t 
have to wear a uniform and can wear a jumper and trackies 
because it’s cold here in Broome. I have also enjoyed riding 
my quad bike after school. 
During this time of remote learning I have learnt that I’m 
lazy but, I think I already knew that. I don’t like online 
schooling as much as the real thing because the structure 
is difficult to keep up with and school is better because you 
can see your mates and interact with them, and I don’t have 
a great routine. But I’ve been waking up and going to class, 
making a hot chocolate and then I’m right. I’d sincerely like 
to thank my Mum, Dad and my brother for telling me about 
this school. I’m glad I am giving it a chance and have an 
opportunity to move out of Broome for a change and make 
new friends. I’d like to thank my teachers also.
Jalen Paull, Year 10 Broome
Learning online has been a very new experience. The 
highlights for me have been being at home close to family 
and getting to have space. Being at home was comfortable, 
warm and chilly. It was good to be around my family. Having 
my own space was also helpful to do online classes because 
I could concentrate without getting distracted as much. 
Learning in a space you knew well made it easier.
One of the challenges I came across online was learning the 
new technology, this was a bit frustrating for me as it was 
new to me. I also found that being away from my friends 
was difficult. Doing online learning together was a struggle 
for me as I did find it hard to focus. 
In the end doing online learning was worth it because it 
helped me learn how to use technology. It also helped me to 
learn independently.  
Tanika McHenry, Year 10 Broome

Kyhona, Monique, Asharani and Renisha in Melbourne 

Renisha, Mary and Kahlia (OW2016) in Melbourne 

Jalen tending a campfire at the school

Jalen with Mervyn on country

Tanika, Hunter and Shav-vani during Induction 43


