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It was wonderful seeing so many of 
you at our annual college reunion 
in February. Although on a smaller 
scale than usual because of COVID 
restrictions, the Santa spirit was as 
strong and evident as ever. Especially 
joyous was hearing your stories about 
the formative role Santa has played 
in your lives and careers; how the 
education and life lessons gained here 
have given shape and direction to the 
burgeoning dreams and talents many of 
you held as young women. 

This particular aspect of Santa Maria 
remains vigorous and vital. Drawing 
on the tradition laid down for us by 
the Good Samaritan Sisters when 
they established the school 117 years 
ago, we continue to call our students 
forward into life, supporting them as 
they explore their own strengths, find 
their own voice, and face personal and 
communal challenges with courage  
and grace. 

It is very apt then, that this year’s 
college theme is, Stepping in. Reaching 
out. A Community of Courage. Courage 
is about refusing to remain on the 
sidelines looking in. It’s about managing 
our fears and vulnerabilities. That old 
saying of ‘feel the fear and do it anyway’, 
comes to mind. It’s about recognising 
failure as an inevitable part of the 
journey to success, as something that 
helps us learn, grow, become tenacious. 
It’s about standing up for something 
when no one else is, and it’s about 
calling time on those false gods of 
silence and the status quo. 

This year we have seen some 
outstanding examples of courage on 
the national stage. One need only think 

Dear Past Students, 

Carolyn McCarthy 
Acting Principal
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of Australian of the Year Grace Tame, 
or former parliamentary staffer Brittany 
Higgins, or ABC journalist Louise Milligan, 
to be reminded what courage in action 
looks like. 

No less substantive however, is the 
courage shown by former Santa students 
whose stories you will glimpse in the 
following pages. Their lives and careers are 
bold illustrations of what it means to live 
the college motto, Dare to do as much as 
you are able!

As I conclude my time as Acting Principal 
may I thank each of you for the many 
ways you continue to enrich the Santa 
community. As former students you 
are central to keeping the spirit of this 
wonderful school alive. I know you will 
continue to support one another, to 
share the stories and memories, and to 
embody the values and vision of the Good 
Samaritan tradition. I am also confident 
that you, along with the entire college 
community, will warmly welcome Santa’s 

Congratulations to Ashley and Grace on their outstanding results as College Duces.  
We are immensely proud of them, and the whole Class of 2020, on their achievements  
in a very challenging year. Impressive results were achieved across all VCE, VCAL and  
VET courses!Ashely Zhu Grace Ficinus

College Duces Ashely Zhu and Grace 
Ficinus, both with an ATAR of 99

newly appointed Principal, Ms Joanne Rock, as 
she begins her journey with us at the beginning 
of semester two. 

Abundant Blessings,



2021 Reunions

We are looking for some help from our past students to ascertain which decade ‘Barnaby’ is from. He 
was the mascot for Santa Maria College some years ago. He may also have been referred to as ‘Barney’.

From the Archives
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Transforming Lives
Professor Helen O’Connell (AO)
The College community congratulates 
Professor Helen O’Connell (Class of 1979) 
on being named Officer (AO) in the 
General Division of the Order of Australia 
as part of the Australia Day honours. Helen 
was awarded her AO for her distinguished 
service to medicine, medical education  
and urology. 

Helen has also featured in a number of 
media articles recently - most notably in 
a long form article in The Age in 2018 by 
journalist Melissa Fyfe - with the enviable 
title, ‘Get cliterate: how a Melbourne 
doctor is redefining female sexuality’. 
Along with her many distinguished roles in 
both medical and academic fields, Helen’s 
research into female anatomy has been 
ground breaking, discovering the full clitoris 
and rewriting medical literature.

The College contacted Helen recently  
to congratulate her and to enquire what  
an award like an AO means in terms of  
her work. 

In response, Helen’s first words were of 
gratitude to Good Sam Sisters, Rita Hayes 

and Marg Smith, from whom she received 
‘beautiful letters upon release of news of 
the award’. Of both sisters she says, ‘They 
are inspirational women of my youth who 
showed courage, strength and passion in 
their teaching and in helping us to do  
great things’. 

What's it like to receive an AO, and 
what significance does it have in terms 
of your work?

That it has been a great joy is probably 
pretty obvious. At the award ceremony 
where our impressive Governor Linda 
Dessau presided, I was blessed to be 
accompanied by my eldest sister and two 
grown up children. They looked so great, 
dressed up smartly and they were so proud 
of their Mum, as was my sister Mary Anne 
who was the medal bearer. It was great to 
feel her happiness. My dearly beloved had a 
head cold on the day so sadly was banned 
under Covid restrictions.

It is early days in terms of significance.  To 
become an Officer in the Order of Australia 
(AO) is a high honour. I have always had 
a sense of responsibility in my current 
role. As AO I feel more of a community 
responsibility rather than my typical duty to 

my profession, research interests and the 
people for whom I care.  

Reflecting on your career, did your 
time at Santa have any formative 
role in how your professional life has 
unfolded?

When I was keen to study medicine, my 
Chemistry teacher, Graeme Minter, said 
‘you don’t have to be brilliant, you just need 
to work hard’. This was very liberating. For 
most achievements, I have set goals and 
then worked hard in a systematic way. It 
was a great relief back then to have the 
possibility demystified and for someone I 
admired to indicate that I could do it. Had 
he said ‘forget it’ the outcome may have 
been entirely different.   

At Uni, when arguing my case, a senior 
lecturer once said of me, ‘she is very 
spirited’. The school spirit that was talked 
about at Santa did infuse my life generally. 
Bringing enthusiasm to a project helps 
others to get involved. For the enthusiasm 
developed at Santa, I am eternally grateful.  

Congratulations again Helen - not just 
on your AO - but more importantly, on a 
career that continues to be transformative 
in the lives of many!

Helen is top right with Sr Rita Hayes and student leaders at St Patrick’s Cathedral

Sr Mary Carmel Duffy SGS   | Class of 1947     | 20 May 2021

Ida Whelan  (nee Cahir)    | Class of 1941     | 11 August 2020

Jessica Higgins     | Class of 2006     | 4 June 2017

Vale

We’d love to hear from you and publish your news. Whether it is a recent celebration, a photo with friends or family, 
or perhaps a significant award or milestone, please send us an email;  kylie.lawtey@santamaria.vic.edu.au

Share Your News

Santa M
aria Old Collegians’ Association



‘Womanly Compassion’
Sr Maureen Keating sgs
Sr Maureen Keating was a student at 
Santa in 1948 -1949, and was on the 
teaching staff in 1963 and again in 1979 – 
1982. She taught a vast array of subjects, 
from English and Humanities, to Science, 
to Environmental Studies, to Geography 
and Book Keeping. She was also Sports 
Mistress for a time, and held leadership 
positions in Curriculum and Geography. 
Here she shares with us some vivid 
memories of her time as a student. 

Actually, I have two stories about Santa: 
one as a student, the other as a Good 
Samaritan Sister, teaching at my old 
school. The first story began in 1948.  I 
came excitedly to Santa, riding a bike up 
Mitchell Street hill, having won a Junior 
Government Scholarship which offered 4 
years of secondary schooling. 

What I found exhilarating at Santa was 
to find new friends from other suburbs 
such as Thornbury, Preston and Reservoir.  
Also, as I loved sport, the chance to play 
competitively in Inter House games of 
basketball (netball), tennis and softball 
added spice to the academic regime.  Sr 
Laserian Crowe was our chief coach, and 
I would have walked over burning coals to 
please her.  

Sr Laserian also taught us ballroom 
dancing, preparing us for the formal dance 
with the boys from Assumption College, 
Kilmore. The Kilmore Formal was a major 
social event in our young lives.  Because 
of the distance factor, we were assigned 
partners by some mysterious method 
devised by the Sisters and the Marist 
Brothers.   

On the night of the Formal, we gathered 
first at the Convent, in clouds of tuille 
and taffeta to show off our frocks to 
the Sisters.  Then, in platoons of eight 
we proceeded along High Street to the 
Northcote Town Hall where we were 
marshalled in to meet our partners in 
carefully assigned order.  After that we 
actually had a great time. Pen friendships 
flowered afterwards, and some even 
blossomed into marrying “happily  
ever after”.

Unfortunately, I only had two years at 
Santa.  Being the eldest in the family, it 
became obvious that I needed to help with 
the finances.  So, having a chance to work 
as a ledger clerk, I had to finish at Leaving 
Year (Year 11). The onus was then on 
Mum to go up to the Convent to let the 
talented and larger than life Principal at the 

time, Sr Rita Mary Neville, know I was not 
continuing onto Matriculation.  

My Mum was a shy woman, not used 
to negotiating with Principals, so with 
trepidation she caught the bus up Bastings 
Street and, with real courage, knocked on 
the convent door.  Sr Rita Mary sailed into 
the parlour looking very formidable, but 
when she realised how embarrassed Mum 
was and how much it cost her to explain 
the reasons for my leaving, both of them 
began to cry together.  Actually, Mum 
found it very reassuring, to experience 
such womanly compassion instead of 
confrontation.  Having a good cry with 
someone she thought so superior was 
quite cathartic.

So, perhaps it is not surprising that I was 
drawn to enter the Good Sams; but that’s 
another story.

(Class of 1959)Judith Swann (nee Collard)

During my Santa years I was always in 
the choir for Eisteddfods at Heidelberg 
Town Hall and, as I wrote previously, the 
special choir that sang the Centenary 
Mass in Latin.  You can just imagine 
the amount of work that went into 
learning that... I remember it well!  I 
am still singing in choirs and I direct a 
choir at nearby Beleura Lifestyle Village 
in Mornington.  My joy for singing and 
performing has never waned, and our 
Beleura Choir spreads the joy at Nursing 
homes and Community events on the 
Mornington Peninsula.  Having been in 
COVID-19 limbo this past 12 months 

Reminiscing With Judith Swann

we are looking forward to starting 
back again next Tuesday in preparation 
for Anzac Day when we take part in 
commemoration ceremonies.

My years at Santa prepared me 
well.  Apart from the intellectual 
and academic encouragement, I am 
especially grateful for the elocution 
classes with Miss Elsie Holyoak who 
taught me ‘proper’ speech (how now 
brown cow), to project my voice and 
articulate well. I well remember the 
last concert I was asked to compere 
at Santa - the lighting failed and I 
had to ad lib in the dark until the 

lights came back on fairly quickly as I 
remember.  Those elocution and drama 
lessons have served me well not only 
through my singing years, but also 
presenting readings at Mass, poetry 
presentations, compering community 
events and encouraging my children 
and grandchildren to follow my lead. 
e.g.(“There’s an ‘S’ on YES, [not yeh] 
and T’s do not sound like D’s  it’s 
COMMUNITY not communidy).  And 
my other pet hate is the American 
pronunciation of COMMAND, I prefer 
the Queen’s English as in Comm[ah]nd.  
But don’t get me started!!!
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A Force for Good
(Class of 2002)Rebecca Amiridis

The SMC motto, ‘Dare to do as much as 
you are able’, helped Rebecca Amiridis 
clarify what her ‘true calling’ was. She was 
challenged to ‘do more’ and ‘be more’, to 
search out her ‘rightful place in society’. 
This led her to an outstanding career in 
the Victoria Police.

We hear that quite a few Santa girls 
are now members of Victoria Police. 
What’s the link between Santa and a 
career in policing?

I developed a keen interest in many 
of the social justice programs at SMC 
and worked alongside Sr. Anne Dixon. It 
was here my passion for working with 
the community, supporting vulnerable 
members of our society and also 
acknowledging the need to hold people to 
account for their actions, was recognised. 
After graduating from SMC I studied 
a double science degree at La Trobe 
University before joining VicPol in 2008. 

How has a SMC education contributed 
to your professional achievements?

At Santa I was captain of the Debating 
and Public Speaking program. At 
VicPol I quickly realised I possessed the 
confidence on duty to interact with those 

who had differing opinions to me and 
to negotiate a suitable outcome. I had 
the skills to give professional evidence 
in Court and to have challenging but 
respectful conversations with my 
colleagues. My ability to communicate 
to a high standard was formally 
recognised when I was the recipient of 
both the VicPol Blue Ribbon Foundation 
Communication Award and the Victorian 
Government Awards for Multicultural 
Excellence. 

What positions of responsibility have 
you held, and what areas of policing 
are you most drawn to?

Since graduating, I have performed a 
number of varied roles, most recently as 
a Detective at Hume Crime Investigation 
Unit and as Sergeant at Fawkner Police 
Station in the role of Family Violence 
Liaison Officer (FVLO). I am currently 
seconded to the Fawkner Family Violence 
Investigation Unit as Detective Sergeant 
where I lead a team tasked with managing 
high risk victims, perpetrators of FV, and 
with responding to serious crimes which 
occur as a result of FV. I am particularly 
passionate about working with women 
who are victims of family violence and/or 

Santa M
aria Old Collegians’ Association

Sorry Day
Santa’s Sorry Day Assembly is one of the 
most significant events on the school 
calendar. This year’s gathering reflected 
the theme of National Reconciliation 
Week, ‘More than a Word. Reconciliation 
Takes Action’. Students were invited 
to commit to one action that would 
contribute to justice and healing. Santa’s 
Koori Education Worker, Uncle Trevor 
Gallagher, led us in a powerful version of 
From Little Things Big Things Grow, and 
performed a smoking ceremony while the 
Aboriginal, Torres Strait and Santa Maria 
flags were raised. 

It is with great joy that the College also 
acknowledges the awarding of the Sydney 
Peace Prize to the Uluru Statement from 
the Heart. This Statement, addressed 
to the People of Australia, invites us 
to join with First Nations peoples in 

implementing a Voice to Parliament, a 
Treaty and a Truth-telling Commission. 
The Award Citation identifies the Uluru 
Statement as a ‘clear and comprehensive 
agenda for healing and peace within our 
nation’. As a school community we are 
committed to working with Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander communities so 
that one day we can stand together on 
Country that is truly reconciled. 

First Peoples’ 
Assembly

sexual offences and educating members 
on the complexities of responding to and 
investigating these matters, especially 
when dealing with persons from culturally 
and linguistically diverse backgrounds. 

Is there a lasting legacy from your 
time in the all-girls environment  
of Santa?

At SMC we were encouraged to ‘stand 
together on issues of equity, diversity 
and justice’. This statement is directly 
transferable to my role within VicPol. 
Santa gave me the confidence not only 
to complete my studies, but to challenge 
and thrive within a traditionally male 
dominated environment. I carry with 
me the real desire to be a woman who 
supports other women, both within 
the workplace and within the broad 
community I serve. 

Uncle Trevor Gallagher, Santa’s 
Koorie Education Worker, is 
an elected member of the 
First Peoples’ Assembly. This 
representative body is the official 
voice of Victorian Aboriginal 
communities as they journey  
with the Andrews Government 
towards a historic Treaty.



College Production
The Spirit of the Theatre
This year’s college production was an original creation designed and written by creative director Jasper Bagg to showcase the 
substantial talents of our students. Set in an old city theatre, ten musical theatre students are instructed in what it takes to become 
professional performers by an enigmatic theatre manager whose insights and experience suggest she is much more than who and what 
she appears. Filled with some of the best Broadway tunes, this show was a knockout! And, as producer/director Judy Bagg commented, 
we were so lucky to get all shows up, done, and completed to rapturous applause before the Covid curtain came down for the fourth 
time! Congratulations to all cast and crew on a wonderful production!

Over the past few months students, staff and parents of the Santa community have been out and about, voting with their 
feet, on issues of justice, equality and care of the Earth. 

March 4 Justice
In mid-March the Women’s 
March4Justice gained huge support, 
with people nationwide demanding 
cultural change around the rights of 
women and girls in every sphere of 
Australian society. Teacher and year 9-10 
Village Leader Jodie McErlain attended 
the Melbourne March with the women 
in her family. She later commented, ‘I 
felt quite overwhelmed by the sheer 
number of women, men and children 
who came out to show their support 
for this cause. The collective grief 
and emotion was raw. I just hope that 
the message gets through to today’s 
decision makers that #enoughisenough’. 
Particularly poignant, says Jodie, was 
the banner listing the names of women 
killed over the last decade by acts of 
gendered violence. 

Feet on the Streets

Street Retreats
Meanwhile, our year 11 students 
continue to explore issues around 
homelessness as part of their Street 
Retreat Program. As one student 
reflected, ‘Twenty-four hours of 
workshops, a night time City Justice 
Walk, hearing the stories of those who 
gather at food vans, sleeping on the 
floor in Polding, thinking about our 
own lives now and what we can do to 
change things in the future’. Immersion 
experiences such as this give our senior 
students the chance to see below the 
surface of our city and to glimpse the 
urgent changes that need to be made.

School Strike 4 Climate
In May the young people of our nation 
were once again on the streets, pleading 
with our political and corporate leaders 
for meaningful action on climate 
change. Emily Bueno of year 10, along 
with many other Santa students, joined 
the strike because she is ‘passionate 
about the environment and working 
for climate justice’. As she says, ‘it is 
extremely important that we, as young 
people, use our voices. We must 
not stay silent. We need to exercise 
democracy in the form of strikes, 
protests and many forms of activism’. 
The strike experience, she says, ‘was 
extremely empowering. Waves of 
people chanting and demanding action, 
listening to stories from First Nations 
peoples, and being in the thick of 
creative, clever banners’. 
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High Achievers 2020
ACU HIGH ACHIEVERS

Three of our 2020 graduates, Sarah 
Stanko, Madeleine Pirucci and Ella 
Fleming, were recently honoured at the 
Australian Catholic University with a 
High Achievers Award. We congratulate 
each of these young women and wish 
them every blessing as they continue 
to flourish and live out the Santa motto 
‘Dare to do as much as you are able’ in  
a broader context.

VCE Season of Excellence

Congratulations to Class of 2020 
Studio Arts students Bronte Green and 
Mirriyindi-May Watkinson who have been 
selected to exhibit their artworks in Top 
Arts 2021. Top Arts is an annual exhibition 
at the National Gallery of Victoria, 
showcasing the exceptional artwork of 
select students who have undertaken 
studies in VCE Art or Studio Arts.

Congratulations also to Lily Zavattiero 
being selected to perform her solo piece 
for Top Acts. Lily’s solo was based on the 
character of the Eco-Warrior.

Captains Dinner
Wednesday 15 September, save the date!
A wonderful evening of hospitality and conversation with the School Captains since 2012, hosted by the Principal.

Santa M
aria Old Collegians’ Association

S    T   E Ming the Tide

Research tells us that women are seriously underrepresented in 
the field of STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Math). Girls 
schools like Santa though, are especially good at encouraging girls 
into these subjects, and into male-dominant professions post-
school, as the stories of some of our alumnae in this edition of the 
SMOCA show! 

Along with our STEMinists group led by our Learning Captain 
Violet Boltin, there are many initiatives currently underway at Santa 
that deepen the confidence and broaden the horizons of our 
students. Just one of these was the Meet a Scientist Event initiated 
by the Royal Women’s Hospital and held virtually for a national 
audience in March. Thirty Santa students attended, while 4,500 
tuned in Australia wide. The speakers, Dr Ellen Menkhorst, Pamela 
McCalman, Dr Elizabeth Baker and Dr Amanda Kwong, outlined 
their journeys from high school to their current positions and gave 
insight into study pathways, career opportunities, and combatting 
sexism in the workplace. 

Women in Science!
Evidence tells us that exposing girls to female science 
‘superstars’ like these is critical in girls believing such a 
career is possible for them. The visibility factor cannot be 
underestimated. Imagine how thrilled we were then, when year 
11 student, Jasmine Rafihi, won the Meet a Scientist competition 
held in conjunction with the live event. Jasmine’s prize included 
a personal motivational session with one of the presenters. 



Dare to Imagine
50 Separation St, Northcote VIC 3070
Phone: 9488 1600
santamaria.vic.edu.au @SantaMaria_Melb
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A faith based Catholic school educating and 
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