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Acknowledgement of country

Excelsia College acknowledges and pays our respects to the past, present, and future Traditional 
Custodians and Elders of this Nation and the continuation of cultural, spiritual, and educational 
practices of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Ancestors have walked this country for 
many generations, and we acknowledge their special and unique place in our Nation’s historical, 
cultural, and linguistic history and identity. We are committed to learning ways of knowing, being 
and doing that celebrate such richness and histories, privileging truth-telling and working towards 
healing and reconciliation.
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Aboriginal artwork commission

Spiritual Places by Debra Beale, 2023. Commissioned by Excelsia College, celebrating 40 years of excellence in Christian higher education
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Debra Beale: the artist and the story behind the artwork

Excelsia College was thrilled 
to commission Sydney-
based First Nations artist 
Debra Beale to paint an 
artwork that embodies 
Excelsia College’s journey 
across its 40-year history. 
Debra has been practising 
art for over 25 years and 
is from the Palawa/Yorta 
Yorta and Gamilaraay/
Wonnarua nations.

The anniversary artwork is 
titled Spiritual Places which 
Debra says represents 
significant places. ‘Within 
the artwork you can see 
these significant places 
which form the circles and 
pathways representing 

family, communities and education. The circle gives a sense of 
“connectiveness” which holds strength and support for Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal peoples to thrive and become great leaders.’  

The background symbolises many pathways representing 
connections, relationships and growth formed over many years.  

The pathways represent a spiritual journey guided by the ancestors 
and the higher power.  

‘The circle holds an ancient living Aboriginal culture brought to the 
surface symbolising a lifetime of learning in a circle. Knowledge is 
held by the elders and passed down through generations of our 
people which I honour and pay my respect to,’ explains Debra.

Debra’s artwork also speaks of morals and beliefs and how these can 
be transformed into our daily lives. It speaks of education, learning 
new skills and applying important values. 

Debra explains, ‘I believe in God, the Father. I also believe in “Bunjil” 
– “Biami” our creator. I believe in openness, creativity and curiosity 
which I feel creates passion within oneself. My artwork has many 
embedded colours that represent this. The colours also represent 
time, space and travel in a network of people connecting to land, sea, 
sky and stories.’ 

Spiritual Places beautifully links Excelsia College to the community 
with emphasis on education, skills development, and life values. 

  Within the artwork you can see 
these significant places which form 
the circles and pathways representing 
family, communities and education. 
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Excelsia College Chairman

   This year is a significant period in the College’s history as we celebrate 40 years. 

Thank you for making Excelsia a very special, unique and wonderful place to be. We 

are proud of all the alumni who have come through our doors, and of our staff and 

students who make the College what it is.   

Mr Phillip Cave AM

Excelsia College CEO message

   Through our motto ‘participare lumen’, Excelsia College students light the way 

as they explore new intellectual horizons. From our beginnings as Wesley Institute, 

to moving to Macquarie Park in 2015 and expanding to five schools, our graduates 

positively impact the world. I acknowledge the dedication and hard work of my 

predecessors Dr David Johnston and Dr Greg Rough who built the foundation for 

Excelsia College  
Mr Peter McKeon
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Director of Mission prayer

Our Lord and Saviour,
We commit to you the providence and future of Excelsia College.

We thank you for 40 years of service to Christian higher education.

We thank you for past teachers, leaders and alumni who constituted the College before us, for your 
blessing and for the opportunity to nurture, develop and care for students.

We thank you for the riches of the disciplines we study, teach and communicate – humanities, arts and 
creativity, technology and business, counselling, social work and education – and for the opportunity to 
contribute to future workers in our society who uphold Your values.

We thank you, Lord, for bringing students, staff, and visitors from a wealth of life experiences, faiths, 
cultures, languages, locations, and professions to enrich the humanity of the educational experience.

We thank you for setting forth in your Word, and the example of Jesus Christ, the model of fairness, truth, 
love, inclusiveness, kindness, justice, and humility that we want to emulate and nurture in our students 
and alumni.

We ask that you guide and enable us daily to uphold compassion, dignity, and respect for our members 
and our community.

We pray that Excelsia’s staff, graduates, and education will be a blessing to each other and society in future 
generations.

We pray that our work and environment will glorify and honour You.

We ask You to look favourably upon Excelsia’s endeavours to inspire and develop students who grow 
and stay true to the learning culture of creativity, nurturing, and flourishing embrace, and to be a College 
that will continue to welcome, grow, and encourage its students and staff wholistically in the light of true 
knowledge and understanding.

Amen

Professor Kirsty Beilharz
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1983
Dr David Johnston founds 
the International Institute 
for Creative Ministries 
(IICM) as part of the Sydney 
Christian Life Centre (CLC)

2007
Wesley Institute 
choir wins the 
International 
Summa Cum Laude 
Choral Festival 
Competition in 
Vienna, Austria  

2015
The Wesley Institute 
changes its name to 
Excelsia College and 
relocates to its 
current location in 
Macquarie Park

2009
Change of 
membership of 
Board of Directors

2015
Lumen Research 
Institute is 
established

2004
The Australia 
Studies Centre (ASC) 
offers American 
students a semester 
at Wesley Institute

2000
Wesley Institute 
choir takes part in 
the opening of the 
Sydney Olympic 
Games

2016
Granted self-accrediting 
authority in Education, 
Society and Culture, and 
the Performing Arts

2017
School of Business 
established

1989
Wesley Institute is recognised 
internationally as a 
government-approved higher 
education provider offering 
accredited diplomas, associate 
diplomas and certificates

2020
School of Social Work 
established

2021
Excelsia College receives 
Great Place to Work Award

2023
Excelsia College 
celebrates 40 years 
with a special 
anniversary event on 
Saturday 5 August 

1985
First Easter Alive 
production by IICM, 
involving a musical and 
dramatic staging of the 
story of Easter in the 
new 10,000-seat Sydney 
Entertainment Centre.

1992
Wesley Institute 
granted FEE-HELP 
for Australian 
students and 
student visas 
available for 
international 
students

1989
IICM moves to Wesley 
Centre in Pitt Street, Sydney 
and becomes Wesley 
Institute for Ministry and 
the Arts, Australia’s first 
Christian arts college

1994
Wesley Institute 
relocates to 
Drummoyne 

1990s
Wesley Institute 
reenacts Good 
Friday in the city 
from Martin Place 
to Pitt Street 

Our journey
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School of  

BUSINESS
Head of School 

Dr Sarah Eyaa
PhD

In the School of Business, we teach business and management 
disciplines with a Christian perspective. Since 2017 when the School 
of Business commenced, the school has grown from three degree 
programs to seven degree programs, including the only Doctor of 
Philosophy (PhD) program at Excelsia College. We currently have two 
PhD students who are finalising their theses and will be graduating in 
2024. These two students will be the first PhD students to graduate 
from Excelsia College. The students have contributed to knowledge by 
undertaking research in the field of organisational leadership.  

In addition to the PhD program, our suite of programs includes the 
Bachelor of Management and Entrepreneurship, which focuses 
on equipping students with management, business and small 
business management knowledge and skills. The Master of Business 
Administration equips students with these skills to allow them to 
practise at a managerial level. The Bachelor of Business (Accounting) 
and Master of Professional Accounting are both accredited by CPA 
Australia and Chartered Accountants Australia and New Zealand. 
Both programs equip students with knowledge and skills that are 
relevant for practising in the accounting field. The Master of Business 
(Research) has played a key part in developing and promoting the 
research culture at Excelsia College. As the students undertaking 
the thesis on the Master of Business (Research) program require 

both a principal and co-supervisor, this has provided an opportunity 
for the school and the Research Office to collaborate with several 
supervisors in the areas of supervision, teaching, research, and 
sharing of resources and knowledge. Furthermore, the collaborative 
approach to the research degree has opened mentorship pathways 
in that students have been mentored by supervisors to publish their 
research in book chapters or journals. 

Our newest program, the Bachelor of Information Technology, has 
provided us with the opportunity to participate in training students to 
apply and operate different aspects of technology. This will help to 
ensure effective and efficient business operations.   

The School of Business has seen a growth in research culture, with 
staff publishing relevant research outputs annually and collaborating 
in different areas of research. Additionally, the school collaborates 
with the Research Office to implement the policies in the Research 
Policy Framework. Over the years, the quality of teaching staff 
within the school has improved to ensure that we provide excellent 
academic services to our students.

From
 the H

eads of  School
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School of  

COUNSELLING
Head of School 

Dr Dion Khlentzos
PhD, BSc Hons (Psych), BA Grad DipEd,  
Grad Dip Counselling, MAAP

A counsellor is a trained professional who provides an environment 
in which the client can discuss confidential and often distressing 
personal issues. Excelsia’s School of Counselling has been providing 
graduate counselling courses since 1992. Our students may be new 
to counselling, or they may already be counsellors, psychotherapists, 
pastors or other health professionals who wish to upgrade their 
qualifications and skills.

Lecturers and supervisors within the School of Counselling teach what 
is known as a ‘tripartite’ model of counsellor formation. This involves 
three key aspects of counsellor development: skills acquisition, 
academic learning, and personal development. The training is 
rigorous, involving academic research and clinical skills, and requiring 
students to undertake personal counselling as part of their training. 
Underpinning this training is a Christian world view, consistent with 

the ethos of Excelsia. This is very relevant to the work of a counsellor, 
as Christians believe that God accepts us unconditionally, an attitude 
that counselling students are trained to convey to their clients.

Our Master of Counselling course has professional accreditation 
with the national peak counselling bodies, PACFA and ACA. Our 
second-year Master’s students undertake a placement at one of 
a variety of organisations that provide various services, including 
grief counselling, mental health support, school counselling, family 
therapy, counselling for addictions, or other types of counselling 
support. The School of Counselling is also delivering a Graduate 
Diploma of Disability.

From
 the H

eads of  School
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School of  

CREATIVE AND 
PERFORMING ARTS
Head of School 

Associate Professor Lotte Latukefu
PhD M.Mus (Voice)

Since its inception in 1997, the School of Creative and Performing 
Arts (CAPA) has embraced a Christian artist world view, instilling in 
students a commitment to effect positive change through their art. 
This approach not only cultivates artistic excellence but also nurtures 
compassionate artists capable of using their talents to advocate for 
justice and social equality.

CAPA has grown with the introduction of the Bachelor of Screen 
Production and Bachelor of Music (Worship) programs, providing 
students with further opportunities for collaboration and integration 
of faith into their study. The impact of a growing number of 
international students, particularly those from Nepal, has enhanced 
the Bachelor of Music program and encouraged the development of 
cross-cultural units of study and an incredible sharing of music and 
culture amongst all the students and staff. 

The Bachelor of Dramatic Art program has gained acclaim recently 
through the outstanding achievements of its internationally award-
winning short films. These accolades are a testament to the high-level 
of our actor training. In addition, our drama graduates have been 

prolifically writing, directing, producing work around theatres in 
Sydney and stage-managing touring productions internationally. 

The opportunity for Bachelor of Dramatic Art and Bachelor of Screen 
Production students to undertake industry placements in Los Angeles 
has proven to be a transformative experience. Our students have 
enjoyed the immersive experience of firsthand exposure to industry 
professionals, Hollywood culture, and diverse creative practices. The 
students return with a new perspective that inspires their creative 
practice and gives them a confidence to think globally with their work. 

The creative and performing arts industry was hard hit during the 
pandemic. But, with God’s grace we have returned stronger and more 
determined to make the world a better place through the stories we 
tell and the music we make.

From
 the H

eads of  School
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School of  

EDUCATION
Head of School 

Dr Daniel Johnston
PhD

The School of Education was established in 2007, shaped by solid 
Christian foundations within the curriculum to help nurture the right 
teaching professionals for the twenty-first century. At Excelsia College, 
we fully embrace the tremendous fulfilment and satisfaction that is a 
part of teaching, and the many opportunities teachers have to make a 
positive difference in the lives of children and young adults.

Excelsia College’s School of Education prides itself on a flexible 
delivery mode and the Master of Teaching (Primary) and Master of 
Teaching (Secondary) are mainly delivered online, helping to provide 
a convenient way of studying. One alumnus describes the onsite 
workshops and the ability to study remotely as a key highlight of her 
studies. ‘The flexibility and support were wonderful, and the lecturers 
were highly relational and approachable.’ Another alumnus enjoyed 
the cross-cultural learning environment and meeting people from 
diverse backgrounds within a smaller class setting. 

Excelsia College seeks to develop lifelong learners and to build 
a culture of excellence and offer enriched learning experiences 
for all its students. Growing from our success in early childhood 
education offerings, we plan to strengthen opportunities in primary 

and secondary education, and educational leadership. Students 
are prepared for the real world through placements and industry 
engagement. The School will strive to produce teachers with 
compassion, humility, and creativity, always seeking to serve others 
with a spirit of selflessness. 

The Master of Education Research (STEM) was established in 2021 to 
respond to the increasing demands for science, technology, education 
and mathematics education within schools. The School of Education is 
also excited to add the Graduate Diploma of Early Childhood Teaching 
(Birth to 5) to its list of courses this year. 

Our graduates have entered the education sector with confidence, 
knowing that they have the skills and capabilities needed to launch 
their career. Some are now working within leadership positions and 
as principals of Christian schools, while others are working as early 
childcare educators helping to shape future generations.

From
 the H

eads of  School
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School of  

SOCIAL WORK
Head of School 

Professor Howard Sercombe
PhD

Social Work is the College’s newest school and was established in 
2020. That makes it an exciting place to be, a place where interesting 
things happen. It has clearly caught the imagination of prospective 
students: enrolments have grown exponentially over the last year and 
it has gone from being one of the smaller schools at the College to 
one of the largest.

The projection for the future is about diversification in the student 
body: the course will seek to become increasingly global, bringing in 
students from Africa and Latin America as well as East Asia and the 
sub-continent. These students will bring with them a kaleidoscope 
of knowledge and experience of culture and society, politics and 
faith. We want to expand our enrolment of domestic Australian 
students too. Interesting things always happen at the boundary, and 
the course will encourage dialogue across difference both in the 
student body and in their interactions in the classroom. We will also 
be turning our attention to a range of social professions like youth 

work, disability support and aged care. New areas of social action will 
certainly emerge over the next two to three decades.

A range of social and other forces, like housing shortages and climate 
change, represent challenges for ordinary people in this State.  
Revolutionary technological developments like AI will impact on 
communities and families and individuals, overturning workplaces 
and industries. The Australia of the next twenty years will need the 
intelligence of our students in helping people manage these changes, 
and in working with key institutions and authorities to develop policy 
which is responsive, effective and fair. Our goal is for our graduates to 
be in the thick of the challenge, in the midst of change, of advancing a 
fairer Australia.

From
 the H

eads of  School
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Historic data since 1999

The 2023 graduation ceremony  
marked a number of milestones:
•	� The largest graduating cohort (346) in 

Excelsia’s 40-year history

•	� The largest attendance (156) in Excelsia’s  
40-year history

•	� Our first graduates from the Bachelor  
of Early Childhood (Birth to 5), Master  
of Social Work (Qualifying), and Bachelor  
of Screen Production

•	� New student achievement awards for the 
Bachelor of Early Childhood (Birth to 5),  
Master of Social Work (Qualifying), and 
Bachelor of Screen Production

  2655+ graduates from     58+ nationalities

The College’s old motto  
Inspire to Excellence was  
taken from Hebrews 10:25

  Do not give up  

meeting together, as some  

are in the habit of doing, but  

encouraging one another –  

and all the more as you see  

the Day approaching.   

289+ 800+ 764+ 793+ 9+
CREATIVE AND PERFORMING � 

ARTS GRADUATES
BUSINESS GRADUATES COUNSELLING GRADUATES EDUCATION GRADUATES SOCIAL WORK GRADUATES
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Lumen Research Institute

Lumen Research Institute is a global collective of 

Christian scholars who seek to pursue questions of 

social concern. It was first established as a joint research 

body in 2015 between Excelsia College and Indiana 

Wesleyan University in the US that seeks to contribute 

positively to the world as stewards of God’s creation.  

A global research conference is held annually in either the US 
or Australia. Researchers can present topics that concern the 
challenges people face in their everyday lives. The challenges of 
human existence, considering historical and contemporary wisdom 
and Christian understandings of nature, purpose and ends of the 
created order are explored. The result is interdisciplinary findings that 
represent a diverse array of global perspectives. This also provides 
fruitful dialogue to respond to current issues of concern and explore 
what our world could become.  

Excelsia’s Director of Research Dr Maureen 
Miner Bridges is Co-Director of Lumen 
Research Institute.

At Excelsia College, staff are encouraged 
to continually grow within their chosen 
field as they sharpen their research and, in 
turn, teaching skills. Our staff contribute to 

the advancement of knowledge in higher education. On 11 February 
2021, the Ethics Committee staff (former and current) and Lumen 
members launched a book titled Identifying as Christian in an Alien 
Public Arena.
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Student support

Excelsia College is proud to have students from 

over 58 nationalities represented. This inclusive, 

multicultural and diverse student population creates 

an enriching learning environment and cross-cultural 

understanding that students can carry with them into 

the workforce upon graduation.  

The College is willing to adapt and this has extended to offering 
employment opportunities to students throughout the COVID-19 
pandemic, as well as a food bank which provided over 400 emergency 
food packs to students struggling financially. 

The Gathering has been running since the College’s first days and 
has been a central pillar of the College community, contributing to 
students’ spiritual formation as well as fostering community between 
staff and students. This weekly half-hour session provides a time for 
worship, guest speakers, student contributions and announcements. 
Staff and students come together and worship God, as well as 
spend time together in fellowship. Many of our alumni describe The 
Gathering as both a precious and encouraging time for collective 
worship and encouragement. ‘There were so many people in the one 
room from different faith backgrounds and faith expressions which 
made it a very sacred space,’ says one alumnus. 

Students talk about the feeling of community and the friendships they 
form that extend well beyond their College years; some have even 
met their future spouse! At Excelsia College, students are known by 
name, not just by number. The College understands that each student 
is on their own individual and unique learning journey and seeks to 
walk alongside them. We believe in not only supporting the academic 
wellbeing of our students but also the spiritual, emotional and 
physical needs of our students. We offer free counselling sessions 
onsite and online. There is also English language support, disability 
support, careers services and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
support. Our Careers Advisor posts regular job and employment 
opportunities and provides services such as assisting with resume 
writing and academic skills support. 

Excelsia seeks to support students through flexible, hybrid learning 
as well as through high quality teaching within a Christian world view. 
We endeavour to create safe spaces for students to improve their 
craft and to nourish their potential, so they become excellent in their 
chosen profession and ready to make a difference. 

Foodbank

Career Advice

Pastoral Care

Counselling

Accessibility Support

Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Support
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Introducing one of our alumni from way back –  

Hilda Caine

Hilda Caine was introduced to the then International 

Institute for Creative Ministries (IICM) in its inaugural 

semester in 1983. Dr David Johnston, the founder 

of IICM and what would eventually become the 

Wesley Institute and then Excelsia College, spoke 

about a flagship institution that was committed to 

the integration of theology and creative arts. When 

the IICM choir performed, Hilda remembers being 

entranced by the radiance in the faces of those young 

(and not so young) singers and wanting what they had.  
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In February 1984 she 
enrolled in a theology 
major with elective studies 
in music, studying part-
time in her first year, and 
then completing the course 
as a full-time student. She 
was inspired, challenged 
and encouraged to grow as 
a Christian in the dynamic, 
spirit-filled community that 

was IICM. Through the help of her lecturers, Hilda developed a lifelong 
love of the Word of God as well as a deep appreciation of the creative 
and performing arts as instruments in the hands of God to touch and 
change lives, and even culture. 

In 1998 Hilda married fellow student David Caine, and her two sons 
went on to study at the College – Kevin as a music major and Dave as 
a theology major. Both men also found their wives within the Wesley 
Institute/Wesley Mission communities.

Hilda joined the Institute staff in 1984 and served in various positions 
until she retired in 2016. She speaks of the many wonderful visiting 
lecturers who joined the staff in transforming students’ lives and 
enabling them to follow their callings and change their worlds.

Hilda saw the Wesley Institute expand its offerings so that, by 1998, 
the Institute was offering government-accredited bachelor’s degrees in 
music, dance, drama, visual arts and graphic design, and postgraduate 
diplomas in counselling and education. Over the next few years, master 
degrees in education and counselling were added to the accredited 
scope, as well as bachelor, graduate diploma and master degrees in 
theology accredited by the Sydney College of Divinity.

  She was inspired, challenged and 
encouraged to grow as a Christian in  
the dynamic, spirit-filled community  
that was IICM.   

Hilda thanks God for allowing and enabling her to serve Him in the 
extraordinary establishment of a unique flagship institution. To God 
be the glory! Great things He has done!

Spotlight





Alumni stories
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Priyanka Reddy Allu

When Priyanka Reddy Allu first stepped foot on 

Excelsia College’s campus grounds in July 2018, she 

distinctly remembers having no idea where she was 

and, like most first-year students, had no idea how 

to locate her classroom. Thankfully, in a matter of 

minutes, she’d received a helping hand and found her 

counselling class. It was that moment that sticks out in 

Priyanka’s mind as she describes Excelsia College as a 

place that instantly felt like home.

Making the massive leap from India, Australia’s high quality of 
education is what first attracted Priyanka to our shores. ‘From the 
beginning I started looking for courses in Australia. Going through 
the counselling course description at Excelsia, I was very much 
interested because it’s not just basics they teach you, but it was 
the fact that there were more practical units that really drew my 
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Alum
ni story 1

attention,’ Priyanka explains. It wasn’t an easy transition for Priyanka 
to assimilate into a completely new culture and she felt very out of 
place. ‘I was going down mentally, not adjusting to the environment, 
the house and people; it was a great struggle. I wondered who was 
going to sit with me, but this course proved to me that this was the 
wrong thinking. We had a very culturally diverse class and that really 
helped a lot to make me feel comfortable. There was a lot of peer 
support and shared group experiences and that was something 
valuable to the course.’

Back home in India, Priyanka studied a Bachelor of Fashion 
Technology, combining her passions for painting and exploring 
different clothing styles. She worked for two years in the field 
but after struggling with depression, sought the assistance of a 
counsellor. It was the care that Priyanka received from the counsellor 
that acted as the catalyst for Priyanka’s completely new career 
direction. ‘The kind of compassion she was providing me and her 
being open-minded really moved me. Immediately I realised there are 
enough designers in the world, and I need to get into counselling to 
help someone else.’ 

Priyanka felt well equipped to work as a counsellor after completing 
her Master of Counselling and this showed during an interview at 
St Vincent’s Hospital when she was able to confidently answer all 
the questions. ‘Looking back, I can confidently say it exceeded my 
expectations. I feel complete after doing this course, I’m not lacking 
anything.’ Since graduating in November 2020, she has been working 

at St Vincent’s Hospital in Darlinghurst. After joining the alcohol and 
drug department of the Mental Health Unit, Priyanka has provided 
counselling services and created group programs in mindfulness, 
awareness and adapting to change and developing tolerance.

  Looking back, I can confidently 
say it exceeded my expectations. I feel 
complete after doing this course, I’m not 
lacking anything.  

Although it has been a challenging two-year journey, Priyanka has felt 
supported by Excelsia the whole way through. ‘I remember starting 
my practical during the beginning of lockdown. I joined one place 
and within two weeks it was closed. Thankfully I was still able to do 
my three practicums and I received the right support and finished on 
time.’ Priyanka also noticed the genuine care of the Excelsia teaching 
staff. ‘The lecturers made me feel at home and I stopped missing my 
family. The classes also started and closed in prayer. Although I’m not 
Christian, I could feel that energy in the class that it was a very safe 
space,’ Priyanka says.

We can’t wait to see where Priyanka ends up and we’re thrilled to 
have been a part of her journey.
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Karen Anson

Karen Anson graduated from Excelsia College with a 
Master of Music in 2019, with an interest in low flutes 
(flutes that play below the range of the standard 
orchestral C flute). For Karen, the desire to finish 
her degree at a smaller campus in person drew her 
to Excelsia, an environment that she describes as 
‘welcoming, supportive and community minded’.

‘I felt very welcomed from the start by the other students from the 
music department and staff. I enjoyed being a part of the practical 
shows and concert practice (cp’s) and as a master’s student I felt 
welcomed and happy to be the first to present a practice-led research 
thesis of Australian low flute repertoire,’ explains Karen. For nearly 
22 years Karen has been part of concert bands, first joining only six 
months after starting flute lessons! She performed with South Pacific 
Concert Band for over seven years and for the past two years has 
played with Camden Community band.
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Karen was working for the Department of Education as a primary 
school teacher when she first commenced her studies at Excelsia 
College. She had experience working as a conductor and tutor of 
woodwind and brass instruments within the public school system, but 
she was striving towards a lifelong goal. ‘The most motivation I had 
throughout the degree was the fact that I was completing a lifelong 
goal of becoming a music teacher. Some mantras I lived by throughout 
my studies are “never give up” and “follow your dreams” and I still carry 
these mantras with me to this day.’

Excelsia helped open doors for Karen to work within new school 
contexts. ‘Now, I teach a school wind band program through the 
Amadeus Music instrumental program within the Sydney Catholic 
Schools system, something I hadn’t done previously.’

One of Karen’s highlights during her time at Excelsia from 2017 to 2019 
was presenting and premiering two new Australian low flute pieces 
to the College community as part of her thesis, one of which has now 
been published through Middle C Music, who publish music scores. She 
performed this piece on flute (not alto flute) for the Band Association 
of New South Wales’ state solo contest in the open flute and piccolo 
section and was awarded first place!

She also premiered an alto flute piece for her last recital at Excelsia. 
‘Taking part in showcase nights as a master’s student alongside the 

undergraduate students is up there as one of my favourite times at the 
College,’ says Karen. ‘I had a wonderful small support group of friends 
and my fabulous flute teacher who totally believed in my abilities even 
when I didn’t, and they never let me settle for second-best or give up.’

  I had a wonderful small support 
group of friends and my fabulous  
flute teacher who totally believed in  
my abilities even when I didn’t, and  
they never let me settle for second-best 
or give up.  

Karen has been volunteering for The Metropolitan Orchestra (TMO) 
concerts since 2018 as her flute teachers are associated with the 
orchestra and she likes giving back to them and the orchestra. 

When hearing about Excelsia turning 40, Karen says, ‘I think it’s 
fantastic it’s been this many years. I loved the smaller College 
environment and getting to know everyone better. I hope Excelsia 
College keeps growing in the future!’
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Nada Appleby

It was the College’s commitment to delivering a 

Christian world view through coursework and 

reflective practice that first attracted Nada Appleby to 

a Master of Teaching (Secondary) at Excelsia College.

For Nada, the onsite workshops as part of the Master of Teaching 
(Secondary) course were a key highlight, as was the ability to study 
remotely with an online community. ‘The flexibility and support were 
wonderful, and the lecturers were highly relational and approachable 
and they clearly had a passion for Christian education which was 
inspiring. I feel so privileged to have met a variety of inspiring educators 
during my time at Excelsia. The staff were an unbelievable support 
during placement opportunities and lecturers displayed a gentle, 
relational approach, which is something I have tried to imitate in my own 
teaching style,’ she explains.
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  The flexibility and support were 
wonderful, and the lecturers were highly 
relational and approachable and they clearly 
had a passion for Christian education which 
was inspiring.  

‘It was wonderful to sit under quality teaching and reflect on educational 
theories through the lens of the Bible. The course gave me practical, 
lifelong skills in the area of critical reflection and the skills for bringing 
a Christian world view through my teaching practice. It is a flexible, 
relational and welcoming environment.’

Since graduating in 2018, Nada has been working as a secondary 
teacher at Calderwood Christian School in the Illawarra region of New 
South Wales and has enjoyed getting to know students and grow as a 
teacher. She has a passion for student wellbeing and has undertaken 
further counselling training to care more effectively for students. ‘I have 

a heart for pastoral care and in the future would like to support students 
and their families as they traverse the sometimes difficult terrain that 
adolescence brings,’ she explains. 

‘Excelsia College turning 40 is an incredible milestone! Excelsia should 
be proud of the way it has supported not just emerging educators but 
also students in all of their faculty areas.’
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Lusi Austin (nee Vuki)

Lusi Austin (nee Vuki) is one busy woman. She’s a 

musician, a scriptwriter, magazine article writer, vintage 

and retro shop owner, all whilst homeschooling her five 

children for the past 15 years and sharing about the 

journey on her website That Homeschool Life. 

Before all these pursuits, Lusi studied a Bachelor of Creative Arts in 
Drama at Excelsia College from 1999 to 2001. She was valedictorian and 
graduated in April 2002. Lusi remembers having a very real faith journey 
whilst at Excelsia College as she explains, ‘I had met Jesus in a real way 
only a year or two before I heard about Wesley Institute (now Excelsia 
College). At that time, I felt that studying in my chosen field whilst still 
learning about my new faith would be a great thing to combine.’

Amongst Lusi’s highlights during her time studying were the moments 
spent at the weekly Gathering service. ‘It was an amazing time for 
collective worship and encouragement. There were so many people in 
the one room from different faith backgrounds and faith expressions. 
There was something very sacred about that,’ says Lusi. She also relished 
her Old Testament and New Testament classes which she says have 

https://www.thathomeschoollife.com.au/?fbclid=IwAR3sjcRDtYgh_yJx_1yOdXF6QmgdRuAx3e9ZP0cXlgT1l3yvo9ZhiNMcPRE
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been formative as she’s continued with her life and faith post College. 
‘We were also blessed to have incredibly gifted lecturers who had lived 
experiences in our industry. They shared their knowledge with us and 
I am incredibly grateful to them for the instruction they gave me in the 
dramatic arts,’ says Lusi.

Lusi also found she developed her holistic wellbeing at the College. 
‘Spiritually, I had a solid foundation to stand on. Emotionally, I made 
some of the most incredible connections with friends, especially in the 
drama department. At that time, I had also moved out of home for the 
very first time so it gave me the confidence and opportunity to begin 
a new chapter of independence. I was equipped with knowledge and 
experiences that were invaluable to me as a young actor.’

  I felt that studying in my chosen field 
whilst still learning about my new faith 
would be a great thing to combine.  

College can be a time where students’ eyes are opened to confronting 
themes and new ideas and this was something Lusi explored in a 
play performed with her fellow classmates called Back From Nowhere 
which dealt with teen suicide. This play was toured to schools and the 
Opera House Studio. She also forged significant friendships with her 
drama peers, students in other subjects and her lecturers. She also 
met both her best friend and future husband Brett during those days 

of College nearly 23 years ago! Lusi was also living in Sydney whilst 
studying in 2000 at the time of the Sydney Olympics which she says 
was pretty special.

Fast forward 21 years since graduating and Lusi has written and 
published a children’s picture book called Jack’s Visit to Cowra, a story 
designed to inform children about the Cowra prisoner of war (POW) 
breakout in an accessible and easy to understand way. She is currently 
working on a novella. Lusi has also released a solo studio-recorded EP 
called Walking Contradiction. On top of that, she is currently producing a 
play called Intertwined which she wrote and will direct. 

On reflection of the College’s anniversary celebrations, Lusi says, 
‘Happy birthday Excelsia College! You keep a lovely little space in my 
mind and I am grateful for the chance to have attended. I appreciate 
learning about performance in a small College-style setting. I will 
always be grateful for those years.’
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Andrew Blackwell

After having been a partner in a chartered accounting 

firm for around 10 years, Andrew Blackwell made the 

decision to retrain as a teacher in 2009.  

As he was working full-time, Andrew needed to find an institution 
which would enable him to complete his Graduate Diploma of 
Education (Secondary) part-time, completely online, and also have 
faith integrated into the course. ‘I loved the fact that the College was 
a Christian educational institution, which was ideal given that I was 
being trained to be a Christian teacher,’ he explains.

Andrew found that studying the Graduate Diploma of Education 
(Secondary) provided him with a solid foundation in teaching 
fundamentals, as well as a unique Christian perspective that wouldn’t 
have been available in a secular institution. After finishing his studies in 
2013, the former accountant was well prepared to teach in a Christian 
setting and took up the role of Year 7 Home Room teacher at Pacific 
Hills Christian School. ‘I went from the accounting world where being 
overtly Christian was challenging, to being put in front of a class of 
students 12–13 years old, where sharing my Christian faith was both 
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encouraged and expected. I was able to apply what I had learned 
through my studies and to incorporate my Christian faith in the way I 
prepared lessons and taught students. I discovered how much I loved 
seeing people develop and grow in their faith,’ he explains.

The path God leads people down can often involve His preparation 
for something else, and Andrew’s two years of teaching experience 
in a Christian school proved to be brilliant missionary training. ‘I was 
only at Pacific Hills for a short time before my wife and I realised 
that God had something else planned for us. By mid-2015 we had 
moved to Bulgaria as missionaries with European Christian Mission, 
together with our four children.’ Over the past eight years, the couple 
have worked in an anti-human trafficking ministry, taught in a small 
missionary school, and walked alongside a Bulgarian couple in a 
whole-life, discipleship-based community development ministry, 
seeking transformation of Roma communities. Andrew and his wife 
are now helping to lead an international church and are involved in 
leadership and leader development in their mission organisation, 
European Christian Mission.

‘God has continually equipped us for the work He has called us to, 
from formal training (like the Graduate Diploma of Education), to 
negative training (having us sit under poor leadership), which gave 
us passion for helping to equip leaders to thrive in their leadership. 
There is no doubt that God used the College as a key part of 
equipping me for what He had planned for me,’ reflects Andrew.

   At the time, the College was well ahead 
of many other tertiary institutions, especially 
in relation to online learning.  

It has now been almost 10 years since Andrew completed his studies 
and he is happy to have been part of the College’s history as it 
celebrates 40 years this year. ‘At the time, the College was well ahead 
of many other tertiary institutions, especially in relation to online 
learning. It would have taken COVID-19 in its stride, even back then. 
As it celebrates its 40th birthday, I am looking forward to hearing 
about other ways that Excelsia has developed over this time,’ he says.
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Erica Brooks

In 1999, Excelsia College was the only Christian college 

in Australia offering graphic design courses. Erica Brooks 

was looking for a learning environment that offered her 

the ability to earn real world qualifications whilst studying 

graphic design in a faith-based environment. 

Enter Excelsia College which ticked all the boxes! Erica was able to immerse 
herself fully in the College experience as she studied onsite at Excelsia 
College’s old Drummoyne campus and lived in student housing in Leichhardt. 
‘I have a ton of fond memories! One of my favourite aspects was just how 
interdisciplinary we all were. All the departments mixed, we all knew each 
other, and there were so many opportunities to explore, express and develop 
different aspects of our creativity without feeling limited to one discipline. It 
was an enormously creative, collaborative environment,’ explains Erica. 

Erica uses the words ‘earnest, revolutionary and expectational’ to describe 
her experience at Excelsia. ‘The College was earnest in that it was founded on 
deep, authentic belief. This belief wasn’t just founded in God, but in the idea 
that creative individuals had a valuable place in Christian ministry – and this 
permeated College culture.’ Excelsia College’s founder David Johnston helped 
to shape this special culture and he still holds a special place in Erica’s heart. 
‘This man had ambitious vision, charismatic leadership, passion, and tenacity. 
The fact Excelsia exists in Australia is due to the pioneering work he did in this 
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field, creating a place for Christian liberal arts education in Australia 
where there was no previous tradition or history in the country. What 
he achieved was so impressive, and the learning environment David 
built was unique.’  

Excelsia College offered built-in theological components to their art 
degrees which included a year of Old Testament Survey, a year of New 
Testament Survey, and a year of Biblical Exegesis. ‘There were historical 
photos on the walls that charted the journey of Excelsia from its 
inception to the iteration I experienced. It evolved and developed over 
the years, and it was cool being part of that history,’ says Erica.  

  It was an enormously creative, 
collaborative environment.  

As a relatively small Christian liberal arts college, Erica believes the 
College was exceptional in terms of the quality of teaching staff and 
calibre of the courses. ‘The lecturers and educators in the arts and 
design faculty were practitioners with their own successful careers and 
many also taught at Sydney’s most prestigious design schools.’ Erica 
continues, ‘Our design training was robust and practical enough for me 
and many of my classmates to confidently transition into contract work 
in our final year, which was a great start to professional working life.’ 

During her time at Excelsia, Erica also experienced two big 
philosophical shifts, including learning to compete with herself instead 
of with others and embracing play and failure. ‘Coming from the 
standardised schooling system, I’d been raised to seek and compete for 
high marks. As I entered my third year of College, I made a conscious 
decision to leave that practice behind in favour of focusing on doing 
work I could genuinely say I was proud of. To my immense surprise, 
high marks were a byproduct,’ reflects Erica. 

Since finishing her studies in 2001, Erica has gone on to work all over 
the world in fields such as design, marketing, event production and 
executive management. She now works for a government innovation 
agency in Aotearoa New Zealand as an employee experience designer. 
‘I utilise participatory design to build a community-driven organisational 
culture focused around wellbeing, diversity, equity and inclusion,’ 
explains Erica. 

Whilst Erica’s life has led her outside the Christian faith, she remains 
grateful for her College education experience. ‘I hope every Excelsia 
student has educational experiences as formative and rich as my own.’ 
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Andy Chin

With a bachelor’s degree in science majoring in 

psychology already under his belt, Andy Chin found 

counselling to be the perfect fit for integrating 

Christian ministry. ‘Being a member of Wesley 

International Congregation, I knew of the then 

Wesley Institute (now Excelsia College) and its solid 

reputation, and I knew others who had studied there, 

so it made my decision easy.  

After I spent a season of seeking God in prayer, it was the right next 
step,’ explains Andy. In 1999, he took the plunge and enrolled in a 
Graduate Diploma of Counselling.

For many students it’s the little memories which stand out when 
they reflect on their time at a tertiary institution, and for Andy it’s no 
different. ‘I remember the little canteen run by a lovely Korean couple. 
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I enjoyed the chapel services. We had an awesome cohort in the 
counselling class which was stimulating. Our lecturers were relatable 
and predominantly engaging and insightful. It was also fun to engage 
occasionally with students and lecturers from other departments. I 
would describe the College as inspiring, creative and authentic.’ 

Andy also found that Excelsia provided him with solid foundations for 
incorporating Christian counselling in ministry. ‘I loved being able to 
understand how to interweave my university psychology studies with 
a grounded faith in Christ. The foundational theology component was 
helpful, insightful and encouraging.’ For Andy, his defining moment 
came in his Integrative Studies classes which sought to make sense of 
psychology and Christian faith. After graduating from Excelsia in 2001 
and with solid foundations laid, Andy practised counselling within 
a pastoral context. It was a year after graduating that Andy’s call to 
ministry became loud and clear and he went on to pursue further 
theological studies.

Today, Andy works as the Senior Pastor of Wesley International 
Congregation, Wesley Mission. The organisation holds a special place 

in Andy’s walk as he came to faith in this congregation and continued 
his journey, joining the staff team in 2001 as an intern and then as a 
pastor in 2004. Excelsia is pleased to continue this connection with 
Wesley International Congregation and since May 2022 the church 
has been using the College’s auditorium for worship services. Andy is 
also involved with various interdenominational ministries with a hope 
and desire to see collaborative gospel work locally and globally. 

  I would describe the College as inspiring, 
creative and authentic.  

When Andy found out that Excelsia is celebrating its 40th anniversary, 
he was very excited to see that the College has continued to grow from 
strength to strength. ‘I pray the Spirit of God may continue to pour out 
significant favour on this college and that it will continue to be a source 
of life and learning for generations to come for the gospel of Jesus! I look 
back fondly at these times and rejoice with you all!’



CELEBRATING 40 YEARS36

Alison Crooks

A desire to develop her communication skills, a better 

understanding of people’s mental health and her own 

mindset were the key motivators that led Alison Crooks 

to enrol in the Graduate Certificate in Counselling at 

Excelsia College.

Deciding to recommence her studies in 2020 as a mature age 
student was a daunting prospect for the mother of two. Alison was 
working as a Foundational Skills Lecturer within the Army Indigenous 
Development Program (AIDP) in Darwin, teaching literacy and 
numeracy skills to army trainee cohorts. 

Despite the new season of change, Alison was able to smoothly 
transition back into the study environment. ‘Excelsia offered so  
much support – there were workshops on how to do the assignments 
and lots of help if I needed it. I also had counselling from the free 
counsellors that Excelsia offered, as it helped me learn the skill  
of counselling.’ 
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Whilst Alison completed her course 100 per cent online, she 
appreciated being able to learn in real time, foster friendship with her 
peers and feel supported by her lecturers. ‘The students at Excelsia 
were some of the friendliest people I have met. I still have friends that 
I made during this course. There were a lot of people in the course 
who were in a similar situation to mine – they wanted to improve 
their position in their job or transition into a new line of work. I 
also found the teachers at Excelsia so amazing. They had practical 
knowledge of what it was like to work as a counsellor.’

In her studies, Alison not only learned how to counsel others, but also 
how to understand her own mind and way of thinking. ‘In the course 
we constantly practised our communication skills, not just what we 
say but how we say it. I’ve never really had that before. We are often 
too focused on learning information, but the Excelsia course really 
helped me apply the knowledge as well.’

After completing her studies in 2021, Alison moved into a more senior 
position within AIDP, working as a Program Coordinator and helping 
Indigenous recruits to meet army entry requirements. Alison has 
been able to see a direct correlation between the skills she learned in 
her study and in her interactions with others. ‘The skills I learned at 
Excelsia have been important in helping people deal with the stress 
that they experience coming into the course and any mental health 
or trauma issues they are dealing with. The skills I learned during this 
course will stay with me forever.’ As for describing Excelsia, she was 

attracted to the inclusive learning environment and describes the 
College as ‘loving, supported education’. 

  There were a lot of people in the 
course who were in a similar situation 
to mine – they wanted to improve their 
position in their job or transition into a 
new line of work.   

Alison also appreciated the intersection of faith within her studies. 
‘I think Excelsia has a really important place in teaching counselling 
that acknowledges and respects the role that religion has in helping 
people deal with their mental health issues.’ 
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Tracey Deal

With a daughter who was valedictorian at Excelsia 

College for the Bachelor of Dramatic Art, Tracey Deal 

had big shoes to fill when she enrolled in a Master of 

Educational Leadership at Excelsia College in 2017. 

Tracey had been working as an educator for many 

years and felt it was time to do further study to better 

equip herself for higher leadership positions within a 

school environment.  

The course’s emphasis on a Christian biblical world view and the 
flexibility of being able to start her studies at any point also appealed to 
Tracey. ‘I have known a lot about Excelsia College from a long time ago 
when it was Wesley Institute and, being creative arts focused, it was 
relevant to my life as a music teacher.’ Tracey is also passionate about 
developing students to reach their potential and she closely aligned 
with Excelsia College’s mission and ethos of making lifelong learners. ‘It 
is a friendly, dedicated and Christ-centred environment,’ says Tracey.

Tracey was one of only three students when she commenced her 
studies and was able to complete her whole course online even before 
online delivery became mandatory at the onset of the COVID-19 
lockdowns. ‘As I did my whole course online, I didn’t really have a 
lot of in-person interactions, but I found the lecturers for the course 
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extremely helpful. I also enjoyed getting to know new people from all 
over the country and world online.’

Tracey has been able to apply what she’s studied to her leadership-
based role as Principal of Penrith Christian School, a role she 
commenced in 2019, a year after graduating. ‘I believe God taught me 
to consider relevant and contemporary issues through a biblical world 
view, rather than just in a school setting. Studying at Excelsia College 
gave more meaning to the subjects I did as I was at a Christian school. 
I believe studying at Excelsia certainly helped me attain my goal of 
becoming school principal.’

   It is a friendly, dedicated and Christ-
centred environment.  

Whilst advancement within one’s career can be a daunting task, Tracey 
felt led by God and took comfort in her favourite Bible verse, Proverbs 
3:5–6, which says, ‘Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on 
your own understanding; in all your ways submit to him, and he will 
make your paths straight.’ Tracey has certainly learned to trust in Him 
as she reflects, ‘The words of the verses from Proverbs have been an 
encouraging and gentle reminder daily that my calling to educate is not 
fulfilling unless it is through relying on God at the same time.’
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Rabina Giri

Rabina Giri has been working as a Student Advisor at 

Excelsia College for the last year, but her association 

with the College began back in 2019 as a Master of 

Counselling student. 

Back home in Nepal, Rabina had studied a Bachelor of Social Work, 
and when she arrived in Australia she initially had a difficult time 
adjusting to study in a new country. ‘When I was a student, I wanted 
to change courses to a Master of Social Work because I was not doing 
well in my studies, however I did not give up and that one decision led 
to me having an amazing student experience.’

As a student, Rabina’s favourite things about the College included 
interacting with a diverse group of students across varied aged 
groups and the support provided by the academic staff. ‘I got to learn 
from mature students, as well as share my ideas as a young student. 
The academic staff were also very supportive of me throughout my 
learning process even when I had setbacks in the initial stage of 
starting my course.’
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Within the Master of Counselling course, students develop self-
awareness and reflection as they consider how to enhance the quality 
of their own professional practice, as well as their ongoing personal 
maturity. ‘Counselling sessions have been an immense support 
through this journey. As an international student, my mental health 
was taken care of, and I always had a safe place to go. The course not 
only prepares you to be a counsellor but also helps you gain insight 
into yourself and others. I have enjoyed every aspect of this course,’ 
says Rabina.

Rabina’s perseverance paid off and at the end of 2021 she completed 
her studies. Within a month upon finishing, Rabina had gone from 
student to member of the Student Acquisition team! ‘It all happened so 
quickly, and I was honoured to have this opportunity to join Excelsia as 
a staff member. I was warmly welcomed by all the staff members and 
my team has been extremely supportive through my learning.’

‘Excelsia has exceeded my expectations as both a student and staff 
member. I love being able to work within the College in this Student 
Advisor position. It was a surprise for me, and I took it because God 
wanted me to be here. I have learned to trust and have faith in God 
as I am loved and looked after.’

A helpful piece of advice Rabina has taken from Excelsia College is ‘to 
always remember that my voice matters and to speak up. I was also 
encouraged to continue my studies by my counsellor; I learned to 
never give up.’ We’re so pleased that Rabina can continue her journey 
at Excelsia College and can’t wait to see her blossom further.

  Excelsia has exceeded my 
expectations as both a student and 
staff member. I love being able to work 
within the College in this Student  
Advisor position.  

‘It feels great to be a part of the College and having spent years 
on campus while studying the College already feels like home. 
Graduating from a college with such a rich history and years of 
experience in education allows me to be assured of the quality 
Excelsia College holds. Getting to be a part of this milestone feels like 
I am also going to be part of the history we are creating for the future 
when we become a university college,’ explains Rabina.
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Dr Neil Harris

Imagine a young man from the western suburbs 

of Sydney, with only a trade background and an 

undiagnosed learning issue. Dr Neil Harris felt the 

odds were stacked against him when he became 

interested in studying counselling with a Christian 

world view. The year was 1994 and Neil knew of 

Excelsia College thanks to his brother Graham Harris 

(former manager at Wesley Mission). 
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Despite not having any undergraduate qualifications, Neil was 
encouraged by Graham to apply anyway. Thanks to his independent 
studies in counselling, Neil was overjoyed to receive entry into the 
Graduate Diploma of Counselling and begun his studies in 1995. 

For Neil, his defining moment at Excelsia College was simply in the 
support provided by his lecturers, even if he didn’t always see what 
he was capable of. ‘My lecturers had the capacity to see the raw gifts 
that could be honed into an effective therapist. God works through 
the relationship as much as He works through the education.’ Neil 
describes the College as ‘a lifeboat, life-changing and life-giving’ and 
saw what education could do in the formation of the person. ‘Excelsia 
sees its task of preparing the individual for whatever service God 
has in store for them. The College also gave me an introduction to 
the value of seeing ministry broader than full-time pastoral ministry. 
Because of the College’s emphasis on helping the disadvantaged, my 
eyes were opened to see the value of social working therapy.’ 

After graduating, Neil was employed by a local church to plant and 
start a counselling service in the community. ‘Excelsia was central 
in preparing me to know how to work at the coalface of community 
therapy from a Christian world view,’ he explains. Neil was so 
passionate about his studies and the College that he returned to 
Excelsia to study the Master of Counselling, graduating in 2005. 

‘Excelsia was an excellent counselling school. I am forever changed 
and free because Excelsia believed in and backed a vision.’

Neil was later employed by Morling College as the Associate Dean 
of Counselling for 13 years. His educational qualifications translated 
into the North American education system, which allowed him to 
undertake doctorate studies at Eastern University in Pennsylvania. 
Now he is running a full-time private practice on the Central Coast of 
New South Wales. He also provides training seminars, pastoral and 
clinical supervision, and mentoring to new therapists. 

  Excelsia was central in preparing 
me to know how to work at the coalface 
of community therapy from a Christian 
world view.  

As Neil reflects on the College’s 40th anniversary, he says, ‘I am 
grateful that the College still operates and interplays education with 
a relational focus as key to student formation. I feel proud that I am a 
small part of the College’s history and grateful that it seeks to function 
within a Christian framework. I am hopeful for what the College might 
do in the future in creating leaders in our current society.’
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Vonnie Ho

Vonnie Ho has travelled a winding road in her pursuit to 

becoming a counsellor, juggling family expectations and 

changing courses. Working part-time in the hospitality 

industry whilst studying a Bachelor of Business exposed 

Vonnie to a diverse range of individuals and hearing her 

colleagues and customers past experiences, traumas, 

and family history ultimately affirmed her decision to 

become a counsellor. 

Vonnie decided to commit to this dream in 2019 when she 
commenced her Master of Counselling at Excelsia College. Fast 
forward to May 2022 and she enjoyed graduating with her cohort at 
Wesley Mission Conference Centre!

Vonnie was attracted to Excelsia because she wanted to learn 
counselling theory not only from a clinical world view, but also a Christian 
world view. ‘The diversity of the community in Excelsia College gives us 
the opportunity to make friends and connections with students within 
not only the counselling school but also other schools. At the same 
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time, the small classes allowed us to build strong relationships with our 
peers. The staff members such as student support and the chaplain 
organise a lot of activities, chapel services and Bible studies which 
create a caring and supportive environment for the student’s learning in 
College.’ As a Christian, Vonnie enjoyed getting involved in the College’s 
Bible study and also answering questions from her classmates who 
were exploring Christianity. ‘I felt very encouraged by my peers and also 
enjoyed the time to pray together and reading God’s Word,’ she explains.

During her time at Excelsia, Vonnie was trained with different 
counselling skills, had placement experience in the field and received 
one-on-one confidential counselling on campus as part of her course. 
‘This gave me a great opportunity to foster my personal growth as 
a counsellor.’ Now, Vonnie is working with immigrants, using her 
multilingual abilities to relate to clients in English, Chinese and Malay, 
as well as working in one of the biggest psychiatric hospitals in 
Australia, with an Employee Assistance Program company and also 
running her own private practice. 

One of Vonnie’s favourite quotes is by Henri J. M. Nouwen which 
says, ‘Be surprised by joy, be surprised by the little flower that shows 
its beauty in the midst of a barren desert, and be surprised by the 
immense healing power that keeps bursting forth like springs of 
freshwater from the depth of our pain.’ Vonnie explains, ‘I trust that 
each and every experience of our life shapes us for who we are and 
they are all different gifts of God. Sometimes we may have difficult 
feelings around, and that’s how it makes us human, the experiences 
in joy and trials walking with God.’ 

Part of Excelsia College’s values are to exemplify the life of Christ 
in our commitments, actions and in our relationships, and it is this 
community which Vonnie describes as ‘Christ-like, inclusive and 
authentic’. Vonnie is reminded of God’s faithfulness, both in the good 
times and the bad times, also reflected through her favourite Bible 
verse Romans 8:28 which says, ‘And we know that in all things God 
works for the good of those who love him, who have been called 
according to his purpose.’ Vonnie explains, ‘This verse reminds me 
again of how God is faithful to each and every one of us, whether in 
good times or bad times. We can trust that God still loves us even if 
living in difficult times or uncertainties.’ 

  The diversity of the community in 
Excelsia College gives us the opportunity 
to make friends and connections with 
students within not only the counselling 
school but also other schools. 

‘I’m so proud and thrilled that Excelsia College is turning 40 this year! 
It’s been such a joy to see many students and alumni become leading 
professionals in many industries. I’m blessed to have graduated 
from Excelsia College and looking forward to seeing Excelsia College 
continue to shine the light!’
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Kristie Hood (nee Bennett)

Kristie Hood (nee Bennett) began a Bachelor of 

Creative Arts (Dance) at Excelsia College in 2003 and 

graduated in 2006. For Kristie, her standout memory 

from her days at Excelsia was the friendly atmosphere 

of the College.

‘I remember so clearly the feeling of meeting people on the grassy 
knoll, chatting with dancers, musicians and drama students. There 
was such a welcoming feeling. It was like stepping into the right place 
at the right time. It was such a gift studying at Excelsia and being 
there is still some of the best memories and experiences in my life.’

Kristie also felt the Excelsia community was one of affirmation.  
‘I was so fortunate to learn from talented lecturers. The community 
of people that poured into my life and helped shape me as a 
person – lecturers and friends alike – have still been a source of 
encouragement and support.’
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She also shared amazing life experiences with treasured friends, 
such as dancing for Laura Beth Warne, Elise Smith, Victoria Tow, Jane 
Setiati and Katrina Carter. In her second year, she went on a dance 
tour to Adelaide with Hannah Cooper and during her third year, she 
travelled to the US on a dance tour and auditioned for Ad Deum Dance 
Company. ‘Learning about spiritual warfare was life-changing, as was 
learning how to step into my spiritual gifts. Jazz class, Biblical Studies 
and Spiritual Emphasis Camp were all part of the experience of God 
carrying me and pouring His purpose into my life,’ she explains.

Excelsia helped Kristie prepare for life beyond College by being ‘a 
flame of inspiration, excellence and hope for good things. Even in 
what seem like dark places, Excelsia has given me a light to share. 
That light has always been a blessing to others.’ Kristie is reminded of 
the responsibility she has to keep sharing what she was fortunate to 
learn at Excelsia. ‘I would describe Excelsia as God’s gifts, the Arts.’

In 2008, Kristie decided to continue her learning with a Graduate 
Diploma in Secondary Teaching. Since graduating in 2010, she has 
gone on to work as the relieving Head Teacher of CAPA (Creative and 
Performing Arts) at Orara High School in Coffs Harbour. She is also 
married with three children and trains at F45 for fitness, as well as for 
sanity! On top of that, she dances at a local studio once a week and 
takes part in dance opportunities around her busy family schedule.

  Even in what seem like dark places, 
Excelsia has given me a light to share. 
That light has always been a blessing  
to others. 

Kristie is excited for the College’s 40th anniversary as she reflects, 
‘Although there is no longer a dance program and studio that exist, 
the treasure will be carried in my heart and spirit. Happy 40th 
anniversary, Excelsia College! I hope the fruits of your labour help  
fill our world with equipped and spirit-filled people.’
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Marti Ibrahim

After working as a lawyer for a year, Marti Ibrahim 

realised her passion wasn’t for the legal system; it 

was for the stage. She literally made a ‘dramatic’ 

career change when she commenced her Bachelor 

of Dramatic Art, majoring in Theatre Practice at 

Excelsia College. ‘I had always loved the theatre and 

had already done some theatre-related study at 

tertiary level,’ explains Marti. In 2009, she was living 

in Canberra and heard a radio advertisement for the 

College’s drama program. Marti applied to audition 

and the rest is history!
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Despite graduating 12 years ago, Marti remains connected to the 
Excelsia community. ‘I love the people I met and I am still friends with 
many of my fellow students, and I enjoy staying in touch with teachers 
and mentors who helped me develop my craft.’ For Marti, the College 
was ‘a community, creative and faith-based’. She continues, ‘As a 
student, you’d be hard-pressed to find such a warm and encouraging 
community at any other tertiary institution; and that is the thing that 
made my time at Excelsia so special.’ 

  The College values have really 
helped me to stay grounded and 
anchored in life as an artist, especially 
when things get tough.  

Performing on stage is among Marti’s key highlights whilst at Excelsia, 
including playing Wang the Waterseller in Bertolt Brecht’s The Good 
Woman of Setzuan, directing 27 Wagons Full of Cotton for her theatre 
project, and being awarded the Wesley Institute Arts Award and drama 
award at graduation (which she explains as totally unexpected!).

Excelsia College is proud to educate its students within a Christian 
lens and it is this spiritual grounding which Marti has found 
particularly helpful in her professional career. ‘The College values 

have really helped me to stay grounded and anchored in life as an 
artist, especially when things get tough,’ explains Marti. The creative is 
now living in Melbourne and works full-time in the public service and 
performs in/directs three to four theatre shows per year.

Upon reflection of Excelsia College’s 40th celebrations this year, Marti 
laughs as it coincides with her birthday of the same age! She explains, 
‘1983 was a great year, but in all seriousness, it is a testament to the 
strength of the community that the College has reached this milestone. 
Here’s to another 40 years (and more) of continued success!’
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Sanjeeb Kafle

Excelsia College is proud to welcome students from 

all over the world and Sanjeeb Kafle holds the title as 

the first international student to graduate from the 

School of Business! The Nepalese-born student made 

the journey to Australia to complete his Master of 

Business (Research) towards the end of 2017. Having 

studied his Master of Management (International) in 

the UK, Sanjeeb was very interested in the research 

program offered by Excelsia.
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Studying at a tertiary institution is daunting for anyone, and even 
more so for an international student who must adjust to a different 
language and cultural customs, form new relationships and make a 
home away from home. For Sanjeeb, Excelsia’s small class size and 
easy access to research supervisors helped to make his transition a 
smooth one. ‘I found my teachers very helpful at each and every step 
when I needed support. Most of the staff were also very friendly and 
welcoming,’ says Sanjeeb.

Throughout his Master of Business (Research), Sanjeeb was able 
to acquire quantitative research skills and develop a research 
mindset. He was also given the opportunity to work as a casual 
teaching assistant for a semester during his time as a student. He 
further developed his craft when he received a $5,000 grant from 
the College to conduct additional research after completing his 
studies. ‘My research was about workplace spirituality promoting 
employee flourishing and employee innovativeness in the workplace. 
My paper also explored if servant leadership moderated the above 
relationships.’ Sanjeeb is thankful for these skills he has developed as 
he explains, ‘Whichever industry I join, I can practise these business 

research skills and other much-needed skills for the twenty-first 
century.’ Sanjeeb is now prospecting the right journal to publish his 
research, so watch this space! 

  I found my teachers very helpful 
at each and every step when I needed 
support.  

Since completing his studies, Sanjeeb returned to Nepal in 2020 and 
turned his hands to establishing his own business. ‘So far I have been 
successful in this endeavor and have become able to secure enough 
support except the investment from interested investors.’

We are proud of our alumni such as Sanjeeb who are going out into 
the world and practically applying their skills. Despite being in Nepal, 
Sanjeeb still feels an affinity with the College and hopes its journey 
will be long and prosperous. ‘Despite the fact that I might leave the 
world when I reach maybe 100 or so, I hope Excelsia will be there in 
the world to carry on the legacy for many years to come.’
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Maja Karundeng (nee van Dijk)

Maja Karundeng (nee van Dijk) was in the last cohort 

to complete the Bachelor of Dance at Excelsia College, 

then Wesley Institute, graduating in May 2012. Prior 

to commencing her bachelor’s degree she had been 

studying an advanced diploma at C3 Bible College 

when she heard about the possibility of Excelsia 

through one of her teachers. After completing her 

advanced diploma, she was able to use credits to 

cover the first year of units for the Bachelor of Dance. 
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Amongst Maja’s standout memories of Excelsia were the relationships 
she formed over her two-year experience. ‘The greatest experience 
of being part of Excelsia was the friendships I made and the teachers 
I learned from. I still have those connections today and am so 
thankful for all that I learned and whom I met. As a student I learned 
to balance life, while learning from some of the best teachers in the 
industry.’ She was also part of the Student Representative Council 
(SRC), which helped to provide an internal community. Being part of 
the SRC meant, as an international student, she could really engage 
and develop relationships with students from other departments to 
feel at home.

Maja describes Excelsia as a place of ‘excellence and passion in 
education’. She continues to say, ‘Excelsia helped prepare me by 
drilling technique, commitment, and a need for excellence. I feel 
that due to the development and training I received, I have been 
able to master a lot of things in life that I didn’t have the skill set for 
previously. It strengthened me as a dancer and a person.’

Although she was already part of a church community during 
her time at Excelsia, Maja enjoyed undertaking classes in the Old 
Testament and the New Testament. She has continued to walk with 
God after graduating and considers Joshua 24:15 a helpful Bible 
verse, which says, ‘But if serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, 
then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether 
the gods your ancestors served beyond the Euphrates, or the gods 

of the Amorites, in whose land you are living. But as for me and my 
household, we will serve the Lord.’ As she unpacks this verse, Maja 
says, ‘I find that everyone is struggling with something in life and 
most, if not all people, just seek to be loved. So why don’t we do that, 
without prejudice or strings attached? When we truly love, that’s when 
we truly display God’s goodness and grace.’

  The greatest experience of being part 
of Excelsia was the friendships I made 
and the teachers I learned from.  

Since graduating, Maja continues using her passion for dance both 
as a pastime and as a teacher. She currently works as a People and 
Culture Coordinator in the not-for-profit sector. As for celebrating 
Excelsia’s 40th anniversary, Maja says, ‘So exciting to hear about the 
40th anniversary. Go Excelsia!’
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Na Ri Kim

Na Ri Kim is an experienced piano teacher, organist 

and music theory teacher originally from South Korea. 

After developing a love for music as a young child, Na 

Ri studied music and learned the organ at university. 

Whilst studying, she also performed in numerous 

concerts as a soloist and accompanist. She migrated 

to Australia after she got married in 1998 and found 

out about Excelsia College (then Wesley Institute) 

as she was looking to learn music from a Christian 

perspective. She enrolled in a Bachelor of Music in 

2001 and completed her studies in 2003. 



CELEBRATING 40 YEARS 55

Na Ri Kim

Alum
ni story 17

When reflecting on her experience at Excelsia College, Na Ri uses the 
words ‘warm, challenging but full of smiles’. One challenge that Na 
Ri was able to overcome was grasping the English language. ‘Excelsia 
helped me with my English skills that are needed to live in a foreign 
country as an immigrant. Secondly, it has created a base for me to 
continue studying up until receiving a master’s degree.’ During the 
challenging times, Na Ri dwelled on God’s word and in particular 
Philippians 4:13 which says, ‘I can do everything through him who 
gives me strength.’ She explains, ‘When I was a student, I had a 
20-month-old baby, was an international student and had to work 
and study at the same time. It was something that could never have 
been done without the power of God. The words from Philippians 
gave me strength when I was tired every day. Now this baby is a 
23-year-old man. All this happened by God’s grace.’

Whilst at College, Na Ri had many opportunities to play with the choir 
and concert practice as an accompanist. She also did the musical West 
Side Story in 2002, as well as played organ in Wesley Mission Sunday 
night service for three years. After graduating, Na Ri took a job with 
Excelsia College and is still here 20 years later! She reminisces on 
some special highlights throughout her two decades working at the 
College, including travelling overseas with the Wesley Institute choir 
on concert tours between 2009 and 2013. The choir visited Europe 
three times, Asia once and the US once.  

  When reflecting on her experience 
at Excelsia College, Na Ri uses the words 
‘warm, challenging but full of smiles’.  

Alongside working at the College, Na Ri also works at a music school 
within the Korean community and as a private piano teacher. She 
is also music director of a musical company called AKTC (Australia 
Korean Theatre Company). 

Na Ri is full of joy for the College as it celebrates this milestone year 
and says, ‘I am so happy that Excelsia College is turning 40 this year. I 
hope this College becomes bigger and even more successful than it is 
right now.’
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Ruth Kost

Ruth Kost decided to enrol in the Bachelor of Music at 

Excelsia College in 2011 after realising her calling for 

playing piano. From the get-go, she found Excelsia’s 

environment very welcoming. ‘I felt like everybody – 

both staff and students – wanted to help each other 

succeed,’ explains Ruth.
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Throughout her time at Excelsia, Ruth loved the opportunities 
to perform not only her instrument, but also to branch out into 
ensembles including choir. ‘Being a classical pianist, I would spend 
most of my time alone practising my instrument and performing 
solo. Choir was the first time I was able to perform with other 
musicians and I discovered a love for it.’ Ruth was able to take the 
‘Choir Tour’ subject and travelled to Europe where she performed 
in different countries, as well as a choir competition in Vienna 
where Excelsia placed second. The choir also performed with the 
Strathfield Symphony Orchestra (Beethoven’s 9th Symphony and 
Bach’s Mass in B Minor). ‘These experiences helped me to develop a 
deeper understanding and interpretation of music, which I now use 
to help guide my own students.’ Excelsia also provided Ruth with the 
opportunity to perform at various locations she had never played 
before such as the Sydney Opera House and Balmain Presbyterian, as 
well as prepare and perform in numerous recitals at the College.

Excelsia also helped Ruth feel more comfortable in her Christian 
faith and in her knowledge that other people share similar beliefs. 
Her favourite Bible verse is Deuteronomy 31:6 which says, ‘Do not be 
afraid or terrified because of them, for the Lord your God goes with 
you; he will never leave you nor forsake you.’ 

After graduating from the Bachelor of Music in 2015, Ruth decided 
to further her studies and began her Master of Music at the College 

that same year. She wasn’t exactly sure what her end goal was going 
to be; she just knew she wanted to keep studying music. During her 
master’s, she studied part-time and began teaching piano, which she 
enjoyed more and more. 

  These experiences helped me to 
develop a deeper understanding and 
interpretation of music, which I now use 
to help guide my own students.  

Since graduating in 2020, Ruth has gone on to become a full-time 
piano teacher. Her favourite part of teaching is seeing her students’ 
joy when they realise they can finally tackle a difficult passage or 
grasp a technique they hadn’t been able to before. ‘Not only do I get 
to spend my time working with music, but I also have the privilege of 
teaching some hilarious kids as well. Kids have such an amazing sense 
of humour and I try to make my lessons as enjoyable as possible so 
they will grow to love the piano and music as much as I do.’

Reflecting on the College turning 40, Ruth says, ‘Excelsia has come a 
long way from when I started back in 2011. In my nine years studying, 
I have not only seen it grow into a more nurturing community but 
also improve its quality of education.’
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Yannick Lawry

Yannick Lawry has tried a few different careers 

throughout his lifetime, firstly studying law and French 

in his home country of the UK, and also formally 

training in acting in the UK where he worked as a 

voice-over artist, radio broadcaster and actor.   

Yannick eventually moved to Australia and forged a career in acting 
here for some 15 years. After finding out about the Commonwealth 
Supported Places (CSP) Excelsia was offering for its Graduate 
Certificate in Counselling, Yannick decided to dip his toes into 
counselling. He already knew about Excelsia College, having 
rehearsed for stage shows on campus, and he had met with other 
actors who trained at the College. ‘I already knew Excelsia College’s 
values were Christian, but the College accepts that most people have 
a secular world view and doesn’t push its Christian world view, while 
at the same time it’s not ashamed of it. That’s why I thought I’d study 
at Excelsia,’ explains Yannick.
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Yannick studied his Graduate Certificate in Counselling completely 
online and his eyes were opened to the world of counselling. He then 
decided to enrol in the Graduate Diploma of Counselling and was 
set to be on campus but had to complete his studies via distance 
learning due to the COVID-19 pandemic. ‘Despite the online learning, 
I felt a great sense of community through my learning and with my 
peers. Being part of group therapy classes online was a very special 
experience. I felt really supported by the lecturers and the other 
students in the room. I felt like I learned great skills that are going 
to put me in a good place to offer counselling to groups and online 
which a lot of people want in our post-COVID-19 times.’

In May 2022, Yannick graduated from the Graduate Diploma of 
Counselling and topped the class as valedictorian! ‘After I graduated 
with my graduate diploma, I decided I loved studying so much that I 
continued on to the Master of Counselling. I also wanted to get more 
experience on the ground in counselling within Excelsia and with other 
students because I take the practice of counselling very seriously.’ 

‘Integrity, exacting and encouraging are the words I would use to 
describe Excelsia. In this midway space between having graduated 
once, to having more advanced qualifications in a year’s time, what 
I’ve come to appreciate about Excelsia is that there seems to be a 
desire to help students and a desire for these bonds to continue 
even after graduation. I know lecturers are very happy to share their 
knowledge, expertise and give their time to students when they’re 
facing difficulties. Particularly in the world of counselling, you might 

need to talk about difficult approaches or tricky clients and so far I’ve 
only found people’s doors to be open, which has been very helpful in 
learning with the day-to-day problems of trying to be a counsellor,’ 
reflects Yannick.

In between studying, Yannick leads a full life, working as a 
professional voice-over artist, director of Studio Under The Stairs, and 
co-owner of Clock and Spiel Productions alongside fellow Excelsia 
alumnus Hailey McQueen. God willing, Yannick will graduate with his 
Master of Counselling in May 2024.  

When he considers Excelsia’s 40-year milestone, Yannick is slightly 
jealous that the College is younger than himself but is proud of the 
values it holds. ‘I think it’s wonderful that this institution holds to a 
Christian world view yet seeks to meet people where they are in this 
world, which isn’t always an easy place to live, work and play. I hope 
that Excelsia can be around for another 40 years to come.’
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Jess Looyen

Jess Looyen commenced the Bachelor of Dramatic Art 

at Excelsia College in 2019 after being attracted to the 

Christ-centred learning environment and flexibility to 

tailor the degree to her goals. 

‘Excelsia prides itself on being a Christian college and teaching with 
those values and principles at its core. Secondly, the fact that Excelsia 
brought in industry professionals allowed me to focus on my passions,’ 
explains Jess. She appreciated the smaller size of the College compared 
to other tertiary instutions as she felt each student was cared for and 
the smaller class sizes allowed staff to build strong relationships with 
their students. ‘The College is unique, relational and equipping. During 
my time, we regularly did community events which meant I got to know 
students from not only my course but the entire College,’ explains Jess. 

Whilst she chose to major in theatre practice, Jess was also exposed to 
different areas of creative and performing arts including production 
practice and performance practice. Jess’s key highlights include stage 
managing Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night and the Bachelor of Dramatic 
Art graduate show The Book of Everything. She also got to turn her hand 
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to costume design for the third-year independent project Acting Out 
2021 and performed in James and the Giant Peach, Shorts and Songs for 
a New World: A Musical during her second year. ‘I have fond moments of 
doing pre-show routines with my cast, which was so much fun. I loved 
bringing joy to those watching.’  

The strong sense of community and teacher support meant that Jess’s 
confidence grew as she worked with a variety of people and put skills 
that she’d learned at College into practice. ‘I was better prepared when 
challenges and different situations arose once I left College,’ she says. 
Excelsia College also helped Jess to get her foot in the door to work as a 
children’s ministry worker for Quiz Worx, a Christian organisation that 
shares the good news of the Bible through performing creative live 
shows to schools. ‘This is not what I had in mind when I left Excelsia, but 
God has used all the skills I learned there to grow His kingdom and teach 
kids about Jesus in fun and creative ways,’ explains Jess. She made the 
move to Brisbane to commence this role in January 2022 and in her first 
week was tasked with making a puppet! Having to make her own props, 
sew and putting together documents was all made that bit easier due to 
her exposure to stage management, theatre practice studies and skills 
using a sewing machine. In her degree she also gained basic exposure 
to lighting and filming which has proved very resourceful for putting 
together Quiz Worx videos and setting up sound equipment.  

Within her own faith journey, Jess has a number of favourite Bible 
verses including Matthew 6:33–34 which says, ‘Seek first his kingdom 
and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. 

Therefore, do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry 
about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.’    

   The College is unique, 
relational and equipping.  
Since graduating in 2021, Jess has remained a part of the wider Excelsia 
community and enjoys connecting with present and past students. 
‘Reflecting about my time at Excelsia and how it shaped me and getting 
to say I’m part of the wider College community means I can celebrate 
this milestone as well.’  
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Tracey McKenzie

Combining her passions for teaching and dance and 

being able to juggle overseas work and study was 

what attracted Tracey McKenzie to Excelsia College 

when she commenced her Master of Teaching 

(Secondary) in 2019.

‘I chose to study at Excelsia as it allowed me the flexibility of travelling 
and working overseas while completing my studies in my own 
time, with no locked in online weekly classes to attend and content 
delivered up front so you could work through the course at your 
own pace,’ explains Tracey. At the time she commenced her studies, 
Tracey was working as a professional dancer with contracts including 
Moulin Rouge in Paris, Benidorm Palace in Spain and Carnival Cruise 
Line, a role she had been doing for twenty years. ‘I didn’t always have 
a goal to work overseas, however getting paid to travel and do what I 
loved was a dream. I started studying for my degree while I was away 
on contracts as a plan for after my dancing career.’
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Due to completing the course 100 per cent remotely, Tracey missed 
out on College experiences such as socialising with fellow classmates 
and teachers, attending Bible studies, chapel and onsite functions. 
Despite the distance, Tracey still found the College to be flexible, 
understanding and nurturing. ‘I always felt included as a valued 
student and part of the Excelsia community. I must give credit to all 
the teachers that checked in on me and took a genuine interest in my 
teaching specialty and professional career in dance. I could not have 
completed the course without their support,’ Tracey reflects.

Alongside her professional dance career, Tracey found content and 
coursework both relevant and relatable. ‘I was studying subjects 
such as “leadership, creativity and innovation” and “transformation 
in education”. In my first year of teaching, I found myself referring 
to teaching strategies and leadership tools I had learned during my 
time at Excelsia when I was managing casts of dancers and singers. 
These tools allowed me to successfully facilitate maximum growth of 
performers throughout the contracts and also ensured the cast stayed 
positive and motivated to achieve their own goals. Excelsia enabled 
me to see the value of my own skills I had acquired through dancing 
and apply them in an education setting, which is one of the greatest 
benefits I have found that assisted me through transitioning careers.’

Despite not coming from a Christian background, studying through 
a Christian framework at Excelsia College realigned Tracey with her 

core values in cultivating compassion and understanding, while also 
practising daily acts of gratitude. ‘I learned to trust not only in myself 
but the process, believing that the universe will provide me with the 
right tools in times of need and giving me purpose in my life once 
again,’ she explains.

  I always felt included as a valued 
student and part of the Excelsia 
community.   

Tracey completed her Master of Teaching (Secondary) in December 
2021 and now teaches dance at Strathmore Secondary College in 
Melbourne and works at VETASSESS as an associate assessor under 
arts and education. 

Tracey is excited that Excelsia College will celebrate its birthday 
this year as she says, ‘40 years is a wonderful achievement and it is 
inspiring to see how much the College has grown over the years. In 
successfully integrating faith with a supportive learning environment, 
Excelsia College is pushing boundaries and forging the paths for the 
next generation. The College has made a positive impact on thousands 
of graduates, including myself, in helping to achieve goals and I look 
forward to seeing where Excelsia College takes education in the future.’
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Hailey McQueen  
(nee Barrett)
Hailey McQueen (nee Barrett) studied her Bachelor of 

Creative Arts (Theatre Performance) from 2000 to 2002 

and graduated in 2003 as valedictorian. Twenty years on 

and she is still firmly connected with Excelsia College! 

Hailey knew she wanted to study acting after finishing school 
but to pursue her dreams she had to make the move from her 
hometown on the South Coast of New South Wales. ‘When a family 
friend recommended the College and after I attended an open 
day, I knew it was the place for me. I was drawn to the Christian 
environment, the caring and close-knit community, and the practical 
and comprehensive outline of the theatre performance course,’ 
says Hailey. Hailey describes the experience as ‘nothing short of life 
changing’ and became inspired by her lecturers who genuinely cared 
for and championed their students. ‘They created a safe environment 
for learning and personal development with lashings of grace that 
made me feel safe and valued. Their masterful example of driven, 
focused, and dedicated creative process helped me grow and 
introduced me to new ways of seeing the world. They continue to 



CELEBRATING 40 YEARS 65

Alum
ni story 22

inspire me as an artist to approach my practice with excellence and 
empathy,’ explains Hailey.

Finding friendships when you’ve left your family and friends behind 
are essential and Hayley found deep and defining relationships. 
‘Spending three years in close community with people who share a 
deep affinity with each other is rare and precious. I am so grateful for 
my classmates and the time we spent creating, laughing, and growing 
together – they have become family.’ Some of Hailey’s key highlights 
include naps and chats in the sun on the ‘grassy knoll’ at the College’s 
Drummoyne campus.

During her time as a student, Hailey was gifted with opportunities to 
build skills in leadership and creative collaboration. ‘I was encouraged 
in my spiritual formation and inspired to explore my own unique 
creative practice in a safe environment. It has allowed me to 
become a “maker”, to solve problems, make headway on personally 
meaningful goals, and complete challenging projects with humility 
and empathy.’ Since graduating, Hailey has worked in a number 
of roles, from acting across the stage and screen to working as a 
producer and director for independent shows across Sydney. She is 
also co-founder and artistic director of Clock and Spiel Productions. 
For Hailey, however, one of her greatest roles has been lecturing in 
the drama department at Excelsia for the past 15 years. ‘It’s a privilege 
to work alongside the students, advocating for them as unique artists 
and encouraging them in their creative endeavours.’  

  I was drawn to the Christian 
environment, the caring and close-
knit community, and the practical and 
comprehensive outline of the theatre 
performance course.  

When reflecting on the College turning 40, Hailey’s attention turns 
to those that have gone before and paved the way for this landmark 
occasion to be reached, including David Johnston, whose vision for a 
creative arts college set it all in motion. ‘Their creativity, tenacity and 
sacrifice in building such a vision, through the highs and lows, is to 
be honoured and celebrated. We would not have such a life-defining 
education and community without them. They built a strong community, 
a family of people who are still cheering each other on today.’
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Sasha Miloslavskaya

For Sasha Miloslavskaya, finding an inclusive and 

warm community was important when deciding where 

to study a Master of Counselling. Having originally 

worked full-time, she also liked the idea of weekend 

classes and face-to-face learning when studying a 

relational and human-centred course. 

‘Being at Excelsia felt like home. I really enjoyed being both a student 
and a staff member. Excelsia has a wonderful atmosphere; one always 
feels supported, heard and loved. The spirit of Excelsia is that of 
generosity, kindness, inclusiveness and possibility. I have made friends 
for life and met many like-minded people, amongst both students and 
staff. I miss Excelsia dearly and look forward to the opportunity to give 
back in any way I can, when I can.’ 

When describing Excelsia, Sasha uses the words ‘future, love and 
friendship’, special qualities unique to Excelsia College with its smaller 
class sizes and the individual and unique journeys each of our students 
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go on. Studying counselling encourages individuals to assess not 
only others but also themselves and be vulnerable, something Sasha 
learned the value of. ‘The most important thing I have learned was that 
it is okay to ask for help. I have also learned that it is important to have 
the right support – people you can depend and rely on in your life. And 
last, but not least, I learned the value of friendship and treating people 
with kindness.’

    The spirit of Excelsia is that of 
generosity, kindness, inclusiveness  
and possibility.   

Since graduating, Sasha has set up a private practice and founded 
HERE4U Counselling & Psychotherapy to help people in need who feel 
lost and need a life-compass, and those from CALD (culturally and 
linguistically diverse) communities. She identifies as a CALD therapist. ‘I 
purposefully offer a sliding scale to help those less fortunate and also 
take pro-bono cases where appropriate.It is evident that Sasha has a 
real heart for people and wants to do meaningful work. ‘I would love 
to find a rewarding job where people are what matters, and a person-
centred approach leads the way. My dream is to have a rewarding job 
helping children and young people learn about who they are and how 
they can feel safe and regulated in everyday life,’ she explains. 

Sasha finds it hard to pick one key defining moment during her 
time at Excelsia as a student, employee and counselling intern. ‘My 
experience at Excelsia was so important, so valuable and so fulfilling. I 
have belonged to the Excelsia family in different capacities and within 
all these different roles I have always felt loved and supported. I feel 
like I want to give a special mention to the student lounge area – for 
such a small college, I feel like Excelsia went out of its way to make 
students feel relaxed, at ease and able to balance work and play.’

https://here4u.au
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Lauren Moxey (nee Upex)

A passion to pursue music within ministry settings, 

whilst learning practical music skills, drew Lauren 

Moxey (nee Upex) to study a Bachelor of Music at 

Excelsia College in 2004. Lauren ended up with more 

than a degree; her College experience was quite 

literally life-changing as she met her husband Tim, a 

fellow music student. Along the way, she also grew as 

a musician, experienced personal transformation and 

built valuable friendships.  
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‘Legacy, joy and transformation’ are the three words Lauren uses 
to describe her time at the College. ‘Excelsia is the legacy of the 
faithfulness, determination, and sacrifice of so many people, and 
especially its founders David and Marianna Johnston. It’s also a place 
where students are equipped to create their own legacies.’ Lauren 
got involved within the Excelsia community and fondly remembers 
legendary choir tours with Dr Dj, The Gathering and music chapel 
time as precious and encouraging times.

Whilst not every moment in a degree is smooth sailing, filled with 
challenges such as exams, performances, recitals and assignments, 
Lauren felt joy and a complete transformation. ‘What underpins even 
the difficult times at Excelsia is a deep sense of joy. Education should 
always be a positive and transformative experience. But there’s 
something deeper about the transformations that occur in students 
at Excelsia – there is a real transformation of the soul that takes 
place,’ reflects Lauren.

Aside from meeting her husband, Lauren cites Excelsia as providing 
her with ‘the knowledge, wisdom and experience that she draws on 
every day.’ Lauren is one busy woman, working as a music educator 
and founder of Sydney Vocal Academy with her husband. She also 
juggles parenthood and is a committed Christian. Since studying 

at Excelsia, she has pursued further education and is nearing the 
completion of a PhD in creative arts as she researches the nature 
and impact of creativity in Australia’s popular music ecosystem. 
Lauren has also recently returned to the College to work as a lecturer 
in contemporary and popular music history and reflects, ‘To me it 
feels like I’m home again and as though life has come full circle.’ 
She continues, ‘Excelsia turning 40 is a fantastic and a wonderful 
opportunity to reflect on how many lives have been changed for the 
better, both directly and indirectly, through this small but mighty 
College. I can’t wait to see what God does through Excelsia in the next 
40 years!’

   Education should always be a 
positive and transformative experience. 
But there’s something deeper about the 
transformations that occur in students at 
Excelsia – there is a real transformation 
of the soul that takes place.   
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Willem New

Hearing about a friend’s positive experience studying 

a Bachelor of Music at Wesley Institute (now 

Excelsia College) after making a career change from 

information technology was the catalyst Willem New 

needed when he decided to enrol in the same course.

Willem found Excelsia College helpful for getting back into the 
mindset of learning new things, particularly after a 10-year gap since 
finishing school! ‘The College pushed me in my musical learning and 
helped me become a better musician through constant opportunities 
to perform. It was an environment that was vibrant, engaging and 
growth oriented. I found a community of amazing artists who were 
all extremely willing to help each other grow and learn. That hasn’t 
changed – I’m still in touch with many of my peers from my time as a 
Bachelor of Music student,’ explains Willem. 

After graduating from Excelsia College with a Bachelor of Music in 2012, 
Willem went on to complete his Graduate Diploma in Education in 
2015. Now he works as a music teacher at Greenacre Baptist Christian 
Community School (GBCCS), a small independent school in south-west 
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Sydney. As the sole music teacher, Willem hopes to inspire students 
to enjoy music and learning in general from a range of subjects. ‘At 
GBCCS I help to produce musical productions, help students to smash 
out amazing performances and journey with them on an exploration of 
who they are and who they can become,’ he says. 

One of Willem’s favourite Bible verses is Isaiah 41:10 which says, ‘So 
do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your God. 
I will strengthen you and help you. I will uphold you with my righteous 
right hand.’ Willem explains, ‘There’s a lot of fear everywhere these 
days and in the creative and performing arts department at my 
school, something we focus on is the idea that we can “create without 
fear”. Kids are fearful of failing, fearful of being ridiculed, fearful of 
looking like a goose in front of their peers, fearful of someone else 
being better than them. God has made us to be creative beings and 
He is always with us, so we have nothing to fear when we create but 
everything to gain. Any failures are an opportunity to learn and do 
it better next time; anyone who’s better than us is someone to be 
inspired by, not defeated by; any naysayers are an opportunity to 
strengthen resolve and overcome challenge,’ Willem explains. 

As for his highlights during his time at Excelsia College, Willem’s 
end-of-degree recital was a definite highlight. ‘Performing incredible 
pieces with a massive band of fellow students who really pushed me 
to play my best was absolutely wonderful. Beyond that, memories of 
rehearsing choir parts for performance at the Sydney Opera House, 
learning how to really compose new music and jamming out tunes at 
the drop of a hat will always stay with me,’ he says. 

  The College pushed me in my musical 
learning and helped me become a better 
musician through constant opportunities 
to perform. It was an environment that was 
vibrant, engaging and growth oriented.  

‘My memories of Excelsia College are of a time of immense 
enjoyment, connection and learning – it was honestly one of the best 
phases of my life, studying a Bachelor of Music there! I’m so pleased 
to see the College go from strength to strength and look forward to 
hearing about Excelsia’s 80th anniversary in the future!’ 
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Dana Marie Newell

Dana Marie Newell grew up in a small country town in 

Queensland with dreams to move to Sydney to meet 

like-minded creatives and start a career as an actor. 

Enter Excelsia College, where she decided to enrol in 

a Bachelor of Creative Arts (Drama) in 2002. Leaving 

the familiarity of friends and family behind is hard, 

but Dana was lucky to meet her best friends whilst 

studying in the drama department.  

Dana describes the College as ‘eye-opening, friendships and spiritual’ 
and continues, ‘Excelsia opened my eyes to what else my developing 
skill set of “acting” could offer the world, especially in a spiritual sense. 
I started my degree because I wanted to be a screen actor. That was 
about as far as I had thought, but over the course of the three years, 
I learned the power of storytelling and that it can be used to teach as 
well as entertain. This set my career in a slightly different direction 
and definitely helped me find my purpose.’
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It was her third-year original independent project that was a defining 
moment when she was tasked with developing an original piece 
of work from concept to performance. ‘I remember the brief being 
open, so I had free reign to do what I wanted. I picked a pretty 
confronting topic that, looking back now, I’m sure made the audience 
feel uncomfortable at times. I still don’t shy away from uncomfortable 
topics. I learned to approach my films with a well-rounded and 
researched approach, making sure the end result connects with my 
target audience.’

Today, Dana works as a director and producer at a Melbourne 
production company and she seeks to create content that inspires 
change. ‘I have a particular focus on translating difficult or sensitive 
topics into engaging narrative pieces that help audiences learn to 
see the world from another perspective. With my acting background, 
I have a niche in directing actors in highly emotive dramas and 
sensitive topical interviews.’ Most of Dana’s clients are large 
government organisations, health organisations, not-for-profits and 
advertising agencies.

Apart from her day job, Dana runs a personal production company 
with her husband Liam Murphy called Reverence Films. The 
company’s direction is to seek to produce entertaining content 
that is inspired by biblical stories or Christian teachings. ‘We have 
a few projects, for example, a feature film, a series, and a couple of 
documentaries that are in various stages of development. Our goal is 
to make Christian teaching accessible, engaging and relatable for not 

just a Christian audience, but anyone,’ explains Dana.

   Excelsia opened my eyes to what 
else my developing skill set of “acting” 
could offer the world, especially in a 
spiritual sense.   

Despite a geographical distance, Dana and her Excelsia friends 
continue to support each other through life’s ups and downs. ‘Without 
Excelsia, and partaking in a deeply personal and spiritual course, we 
would never have connected as lifelong friends,’ reflects Dana. She is 
happy to hear the College is growing and says, ‘I hope you continue 
to shape the next batch of creative leaders. The world needs brave 
creatives who don’t just reflect the world but challenge it!’
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Michael Noone

Choosing where to study design can be difficult when 

an individual is drawn to aesthetics, but after hearing 

about Excelsia College’s reputation for producing 

good designers and Christian foundations, Michael 

Noone was sold. He began his Bachelor of Graphic 

Design in 2005 and spent three years honing his 

creative skills. 
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For Michael, the three words he would use to describe the College 
are ‘inspiring, informative, and challenging’. He continues, ‘I found the 
environment very lively; our lecturers pushed us to a higher standard 
with a focus on being ready for the industry. Our design department 
was well taken care of. We enjoyed the best of the technology and 
brilliant lecturers and training.’

The College experience also gave Michael time to speak to a very broad 
cross-section of people from all parts of the Church, helping to shape, 
challenge and form his own faith. ‘The scholastic side of Excelsia helped 
me to prepare for industry, but the rounding out of the courses with 
biblical and Christian world view studies helped to build a framework 
for understanding and interpreting the environment we were going 
into and how we might respond as Christians,’ he says. 

A defining moment for Michael at Excelsia was the change to his calling. 
‘I realised I was called to work in business. It was a significant mind shift 
for me at the time as I was considering entering a ministry or religious 
vocation because it seemed like it was the only way to serve Jesus.’ 
While Michael understood that all ministry callings are different, he 
was called into business and now enjoys his role as director of creative 
marketing agency Q Agency, which has over 14 staff and 114 clients. 
Michael has also gone on to marry and have six children.

  the rounding out of the courses 
with biblical and Christian world view 
studies helped to build a framework 
for understanding and interpreting the 
environment we were going into and 
how we might respond as Christians  

Whilst the graphic design course is no longer offered at Excelsia 
College, many of our alumni have gone on to achieve amazing 
pursuits in the creative and performing arts space, working as 
creative directors of companies, graphic designers and in the not-for-
profit space.

When Michael heard that Excelsia College was celebrating its 40-year 
milestone, he was excited to have been part of what he considered 
a pioneering environment. ‘Excelsia College was open to the broader 
church and enjoyed a rich tapestry of denominations while I was 
there. The College always felt as though it was on the verge of 
something special. This very dynamic environment was both very 
creative and exciting to be a part of.’
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Lara Pilcher

Lara Pilcher first began her association with Excelsia 

College in 1997 when she commenced her Bachelor of 

Creative Arts (Dance). For Lara, studying at an institution 

that taught creative arts from a faith-based perspective 

excited her. From the get-go, she became involved in the 

community and was able to refine her creative talents, 

learning from creatives from all over the world. Lara also 

enjoyed being a student representative of the entire 

college in her final year of studies.

When reflecting on her studies, Lara explains, ‘The dance degree 
was vigorous and very full. I further pursued acting and singing and 
broadened my education after the strong foundation I gained from 
Excelsia.’ After graduating from Excelsia in 1999, Lara completed 
a Musical Theatre Certificate II at Western Australian Academy of 
Performing Arts (WAAPA) and then a master’s in musical theatre at 
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Arts Educational School in London. Now, she’s using her knowledge as 
a performer and arts advocate and she networks with Christian artists 
all around the world. She has also produced high quality events 
in Sydney and London and taught performance masterclasses in 
Paris, Beijing, and New York. Prior to relocating to London to further 
pursue performing, Lara ran her own dance studio in Perth. She has 
also married a man who shares her same passion for the arts as a 
specialist physiotherapist for artists and the couple have two children.

The creative and performing arts industry is fluid and ever changing, 
reflective of the number of roles and locations Lara has worked in 
throughout her twenty-year career. ‘I moved to Melbourne for five years 
to continue performing and be closer to family. I worked in Australian 
television, musical theatre and theatre. Then I worked as an associate 
professor of acting at Bethel Conservatory of The Arts in Redding, 
California.’ Now, Lara and her family are based in Atlanta, Georgia, 
working as part of films shooting for Netflix, Marvel and beyond in 
the region. This year, Lara also started her own self-titled business 
larabiancapilcher.com, providing coaching and courses for performers. 

Undertaking study at a tertiary institution is a stepping stone on 
one’s journey to pursuing their dream career and for Lara, it’s an 
experience that she would do all over again! ‘Excelsia College made 
a huge difference to me. I’m grateful for my three happy years and 
I smile every time I remember it. I had the time of my life and still 
have many friends from College; we made lifetime bonds and have so 

many happy memories. My vision was broadened and passion ignited 
for the entire world and all the artists and creativity it carries. I believe 
deeply in faith-based artists and their impact on the professional 
world of arts,’ says Lara reflectively. 

  I believe deeply in faith-based 
artists and their impact on the 
professional world of arts.  

We are proud of Lara and for her drive and ambition to succeed in 
the competitive creative and performing arts space. She embodies 
Excelsia’s ethos of being a lifelong learner engaged with and positively 
impacting the world. ‘I love leading artists and still lead artists today,’ 
says Lara. It seems Lara has certainly found her calling in life and it will 
be exciting to see the places she will go!
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Rebecca Roberts

Not many people can say that they’ve travelled to Israel, 

danced at the Feast of Tabernacles, or been baptised in 

the Sea of Galilee, but Rebecca Roberts can! 

Rebecca was 18 when she made the big move from Queensland to 
Sydney to study a Bachelor of Creative Arts (Dance). During this time 
in 1997, Wesley Institute (now Excelsia College) was the only Christian 
college offering a dance degree in Australia. Away from home, 
Rebecca fully immersed herself in the student experience, moving 
into Epworth House in Leichhardt and serving the student body on 
the Student Representative Council. She was delighted to be awarded 
Student of the Year in 1998 and also Alumnus of the Year in 2008!

‘I had a wonderful experience being part of the Excelsia College 
community. We were one big extended family! I had many amazing 
experiences and grew so much personally, professionally, and 
spiritually,’ explains Rebecca. She found studying alongside drama, 
music, graphic design, theology and counselling students created 
a rich and unique learning environment. ‘Attending the weekly 
Gathering, pushing each other to be the best we could be, fostering 
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creativity, being in a safe and embracing environment and learning 
from teachers that taught us their craft with passion was fantastic.’ 
Rebecca also enjoyed opportunities to perform at the Opera House, 
Sydney Town Hall, Entertainment Centre and Newtown Theatre. ‘It 
was both incredibly hard and physically exhausting, but it was also 
wonderfully inspiring,’ reflects Rebecca. 

One key performance memory that Rebecca holds dear was being part 
of the Tabernacle dancers. ‘This was an experience I’ll never forget, 
including being part of opening night in the Ein Gedi desert, many 
nights of performing and worshipping and an album recording with 
American Messianic Jewish musician Paul Wilbur.’ Rebecca also had the 
privilege of being baptised in the Sea of Galilee by founder of Excelsia 
College David Johnston, floating in the Dead Sea, walking the Via 
Dolorosa and praying at the Wailing Wall in the Old City of Jerusalem. 

Through these real-world experiences, Rebecca became prepared for life 
beyond College. ‘Excelsia helped me to develop resilience, knowledge, 
friendships, life skills and spiritual deepening. The combination of 
being trained in our art form by amazingly skilled teachers as well 
as being taught theology at the same time, and how the two are so 
integral to each other, was a game changer,’ she explains.

Since studying at Excelsia, Rebecca has gone on to perform with 
Emotive Arts professional dance group at churches and other 
events. She’s also been involved with the Christian Dance Fellowship 
of Australia, a network of Christian artists. Rebecca also worked 
on staff at Excelsia in the dance and counselling departments and 

as the Registrar for several years. Since Excelsia, she has worked 
in fundraising in the charity sector but hasn’t lost her connection 
with the College and keeps in touch with both her classmates and 
teachers. She now lives on the Northern Beaches of Sydney and loves 
being part of her local church and being a community mentor.   

  Excelsia helped me to develop 
resilience, knowledge, friendships, life 
skills and spiritual deepening.  

Upon reflecting on the College’s 40-year milestone, Rebecca says, ‘I’m 
glad that the College continues to exist and train students in the creative 
and performing arts. I’m so thankful for the three years I was a student 
at Excelsia and the following seven years as a staff member. I’ll always be 
so thankful for the wisdom that was imparted and lifelong friendships 
that I made. Excelsia College changed my life for the better in every way.’  
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Lisa Robinson

After struggling with high school, Lisa Robinson 

found Excelsia College – and it was a place where she 

felt welcomed and like she belonged. ‘I was looking 

into drama courses after finishing high school and I 

was really happy when I found Excelsia College and 

learned what the College was about. 
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The people made me feel like I was a part of something, and it was 
great to try to help other people to feel welcome too.’ In 2005, Lisa 
took the plunge and enrolled in the Bachelor of Creative Arts (Drama). 
Instantly she felt at home as she explains, ‘I was very happy that the 
College had small class sizes because I felt that I would be a name 
rather than a number. The teachers were caring and kind. It was a 
place of community, creativity and hope.’ 

As Lisa’s confidence grew, she became part of the Student 
Representative Council (SRC), which is up there as one of her favourite 
memories. ‘It felt great to be a part of a community and to be involved 
in all of the events the College had to offer,’ she reflects. Throughout 
her studies, Lisa learned not only about drama but also how to be 
an authentic actor. ‘I learned so much from the teachers there. I also 
learned a lot about myself, how to push myself and to not give up.’ 

These strong foundations of drive and determination are needed in 
an industry such as acting, and Lisa has been able to make her way 
in this competitive field. Since graduating in 2008, Lisa has worked 
in commercials and on various projects in Australia and is now living 
in Los Angeles where she is pursuing television and film acting. She 

has worked in television, film, webseries, short films, sketch groups, 
improvisation and in corporate acting work (also involving improvisation) 
and has taught drama and improvisation to various levels. 

  I was very happy that the College 
had small class sizes because I felt that  
I would be a name rather than a 
number. The teachers were caring 
and kind. It was a place of community, 
creativity and hope.  

As Lisa hears about Excelsia’s milestone birthday, she says, ‘It’s crazy 
to think that the College is turning 40 but it’s so exciting to see the 
College is still going strong and equipping artists to go out in the 
world in their creative fields. I loved my time at Excelsia and look back 
on it fondly. I’m so glad I was a part of the College and I am so grateful 
for my time there.’  
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Elizabeth Rogers
At Excelsia College, we are lucky to have students from 

all over the globe, as well as across Australia! Elizabeth 

Rogers is a prime example. Growing up in a remote 

community in the Northern Territory, she first found 

out about Excelsia College (formerly Wesley Institute) 

when her classmates at Marrara Christian School in 

Darwin began to study dance and music at the College.  

Elizabeth was attracted to Excelsia because of the Christian theological 
framework which underpinned the College and she wanted to learn a 
broad overview of the skills in drama production. In 2005 she enrolled in 
a Bachelor of Creative Arts (Drama) and the rest is history! 

‘I absolutely loved my first year of study because we got to explore a bit 
of everything. For example, the performance students learned about 
the technical support side, and the technical supporters learned about 
the skills and courage involved in performing. That was a very important 
and fun time for me,’ Elizabeth explains. She also loved the intersection 
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of studying theology like Old Testament and New Testament Survey, 
and the Apologetics. ‘I loved that the foundation of God was woven 
throughout all of the subjects. I loved the expertise and excellence of 
the teachers and found them to be so encouraging. Growing with the 
other students and mixing with all the other departments in the theology 
classes was also very special in helping us to move outside of our 
department and grow as a body. It was an environment I would describe 
as encouraging, fearless and having excellence.’ 

Since graduating from Excelsia, Elizabeth has worked in 13 countries 
and toured throughout Australasia, the Middle East and Europe. She 
has worked as a stage manager, production manager, tour coordinator 
and producer. Returning home in 2015, she worked for Darwin Festival 
and then with Artback NT as a producer, creating multicultural live 
performance works alongside traditional owners and their emerging 
leaders in their art practices spanning dance, music and theatre. In 
2021 she stepped out into freelance producing work with artists of 
the Northern Territory, who she believes are light years ahead of their 
time. ‘We work multiculturally without thinking because it’s just how we 
live. The impact of collective experiences constantly blows me away, 
as does the ability the arts has to challenge us, to entertain, and to 
bring beauty. It’s vital for the health of a community and the individual,’ 
reflects Elizabeth.

The creative has seen how critical it has been to hold onto her faith 
as she forges a career in the live performance industry. ‘This is an 

industry that actively despises a lot of Jesus’s teachings so developing 
critical thinking in my theology and being pushed to test my beliefs was 
the most important aspect of Excelsia.’ As a deeply reflective person, 
Elizabeth is continuing to trust in God and not hold concrete plans for 
her future. ‘My name Elizabeth means “God keeps His promise”. I’ve 
never had a five-year plan and I’m just taking what’s interesting, doing 
what’s best and encouraging others.’  

 It was an environment I would 
describe as encouraging, fearless and 
having excellence.  

Despite facing adversity, Elizabeth has seen the impact prayer can have 
on the lives of others around her. ‘I’ve been in meetings that were going 
to be very problematic, but I covered the meetings in prayer. I think we 
forget how interested God is in our work and that He’s placed us very 
specifically in set industries. Being more intentional about my faith and 
remembering that my work is the first port of call for worship has been 
tremendous. We fight against principalities we don’t see, that’s the 
battle we’re fighting.’

In terms of the College turning 40, Elizabeth says, ‘Congratulations to 
Excelsia College! May you continue to impact the lives of your students 
with excellent skills development and foundational relationship 
building with and knowledge of our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ.’
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Yumi Schaefer (nee Lee)

Yumi Schaefer (nee Lee) completed a Graduate 

Diploma of Dance Therapy at Wesley Institute (now 

Excelsia College) in 2000. At the time, Excelsia College 

was the only Christian college in the world which 

offered a dance therapy course. 

For Yumi, God revealed Excelsia College to her when she was living 
in Japan, where she was born and raised as a third-generation 
Korean. Yumi explains the experience of finding Excelsia as God’s rich 
pathway and His divine leading. ‘When I was in Japan, I was seeking 
my future mission and heard God’s audible voice for dance therapy, 
so I started looking for courses in an Australian school guide. God 
showed me Excelsia College, the only Christian college in the world to 
offer dance therapy at the time. It was God-sent and it still gives me 
goosebumps,’ explains Yumi.

Yumi moved to Australia in 1998 and leaned on God as her constant 
anchor. ‘I dwelled on Bible verses throughout these times, including 
1 Corinthians 10:13 which says, “No temptation has overtaken you 
except what is common to mankind. God is faithful; he will not let you 
be tempted beyond what you can bear” and Nehemiah 8:10 which 
says, “the joy of the Lord is my strength”.’ Yumi has been a born-again 
Christian for the past 25 years and finds she is closest to God when 
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worshipping and praising Him through creative expressions like 
dancing, drawing and painting. ‘As a student, I had significant spiritual 
growth at College. I have a life calling in dance therapy and creative 
art ministry. This is truly a heavenly gift for my life,’ explains Yumi. 
‘The Christian life is the most exciting and joyful way of living above 
all, and I want the world to know it.’

It wasn’t just an education and zest for God through the creative 
pursuits that Yumi picked up, she also met her future husband! The 
pair have now been married for 20 years and currently reside in 
Brisbane. Yumi leads an active lifestyle working as a dance therapist, 
fitness, and Pilates instructor as well as a personal trainer. She is 
passionate about the healing and empowerment for personal growth 
and change that can be brought about by moving our body in creative 
and expressive ways. It was in fact a serious health and life crisis and 
becoming a born-again Christian that led Yumi to pursue this area. 
‘With His tangible leading and healing, I was led to dance therapy and 
a passion for healing and health ministry,’ Yumi says.

Yumi attributes her joy for dance to the College. ‘Excelsia helped me 
to gain joy of worship dance and creative art which I never thought 
existed. When I look back, it is truly Excelsia which shaped my life to 
the fullest and led all my dreams to come true.’

One of Yumi’s dreams was to publish a Faith Art Journal which 
incorporates Bible verses and beautiful art. She has realised her 
dream after publishing a book in 2020 called Sparking Joy. The book 

is a 30-day creative and reflective devotion designed to ‘spark joy’ in 
your life. This includes discovering your inner creative energy and 
playfulness given from our Creator and completing a daily gratitude 
and thanksgiving. Her entrepreneurial spirit continues as she has 
been dedicating herself to creating a portable fitness invention. Her 
new company is called KOA MOVES and is inspired by the power of 
our Creator. The device is in the shape of an X which translates to 
Christ in Greek. ‘Prayers are already made that all the people who use 
my device will be touched by Christ,’ explains Yumi. 

  My life has been completely 
transformed from my College 
experience and training.   

Upon graduating from Excelsia College 22 years ago, Yumi reflects, 
‘As a proud 2001 graduate, it is my immense delight to join the 
celebration of Excelsia’s 40th anniversary. The College birthed so 
many children of God into the world and with their talent, experience 
and knowledge they fostered and gained at the College they bless 
and bring good news to the world. My life has been completely 
transformed from my College experience and training. My wonderful 
life in Australia would not be here without you, Excelsia! Praise God 
and cheers to Excelsia.’
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Sushma Shrestha

With a master’s degree in business studies, Sushma 

Shrestha was working in the banking industry when 

she started thinking about doing further studies 

to enhance her knowledge and skills in leadership 

and business. While doing intensive research she 

discovered Excelsia College’s postgraduate degree. 

‘The Master of Business (Research) was the perfect choice for  
a working professional like me due to the career advancement  
it offered.’

Sushma vividly remembers the day she arrived in Sydney in July 
2018. ‘As an international student, I was both terrified and excited 
as everything was new to me and Excelsia College was the only 
place where I felt so connected with meeting students from my 
home country.’ She was able to firmly embed herself within the 
College community as not only a student but also as a staff member. 
‘I considered myself very fortunate as I became a front desk 
receptionist in 2018 when I started my course. Being interviewed for 
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this position and being selected was one of my key highlights at the 
College.’ Sushma also found comfort in the role as she adjusted to 
being so far from home. ‘The front receptionist role provided me with 
great confidence to go through life far from Nepal.’

Sushma was also able to get to know staff, senior management and 
lecturers and see the College’s values and beliefs reflected through 
the people she came across. ‘All the people were very amiable and 
supportive and they reflected Christ-like behaviour. I was able to align 
with Excelsia’s values and beliefs centred around a Christian learning 
environment. Likewise, as a student I was connected with different 
Bible verses throughout the course.’

During her studies, Sushma and her peers were provided with 
a choice of several different leadership areas for their final year 
Master of Business (Research) thesis. ‘I chose servant leadership 
around the premise of a leader who serves first. This topic reflects 
my beliefs in treating people with love, compassion and respect and 
implementing the values throughout my life to influence others and 
make a difference,’ she explains. Sushma presented her thesis at the 
College’s HDR symposium in November 2020, helping her to refine 
her research project even further. ‘Excelsia College provided me 
with immense love, support and guidance throughout my studies, 
as well as beyond the College in building my confidence to face life 
abroad. This makes me feel capable to utilise my principles of love, 
compassion, and respect towards every human being wherever I go.’ 

  Excelsia College provided me with 
immense love, support and guidance 
throughout my studies, as well as 
beyond the College in building my 
confidence to face life abroad.  

Sushma enjoyed celebrating her graduation held at the Wesley 
Centre! She is now a mother and working as a retail professional. 
‘Being in a leadership position in my job was always my aspiration. 
I wanted to lead, motivate, and inspire team members. I feel that 
pursuing a Master of Business (Research) degree at Excelsia College 
has helped me to realise my own beliefs of treating people with love, 
compassion and respect and implementing the same values at my 
workplace,’ she explains. 

 ‘Happy anniversary, Excelsia! On this occasion, I wish the College 
and the entire team at Excelsia further prosperity and good health to 
continue to work for the benefit of education in different sectors for 
future generations. Congratulations on 40 years of making history. 
The future is indeed bright for Excelsia College. Keep growing and 
shining, Excelsia!’   
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Luke Edward Smith

Luke Edward Smith had a diverse learning experience 

at Excelsia College, starting with a Bachelor of 

Theology in 2004 and transitioning part way through 

this to a Bachelor of Creative Arts in Drama, before 

graduating in 2007.

‘I really wanted to study theology but wasn’t entirely sure where my 
path would lead me. I had enjoyed drama in high school, and the 
mix of creative arts was unique and interesting. I think part of me 
hoped I’d get to be involved artistically in something at some point 
and Excelsia College seemed like a place where that could happen 
organically,’ explains Luke.

Luke would describe Excelsia as ‘faith, fun and growth. It was always a 
very welcoming and inclusive place to study. The student centre and 
grassy knoll at the College’s Drummoyne campus were a great central 
location for everyone to mingle and hang out. It created a great sense 
of community and belonging that was really fostered by the College. 
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Everyone was encouraging and supportive. The Gathering was also a 
great place to see the other departments do their thing.’

For Luke, the late-night rehearsals and working on shows are 
memories he cherishes most from his College days. ‘There was 
something exciting about knowing we were about to open a 
production and being in the car park late, chatting before we went 
home. The creative excitement and nerves and that feeling of having 
come together and created something with like-minded people.’

After graduating, Luke and a few of his peers created a theatre 
company called Twisted Tree Theatre. ‘It was incredibly well supported 
by the College and by the Head of Drama at the time. I think after 
working at our craft for three years, it was a tremendous stepping 
stone to producing and exploring work outside of a classroom 
environment. I think the discipline I learned during our study was really 
cemented when we were creating theatre together afterwards.’

Luke has pulled all his diverse experiences into his current work as 
an actor in New York City and actor, director, writer and producer 
for his theatre company Primitive Grace Theater Ensemble. He also 
works independently with other companies and film productions as 
an actor. On top of this, he’s about to open a new show at the Gene 
Frankel Theater and is developing work at the Actors Studio!

  I really wanted to study theology 
but wasn’t entirely sure where my path 
would lead me. I had enjoyed drama in 
high school, and the mix of creative arts 
was unique and interesting.  

When Luke heard that Excelsia was turning 40, he thought it was an 
incredible achievement showing how far the College had come. ‘I 
know that Excelsia has touched the lives of so many people and will 
continue to do so for hopefully many years to come. The friendships 
I made and the training I received will stay with me for the rest of my 
life. I hope the spirit of the College endures and that the students 
coming through are able to enjoy their time there as much as I did.’
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Phil Taylor
Music has always played an integral part in Phil Taylor’s 

life. After growing up with classical music in his home 

and studying music for his Higher School Certificate 

(HSC), Phil continued to play in band competitions 

despite choosing to pursue optometry at university. 

Through these competitions, Phil’s desire to study jazz music and 
develop his skills as a musician grew. ‘As a songwriter I desired to 
somehow glorify God in my own music. Excelsia College was a great 
fit for me to learn on both counts,’ explains Phil. In 1994 he began 
a Bachelor of Creative Arts (Music) and cites the experience as 
‘fundamental in experiencing how faith can shape and be expressed 
through what we do artistically’. Phil continues, ‘At Excelsia I was 
certainly able to achieve more than I could have on my own, through 
networking in this creative environment. I am grateful for the many 
gifted teachers I had the privilege to study with.’ 

Phil describes Excelsia College as ‘foundational, inspirational and 
unique’, as he says, ‘I grew both personally in my relationship with 
God and in my love for sharing His word through song using varied 
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musical styles and influences. My time here prepared me for working 
in music ministry teams in the local church. It taught me perseverance 
in moving forwards through the difficult times as well as the good and 
in learning to collaborate with others.’ A significant Bible passage in 
Phil’s life is Psalm 91:14–16 which says, ‘Because he has set his love 
upon Me, I will deliver and honour him. With long life I will satisfy him 
and show him my salvation.’ 

Amongst Phil’s most memorable experiences at College was being 
part of a team of musicians and dancers who performed at a number 
of churches on a tour to Malaysia. He also recorded his first album 
Praise is Waiting as a final-year project during his studies. Working 
together with talented artists such as Noel Johnston (guitar) and Bill 
Risby (piano) helped bring this project to life and it is now available 
through online platforms such as Spotify, Apple Music and iTunes. 

Since 2005, Phil and his wife Yvette have lived in Batemans Bay, on 
the south coast of New South Wales, where they run an independent 
optometry practice called Narooma Vision. Phil has also kept pursuing 
music, serving in various roles as a music director, worship leader 
and keyboard player at his home church The Olive Tree – Southland. 
He also launched his second album Long to Look in late 2022. Phil 
explains this album was 20 years in the making and began ‘on a 
wing and a prayer’ whilst travelling to the US with a handful of 
songs. ‘The initial recording sessions were in St Louis with an audio 
engineer friend and local musicians in 2002. A lesson in patience, the 
completion of the album has come only now, including more recently 

written and recorded material. I’m reminded of Philippians 1:6 which 
says, “He who has begun a good work in you will complete it.”’

  As a songwriter I desired to 
somehow glorify God in my own music. 
Excelsia College was a great fit for me to 
learn on both counts.  

As Phil reflects on the College’s 40th birthday, he explains, ‘It is 
exciting to see how the College has flourished and continued on 
through changing times over many years. It is a great testament to 
the faithfulness of founder David Johnston and the many wonderful 
staff who have inspired and equipped so many.’
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Corinne Urquhart

Corinne Urquhart studied the Graduate Diploma of 

Dance Therapy at Excelsia College and remembers the 

exact day she graduated – 27 March 1999. For her, 

College was a formative experience where she made 

long-lasting friendships and met her husband!  

‘I enjoyed the caring and supportive environment offered at Excelsia 
College. I also built many relevant connections with Christian artists, 
which eventuated into a significant network. I enjoyed the course and 
came away with a wealth of knowledge not only about dance therapy, 
but also dance and improvisation,’ she explains.

The dancer uses the words ‘inspiring, edifying and original’ to describe 
the College. ‘Excelsia College was instrumental in establishing me 
as a professional in Australia. My studies inspired me to start a 
Christian dance and music ministry with my husband called Emotive 
Arts (formerly known as CreaRuach Creative Arts). Over the years 
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we had many Christian and non-Christian dancers involved in our 
contemporary dance company. As a company we were involved in 
Christian dance ministry for 19 years, teaching workshops, presenting 
at various Christian events, performing at various festivals and 
conferences, creating dance works and films, and producing many 
dance productions and events.’

Corinne now works in the area of dance/movement therapy with 
various aged care organisations such as HammondCare and 
Montefiore to deliver arts engagement sessions either in the 
community, in clients’ homes or in hospitals. She primarily works with 
clients aged over 60, most of whom have either dementia, Alzheimer’s 
disease or Parkinson’s disease. She also works at the Royal Academy 
of Dance (RAD) as a classical ballet teacher and at Ravenswood Girls 
School in Sydney.

  I enjoyed the caring and supportive 

environment offered at Excelsia College.   

Aside from meeting her husband and forming lifelong friendships, 
Corinne’s key defining moments include networking with other 
Christian artists and students, dancing in some of the final dance 
major works productions of dance students, learning about dance 
improvisation and dance therapy movement approaches, and being 
taught by some very inspiring and field-relevant teachers.

‘I look back at my time at Excelsia and am very happy and excited 
about celebrating what was, and I am equally happy to see the 
College continue to flourish in its future journey and development,’ 
Corinne reflects.
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Darren Walker

It was at a Christian schools conference in Sydney 

in 2011 that Darren Walker first saw advertising for 

the then Wesley Institute’s (now Excelsia College’s) 

education programs, which piqued his interest. 

When he found out he could complete the majority of his studies 
remotely and in his own time, Darren was sold on the Graduate 
Diploma of Education (Secondary) and commenced in 2012. ‘I’m a 
self-paced and voracious learner so online learning is a really good 
fit for me. I joked with a couple of people that I was working full-time 
and spending the whole weekend doing a week’s worth of Excelsia 
to get it all submitted and head back to work on Monday!’ Despite 
studying remotely, Darren still felt supported by his lecturers. ‘I 
always felt if I needed something or had a question that they were 
always accessible. Given my background, I found staff to be very 
helpful and solve the problems that needed solving.’

Close-knit relationships and open communication between staff 
and students have influenced the way Darren engages with his 
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students. ‘A close relationship between a teacher and a student is 
really important and, in my opinion, indispensable when it comes to 
successful teaching. I see that at Excelsia and in the desire that a lot of 
the lecturers have to be well engaged with their students.’

Darren completed his studies in 2014 and sees his investment at 
Excelsia in terms of time and money as relatively small but huge 
both personally and professionally. ‘I personally am really interested 
in educational theory and philosophy, and Excelsia helped me to 
develop and expand those ideas and think more deeply about what 
it really means to be a Christian teacher and to have an educational 
system that’s infused with Christianity.’ 

  A close relationship between a 
teacher and a student is really important 
and, in my opinion, indispensable when 

it comes to successful teaching.  
Since graduating, Darren has taken up the position of upper school 
principal and former mathematics teacher at Cair Paravel Latin 
School, a Christian school in Topeka, Kansas. Darren wants to stay 
firmly planted at Cair Paravel Latin School. ‘Someone once said 

fulfilment in life comes from finding the thing that you really love 
doing and finding somebody to pay you to do that, and that’s where 
I’m at. I’m just blooming where I’m planted and really enjoying it. The 
Lord has taken me through a lot of winding roads to get where I am, 
and I can see His leading all along that pathway.’

For Darren, Excelsia’s 40th birthday makes him feel thankful, gratified, 
and hopeful. ‘I am thankful that I chose Excelsia as the place to earn 
my graduate teaching credentials because it set solid groundwork 
for me in my career as an educational leader. I am gratified because, 
while there were potentially easier options, the challenges provided 
by Excelsia helped me to continue building Christ-like character as 
well as solid teaching pedagogy and philosophy. I am hopeful because 
I see a bright future ahead for Excelsia and its graduates. There are 
currently significant cultural seeds both of Christian renewal and of 
a significant rise of persecution of Christians, depending on God’s 
will for us. Either way, Excelsia is preparing its graduates to meet the 
challenges of the future, both in Australia and overseas.’
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Liam Webb
Liam Webb had always toyed with the idea of 

attending a Christian institution, attracted by the idea 

of a close-knit community and faithful lecturers with 

perspectives in life that extend beyond academia. 

After doing some research online, Liam came across 

Excelsia College (then Wesley Institute).  

He enrolled in the Associate Degree of Music and chose to specialise 
in the bassoon. As soon as Liam stepped foot on campus in 2010, he 
felt it was the right place for him. ‘I knew that from day one when I 
turned up and everyone was so lovely,’ he shares.

This warmth and sense of support was felt particularly during concert 
practice. ‘If there’s one thing you notice in the music degree it’s that 
everyone wants you to do your best. At Excelsia, concert practice was 
a concert with program notes. The adjudicator was really lovely and 
everyone was cheering you on. People want you to do the best.’

‘In terms of my undergraduate experience with music, it was very 
creative, fun and a warm environment.’ Liam also found the course 
provided him with a broad exposure to skills necessary to be a 
musician. ‘You have to sing, you have to play piano and do musical 
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direction, you have to be multi-instrumental. In the course, everyone 
learns electronic music, you learn how to conduct, pick a second 
instrument and how to set up a sound desk and equipment and deal 
with lighting. I also loved dressing up in outfits and you could draw on 
people in other departments,’ explains Liam.

Liam returned to Excelsia to study the Master of Teaching (Primary) 
in 2014. He was overseas when he was studying and appreciated 
the flexibility in being able to complete the course at his own pace. ‘I 
remember staying up late at night in Los Angeles after a day of work 
plugging away at my degree. The online flexibility made it very easy 
for me to complete my studies. I felt highly supported, cared for and 
sufficient in what I had studied.’ 

Liam has held onto his Christian faith and cites 1 Corinthians 13:4–7 
as his favourite passage: ‘Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, 
it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonour others, it is 
not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. 
Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always 
protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.’

Liam unpacks the passage as he explains, ‘I think love rejoices in the 
truth and when you remember that God is with you and you seek the 
truth in whatever situation you’re in, what better way is there to align 
yourself than with truth and love. I could dine off this verse for eternity!’

Since graduating, Liam has gone into private teaching and more 
recently into music primary teaching. He also plays keyboard, sings 
and plays the bassoon at three aged care facilities during the week 
and lectures in the music faculty in aural perception at Excelsia 

College and teaches students the recorder, lectures in the early 
childhood degree and teaches creative art.   

  In terms of my undergraduate 
experience with music, it was very creative, 

fun and a warm environment.  
In celebrating the College’s anniversary, it dawns on Liam that he’s 
been connected with Excelsia for a quarter of its existence! ‘I really 
love the College and I’m glad we made it to 40, through the ups and 
downs. Sometimes the things in life that appear small can end up 
being the most wonderful opportunities and the biggest blessings in 
your life. From little things, big things grow, and I reckon this mantra 
rings true of Excelsia. I’ve studied at big institutions, studied overseas 
and I’d say at the end of the day this is where I feel the most at home. 
I’ve had the most positive experience and built lifelong connections.’
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Esther Williams

Want to see someone who’s aiming for the sky? For one 

Excelsia College alumnus, her career is quite literally 

getting off the ground! Esther Williams was cast as the 

lead actress in the Virgin Airlines Bring on Wonderful 

Campaign in 2022. The effervescent 24-year-old 

graduated from Excelsia College’s Bachelor of Dramatic 

Art in 2020 and is picking up momentum as she 

pursues a career in the performing arts.
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‘I decided to study at Excelsia to deepen my techniques in acting. The 
second I walked into Excelsia College during open day, I remember 
everyone being super welcoming and I fell in love with the facilities such 
as the theatre, dressing rooms and costume storage,’ explains Esther.

For Esther, her experience at Excelsia went above and beyond her 
expectations. ‘It feels more like family and everyone looks out for one 
another. Some of my dearest friends I’ve made at Excelsia are people 
I still see frequently to this day. The teachers are exceptional with so 
much knowledge and care for their students.’

Before studying at Excelsia, Esther found it difficult to trust in herself 
and her abilities and lacked personal awareness. ‘With the three 
years of coaching from some of the best acting, voice and movement 
teachers in Sydney, I was able to break through many shells and 
discover myself in a completely new way.’ Since graduating, Esther 
has signed to an agent and has been cast on Netflix series Heartbreak 
High, as well as in a couple of theatre plays. 

The budding actress’s personal highlight was producing her own 
show in her third year of studies. ‘I played Miss Pat from The Coloured 
Museum by George C. Wolfe (one of my favourite monologues to 
date). It was a magical experience putting something on stage that I 
was so passionate about and having full control over all aspects of the 
production. I learned so much,’ she says.

   three years of coaching from 
some of the best acting, voice and 
movement teachers in Sydney  

Esther is thankful for her time at Excelsia and for having played a 
small part in the College’s journey. ‘I have experienced firsthand just 
how passionate Excelsia is about growing and improving the College 
every year. They take feedback from their students very seriously. 
Forty years is a huge milestone and I only see great things happening 
on top of all that the College has already achieved. Go Excelsia!’
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Mikaela Wu

After discovering Excelsia College through 

homeschooling connections and attending an 

open day in 2015, Mikaela Wu decided to enrol in a 

Bachelor of Music. It also helped that theology was 

embedded in the music course as she was wanting to 

increase both her musical and biblical knowledge. 

Fast forward nearly seven years and Mikaela graduated from Excelsia 
with undergraduate and postgraduate studies in music. After finishing 
her Bachelor of Music in flute in 2018 and working for a year and 
a half, she was encouraged by staff at Excelsia to do a master’s. ‘I’d 
had enough of spending time on one instrument (classical flute) and 
practising on my own. When I found out I could do my Master of 
Music, majoring in conducting, and hang out with people all the time, I 
decided to start my studies,’ says Mikaela. 

The budding conductor enjoyed getting to know her lecturers on a more 
personal level due to the smaller class sizes. This in turn allowed her 
to be involved in musical events outside the College. ‘I played in many 
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different ensembles with a variety of instruments including Strathfield 
Symphony Orchestra under the instruction of Dr Sada Muramatsu.’ 

Whilst Mikaela focused on classical flute in the Bachelor of Music 
course, she learned far more than just the skills for a career playing 
that instrument. ‘I learned music production and live audio skills, how 
to conduct and how to compose in other styles. I also stage managed 
and crewed for shows and even acted in a musical!’ Despite some of 
the difficulties learning these skills at the time, Mikaela is thankful that 
she persevered and for the opportunities and connections she made at 
Excelsia. ‘I’m currently writing a musical with a friend from the drama 
department at Excelsia and conducting and managing various choral 
and orchestra concerts. I am glad that I didn’t get stuck with a niche skill 
set, where I could only perform flute. In terms of extending my biblical 
knowledge, the classes at Excelsia led me to take some subjects at Bible 
college to continue that learning journey.’ 

A key highlight for Mikaela was her time in choir. ‘As an instrumentalist, 
it was great to have a chance to regularly work on singing and in a class 
with all the year groups together. It also definitely made a difference to 
my aural skills in terms of harmony,’ she explains. The musician is also 
thankful for the space offered to be creative and the collaborative time 
spent working on music showcases with other students. ‘There was 
a variety of ideas and we enjoyed making music together and trying 
different styles.’ Mikaela appreciated the adaptability of the showcases 
which continually morphed to suit the current cohort of students. ‘This 
flexibility allows students to better display their skill sets’.

   On top of improving my conducting, 
I learned more about music pedagogy 
throughout my master’s course which 
has affected the way I teach both 
ensembles and private lessons.  

Since finishing her Master of Music, Mikaela works with Wollongong 
Conservatorium Community Orchestra and Bankstown City Choir. Within 
these groups, Mikaela has enjoyed helping members to improve their 
musical skills, gain confidence, and put on concerts. On top of this, she 
teaches choir at a homeschool creative arts group and tutors students 
privately at home and in schools. She has also started playing violin and 
practises and performs with Excelsia Chamber Orchestra on Thursday 
nights! Mikaela is thankful to Excelsia for helping to improve her 
musicianship. ‘On top of improving my conducting, I learned more about 
music pedagogy throughout my master’s course which has affected the 
way I teach both ensembles and private lessons,’ she explains.



CELEBRATING 40 YEARS102

Historic photos

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Special thanks to Kristie Hood, Lydia Lee Tang, John Leung, Rebecca Roberts and Corinne Urquhart for providing photos.
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Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015 Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

O
ur 40-year journey
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Historic photos

Easter outside Wesley Mission, 1997 Canberra Flags, 1998

Contemporary class with Patrick Harding Irmer (centre), 1998

Wesley Institute promo, 1997

Easter Palm Sunday walk from Hyde Park, 1998 Prayer before class, 1998
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Historic photos

Prayer before class, 1998

Baptism with David Johnston (right), Israel, 1998

With Paul Wilbur (back centre), Israel, 1998

Evening performance, Israel, 1998

Evening performance, Israel, 1998

O
ur 40-year journey
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Historic photos

Administration staff, 2003 Academic Board meeting, 2005

Wesley Institute alumni

Wesley Institute alumni

Hilda Caine’s birthday, 2007 Graduation ceremony, 2008
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Graduation ceremony, 2008

Wesley Institute alumni

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Directing Hell Hole, 2018

Wesley Institute alumni

O
ur 40-year journey
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Historic photos

Wesley Institute Good Friday re-enactment, Sydney City, 1990s

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015
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Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute Open Day, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

O
ur 40-year journey
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Historic photos

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015 Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Dance students at Prom Praise, Sydney Entertainment Centre, 1998

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015 Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015
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Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

O
ur 40-year journey
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Historic photos

Rebecca Roberts graduation with family, 2000 Abundance group on grass, 1997

Final costume for Legacy. (From left to right) Rachel Berg, Annalise 
Thomas, Katrina Carter, Melissa Cooper, Kristie Hood, 2018

Rebecca Roberts (right) and friend in ballet class, 1998

Streets of Dance, 1999 Streets of Dance, Rebecca Roberts and friend, 1999
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Streets of Dance, Rebecca Roberts and friend, 1999

Awards Chapel, 2005

David and Marianna Johnston cooking for ASC students, 2005

Marianna and David Johnston, 2005

Wesley Institute signage

O
ur 40-year journey
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Historic photos

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015 Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015 Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015
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Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

Wesley Institute, Drummoyne, 1990s to 2015

O
ur 40-year journey
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Historic photos

Wesley Institute photoshoot, 20 March 2015 Wesley Institute photoshoot, 20 March 2015

Wesley Institute photoshoot, 20 March 2015

Wesley Institute photoshoot, 20 March 2015

Wesley Institute photoshoot, 20 March 2015 Wesley Institute photoshoot, 20 March 2015
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Wesley Institute photoshoot, 20 March 2015

Wesley Institute photoshoot, 20 March 2015

Wesley Institute photoshoot, 20 March 2015

Wesley Institute photoshoot, 20 March 2015

O
ur 40-year journey
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Kiln, Student Yearbook, 1990

Kiln, Student Yearbook, 2003 Kiln, Student Yearbook, 2006 Kiln, Student Yearbook, 2008Kiln, Student Yearbook, 2007 Kiln, Student Yearbook, 2009

Kiln, Student Yearbook, 1993Kiln, Student Yearbook, 1991 Kiln, Student Yearbook, 1994 Kiln, Student Yearbook, 1995
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Kiln, Student Yearbook, 1999Kiln, Student Yearbook, 1997 Kiln, Student Yearbook, 1998 Kiln, Student Yearbook, 2000 Kiln, Student Yearbook, 2001
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