
What is Mercy Connect? 

Mercy Connect is an arm of the broader Mercy Works, a ministry of the Sisters of Mercy.  
Mercy Connect engages trained volunteers, usually with an education background, to provide 
additional support and mentoring to asylum seekers and humanitarian visa students at a 
critical time in their settlement in Australia. These students are supported through improving 
their capacity to negotiate the challenges of mainstream schooling and integrate into the 
wider Australian Community. Many of the students we support in Ballarat are also second 
generation. 

The role of the volunteer 

The key responsibilities of the volunteer are to assist these targeted students in their learning by providing support 
that nurtures student well-being and self-esteem. Volunteers provide literacy and numeracy support and assist 
students in understanding classroom instructions, assessment tasks and organising their school work. But we can hear 
from the volunteers themselves. 
 
Natalie (pictured right): This is my fifth year of being a Mercy 
Connect volunteer and I have been enriched by my 
involvement with the program. The children that I have 
worked with are so special to me. As an ex-teacher I have 
been happy to help them to improve their literacy skills and 
to gain confidence in their own abilities as learners.   It is such 
an honour to be able to feel that you can make a difference, 
however small, in a young person’s life. I am really looking 
forward to seeing my young student again as he begins his 
new school year. 
 
Matthew: My name is Matthew and after retiring from school teaching in 2016 in Adelaide, I relocated to Ballarat. I 
have been working with Mercy Connect for two years. Last year I tutored an African Year 12 student, who needed 
help with maths. I had only taught maths to Year 10, so I had some learning to do as well! This student was clear about 
his goal - Engineering - and I was pleased to learn that he passed maths and has been accepted into a diploma course 
this year.  I expect to continue this year helping a Year 9 student.  This work is personally rewarding and is helping 
international students to assimilate and flourish. 
 
Gitte: My student was in Year 10 when we first met. She was a refugee who had recently arrived in Ballarat after a 
painful, tumultuous life that had taken her through several overseas countries, refugee camps and indeed to NSW, 
Qld, WA and SA in rapid succession before settling in our midst. Unsurprisingly, she was depressed and quite 
unresponsive at first, seemingly taking no interest in school or in learning; her English vocabulary was very sparse, 
and with respect to mathematics, she lacked an understanding of the most fundamental rules and principles. So, we 
began pretty much from scratch. Even breaking the ice took a while, but it soon became clear that she did have a 
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healthy sense of humour, which helped to bring about a shy smile to her face.  She slowly settled in, and during the 
second term she began to understand that my role was to help her with whatever she needed for her school work. 
This meant that she began to plan for how we would spend our time together. Soon, we were working on English, 
science, maths, social studies, and whatever other courses she was taking. Still, by the end of that year, I was uncertain 
as to whether she would be back for her Year 11.  Well, she did come back!  With her increasing understanding of 
what her assignments required of her, her enthusiasm for learning also grew. We got to the point at which she would 
bring her assignments with specific questions, so our teamwork began to grow quite organically. Smiles. Have a good 
day. Thank you – all became part of our routine, as did discussions of little school episodes that needed a bit of 
clarification and/or just moral support. On one occasion, she was elected ‘student of the week’, of which, we were 
naturally both very proud.  She asked to continue with the mentoring throughout Year 12. By then, our relationship 
had become very open and trusting. In addition to working on assignments, we discussed what would be next in her 
personal and educational development. She completed school with a VCAL qualification in November 2019, and we 
decided to continue our relationship into the next phase of her life.  To have had the opportunity to follow a confused, 
traumatised girl mature into a beautiful young woman has been a real privilege that I would not have missed for quids. 
 

Daska: I have volunteered for two years with Mercy Connect and am looking forward to my third year. I come from an 
educational background where both my parents and my sisters are teachers and I have taught in TAFE. We all believe 
in social justice and the importance of education in offering people choices and freedom. I responded to the 
advertisement to support Sudanese refugees in Ballarat. I have supported a Sudanese girl for two years with her 
literacy and numeracy and transition to school. During the first year my student was academically good but she 
struggled socially. Last year she was more settled and calmer. While her literacy was still high, her numeracy needed 
support and she has needed assistance when transitioning to higher levels. I have appreciated the ongoing training 
provided by Mercy Connect which I have utilised in the classroom and I have also enjoyed the social opportunities. 
Volunteering was an important activity to embrace after an absence from the work force due to child raising. 
 
For more information on Mercy Connect, see the Mercy Works website www.mercyworks.org.au and if you are 
interested in Volunteering in Ballarat, email: mercyconnectb@gmail.com  
If you are a school that would like support from our volunteers please contact us as well. 
Supported in Ballarat by the Catholic Education Office Ballarat and The Ballarat Foundation. 
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