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My career in education sprang from a desire 
to work with young people, particularly young 
children. In my very young days I was always 
involved with little kids and babysitting. I 
decided that teaching or working with young 
people was my passion and would also be 
my career. I attended the Sacre Coeur Rose 
Bay Convent as a primary student and 
Kincoppal Convent (now closed and 
amalgamated with Rose Bay) in my 
secondary years. In Years Eleven and 
Twelve, I had a fabulous teacher, Joan 
Hannan, a nun who has since left the order. 
She inspired a love of poetry, literature and 
history and encouraged me to excel. I did 
surprisingly well at the end of Year Twelve 
and gained a Teacher’s Scholarship. 
 

 
 
I was looking at an early childhood pathway, 
in particular preschool teaching. I used to 
baby sit for a family friend. She knew me well 
and was in fact my own kindergarten teacher. 
She suggested that it would be much more 
satisfactory and a better fit with my skills if I 
trained to work with older students. Looking 
back I realise she was being quite clever. She 
knew that I had the ability to go beyond a two 
year qualification. It would give me a better 
career pathway. Along with her advice I also 
did surprisingly well in Year 12 and this led to 
the offer of a graduate scholarship. I took this 
up, but only after gaining an agreement with a 
department officer that if I started an Arts 
Degree I would be able to complete a Primary 
Diploma in Education at Alexander Mackie 
College.  
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I went to the University of NSW and became 
an active student. I was President of the Arts 
Faculty Society from second year. I was not 
so much politically active, although I did 
support and attend moratoriums and anti-
apartheid demonstrations; I was active 
socially on campus and discovered a love of 
organising. I organised Arts Balls and Arts 
Faculty Society functions and conferences 
and attended interstate conferences in 
Melbourne and Townsville for the National 
Arts Faculty Society. With others I wrote, 
printed and distributed the Arts Faculty 
Association newsletter: I still have fading 
purple copies of these. I got into all sorts of 
trouble with the tyrant Professor Oliver in 
English, who did not like students challenging 
him publicly over his leadership of the 
Faculty. For example, he agreed to trial an 
objective computerised exam in Romantic 
Poetry. We knew this was about the internal 
politics within the Faculty. The Maths 
department had recently purchased a much 
under-used computer and needed to prove 
the value of the purchase. Despite warnings 
of retribution, we satirised this “creative” form 
of assessment in cartoon form and in 
editorials. In retaliation, Professor Oliver 
withdrew a proposed open book exam that 
Professor Harry Heseltine had fought for over 
many years. Many in the Faculty had pleaded 
with us to back off but we were not to be 
deterred. 
 

These experiences and joining the Teacher’s 
Federation at university set me up for an 
active and exciting career. 
 
I finished my degree out of sync with my 
cohort as I was behind in my work and still 
weak from an operation in the early part of 
my first year. I passed one subject and 
received three posts for very close failures. 
However they did not award posts when there 
was a majority of posts versus passes. I 
repeated the three subjects the next year, 
paying fees for the subjects and losing my 
scholarship. I had to find work for the holidays 
and part-time work during the year. Jobs 
included doctor’s receptionist, bookkeeping, 
babysitting, factory work and catering. That 
year I passed well and was given the 
scholarship back the following year. 
 
Having lost a year, I found on completion of 
my degree that Alexander Mackie College 
had disaffiliated from UNSW where UNSW 
students did their Diploma of Education 
(Primary.) I was left with nowhere to go. Very 
upset I argued with the Education 
Department to which I was bonded. Told to 
do a Secondary Dip Ed at UNSW, I was 
asked what was wrong with high school 
teaching.  I told them it was not my career 
intention or passion. I asked for their support 
to find me a placement in another Primary 
Dip Ed. Instead they found me a Secondary 
Dip Ed at UNE in Armidale. I was told to 
leave my home as I had, by now, even 
missed out on UNSW secondary spots. I 
rejected this suggestion and with my family’s 
support decided to stay. 
 
I sought advice from a family friend who was 
in a Senior Admin position at Sydney 
Teacher’s College and expressed my strong 
feelings about a primary teaching career. I 
remember being reduced to tears in his office 
because I really felt I’d lost my career. He 
suggested that I turn up at the College at the 
beginning of the year. I had to sit it out over a 
couple of days because I was technically 
unable to enrol. No-one was to know I was 
enrolling because the flood gates would have 
opened. It seemed this was a one-off problem 
for that year. The cohort after mine was the 
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second year of the Wyndham Scheme. I was 
advised to wait and just follow a group of 
students after all the other enrolments were 
done. This avoided a precedent.  
 

 
Eventually I enrolled officially at Sydney 
Teachers’ College (STC) in their Dip Ed 
Primary Teaching. The Department was most 
concerned that I hadn’t turned up in Armidale 
and basically lost me. I told them I had 
enrolled at STC and they really had no choice 
but to start up the Scholarship again. This 
experience taught me about perseverance 
and asserting my needs. The course was 
pretty good but a few of us got together and 
asked for support with Infants Teaching. We 
had special lectures out of hours given by a 
very wonderful lecturer Margaret Balint. It 
was a minimum amount of early childhood 
training in development theory and practice. It 
didn’t set me up terribly well for infants 
teaching but was a good quality beginning in 
other ways. (Most people doing infants 

teaching were doing a 2 year intensive 
course in Infants Education.) 
 
For my first teaching appointment, I asked to 
be sent anywhere in the country, specifically 
to one, two or three teacher schools. I found 
out later these never went to female teachers. 
When my telegram arrived in January, I was 
directed to St Marys North Primary School in 
Sydney, close to Penrith. It was a very 
impoverished, disadvantaged Housing 
Commission area, in fact 100% Housing 
Commission. I went out with my mother to 
have a look, and we noticed the barbed wire 
on all the fences around the school. We went 
to a toilet facility in a park and saw that 
everything was chained down with padlocks. I 
was a little unnerved but still quite positive 
and excited. I was cranky that I wasn’t being 
offered a country appointment. St Marys 
North meant that I couldn’t live at home, as 
Rose Bay was too far. I wasn’t in the country 
with real independence and a new living 
experience; nevertheless, you didn’t argue 
with the Department on placement, you just 
took what you were given.  
 
I found accommodation, sharing in 
Kingswood with a girl who worked at the local 
real estate agency. Our first few weeks were 
spent in a flat above the local Aquarium. 
Neither of us knew how hot this would be 
during a Western Sydney heat wave. It was 
centrally heated for fish tanks so we 
experienced intolerable heat. The sheets 
burnt me, slippers were too hot to wear…it 
was appalling. We moved to a unit in St 
Marys South as soon as we could extricate 
ourselves from the arrangement.  
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My first year of teaching started with a major 
challenge. I had been ill with tonsillitis during 
my Dip Ed year and had them removed in an 
operation in mid January. Two weeks later I 
was teaching. Before the term started I drove 
to Wentworthville to meet the Infants Mistress 
(IM) at her home. I thought this was the polite 
and sensible thing to do. She was very 
welcoming but something about her made me 
uncomfortable. I must have opened up too 
much about myself, my aspirations and 
beliefs. When I arrived at school on the first 
day I felt ostracised for having a degree. 
Comments were made about the fact that I 
would be paid more than others including 
those with more teaching experience. This 
wasn’t my fault but I was certainly made to 
feel bad about being four year trained. I was 
there with a whole heap of new teachers; 
there was always a huge turnover at the 
school. None of us chose the area. Another 
teacher was a Richards and we worked out 
that all the first year teachers had surnames 
starting with the letters R to T. Obviously we 
were placed there without consideration of 
our preferences. It was hard to staff outer 

west schools and this was a common 
occurrence 
 
At the planning meeting on the first day I was 
given the 2E class. However Glenda, an 
experienced teacher with some 
commonsense, said it would be far too 
challenging for a first year out teacher and 
agreed to take it. I was given 1E instead. 
Later I realised that Glenda had taken some 
of the little charmers in Kinder the previous 
year and probably knew what was coming 
into 1E. I knew little about this grading system 
but gathered E contained the bottom 20 
percent of students. They had tested the kids 
in Kindergarten and anyone who failed was 
put in 1E. So I had 34 little failures. They 
were, of course, lovely kids but also quite 
slow and a few were disturbed. This was hard 
work for me with no experience. However, I 
threw myself into it and got to know the 
students and did the best I could. Parents 
and students liked me as I was 
compassionate and encouraging. 
 
There were few experienced teachers there 
and the school was also very big. The 
primary section had over 600 students and 
the infants 400. It was a growing school in an 
area of Sydney burgeoning with new, large 
and “disadvantaged” schools. As was the 
case in those days, the primary section had 
resources such as an administrative area with 
staff, a part-time counsellor and a library. It 
may have had Special Ed resources. The 
Principal and Deputy in the primary section 
were non-teaching. The Infants Mistress did 
not have a class. We created a library for 
Infants students in a hat room and had to 
raise funds for electricity to be upgraded for 
lighting in the narrow, dark room. 
 
Our classrooms were very basic and I started 
in a portable during a heat wave. The first 
month was excruciatingly hot and stressful. 
There was no water connected to the 
portables and this was before water bottles. If 
you really wanted the kids to have a drink it 
was possible to take the whole lot with you to 
the toilet block some distance away. They 
were not meant to go to the toilet block 
unless supervised. There was no such thing 
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as sharing classes for a few minutes in those 
days - the two of us sharing the portable had 
35 each in small traditional rooms. On 
returning, half the kids were even hotter and 
sicker than when we left.  
 

 
 
The students I taught at St Marys North were 
not only very disadvantaged but most of them 
were quite intellectually challenged. I had a 
number of students who had IQs below 80. In 
one instance, a girl named Judith Bottles 
believed she was a spider monkey. We went 
on an excursion to Taronga Zoo and I was 
stunned that many students had never seen 
water or bridges. Judith was fascinated 
naturally with the spider monkey cage, and I 
had to drag her away to look at other animals. 
We were lining up to get the bus back and I 
was missing a student. I realised Judith had 
disappeared and sure enough she was hiding 
behind the spider monkey cage and cried all 
the way to the bus as she wanted to be with 
her family.  
 
Another very interesting situation that I did 
not understand when I first arrived concerned 
the “Boys’ Home”. The Deputy from the 
primary school came down to accuse two of 
my boys for bad behaviour and as I was 
trying to defend them he took me aside and 
said “don’t you understand, this is the only 
way I can get these boys into the home”.  
They needed the support of the home to 
survive. Most of my students did not wear 
shoes even in winter. After they had been at 
the Boys’ Home they would have shoes and 
proudly announce that they had ‘a comb’ and 
‘a biscuit’ at the home. 
 

At the beginning of the year, I went off for a 
few days with laryngitis, probably still 
recovering from losing tonsils three weeks 
earlier. When I came back to work, I found 
piles and piles of envelopes on my desk in 
my classroom; I had no idea what they were 
doing there unopened. They were addressed 
to a Federation Representative. I went to the 
staffroom at morning tea and asked about 
them. They all laughed and said “the tradition 
here is the first person to go on sick leave 
gets the Federation Representative work”. I 
think probably they had a meeting and I 
wasn’t there and no-one else wanted the role 
and I was nominated. Little did they know 
what they had done.  My interest and active 
involvement in those issues meant that I was 
going to be a very active representative; 
something they neither planned nor wanted.  
 
The other “union” tradition in the school, 
which was quite extraordinary for a 
conservative group of people, was that when 
we needed to have union meetings, anybody 
who was rostered onto playground duty when 
the meeting was called would be replaced by 
a non-member. Non-members doing 
playground duty when there was a union 
meeting was a fantastic idea. So I called a 
few meetings…..I was never able to achieve 
this in any other school. 
 

 
 
The most significant problem for me during 
this part my career was conflict with the 
Infants Mistress (IM) over my teaching 
philosophy, planning and programming style. 
It got me into a lot of strife. One example was 
spelling tests. All students were to do a 
weekly spelling test and teachers had to 
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produce the spelling books each Friday to the 
IM to ensure we were all doing the right thing. 
I had a few students who couldn’t even write 
their name, let alone do a spelling test, so I 
didn’t hand in the books of those who couldn’t 
write. When challenged, I insisted that they 
couldn’t do the tests and I didn’t see the point 
in testing them or handing in their books. 
After some “discussion”, pointless and almost 
heated, I produced the books with no entries.  
 
Our differences led to a vicious circle and we 
had difficult moments when I persisted with 
my assertion that students were unable to do 
certain tasks and she just kept saying they 
have to because they were in 1st grade. I 
didn’t see this as a huge problem as I thought 
it was just a difference of opinion. However, 
over time she started referring to the fact that 
she might not recommend that I receive a 
teaching certificate, the ridiculous 
arrangement whereby all teachers starting 
out had to achieve their certificate within 5 
years. This included the training period. It 
was set up when teachers were not 4 year 
trained, but if you were, it left only one year of 
practice to get the certificate.  
 
The IM said that I needed to teach as 
competently as teachers who had been 
trained for less time but had years more 
experience than I had. It meant I had to prove 
myself within a year. Other people who were 
two year trained still had the five years to 
prove themselves but with three years 
teaching experience to build up their 
competency; this was most unfair and 
unreasonable. I knew I was never going to be 
as competent as the teacher next door to me 
who was trained for two years and was in her 
third year of teaching. It was not the way the 
Department wished it to be interpreted either. 
It was the vindictiveness of the IM. 
 
 

 
 
Apart from the fact that I knew that the IM did 
not like my progressive attitudes or my way of 
teaching, she really damaged a lot of the kids 
in that school with physical punishment and 
other disciplinary processes and strategies 
which frightened most of them. I knew this 
was the wrong way to teach and saw poor 
learning outcomes from most children under 
that regime. When she told me that I wasn’t 
going to get my teaching certificate I set up 
meetings with the NSW Teachers Federation 
in the centre of Sydney. I remember the effort 
to get there by train before the office closed. 
An appeal was lodged. With support from the 
Federation, I made my case. Her comments 
on my failed teaching certificate report were 
that I was a good teacher; the only thing she 
could fault me on was my quiet speaking 
voice with the students. This was an 
extraordinary position to take when you are 
failing someone. It was a good thing in some 
circumstances, to have a quiet speaking 
voice. When the appeal was considered the 
decision was to review my performance in 
Term 1 of the following year. This left me in 
limbo of course, without my teaching 
certificate. I had to go back the following year 
despite wanting to leave to work in the ACT. 
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A highlight of my time at St Marys was 
meeting Bill Willis, my future partner. He had 
been teaching in the primary school for five 
years. I went to the union meetings at the 
local club and we became friends, ending up 
in a strong relationship. Bill had put in for a 
transfer before we started our relationship, 
having always wanted to live in the country. 
He was successful in getting his transfer and 
I was in a very difficult position. I had not 
wanted to be in another long distance 
relationship as I’d done that previously and 
was not keen to do it again. When he got the 
move to Queanbeyan I intended applying for 
a job in Canberra or a transfer to 
Queanbeyan. A transfer was unlikely as NSW 
did not allow transfers after one year 
especially from a disadvantaged area. Bill 
moved to Queanbeyan to work at 
Queanbeyan Primary School and I stayed 
until May to go through the review.  
 

 
 
I won the appeal and the Inspectors told the 
IM that she had written a very inappropriate 
report for a person whom she wished to fail. 
In other words, she should have been more 

negative. She was put on notice not to do this 
again and was in some strife over it. Without 
my knowledge, the Deputy who was a good 
friend of Bill’s, had organised a transfer to 
Queanbeyan Primary School. He must have 
used his contacts feeling empathy with our 
situation. However, I had not known about 
this when I applied for the Commonwealth 
Teaching Service position and ended up 
taking a Canberra job. 
 
When I applied for the Commonwealth 
Teaching Service, I had a wonderful interview 
with the officers who were very welcoming 
and encouraging. Everyone was looking for 
teachers in Canberra at that point -1974. I 
was told I had been appointed to 
Warramanga Primary and I think I had a 
single classroom. I must have phoned and 
said what I’d really like is one of those open 
plan Kindergarten classes. Well the guy 
nearly fell off the chair and said “heavens 
you’re the first person who has ever asked for 
that”. No-one wanted to go to those big 
Kindergarten open plan schools. So I was 
appointed to Rivett Primary with open plan 
units. I was very excited and found when I got 
there a most wonderful, supportive 
environment. There were some wonderful 
teachers, great support, and lots of fun, 
openness and sharing. There were two new 
teachers, Kathy Lightner from the US and 
Helen Beckham from Victoria. We had the 
best teaching experience you could imagine. I 
really flourished in the three-teacher situation. 
I started with four teachers at the back of a 
hall because they were building our unit at 
the time. We had over 110 kids at the back of 
the hall and it was still fun. There was a lot of 
smiling and laughing.  
 
The kids weren’t easy, relative to other 
schools in the ACT at the time. However, they 
were certainly not as deprived or as difficult to 
manage as those at St Marys North. There 
was a transient group from the Defence 
Forces and a significant group of public 
housing families who were placed in what 
was then an outer suburb. The community 
appreciated the teaching and the students 
were very happy about coming to school.  
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I spent five years at Rivett and had an 
amazing teaching experience with many 
opportunities. I was encouraged to go to staff 
development, take on curriculum 
responsibilities and also nominate 
successfully for the teacher rep role on the 
School Board. I remember designing an oral 
communication course, encouraging students 
to give more confident oral presentations. I 
was valued and felt good working in that 
environment. After a couple of years in the 
three-teacher unit with family groupings and 
knowledge of the students, I moved into a 
single unit and then in my final year shared a 
double unit with Gwen Howitt. I learnt so 
much from the other teachers with whom I 
worked closely.  
 
During this time at Rivett, I was also being 
offered leadership opportunities. One of these 
was an acting Level 2/senior teacher role for 
6 months. I became a Level 2 in my 4th year 
of teaching. I particularly enjoyed supporting 
and guiding young teachers who were 
starting in the profession.  
 
During the time I was at Rivett, I found I 
needed professional stimulation outside the 
school. I became involved in Federation 
meetings, in what was called the ACT 
Teachers’ Federation. I plucked up the 
courage to speak at meetings and I also 
connected up with teachers and principals, 
including Julie Biles, who were active in 
supporting and improving primary schools. I 
enjoyed that very much.  
 
At first this was in a separate forum for 
primary teachers. Later it combined with the 

secondary group. This was much more 
intimidating than the primary association. It 
took quite a lot of courage in those days to 
get up and speak at a union meeting, 
especially for a woman and a primary 
teacher. The Union was dominated by male 
secondary teachers. Having taken those first 
tricky steps I found that I could be quite 
empowered in those situations. At Rivett I 
became the Assistant Federation 
Representative. 
 
The Principal at Rivett at the time, Colin 
McLear, was a non-union member and anti-
union and conservative on many fronts. He 
disapproved of females playing soccer or any 
‘male’ sport. Some of us had encouraged 
students to play the ball sports they wanted to 
play out on the far oval, away from the 
younger kids closer to the school. Colin 
McLear came down to my staffroom and 
insisted that I remove the students and tell 
them not to play soccer at school. When I 
challenged him he said “all those driving past 
can see girls playing soccer and it is not good 
for the image of the school”. We had quite a 
stand-up argument about lady-like behaviour, 
neither of us giving an inch. The girls 
continued to play soccer. 
 
He was very concerned about my activism 
and was always trying to get someone else to 
be the Rep. On one occasion he approached 
someone to become the Federation Rep. But 
the guy, was not even a member of the union; 
he was ex army; an ‘untrained’ teacher. He 
came and told me about it later, quite 
amused. In fact he told the Principal he 
thought I was doing a good job. So Colin 
McLear had to tolerate me for a few more 
years.  
 
When an ACT-wide strike was proposed, we 
needed to have a school meeting to explain 
the issues and generate support. There was 
much debate about whether we were able to 
have the meeting at the school - especially at 
lunch time. In addition, few were intending to 
go on strike at that point. I was very nervous 
about all the issues remembering that I’d 
been on strike on my own at St Marys Infants 
School. The Principal came to the meeting, 
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despite being a non-unionist. He wanted to 
speak; in fact he wanted to dominate the 
meeting to ensure teachers did not strike. I let 
him address the meeting. He spoke in very 
negative terms about the strike and became 
aggressive and righteous about it with 
everybody. Members wanted me as chair to 
stop his tirade but I had already seen the 
mood swing and let him dig his own grave. As 
a result of his attitude and behaviour they all 
voted to go out on strike. That was a lesson I 
learnt very early. Let people speak and others 
will make up their own minds. It certainly 
worked in my favour that time. Some people 
do ruin their argument as soon as they open 
their mouth. This also proved useful at later 
union forums. 
 
During those years at Rivett, I went to 
meetings on “Girls and Women in Education”. 
There was a small but growing group of 
teachers networking on these issues in the 
1970s. I made friends within the group and 
accessed a broader professional network 
covering secondary teachers and TAFE staff. 
Many of us were concerned by the lack of 
women in union positions. The committee 
had been told, when it complained about this, 
that women didn’t stand for election. As a 
result we all talked about applying for a Union 
Executive role. I was the only primary teacher 
on the committee and was almost coerced 
into nominating. I was certainly not expecting 
to be successful. However I was elected, 
probably because I was a primary teacher 
with a profile at meetings. I believe many 
women, even then, saw me as a good role 
model as I was willing to get up and debate 
union business.  
 
I took up a position on the Union Executive at 
the same time as I was accepted into the 
Masters of Education program at the 
University of Canberra. Again my success 
was a surprise as it was quite hard to get in, 
often taking a couple of years. The university 
must have decided they needed 
infants/primary teachers. 
 
I would not have chosen to take on these two 
very heavy workloads at the same time, but I 
was caught. I became very busy and quite 

tired during that period of time. I had also 
developed a severe health problem. Arthritis 
took over most of my joints and the specialist 
at the time had me on Aspirin for pain. He 
knew I’d be back when the ears started 
ringing and he proposed cortisone as the next 
treatment. I walked away from the medical 
profession and went to alternate practitioners 
for relief. It took 6 months to rid myself of the 
affliction but I did.  I learnt to meditate not 
long after this and found that it really helped 
me get through a very draining day with 34 
Kindergarten children, studying for my 
masters at night and being effective in Union 
meetings. I have continued to meditate ever 
since - twice a day for 20 minutes. 
 
As a result of my involvement in the Girls in 
Education Committee, I was encouraged to 
apply for a position which had funding from 
the Commonwealth to co-ordinate a program 
to eliminate sexism in education in the ACT. 
A wonderful man, David Widdup, now 
deceased, encouraged me to nominate by 
explaining that the whole world bluffs and 
works out the job when they get there. He 
was the Australian Teachers Federation 
(ATF) Research Officer and worked with the 
national and local committees on sexism. I 
did not really believe that I would get the job 
but no-one else applied and I was found 
suitable. It was quite exciting but daunting. It 
meant leaving Rivett and going to the Office 
for what was to be a temporary six month 
appointment. I was quite sad to leave Rivett 
having loved the people and the way the 
school operated.  
 
The position entitled Elimination of Sexism in 
Education (ELSIE) was equally shared 
between the School’s Office and the ACT 
Teachers Federation at Weston. This was a 
unique work arrangement and gave me a lot 
of flexibility and freedom to do the job the way 
I wanted. I had two workplaces, but I was 
much more welcome at the Federation than 
the Office. There was a lot of suspicion and 
rejection of my role in the department from 
many department officers, some principals 
and teachers. 
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The original funding for the position came 
from the Commonwealth. Some time into the 
year my Manager and I were asked to speak 
with the Head of Finance in the Schools 
Office. The Finance Manager had a problem 
with accepting the funding from the 
Commonwealth and in fact refused to put it 
into the Schools Office account. He said that 
the rules were that the Commonwealth could 
not receive funds from the Commonwealth. 
The Schools Office was still part of the 
Commonwealth at this stage. Therefore, a 
sum of $4,250, which was to pay for my 
salary in the Office, was never accepted by 
the Schools Office and was given to the 
Teachers’ Federation. The current President, 
Keith Lawler and I did not have any trouble 
working out that this would form my resource 
and travel budget. With it I was able to 
produce publications, buy resources and go 
interstate to meet other co-ordinators. 
 
It was 1979. I came in to try and do what 
people are still trying to do - eliminate gender 
bias in our teaching, curriculum and school 
culture. I was on a huge learning curve during 
the time I was in the position of Co-ordinator. 

I became quite skilled in working in a 
bureaucracy and with the complexity between 
the Schools Office and ACT Schools 
Authority. I learnt invaluable political lessons 
and coped with very difficult interpersonal 
interactions, with those opposed to the 
program  
 
At that time the ACT system was still part of 
the Commonwealth Government, with the 
ACT Schools Authority, a policy making 
statutory body. The administration of the 
system and the policy setting were divided. I 
worked very closely with people who were on 
the Authority who supported the work I was 
doing  Some of those people included 
Lyndsay Connors, who, later, was involved in 
the Commonwealth Schools Commission and 
other parts of the national education scene. 
She was a freelance journalist at the time and 
Parents and Citizens activist. We have 
remained in touch and she is a great friend of 
my friend Julia Ryan.  
 
Other supporters on the Schools Authority 
were Ros Kelly, who went on to become a 
Minister in the Commonwealth Government; 
Julie Biles who was a Principal at that time 
and very actively involved in the Union as a 
Vice President and Anthony Ketley who was 
and still is an activist in the national parent 
movement. I received great support from 
these people in developing proposals and 
promoting important policy debates on the 
Schools’ Authority. 
 
I set up a large and active network of 
teachers, consisting of men and women from 
across the curriculum and from all parts of the 
system. The first meeting was very 
successful, with about 80 teachers attending. 
The network stayed active and strong for 
some time. It brought together people who 
had been involved in feminist work and other 
social justice interests, along with a few 
curious, fledgling teachers. In fact there were 
a couple of people who needed convincing. 
One well known case was a woman who 
eventually turned her personal life upside 
down as she was persuaded of the merits of 
counter-sexism and women’s issues. The 
network was a forum for teachers who had 
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never had a regular opportunity to meet 
others with similar convictions. 
 

 
 
A point of contention about the position was 
the length of time it should be supported and 
funded. It was initially for 6 months. One of 
my major tasks was to ensure that the 
position became entrenched in the system. 
Many people resisted this. The publicly stated 
position was that there were staffing and 
funding shortages. In reality they just didn’t 
support the concept of eliminating gender 
bias and sexism in schools. I had the most 
extraordinary conversations and interactions 
with people. Many, particularly male teachers, 
would ring and tell me what I was doing was 
a load of rubbish and really there was no 
discrimination or sexism at all.  
 
There were Principals refusing to do what the 
Department directed, such as having sexism 
contacts in schools. They said “I’m not going 
to do it, I don’t believe in it. It is immoral”. 
There were parents in schools causing 
trouble, attempting to stop teachers talking 
about the issues or reviewing resources in 
libraries. They argued that boys and girls 
should be very different and it didn’t matter if 
they chose different courses or careers.  
 
One of the highlights was an interaction with 
my Manager. He was an experienced Deputy 
working in the office in a Principal’s position, 
and was my direct supervisor. After about 4 
months in the position he said in all 
innocence, and obviously prompted by the 
powers that be, “How much longer do you 
think you’ll need?” I asked what he meant. He 

said “I want to know how long you think you 
need to eliminate sexism in education?”  I 
looked at him in absolute amazement. I 
realised that my response had to be clever. 
Instead of saying “forever”.  I said “I think it 
will take at least until the end of the year”. In 
that way I was able to gain more time.  
 
As a result of various political maneuverings, 
there was an extension of time. Further 
extensions were agreed as more politics 
came into play and officers and the Schools’ 
Authority started asking for reports, research 
and discussion. I prepared a major report for 
the Schools’ Authority and the Federation, 
entitled Sexism in Education in the ACT. It 
outlined the position of girls, their subject 
choices and the nature of resources in 
libraries. It also asserted bias in the way girls 
were taught and allocated the rewards and 
resources in schools. Among many 
recommendations, it encouraged a number of 
actions: single sex classes, more discussion 
with students and teachers about sexism and 
reviewing resources. 
  
The extension of time meant uncertainty for 
me as my job at Rivett had gone. It was 
decided the position should be temporary for 
a year and at the level of Band 2 (Senior 
Teacher). I acted in the position for a couple 
of years. Eventually the position became 
permanent and I was promoted to it.  
 
I became pregnant in the middle of all of this 
and had my first son, John, in September 
1980. Reluctantly, the Schools Office 
replaced me during my leave. I had many 
projects mid stream and they really had no 
choice. There were some great women 
around who wanted to come in and work in 
that position. It was a hard job and quite 
stressful and demanding, but also very 
rewarding and exciting. The role consumed 
me for 5 years and of course I never went 
back to Rivett Primary. 
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I had two children during the time I was co-
ordinator. Sam arrived in January 1983.  
Three or four women replaced me over this 
time including my sister Pam Richards, Noel 
Ridgway and Sue Upton. Susan Ryan had 
become the Minister in a new Labor 
Government towards the end of my time 
there. This meant greater support at the 
Federal level. Of course this was prior to ACT 
Self Government and the Federal 
Government still had some say over the 
system. It was becoming more of a 
mainstream issue by 1984 with a number of 
powerful people supporting programs 
designed to eliminate sexism in education 
and gender equity and looking after women in 
education. It became Government policy so I 
didn’t have to fight that particular battle. 
There was still inadequate funding and 
staffing support even though bureaucrats 
were told this was a priority. The job was 
secure by the time I left.  
 
A new staffing policy whereby teachers in the 
Office had to return to a school after five 
years, led me to transfer as a Level 2 to a 
school. I supported this arrangement as it 
freed up positions for teachers in the Office, 

encouraging mobility and opportunities. I was 
also more than happy to return to teaching. I 
applied for, and won, a senior teacher 
position at a brand new school, Richardson 
Primary. My old friend Julie Biles with whom I 
worked in the Union, was about to open the 
school as Principal. I was very excited about 
working with her and left the Office leaving 
the sexism work in the capable hands of an 
identified curriculum consultant. 
 
I want to acknowledge the incredible support I 
had from people while in that position, 
particularly from the then Teachers’ 
Federation - Keith Lawler as ACTTF 
President and many members of the 
Executive who were going through a very 
challenging and divisive period in the Union 
debating abortion, affirmative action and 
higher duties policies. It is very important to 
recognise the support this social justice issue 
received from some teachers in the Teachers’ 
Federation. None of this would have 
progressed without their support. 
 
I went to Richardson Primary School, nervous 
but excited with all that experience behind 
me. Richardson, when it opened contained a 
lot of disadvantaged students with significant 
learning challenges. We discovered some 
years later that while the Government had put 
in the standard number of housing 
commission homes, it had filled nearly all of 
them with families on the emergency and 
critical lists. Many of those families sent to 
Richardson, were in dire straits. This 
experience reminded me of my Sydney 
Housing Commission experience in St Marys 
North. Many students were very needy and 
the school was given no special needs 
assistance until the middle of the second 
year. 
 
However, it was positive leadership 
experience and despite the hard work it was 
exciting setting up a new school. I had the 
entire junior end of the school to look after as 
neither of the deputies or other senior people 
had early years experience. This made the 
job enormous. It was a growing school with 
increasing population in the early years. This 
meant I had a large number of teachers to 
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supervise and support. Many were 
compulsory transferees and not keen to be 
there. Most struggled with the nature of the 
task as many had never taught in a school 
with students of this kind. I enjoyed it despite 
the behaviour and learning problems 
amongst the students and did some special 
education teaching myself. 
 
The biggest problem in my view was that 
teachers who wanted to be highly competent 
found the concept of perfection under 
challenge in such a difficult environment. 
Teachers became disillusioned and 
demoralised, and in some cases so damaged 
by the experience that they gave up teaching. 
In those days there was very little support in a 
new school with these problems. In fact when 
the Department visited, sweeping down the 
corridors after talking to the senior team, they 
told the Principal that we were mistaken in 
our assessment of the neediness of students 
and that we must just be poor teachers. They 
insisted that we couldn’t have so many 
students that needed special help. Later 
when the students were tested it was clear 
that we were correct in our assessment and 
there were many students with significant 
needs in the classroom. We had been trying 
to manage large classes of over 30 without 
any extra support. The school was also built 
on a shoestring, with smaller and less flexible 
spaces. Calwell Primary School, in a more 
affluent area, was built two years later and 
was palatial compared to Richardson. Was 
this a coincidence?   
 
During the time I was at Richardson I was still 
very active in the union. This was hard as I 
had a busy job and two young children. I was 
asked, cajoled (by Clive) and finally agreed to 
be a Union Rep on the Department’s 
Selection Panels. This was part-time and 
every few weeks I would have to leave my 
class and work at the Panels’ offices at 
Downer Primary School.  
 
During this period of time I became much 
more skilled in the art of writing applications 
and interviewing even though I was not on 
the receiving end. It was also when officers 
such as Cheryl O’Connor and Narelle 

Hargreaves were applying for Principals’ 
positions. Cheryl won a number of positions 
in the primary sector but also won her first 
preference, Lake Ginninderra College. The 
appeal against her from a number of men in 
the system was an event, which led to a lot of 
angst and court appearances. She lost the 
position on appeal and a male Deputy took 
on the role. 
 
In my third year there, 1986, I was 
encouraged to run for the Secretary’s position 
about to be vacated by Joan Corbett, who 
was going to the national office in Melbourne 
as ATF Women’s Officer. She encouraged 
me to take up her position in the ACTTF. As 
the vacancy was for less than a year, May to 
December, Council selected it in April so the 
vote didn’t go out to the full membership. 
Prior to this there had been significant 
polarisation within the Federation on women’s 
issues. This was when I was on leave with 
Sam’s birth and I always felt I was lucky to 
miss most of that contentious period of time 
in the Union.  It transpired that Joan’s support 
was in some ways a poisoned chalice. I was 
seen by some as her clone. I had also been 
on leave from Union business for a couple of 
years when the boys were little and I had not 
re-established my own profile in the Union. I 
supported the policies that Joan was pushing 
and when the vote was taken it was a 
complete and exact split. The Returning 
Officer went away and tossed a coin. I lost 
and Helga McPhie won. This was very 
disappointing for a lot of people who backed 
me and of course for me, having been 
strongly encouraged to stand.  
 
The general election for the Secretary’s two-
year term involved the whole membership 
and was held in October. It was believed that 
I had a strong chance of winning if the whole 
system was voting, so I was again 
encouraged and supported to campaign 
vigorously. In Term 3, I took my precious long 
service leave, and spent time campaigning 
and meeting after hours with a wonderful 
group of teachers who gave me terrific 
support. This network organised itself and 
carried out fundraising to support publications 
etc. 
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During the campaign, claims were made such 
as “Rosemary can’t possibly be the Secretary 
- she’s got 2 young children and she couldn’t 
work long hours”. Helga believed this as well. 
It was disappointing and ridiculous. I was very 
used to long hours as a teacher and in the 
Co-ordinator’s position. With a strong 
campaign with many publications, donated 
resources and my own initiative, I won by a 
substantial majority and went into the position 
the following year. This was somewhat 
disruptive for the Union office because they 
had settled in with another Secretary. Neither 
Helga nor I held a grudge. I rang her 
immediately I received the news and said I 
was sorry about how it had turned out. Helga 
stayed active in the Union.  
 
I was in the Union office at the start of 1987, 
as Secretary working with Peter O’Connor the 
President. During that time the major issue 
was the introduction of Self Government. This 
meant the likelihood of funding cuts by the 
Commonwealth Minister before handover and 

then again afterwards with a fledgling 
government reining in expenses. It was 
deemed that ACT education was over 
resourced relative to other States. The Union 
and its membership faced many challenges 
over the cuts and the new era.  
 
I really did enjoy working with Peter. He was 
very supportive. He taught me a great deal 
about local politics. He also helped with some 
good advice about media work. Peter was a 
brilliant operator and very entrepreneurial. 
Because I took such a different approach it 
was very helpful to learn about some of the 
tactics available to Union officers. I could then 
integrate those aspects of Peter’s style which 
I felt were successful. The members saw us 
as very different and this was also quite 
useful at times when I could propose various 
policies to members which Peter may not 
have been able to do.  
 
I learned very different things from the former 
President, Keith Lawler. He talked to me 
about chairing meetings and gave me a 
sense of confidence that I was able to do the 
job well. Confidence had been Keith’s 
strongest quality in a meeting and he passed 
this on to me. 
 
One difficult issue the Union faced was the 
mobility of teachers, particularly opportunities 
for high school teachers to work in colleges 
and college teachers to move elsewhere. 
There was also an ongoing debate over 
redistribution of resources. Teachers of 
younger children needed more resources to 
help reduce class sizes and of course the 
argument from some was that it should come 
from the so called “over resourced” 
secondary schools. Despite my early 
childhood background, I always strongly 
supported the view that we had to maintain 
secondary resources and fight separately for 
our young students. Now with massive 
resources going into reducing class sizes in 
primary schools and maintenance of most of 
the secondary situation, I believe the line was 
the correct one. 
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The class size debate raged for many years. I 
had been involved in that campaign all 
through my career. We continued fighting for 
smaller class sizes particularly for 
Kindergarten and the early years over a 
lengthy period finally winning the battle with a 
big injection of resources in about 1999/2000.  
 
Self Government for the ACT created 
massive changes in the administration of the 
system. We had a wonderful preschool 
system which had good support and was a 
flagship for the country. In the late 80s we 
lost our preschool regional offices and decent 
support to preschools. I did substantial work 
with the preschool staff who were badly 
affected, some losing their positions as 
leaders and facing quite inappropriate 
placement elsewhere in the system. The 
Union helped organise good retirement 
arrangements for some who were displaced 
and unlikely to manage the primary sector. 
 
The biggest challenge in those years (1988-
1989) came with the Second Tier system of 
salary bargaining. We were forced to trade 
conditions or resources, for our salary 
increase. This was the first time we had faced 
this sort of pressure. Peter decided we 
needed to embrace this and completely 
restructure the promotions system. There 
was great criticism and division. Ultimately 
the way it was handled avoided loss of 
conditions, such as hours of teaching, and it 
did increase the salaries of newer teachers. 
While members were upset over the 
structural issues, it did put protections in 
place at a very difficult time. 
 

I became President about 18 months after 
starting as Secretary. Peter O’Connor, the 
President relinquished the position to take a 
job in Sydney and I took on the role, having 
been nominated and endorsed by a Council 
vote. The two-year President position went to 
a full election not long afterwards and I was 
successful. I continued to win the position, 
often unopposed, for a further 7 years until I 
left in 1995.  
 
I managed a major campaign and court case 
along with Nick Evans, the Industrial Officer 
on salary advancement and level of 
qualification. This was raised by the Union 
during a salary case in the early 90s. The 
Union wanted teachers with less than four 
years of training to progress through a barrier 
on the salary scale to access the top rate 
which had previously been available only to 
graduates of four year training. A set of 
criteria which included recent hours of 
professional development was put forward as 
a soft barrier. This was to be a sunset 
arrangement because for many years prior to 
this the Department had only engaged 
teachers with four year status.  
 

 
 
A small number of older teachers, mostly 
women, had for various reasons not 
upgraded their qualifications. These people 
were denied access to promotion as well. The 
Union had a number of policy debates about 
this and it was interesting to observe the 
passionately held views on both sides. Many 
were resentful that they had had to do the 
hard stuff of studying while some teachers 
were to slip through the barrier without the 
degree work. I had to deal with this opposition 
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and convince the membership that this was 
fair and important in equity terms. We won 
the case which was held in the Federal Court 
in Melbourne. We raised the merit issues, 
using equal pay for equal work arguments. 
We took a small number of witnesses with us, 
one of whom was a three year trained leading 
teacher who often provided PD and 
leadership in curriculum in the system. The 
Court was stunned that teachers who had 
been trained 20 years previously and who 
clearly excelled as professionals were held 
back to a very low scale. 
 
Sometimes it is clear that the work you have 
engaged in has a real benefit for members. 
Some years after I finished in the Union an 
older woman approach me at the Fyshwick 
Markets. I was in my car and she ran over to 
say something. She said that she benefited 
greatly from our work in the Commission on 
qualifications. She said that what she had 
gained prior to retirement was a decent 
enough salary to allow her to live with dignity 
on her pension. If this change had not been 
made in relation to 4-year qualifications she 
would have been well and truly below the 
poverty line. She wanted me to know that the 
Union made a huge difference to her life. 
 
Not long after I became President I was 
approached by the National Union Office to 
see if I would be prepared to be a 
representative of the Australian Council of 
Trade Unions (ACTU) through the Australian 
Teachers Federation (ATF), on the Schools 
Council. This Council was part of the National 
Board of Employment, Education and 
Training. It was a new arrangement after the 
Schools Commission was disbanded by the 
Coalition Government in the late 80s, and 
prior to John Dawkins becoming the new 
Labor Government’s Minister for Education. 
After some politics at the Federal union level 
there was significant support for me as the 
representative. I think it was more about lack 
of support for another candidate, to be 
honest, but I was appointed and found it a 
fantastic entrée to the national education 
scene. It was an important experience for me 
as a professional, but the downside was that 
it created a huge work load on top of the 

President’s job. There were many trips 
around the country. I was on the National 
Board for a year in 1993 and on the Council 
for five years. The commitment meant regular 
meetings, huge amounts of reading, research 
and committee work. I was able to be part of 
producing important publications such as 
Australia’s Teachers. It was an exciting time 
to be examining changes in teaching and 
learning with State and Territory 
Governments. State Labor Governments 
dominated and were keen to see a real 
national agenda for education improvement. 
This changed when Conservative 
Governments started to take office around 
the nation in the mid to late 90s. 
 
My experience as the Union President also 
allowed me to do some international travel. I 
attended an International Education 
Conference in Stockholm early in 1993, after 
a very close election at the Federal AEU 
Conference. It was quite unusual for a 
President from a small affiliate like the ACT to 
be elected onto the delegation as we only 
had two votes. It was very exciting for me 
personally and professionally to be involved 
in an international education conference. It 
included the two International Education 
Unions. The two international bodies had 
existed separately and often in conflict for 
many years. This conference was the 
platform for the amalgamation making it a 
very special event in Education history. The 
Education International (EI) was formed as 
the doors which divided the two bodies 
opened. 
 

 
 
I was fortunate in 1995 that the President of 
the Australian Education Union, Sharan 
Burrow, took a contingent of Presidents with 
her to the United States to be involved in a 
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national tour of the American system meeting 
up with the unions, the educational bodies 
and boards and looking at schools. It was a 
very professionally rewarding time and 
included a conference at the beginning of the 
trip with the Coalition of Essential Schools 
This was in San Francisco with the Bay 
schools and looked at how schools could 
change the way they worked to ensure 
improvements in Learning.  
 
I had a very professionally rewarding time 
during these years. I spent time around 
Australia meeting teachers, visiting schools, 
talking to educators and systems about the 
important educational issues in the early 90s. 
So while this national role was exhausting it 
was also exhilarating. I still had to manage 
the role of President of the Union at the same 
time.  
 

 
 
During this time I had wonderful support from 
Clive Haggar who as the Secretary of the 
Union took on a greater local role and also 
gave good advice about the challenges of 
balancing everything. He was also a great 
friend with immense commitment to the AEU. 
We moved office a couple of times during that 
period and there was a lot going on in the 
system. Clive really held things together 
when I was called away to meetings. I also 
had enormous support from my partner, Bill, 
with our sons. I was actively involved with my 
children, finding for some years that my life 

was work and time with them. There was no 
time for anything else. 
 
Leaving the Union in 1995 to take up the 
temporary role of Staff Development Manager 
was quite a transition for me. I was asked 
why I wanted to leave the Union. I was very 
successful in the Union role with great 
support, little division and no pressure to 
move on to allow others to take on the role. 
The AEU - ACT Branch was a wonderful 
professional operation, but I felt strongly that I 
did not want to stay in the Union for the rest 
of my career. I also felt that my interest was 
developing more in the professional area than 
the industrial area and on occasions there 
were conflicts with this. I realised I needed to 
get back into the school system, back into 
supporting schools from a different 
perspective.  
 
I started looking around and applying for 
positions but this was difficult. Some people 
didn’t see me in a leadership role in a school. 
I was advised by the senior department 
officers that it might help if I moved into a 
temporary position. I was nervous about this 
because as President you can’t go into a 
temporary position and return to the position 
when it suits you. Luckily there was a 
professional development job available and I 
applied successfully. The job was to end 
when my presidential 2 year term ended. I 
knew that at the end of 1995 I would be very 
much on my own and looking for a position. 
However I took the risk and moved into the 
position. I went back to the O’Connell Centre 
where I had worked in the early 80s as the 
counter Sexism Co-ordinator. It felt like going 
home.  
 
I loved working in professional development 
and once there made the transition very 
easily. It was, in my view one of the few 
positive places to be if one is to be in an 
education bureaucracy. There were 
frustrations in working with a Department with 
particular directions, resource limitations and 
often unable to adequately support 
professional development. In particular, the 
Department failed to move on a program of 
leadership development within a reasonable 
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timescale. However, it was a learning 
experience for me to be working with people 
again rather than as the chief of an 
organisation. I was in charge of my own area 
and because of the nature of the location and 
the work I had quite significant autonomy. 
However, I had many “bosses” above me 
who had very different priorities. People 
thought I wouldn’t deal with losing my 
leadership role in the Union, and while there 
were difficult moments it was a lot less 
stressful than running a teachers’ union. I’d 
had just about enough when I left the AEU. 
Moving to PD was hard work and involved 
long hours but nothing could ever compare 
with the massive workload and stress of a 
Senior Officer role in a union. 
 
There was a challenge to the Professional 
Development Section around the time I 
arrived. It had got caught up in the politics of 
School Based Management. It was proposed 
that schools could do PD on their own without 
Department guidance and support. This 
would have meant spreading a very small 
budget out to schools and disbanding the 
central support. Schools would have laughed 
at the small amount they would have 
received.  
 
I saw Clive in the car park one day and he 
said “Oh, don’t worry professional 
development will live on for a long time, I’ve 
given you a gift in the Enterprise Bargaining 
Agreement.” I found out later he had 
negotiated a program which gave the section 
major and difficult work. This was managing 
Professional Development System Days. 
They became a huge project for me and my 
staff, consuming our time for months each 
year. Whether I would thank Clive for that 
would be another question.  
 

 
 
It was a crazy situation as we had to create 
quality professional development on specific 
days in the “holiday” or stand-down period for 
teachers. There were lots of issues involved 
not the least being that teachers resented 
doing this in what they perceived was their 
own time. In fact, teaching days were 
reduced to allow for the PD days and 
teachers worked exactly the same number of 
days as they had previously. I learnt to get on 
with the job often compromising, using the 
resources we had and doing the best we 
could. We believed we still created quality 
learning for teachers; it was just a massively 
difficult task. We knew that often teachers will 
criticise. Quite rightly they demand high 
quality and relevant professional learning. I 
had learnt in the Union that criticism wasn’t 
something to deter you in your work.  
 
The System PD Days were an extraordinary 
challenge. We had hundreds of teachers 
coming to the centre or going to other venues 
such as the National Convention Centre. We 
worked hard to expose them to high quality 
presentations and have them engaged and 
active in learning. What a challenge with 
hundreds of teachers who didn’t want to be 
there. It was probably the most difficult work I 
ever did. There were some great successes 
and some notorious failures.  
 
The Staff Development Section was also 
given the role of managing the Information 
Technology PD. This meant upgrading and 
adding to our computer labs. I needed to 
engage trainers who were competent in 
teaching computing. Fortunately teachers 
such as Bob Bannister and Natalie Lister 
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were keen to join the Section. They worked 
well with the other PD staff and used a very 
flexible and creative approach. A good 
example was when one of the Staff 
Development Officers worked with them on 
PowerPoint presentations, a major part of the 
program was focused on presentation skills. 
This program was really successful. 
 
Most of the program fees were minimal but 
the IT courses cost teachers and schools a 
significant amount. We were able to keep this 
revenue to use for upgrades and staffing 
costs. The biscuits for the IT courses were of 
a much higher quality than those for the non-
IT courses. They were of course funded out 
of the IT fees. 
 

 
 
The most satisfying part of the professional 
development job was the wonderful and 
extremely professional staff that I worked 
with. They included Julia Ryan, Susan Barr, 
Wendy Cave, Grette Toner, Maria Serafim, 
Alison Reece, Anne Paul, Roz Morton and 
Fiona Picot. I was so fortunate to be able to 
pull in very well regarded teachers in the 
system. They also struggled to try to find the 
resources to create strong, relevant learning 
for teachers. But we did manage the program 
well. Those staff trainers are still very well 
respected by me and some of them remain 
my very good friends.  
 
The other interesting part of the job was 
managing a large venue. After a period of 
lobbying and persuading senior people I was 
able to gain a separation from the department 
at a financial level and managed a business-
like operation. We were able to keep revenue 

and spend it on programs. This allowed great 
flexibility and autonomy to make money on 
some of our functions and events and then 
pour it back into high quality profession 
development. We also got involved in a 
number of projects with grants from the 
Commonwealth, for example, the National 
Professional Development Program. All of 
these programs included relevant and well 
presented learning for teachers.  
 

 
 
Various people came in to work on these 
projects. Another benefit that went with 
autonomy was being able to refurbish and 
improve some spaces at the centre. We 
needed to make sure it was user friendly for 
teachers and clients who came to the centre. 
We were then in a position to rent out rooms 
to Government and other private business 
groups. 
 
I spent five years working in that 
environment. During this time I also worked 
for a few weeks as acting Director Human 
Resources and prior to that a number of 
months on a transfer to Staffing/Personnel. 
The Staffing Manager had moved to work on 
a Restructure Model and I was “offered” the 
position. I was reluctant but really couldn’t 
refuse as the Staffing Section was in my 
Branch and it was a sideways shift. The role 
was much like some of the Union work I had 
done, so I didn’t feel I was learning anything 
new. The work centered on teachers in 
trouble or transfers and promotion. It was a 
very large section to manage and I was glad 
to go back to PD. 
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Having spent five years in the same position I 
felt it was time to make another transition. I 
decided I would apply for positions in 
colleges. I had worked with many college 
teachers on professional and curriculum 
issues. I had also participated in Vocational 
Education Committees at the national level. I 
related well to college age students and my 
leadership and management skills were well 
practised and successful. However, it was a 
very difficult transition. I had been going 
sideways in my career rather than pushing 
upwards in any particular sector. I always 
found it very satisfying knowing a job well and 
achieving real changes. What I needed to do 
was convince senior officers on Panels that 
my professional background was strong 
enough to enable me to manage a school.  
 
To win a job in a college is always difficult 
and for me it was fraught. Cheryl O’Connor 
had won Lake Ginninderra some 18 years 
before, but lost it on Appeal. She too had a 
primary background and was a woman. I 
came close to winning a college job having 
been ranked second on three occasions. 
When Lake Ginninderra College came up it 
was in a Transfer Round which created its 
own problems: I was able to apply to transfer 
to a position against other competition at my 
level but those at a lower level, for example, 
at Deputy level were ineligible. There was a 
problem in certain parts of the college 
community. In particular the chair of the 
School Board, who had previously blocked 
me from a short-term position at the College, 
wanted to stop me from winning the position. 
There were a few others there who did not 
want someone with my background running 
the College. The primary and the Union 
background were some of the stumbling 
blocks. 
 
On the day of the interview for the Lake 
Ginninderra position I started very early as 
the Manager involved in launching the 
Leadership Program. It was a breakfast 
launch and had me up very early. I also had 
developed a very bad cold. I did go home for 
a rest and some Panadol during the day and 
then drove to Tuggeranong feeling less than 
brilliant.  

 
I went into the interview fairly dosed up and 
found a very challenging set of questions 
being put to me. The Board Chair, who had a 
problem with my application, was extremely 
negative and at one point informed me that I 
had answered a question wrongly. At this 
point my cold was really starting to have an 
impact and I was ready to either walk out or 
do a last desperate bid. Fortunately the latter 
occurred and apparently, although I could not 
remember it, I continued quite brilliantly. This 
probably shows how I respond to challenges. 
Her behaviour probably led to a successful 
outcome.  I tried to talk to a couple of people 
in the Office straight after the interview and 
realised I had no voice left; I had laryngitis for 
four days. 
 
I was ranked number one by the Selection 
Panel, which included the Chair of the 
College Board. The Board Chair put in a 
dissenting minority report. There was a 
lengthy period in limbo for me and the second 
ranked applicant. But after many months of 
politics involving the Minister, the Chief 
Executive reviewed the process, and 
interviewed us both. She supported that 
original recommendation and I was able to 
take up the position. It had taken from 
November when I was interviewed through to 
April the following year for me to be 
confirmed in the position, so I didn’t start the 
job until early May. I went through a stressful 
time. When I started the Chair of the Board 
resigned to let me get on with the job. 
 
While I knew that some of the Lake 
Ginninderra College teachers were not keen 
on my appointment they gave me every 
opportunity to succeed. I didn’t take anything 
negative with me. I went in there absolutely 
determined that it would be a wonderful, 
positive experience for me and for everybody 
there; that we would work hard together. This 
did work. It was an exciting job, a brilliant job 
really because again now I was boss, in 
charge of this school of wonderful students 
and staff. It is great working with Year 11 and 
12 students: it’s an important and interesting 
time in young people’s lives and I felt very 
privileged to be part of it. This job was the 
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culmination of my career. I’d worked so hard 
for students, teachers and schools throughout 
my career. There were people who were very 
supportive, others, not so keen, were moving 
on to other positions and retiring. I was able 
to “recruit” a number of new people to work 
with me. 
 

 
 
I was very fortunate to pick up on the 
college’s China relationship. We had students 
visit for English classes, always lots of fun 
and tears when they left to go back, mostly to 
Shanghai. The college needed to shore up its 
numbers of international students, by visiting 
agents, and also wanted to meet parents of 
current Chinese students. In November 2002, 
Gail, one of my deputies and I went to 
Shanghai and Nanjing as a team, with me 
going to Beijing on my own. It was a highly 
successful trip and very interesting as we 
visited a range of schools and other 
organisations. Market shopping and soaking 
up the extraordinary culture were of course 
very special. 
 
Other highlights were the great support from 
staff, and the wonderful students. The 
administrative staff were tops as well. I made 
a number of good friends at the college. 
 
With the vacancies left by retirees I was able 
to select new Level 2s and an additional 
deputy. With the rest of the Executive we 
started discussing programs that were 
needed for students at risk. We also talked 
about programs for the gifted. I had put the 
development of a program for students failing 
at college as a high priority for my leadership 

and over time gained sufficient support to 
develop a program. This became known as 
the Fast Track Program.  
 
The program is held between 8:30am and 
1:00pm without any breaks for students who 
previously would take off in the breaks. The 
program was also individualised and held in 
the one location. Rather than identify Special 
Ed type staff we used our current teachers to 
cover the four lines, so at least four teachers 
were involved with the program. This led to 
some great team-work. There was quite a 
challenge in developing the curriculum and 
courses for this program but eventually we 
were able to get it accredited by the Board of 
Senior Secondary Studies. This program 
received a national award in 2006, cementing 
the work done by Rosemary Koina, who was 
the Level 2 involved, and me. 
 

 
 
The College also developed and operated a 
program to support top students. It was called 
the Excellence Program and it ensured that 
students were identified in year 10 and well-
supported in the transition to the college. 
They access special leadership program and 
resilience Programs on top of their standard 
Year 12 program. 
 
I was also part of the 2003 Canberra Fire 
emergency. The College was an Evacuation 
Centre and as Principal I was well and truly 
on deck for a number of days. It was a great 
way to be involved and support the local 
community. 
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I wish I’d had longer in the job but my health 
intervened in the middle of 2003. I was 
diagnosed with advanced melanoma, with a 
spread into the lymph nodes. There was a lot 
of disruption with ongoing medical 
procedures and operations. While I had great 
support I felt bad about the disruption to the 
College. Central Office was also extremely 
supportive allowing me flexibility in my work 
arrangements. I had nearly two years of 
unused sick leave as I had not really taken 
much during my career. This was most 
important for my security and morale. 

 

 
 
The College had undergone similar disruption 
with the ill health of the previous Principal and 

it really didn’t need this. I struggled along for 
a while because I felt it important to provide 
continuity for the college and because I had a 
great support from strong Deputies. I also 
loved the role and did not want to relinquish 
it. But when I had a further recurrence in 
2004 I talked to the Department about letting 
go of the position and going onto the 
unattached list for 2005. This enabled the 
school to get on with selecting a new leader 
and continuing in the strong direction that had 
begun during my leadership. Looking back I 
did make a significant and positive impact on 
the College. It was the first time a teacher 
with a primary background had won a college 
position. 
 

 
 
This has been a record of my career 
progress. I hope it will be valuable to teachers 
who are looking for role models for their own 
career progression. It also provides valuable 
historical descriptions of the ACT Education 
system over the last 30 years. 
 
 
Rosemary Richards March 2006 


