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Foreword

This collection of essays by Northern Territory school principals deals with themes in school 
leadership in Territory schools and the shifts in NT education policy over the past 30 to 40 
years. This book is a fascinating compilation on a number of levels. It demonstrates through 
its contributors that effective school leadership has long been challenging in the Territory. 
The Northern Territory is a special place with many unique aspects that require school 
leaders to work in spaces that require them to look deeply into their sense of leadership 
style and reflective behaviours.

This book is a valuable resource that captures through qualitative means rich insights into 
what effective school leadership looked like in differing NT contexts. It shows the challenges 
that the principals experienced personally and professionally in building schooling capacity 
and promoting student learning. Each of our contributors – Vicki Stokes, Dr Terry Quong, 
Nalwarri Ngurruwutthun, Dr Mick Myers, Ian Hopwood, Henry Gray, Fred Friis and Bob 
Hale – have all been prominent educational leaders in Northern Territory schools, and were 
instrumental in laying the foundations of education, particularly through the early 1990’s 
when schools became more autonomous and self-managing.

This book will be of particular interest to NT educators because it provides a corporate 
memory that is authentic and situated within the context of continuous reform. The 
individual accounts reveal a history of change from the early 1970’s, through the 1980’s 
and 1990’s to the start of the 2000s, four decades of enormous change and renewal in 
Territory education.

As one of only a small handful of such publications written by NT school principals, this 
work represents a rare insight into school leadership through a personal lens, and including 
both Indigenous and Non-Indigenous standpoints. What transpires is a message that 
leadership in schools is built upon strong, quality social relationships. Effective school 
leadership emerges where there is an established clarity of organisational purpose. Above 
all, this publication reminds us that schools are about children and their learning. The words 
of Bob Hale eloquently illuminate this position: “I don’t think I ever lost the focus that the 
parents owned the kids, and there was no such thing as the ‘throw away’ kid.”

Ken Davies | Chief Executive
Department of Education
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Preface

Over the past 40 years, the Northern Territory educational context has encountered a rate of 
growth and increasing complexity of educational reforms that has brought increased intensity 
to the role of leadership in our schools. This book represents an attempt to identify the 
key areas within leadership that are universal, flow across differing contexts of Indigenous, 
remote and urban mainstream, primary and secondary and that endure across time.

Broadly, three themes acted as guides to the contributors: key leadership approaches 
adopted in building and sustaining the growth of the school; healthy survival strategies 
used in navigating personal and professional challenges in a high stress industry; reflections 
on the evolution of Northern Territory Education over the past 30-40 years. The purpose 
has been to compile a book on school leadership written by NT school leaders for NT 
school leaders and the broader education community.

School leadership is an immensely rewarding and fulfilling experience. There are few 
occupations that can claim such a pivotal role in the lives of so many. But the role is 
also complex and hugely demanding, both professionally and personally. Over the past 
decade the job of principal has grown to include additional layers and responsibilities, 
with increasing levels of complexity and challenge for schooling communities. An enduring 
theme to emerge from the book, which is as relevant today as in the past, is that schools 
require strong, quality social relationships, strengthened through the service charter. 
While these reflections recount school leadership from this underlying theme, they also 
describe the balance that has to be achieved within other key areas of leadership, including 
management, curriculum, strategic planning and community investment.

Each of our authors are long-term NT principals and have collectively provided a mosaic 
of experience and wisdom about what effective school leadership looks like. They have 
also contributed invaluable insights into the history of NT education. The contributors offer 
valuable insights into the evolution of NT educational policy since the 1970’s and how these 
successive changes both challenged and rewarded them in their roles as principals.

Leadership has many facets that need to be well developed within individual principals in 
order for schools to thrive and progress. What has emerged in this book is an understanding 
of the importance of the social and cultural aspects of schools as a core domain that 
leadership is situated and exercised within. Leadership is fundamentally about working 
with others.
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a life member of the local St Mary’s Football Sporting and Social club (working the bingo 
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Corporation since 1997.
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Leadership across Schooling Contexts
Vicki Stokes

Key Leadership Approaches
The proposal that I could contribute to a reflection on NT 
school education came as a surprise to me, some seven 
years after I had left my last school and moved to a fulfilling 
retirement, with family, golf and volunteering as the mainstays 
of my daily activities. I have maintained membership of my 
professional associations (ANTSEL, ACE, ACEL) since 
retirement, but in all honesty I have found their publications 
increasingly foreign in language and content. However, I have 
never stopped thinking about the schools that were central 
to so much of my life, so I offer the following thoughts on my 
progression as a principal.

Initiation – Driver High School 1989 to 1992
I had been assistant principal when Driver High opened in 1986, after a scant and rushed 
planning period. We had a tumultuous beginning with a great mixture of staff ages, 
interests and aptitudes, and a wildly varied student cohort. As the first secondary school 
in the expansion suburbs of Palmerston, there were many leadership challenges, but we 
established strong academic programs for mainstream students and strove for coherent 
social structures for those students who came from chaos. When I became Principal, I 
moved out of my comfort zone where I had had responsibility for curriculum design and 
implementation and student supervision, as well as indirect tasks maintaining staff morale 
and resilience. Initially, I maintained a strong focus on structure in all areas of school life 
through action plans, since the school was still building its ethos and culture. It was the 
early period of decentralisation, which included focus toward strengthening community-
based school governance though school councils with (supposedly) greater decision 
making capacity at the school level. My memories of that time were of tensions with the 
Education Department over what constituted support and what was direction (nothing was 
optional as far as Principals went, no meetings could be missed and power was tightly held 
by Superintendents). I asked many questions and received much support as I worked hard 
for my school; students, staff and community, and even through exhaustion, I witnessed 
steady progress for Driver High.
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Consolidation—Dripstone High 1993 to 2000
Later in my career, I took up the Principal’s position at Dripstone High, during which time 
I completed my MEd at NTU. This was based on a thesis looking at the paradoxes of the 
action planning processes (an increasing requirement of all schools through this early period 
of Devolution). Dripstone was well established with some outstanding teachers delivering 
great programs for wonderful students – the atmosphere was almost electric across all 
areas of the school when high stakes events were in preparation. However, despite this 
positive profile, the school was in an area of demographic decline and central planning 
initiatives (first senior colleges, then optional comprehensive schools) kept presenting 
structural and educational challenges for the school and community.

Through this experience, my firm belief in building and/or maintaining solid structures 
to underpin educational progress in the school were being tempered by experiential 
understandings of the powerful impact of people on what a school is and does. Wonderful 
teachers drive learning, settled students flourish in varied learning environments, while 
poor teachers disrupt if not destroy the learning potential of students. Most secondary 
students with challenging behaviours are simply waiting to grow into the productive adults 
they will become, but their behaviours still have to be managed for the benefit of their fellow 
students, their teachers and ultimately themselves. I was confident that the team we built 
at Dripstone had a good balance, looking at the developmental needs of all the students 
while drawing the best from the staff we had.

Decline – NTOEC 2000 to 2005
Following my experiences at Dripstone, I took up the position of Principal at the Northern 
Territory Open Education Centre (NTOEC) out of a need for new challenges, and I found 
plenty! NTOEC at that time had a dismal reputation as the parking place for inept teachers. 
I soon found that was an unfair label. Most teachers there were adequately skilled for 
their roles (there had been a major clean out of poor performing staff a few years before I 
arrived). However, what was lacking in the main was enthusiasm and the energy that comes 
from moment to moment interactions with students. NTOEC was then a quiet, sterile work 
environment with all operations covered by comprehensive procedures; structural rigidity 
leading to amazing resistance to any change processes. The faculties were insular and 
intra- school communications limited, even between people working on the same floor 
of Fawlty Towers (surely the most apt nick name ever bestowed on a school building, 
designed to be a cyclone shelter and lacking such basics as a lift).

A key issue I was confronted with was that almost all the teaching programs were designed 
for middle Australian students without ready access to high school; so they were totally 
inappropriate for the (then) new wave of distance education students that was building in 
remote aboriginal communities. I fought internal battles over enrolling students who would 
never engage with NTOEC’s courses, and keeping these students on the roll long after 
they had essentially completed no work. This practice raised staff numbers but degraded 
NTOEC’s standing in the community, particularly in the schools that provided the enrolments. 
I managed over time to shift the focus to teaching the students who were enrolled, not 
the ones teachers thought should be enrolled. This required new programs and new 
relationships with community school teachers, and significant new thinking by NTOEC’s 
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teaching staff. Eventually the approach I had encouraged succeeded in engaging many 
more Indigenous students into successful senior secondary programs through NTOEC.

A further key challenge I faced was resistance by staff to using new technologies for 
instruction, and adapting NTOEC’s paper based teaching approaches to all of the new 
possibilities raised by information technology (IT). This was particularly acute in the early 
1990’s because Information Technology, and in particular the use of computers, were new 
tools in educational delivery. While there was some progress through Interactive Distance 
Learning (IDL) and its later versions (acronym creep is a reality in 21st century education) 
before I left, this area was still problematic for many of the teachers at NTOEC. No matter 
how readily staff used email and the internet in their own lives, the concept of direct 
instruction through interactive video was anathema to many, and I struggled to understand 
why any teacher would not grasp new ideas that could enhance their effectiveness.

Overall, I didn’t count my time at NTOEC as successful. I struggled as an educator without 
the daily interactions with young people that are the life blood of schools, and I was dragged 
into dealing with external attempts to remove NTOEC from the NT school education 
system, which was a difficult phase to overcome. I was able to deal moderately with my 
personal challenges, but never understood the reasoning behind the attacks on NTOEC as 
an institution, given it served the interests of children’s education from a distance service 
modelling perspective. In spite of this experience, it has given me considerable pleasure 
over the past few years to read about NTOEC’s successes with a wide range of senior 
secondary students, and to know that the school has continued to deliver services across 
the NT, and that I was somehow involved in its continuing survival during its early years of 
establishment and change management agenda.

Survival Strategies
I have always found the greatest strength and support in schools comes from the staff; 
teachers, classroom support and administration, working with and for each other. At Driver 
High there was a sense of camaraderie across the staff, fostered by activities such as 
morning teas (I treasure a photo of myself dressed exquisitely in a sari for an Indian themed 
science morning tea) and happy hours – 
Fridays were special when we were very 
young (well, somewhat younger than now). 
I had no problem with life-work balance; my 
work was my life for six days of every week, 
and my husband Vic was equally driven with 
his work, so we had one day together for home and social life. It’s not a model I would 
advocate for others, but it suited us well enough for many years.

At Dripstone the teachers generally were more established in their careers, and the school, 
well past the turmoil of its establishment, had a settled and defined organisational culture. 
Nonetheless, I felt it was still informal staff functions that strengthened the team bonds 
needed to deal with significant challenges, whether those imposed by a volatile and 
unpredictable educational policy landscape or the identification of concerning behaviours in 
adults. During my leadership at Dripstone I had to address issues involving paedophilia. As 

“I have always found the greatest 
strength and support in schools 
comes from the staff.”
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the result of some harsh experiences, I would advocate that any aspiring Principal take the 
time to read about the manipulative power of paedophiles in order to protect children from 
monsters who may target schools; regardless of the colour of the cards staff need to carry.

These and many more issues experienced by school principals can produce significant 
personal stress, which needs to be effectively channelled and addressed because of the 
detrimental effects this produces on general wellbeing and ability to stay in the job. In this 
respect, I have been an on-and-off golfer for much of my adult life, and while at Dripstone 
I managed to become a club golfer for a few years, prompted by the Administration 
Manager who belonged to the local RAAF Darwin Golf Club. I played sufficient golf to reach 
a respectable handicap, and it is a hobby that has sustained me in retirement. It is fair to say 
that golf gave me an interest that was crucial in the adjustments I faced after my husband 
Vic died two years ago. After my near total focus on work-as-life at Driver, I found the 
outside focus on golf was a boon, a chance for personal renewal and developing a wider 
social circle that has stood me in good stead two decades later.

As indicated above, the social support structures that I found at NTOEC were not very 
strong or effective outside the individual faculties. I treasure several life friends from amongst 
the NTOEC staff from that period, but when I retired I did not feel that I had left that staff 
stronger or more resilient than when I arrived. Across all my schools there have been 
many friendships with parents through conversations about their children, and through my 
involvement with various school councils. These relationships for me brought colour to the 
Principalship; bright when the students were growing and achieving; dark when there were 
developmental or behavioural problems; stark when parents and teachers were in conflict; 
pastel when a school council stands united behind programs of benefit for the students. 
My relationships with interested parents at NTOEC were much stronger than my links with 
many staff members, as we struggled to establish a school council across the tyranny of 
distance and in the face of recommendations to close the Centre. Perhaps the openness of 
parents looking for the best education for their children was easier for me to recognise and 
work with, than the closed staff groups insulating themselves against external criticisms.

The evolution of NT Education since 1985
If I’m optimistic about the journey of education and my experiences within this system, my 
thoughts go to metaphors; a roller coaster ride, seeking the Holy Grail, riding out storms 
in tea cups, the tasks of Ulysses; all activities moving to a clear end point! Pessimistic 
thoughts relate to dramatic scenes; the car chase from Bullitt, the fighting knights in Monty 
Python, Steptoe’s junk yard, ‘Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn’; chaos and destruction, 
waste and disappointment. Perhaps it’s fortunate that I’m reasonably optimistic by nature 
and can take a measured view of all the programs and plans of the past three decades. We 
started with the wings of freedom through devolution; came to earth with accountability and 
transparency; meandered through myriad school restructurings and student certification 
regimes; had a multiplicity of Aboriginal/Indigenous Education Plans, worked on and 
towards improved outcomes, and served the needs of thousands of students over all the 
years.

After retirement, I culled my document stores and discarded many education plans. I don’t 
remember how many different plans nor how many different names our Education Department 
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went through on those plans. There were a few reviews with action recommendations, then 
reviews of reviews. I do remember the work required to keep the core functions of schools 
going while changes were introduced and bedded down, and staff trained and retrained, 
and children kept on growing and learning in spite of the changes around them. I don’t 
know whether I can accept these enforced changes as evolutionary. In my view many were 
circular in effect; much effort expended to remain in place (i.e., issues of longevity) or to 
go ahead with a series of actions, only to later move back to a starting point. In my view 
the evolution of school education over the past several decades has been the same as in 
society, in the impact of changing technology on the way we live, the way we learn, the way 
we work and the way we play.

Through my professional life I completed uncounted qualifications and training programs, 
essays, individual studies, action research and team reports ad infinitum, with my evolution 
as a scholar partly intellectual and partly technological. My external view of school education 
today compared to when I started teaching is 
that the content demands on student learning 
have changed; some up and some down, but the 
process demands have increased exponentially. 
Young children in comfortable homes today have 
IT at their behest, as natural as breathing, and 
their schooling is a simple progression if teachers 
are facilitators not impediments. Australia as an 
egalitarian society must aim to spread natural 
learning through IT resourcing to all children, and 
that will remain a great challenge to NT education. 
In my opinion this isn’t so much a matter of the evolution of education as it is developing 
the capacity of school education to keep all students in touch with the evolution of society.

I recognise there have been profound and enduring changes since I started teaching in 
the NT. The proportion of women in leadership roles in schools and beyond has increased 
significantly while the number of male teachers has reduced. The gender politics of 
all layers of Australian society have been in flux and will, I am sure, continue to create 
challenges for school leaders into the future. Throughout my experiences in education 
I felt that line managers became less powerful in influencing school development over 
time, while peripheral specialists such as human resource managers, lawyers, assessment 
experts and behaviour management teams, gained prominence. Mayhap things have 
changed since I retired seven years ago, when NAPLAN was barely a glimmer in the 
Commonwealth Government’s eye, yet now it is the focus of much debate; sound and fury 
signifying added and continuing complexity in the roles of Principals. I do hope that this 
and coming generations of school leaders find their professional lives rewarding and their 
schools great places for students to grow and learn, especially the good bits which aren’t 
readily measurable. Just don’t forget to have some fun along the way, those are the times 
best remembered!

“In my opinion this isn’t 
so much a matter of the 
evolution of education as it 
is developing the capacity of 
school education to keep all 
students in touch with the 
evolution of society”.
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Principal as Boundary Rider
Terry Quong PhD

NT Education Department from 1978-2009, principal from 
2002-2009, still an educator, still learning what it means to 
be a school leader.

In 2009 I took up a contract as a secondary school principal in 
Hong Kong. ‘Gutsy move Quongy!’ was the general opinion 
of colleagues, for to take up this position I had to resign from 
being a Darwin principal of a truly good school and from 
32 years of continuous service with the NT Department of 
Education! How did I get this position? Because I was able to 
demonstrate to the HK selection board that my experience in 
the NT had equipped me with the capabilities that they were 
looking for in HK. In brief, they were looking for a principal 
with experience in evidence based practice, and someone who had been involved in 
building inquiry based learning and constructivist approaches to teaching. All of which 
were relatively ‘new’ to HK school education at the time, but were ‘par for the course’ for 
NT principals up to 2009.

When asked by the HK selection board, what was my ‘leadership style’, I described my 
work using the metaphor of principal as boundary rider. I share this leadership style because 
it has served me well and captured much of what constitutes effective leadership and its 
extensions in building quality schooling outcomes.

In the metaphor of the ‘boundary rider’, the role of the leader is to constantly move around, 
checking boundaries, protecting the team, and ensuring that all teams are heading in the 
right direction. Leader as boundary rider has four elements. Firstly, actively managing the 
work environment, so that people feel physically and mentally safe in their jobs, otherwise 
they will be unable to positively influence learning. This role also includes ‘rounding up 
strays’ which, in school language can mean anything from supporting teachers who have 
difficulties in finding affordable housing to driving the bus to the local Indigenous community 
to pick up students who would otherwise not come to school.

Secondly, a key feature is to keep staff focused and buffer them from distractions, including 
interruptions, meaningless administrative tasks, complaining parents and uncontrollable 
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students. In regards to teaching and learning, failure to ‘protect’ people and time can lead 
to a condition known at our school back in 2009 as the ‘overcrowded curriculum’. Simply 
put, support teachers in their role as teachers and keep this role defined through steadying 
the external impacts that threaten to derail this process.

A third aspect to this framework is to protect the team from negative criticism and 
unproductive conflict. In my experience there are few things more damaging to an effective 
teaching team than teachers thinking that their leader does not stand up for them or support 
them in other arenas. The team leader needs to be the team champion at the system level 
and in the broader context of the school community. The leader has to have effective 
contacts and networks outside the unit or school boundaries. In my case this ranged from 
protecting a teacher from physical attack by a belligerent parent, to ‘going in to bat’ for the 
school’s performance in national assessment results at regional Departmental meetings.

The final key element in the boundary rider framework is the pathfinder; where the leader 
(and leadership team) charts the course or direction of the broader school team (such as 
vision and strategic planning). In this regard the principal also acts as a ‘scout’, finding the 
best way to get where they need to go. For schools, this means setting clear and defined 
outcomes and developing effective strategic plans to achieve these outcomes. This was 
the most important aspect of the principalship; teachers and parents in my experience 
needed to be constantly assured that the school had a strong vision of a positive future and 
was making headway to achieving it. How we were going to improve attendance, how we 
were going to enhance reading levels, how we were going to get more parents to attend 
activities, how we were going to create exciting programs that would entice students to 
want to come to school—all wrapped up in a ‘do-able’ strategy plan that could be reported 
to the (then) Departmental Superintendent.

My greatest priority back in 2009 (and today in Hong Kong) was to move teachers to 
an evidence-based paradigm of education. What I liked to call ‘making learning visible’. 
Based on the belief that ‘You can’t improve what you can’t see’, I’ve pursued a concept 
of evidence-based practice focused on the collection of 
data, in order to find ways to improve what’s going on 
in the classroom. In my view it could be in terms of the 
improvement in reading levels in a grade 6 class, the 
improvement in attendance of boys, or an improvement 
(by reduction) in the number of students sent to the detention room for anti-social behaviour. 
I am proud to say we achieved improvement in all of these indices thanks to the effort and 
ingenuity of our teachers.

Parents sometimes do not see the links between what teachers do on a day-by-day basis 
and how it enables improvement in overall standards of education. Ten years ago this 
was not so important; however school leaders today need to ensure that their day-by-day 
practice is evidence-based, a practice that is directed towards demonstrating the real and 
tangible power of their contribution to the attainment of their students. At the simplest level, 
it is what effective school leaders have always done, which is to examine the evidence of 
learning in order to ensure that every child in their school was able to show improvement in 

“You can’t improve 
what you can’t see.”
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their learning. At a more complex level, it is about school leaders being able to identify and 
prioritise a set of evidence collection and analysis processes that are meaningful across the 
school, and then to sell the importance of them to teachers (who would much rather just 
get on and teach as they have always done).

To do this I used what I called the ‘Five Small Step Improvement Program’ – which meant 
that I asked teachers to find 5 small steps that would lead to an improvement in a single 
aspect of their student’s learning. Space here does not allow for elaboration, but I believe 
that this worked (although more with some teachers than others). By convincing teachers 
that they could focus on the evidence of improvement, they found that if they did so they 
could really achieve it. A Superintendent of mine at the time said that the principal is held 
accountable for achieving improvements. What he meant was that I had to show evidence 
of improvement because my contract was linked to performance-based accountability. 
Personally, what I took him to mean was that as a principal my role is to achieve improvement 
in my student’s learning. If I don’t then I am letting myself down. By the way, being a 
‘boundary rider’ in HK is just as interesting and as rewarding as being a principal in the NT!
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My Learning Journey

Two Worlds Leadership in Yirrkala
Nalwarri Ngurruwutthun

My name is Nalwarri Ngurruwutthun, and I am one of the very 
few NT Indigenous educators who have worked in senior 
school leadership positions across the Northern Territory, 
and this is my story. My malk (skin name) is |arritjan and my 
clan name is Munyuku. My Homeland is Rurra\ala, which 
is inland with a lovely stream running from the forest and is 
located near Wandawuy, which is the nearest homeland that 
people walk from Rurra\ala to Wandawuy. My father was a 
senior ceremonial leader, who led many clan groups in many 
different ceremonies, as well as our two moieties, Yirritja and 
Dhuwa. A huge and positive influence in my life (particular in 
understanding what it meant to be a leader), he helped me 
with my teaching career and left me with a big leadership 
responsibility for my family (and other people) to serve with strength. I am the oldest in the 
family and in my culture and for me this family background has provided very important 
cultural leadership responsibilities that I have over many years sought to bring and inspire 
to all people.

This responsibility has meant that throughout my journeys in life and in my professional 
working career in schools I practice forms of leadership through ensuring that the processes 
of Western approaches are adhered to, however in all instances to apply in ways that have 
been respectful and consistent with my cultural laws and ways of doing and being. In this 
way I have always ensured to carry forward my important knowledge from both of my work 
and experience with pride to fulfil my father’s expectation of me and as a senior Yolngu 
woman who has a lifelong commitment to supporting Indigenous and Non-Indigenous 
students in building bridges, and to my community where my strength comes from. I have 
lived and worked at Yirrkala (top North east corner of the NT next to the mining community 
of Nhulunbuy) for my whole life. Through my experiences in education I have travelled 
extensively to homeland centres to work and consult with people about education, what 
they need for their children and whilst a focus has been on Western education, I have also 
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taken part in cultural ceremonies that often occur in 
homeland centres. In this way school leadership for 
me has always been about both ways in two worlds.

In the early 1970s government supported a NT-wide 
community-driven vision for Bilingual Education for 

the Yolngu children to learn their own language and culture before moving into learning 
mainstream education. In 1974 the elders at Yirrkala community came together and 
decided that Gumatj was the language that was to be taught at Yirrkala School. This 
decision provided the school with a clear vision for the future to maintain language and 
culture programs in the school, and gave Yolngu children a good opportunity to read and 
write in their own language before bridging into English. I started teaching in 1975 when I 
was 17 years old, straight after leaving school! An educator by the name of Beth Graham 
was my first Non-Indigenous teacher, whom later became a mentor that I worked with as 
an assistant teacher, helping to produce resources and instruct students in Gumatj and 
English. Through this period I didn’t really have any idea why I became assistant teacher, 
but as time went on I became accustomed to the idea. Eventually, the time came when I 
was forced to do my community-based teacher training in Yirrkala, along with other Yolngu 
teachers who wanted to do training. My parents were very strong in supporting me to do 
the work in the school.

In 1976, the onsite teacher training was introduced for local Indigenous teachers to assist in 
their training needs. This course was based at Yirrkala with Leon White as our first lecturer. 
Yalmay Yunupingu and I completed the (then) Stage One Teacher Education course at the 
end of 1977. In 1978-80 I went back to the classroom to teach and get more experience, 
then in 198I I decided to do further teacher training, moving to Batchelor College and 
completing my 2nd year of teacher training. Later, I returned to Yirrkala and commenced 
teaching in the classroom. Eventually in 1984 I went back to Batchelor College again to 
complete my third (and final) year of teacher training. After this experience, I felt my training 
had made me more confident as a teacher in the classroom though going into a Senior 
Teacher position in 1985 was my first experience in how to be a classroom teacher on my 
own, which was a big challenge for me to be able to manage a class!

That was many years ago, and since this time my journey of employment in the Yirrkala 
School has spanned a total 35 years. Through my many years of teaching experience 
and study, I have come to realise how important Indigenous children’s first language is 
to helping them learn Western ways of thinking; to read and write in English as a second 
language, to achieve skills and knowledge in both languages, and to understand two world 
views. Through this experience I have worked with people locally, with elders, leaders, 
stake holders and nationally with a wide variety of people to make positive learning happen 
in our local school and community.

In 1986 significant changes occurred at Yirrkala CEC through a program of Aboriginalisation 
of the school, which was based on increased employment of local Indigenous teachers 
and support staff. Mala leaders from the community met with the then Secretary of the 
Department of Education to discuss how the school should be run in the future. The decision 

“…..school leadership for 
me has always been about 
both ways in two worlds.”
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to place Yolngu teachers into senior positions was to encourage local Yolngu educators 
to teach in the classroom on their own and serve as positive role models for our children. 
Over the course of that year many 
Yolngu teachers took up senior 
positions across the school. The 
development and implementation 
of Aboriginal Pedagogy also 
started in 1986. My son-in law, the 
late Mandawuy Yunupingu, started 
his research by exploring on Garma 
theory looking at two rivers fresh and salt water mixing together and this metaphor talked 
about Non-Indigenous and Yolngu concepts coming together with two different world 
knowledge approaches. We looked at ways of incorporating these world views together to 
achieve a balance. The research was to explore areas of teaching and learning strategies 
to develop appropriate curriculum for Aboriginal students.

In Yolngu culture there is a Lipalipa story, which talks about people travelling in a canoe to 
a particular destination. In the story, one person cannot travel in the canoe on their own 
otherwise they will drown or get lost and as a result won’t get to the destination! In this 
story there has to be a lot of people in the canoe to help one person to paddle. In this way 
the story of the Lipalipa journey paddling in a canoe is the philosophy of working together, 
negotiating, planning and making agreement together. Similarly, the Yambirrpa Fish Trap 
Story also talks about working together. Yambirrpa is the name used by Rirratjingu people 
to refer the place of an ancient fish trap. Yambirrpa is also the name of the area around 
Nalarra, Burkiyala, which is the home of the Djambuwal lighting man as he looks down on 
the fish trap, which is guarded with his spirit. Yampirrpa is a name of a common ground fish 
trap made of a large stones placed side by side in a shallow water to form a pond, which a 
single gap in the wall to serve as the entrance. It is the metaphor that talks about the needs 
for people and organisations to work together. The metaphor refers to the fish trap as a 
common ground for people to come together to eat and share. These stories talk about 
how people decide who will go on the journey and where to go.

During this period in 1989, our first Galtha workshop started (our starting point to work 
towards developing both ways curriculum) and during that time I and the late Dr Marika 
were asked to attend a participatory research conference in Canada to present a paper 
on both ways education titled ‘Always Together Yaka Gana’. After returning to Yirrkala, 
we commenced work on the development of both ways curriculum with an officer from 
the NT Department of Education, and the elders in the community who came and helped 
implement the curriculum. In this way, both examples earlier mentioned, point to the 
importance of team work; about working together in teams, to be motivated and energetic 
and to work collaboratively with others in order to make things happen effectively.

Importantly, there has to be mutual respect for difference and that everyone is an equal 
participant who has something to contribute that can make the team stronger.

In 1993 the hard work commenced in the 1980s, particularly in the Aboriginalisation of 
Yirrkala School, was taken further when the Nambara School Council met and decided it 

“…many Yolngu teachers took up senior 
positions across the school, and with it, 
the development and implementation of 
Aboriginal pedagogy also started in 1986.”
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was time to have a Yolngu Principal at Yirrkala CEC. Due to my long experience working 
in the school and my training, the Council felt confident to appoint me. This appointment 
in 1994 was my first experience in the position of leading a schooling community and, 
with the support of a mentor working alongside me, commenced a new journey. Being a 
Yolngu Principal in a Napaki (Non-Indigenous) system was completely different because of 
my cultural background, and the language I spoke in the school. However, it was for that 
very reason the community wanted me to be the principal in the school! People knew me 
and understood my role; believed that I was an appropriate person to work with elders, 
leaders, parents, and school council members in decision-making, and this would lead me 
to have greater control over the school. After my period of training and induction with my 
mentor, I eventually became a fully-fledged principal in my own right and started to work 
independently, liaising with a Homeland Centre School Principal, senior teachers and the 
Yambirrpa School Council.

Around six years later in 2000, I took on the principal role of the Yirrkala Homeland Schools, 
and I remained in this role for 3 years. Over these years many things changed in Homeland 
schools. As an educational model for remote delivery it had grown rapidly from a small idea 
to one that became much larger, with the provision of appropriate curriculum, new school 
buildings and educational facilities for children to access in their learning and training. 
During this period I again sought to work collaboratively with school leadership teams to 
ensure a high standard of performance from all staff, both Yolngu and Non-Indigenous, 
and with stakeholders to ensure our decision-making was relevant to the needs of children 
and the community. As I was also a member of the Yambirrpa School management team, 
I sought to align the remote learning partnership agreements with the local educational 
improvement plans and the national Indigenous education plan. An exciting part of this role 
was that I was required to fly and drive out to various Homeland Schools to consult with 
community members, children and teachers.

Later, I returned to the principal position back in Yirrkala from 2004-2007. Then, during the 
second semester of 2007, the NT Education department offered me a new job titled ‘Senior 
Education Cultural Advisor’, which was created through a Remote Learning Partnership 
Agreement. This role required me to work across two schools with other senior education 
cultural advisors from Yirrkala CEC. I worked closely with the other team members under 
the umbrella of the Yambirripa School Council. In this role and other leadership roles I’ve 
had over the years, I’ve sought to bring my knowledge to my colleagues and to empower 
them to be active and motivated with the teachers to build good relationship with each 
other, and to plan and to build strong common ground for everyone to work together and 
share knowledge together.

In my view, as a result of my many years of investing time and energy into NT remote 
education, a key strategy to getting Indigenous children to school regularly and stay 
at school is to ensure support for local language and culture within the learning in the 
classroom, and valuing the school to improve community and school partnership. In this 
way we will make the kids come to school to increase the enrolment and attendance, the 
children will learn and achieve at school and also to increase achievement at all level of 
schooling. It means Non-Indigenous teachers need to be trained in two-ways learning and 
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to value Yolngu culture in the schooling environment. Now in my retirement, I am proud 
to say that I have carried out my leadership role for others and importantly, I have been a 
role model for my own family. To share our vision and dreams of Yolngu children achieving 
and attending school regularly, graduating with a Year 12 NTCE, and choose their own 
opportunities to be able to access career pathways for training and employment is an 
aspiration we all need to invest in together. Our vision for the future is to give our children 
the best education to empower future leaders!
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Being Worthy of a Proud Heritage
Mick Myers PhD

A Shining Moment
In January 1975, I was privileged to witness an incident that was both uplifting and which 
grew to be something of a precept; a bedrock if you will, of my personal leadership 
philosophy and practice to this day. The incident spoke to me very cogently then and now 
of the professional values of teachers. The Commissioner of the Commonwealth Teaching 
Service (then the employing authority for NT teachers), Mr Jack Lenihan, had called for 
any teachers still in the city to meet at the assembly area of Stuart Park Primary School to 

discuss a range of matters. At the meeting, 
attended by about 50 teachers amidst the 
ruins of the city which Cyclone Tracy had 
brought to its knees just a few weeks prior, 
the Commissioner immediately offered to 
vary allowances and conditions for Darwin 
teachers to reflect the very difficult working 

environment that was obviously going to have to be endured for some considerable time. 
This offer, well-meant, generous and aligned with variations already offered and accepted 
in other sectors, was responded to almost dismissively by most of those present. Rather, 
the teachers informed the Commissioner that they wished him to use whatever influence 
he could to support them in getting some form of schooling operational in the shattered city 
as soon as possible, including a particular focus on supporting the wellbeing of students. 
There was only minimal delay in getting the school year underway shortly after, albeit in 
makeshift and uncomfortable conditions. I have never doubted that the selfless, little known 
attitude of that small group of teachers and their focus on the educational needs and care 
of students was influential in the momentum towards a modicum of normality in the city. 

Leadership Qualities and Attributes in Enhancing School Quality
Having already experienced a variety of employment contexts since a relatively young age, 
I came to the education profession with some views already formed about what constitutes 
sound organisational leadership. I had worked with leaders who were committed, 
passionate and open about and willing to share leadership in improving the work of the 
organisation. They were also caring and nurturing of those whom they lead and courageous 
in supporting, and sometimes defending their colleagues when warranted. Unfortunately, I 

“….called a meeting, attended by 
about 50 teachers amidst the ruins 
of the city which Cyclone Tracy had 
brought to its knees…”
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had also worked with leaders who personified the antithesis of these leadership attributes. 
Further, I also learned that the qualities that I had come to respect and eventually emulate 
were certainly not a sign of ‘softness’ but rather a very real indicator of a level of leadership 
maturity that included taking risks and very difficult, frequently painful, decisions when 
necessary. In my subsequent time as an educator, my initial, perhaps naïve, perceptions 
have been both affirmed and embellished and remain constant despite the endless change 
and unceasing demands that swirl about schools. A number of these enduring leadership 
qualities and attributes are as follows.

Enlightened Leadership
The leaders that I looked to for inspiration were those who were not self-focused, who were 
not imbued with a sense of their own importance and who did not jealously guard their own 
positional prerogatives, but who were willing to share and nurture leadership and genuine 
growth among their own school colleagues. Needless to say, schools that were the victims of 
negative leadership traits did not sustain 
a particularly supportive and harmonious 
professional environment. Enlightened 
leadership does not spring alone and 
effortlessly from leadership courses, 
programs, past experiences, etc. Rather 
it comes in part from the recognition and 
practice by the Principal and the school’s 
formal leadership group that school 
leadership is a shared experience in ways 
large and small. No one person has a monopoly on wisdom and knowledge and all school 
staff can both lead at times and support the leadership of their colleagues at other times. 
Implicit in this approach is the need for school leaders to have the faith and courage to 
allow others to provide leadership, nurtured and guided by a light hand if needed, and to 
whole heartedly recognise and appreciate the success of the leadership ventures of others. 
In my experience, such an approach carries some risk at times, but it also may unleash a 
wellspring of creativity and confidence in a school, outcomes that any thinking leader would 
truly value and nurture.

Nurturing Professionalism and People
The progression of teaching since the latter decades of the 20th century from being 
essentially a craft to a generally recognised profession has been a significant change. Great 
respect is due to the majority of teachers who engage with their students, their school and 
their community in the best ways possible on a daily basis. Conversely, there should be 
little tolerance of teachers who do not or cannot attain and maintain the high standards of 
professionalism that educating children demands. School leaders set, model and monitor 
professional teaching and learning standards. Equally important, however, is ensuring that 
the professional atmosphere and context of a school is of itself a nurturing, supportive 
environment where teachers and other school staff are genuinely valued and where they 
may practise and develop their professional skills and knowledge in a mutually recognised 
spirit of respect, support, tolerance and appreciation.

“The leaders that I looked to for 
inspiration were those who were not 
self-focused…..but who were willing 
to share and nurture leadership and 
genuine growth among their own 
school colleagues.”
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Powerful Work Ethics
Conducting the complex business of schools, while joyful at times, is also frequently 
hard, frustrating and demoralising. Teachers who expect otherwise will not last long in the 
profession. As hard as it may be, the job must be done. It is also a given that the demands 
on schools will never decrease. In this respect it is incumbent on the Principal to establish 
and model strong work ethics in the school to focus and harness the talents and energies 

of the school on achieving objectives 
and tasks as a school team as efficiently 
and effectively as possible. Facets of this 
type of leadership are noted below under 
Belief, Enthusiasm and Caring. While it 
is easy to lay blame on ‘the system’ for 
increasing compliance demands and 

overall workloads, it is also a shallow leadership strategy. It is considerably harder but 
ultimately more professionally satisfying and effective to engage school staff in achieving 
tasks in a positive and focused manner, while ensuring that tasks contribute to the making 
of a better school and in a manner where there is no distraction from the critical day to day 
work in classrooms. 

Humour
In my experience the styles of the most effective leaders were always imbued with a strong 
sense of humour and fun, particularly when directed at themselves. Taking the work of 
schools seriously does not mean always taking one’s self too seriously and there are 
endless opportunities to inject humour and fun into the workplace. For example, laughing 
at the sillier aspects of operating in a bureaucracy is more valuable than becoming upset 
by them – they will never go away! I recall, after ordering gas supplies for a remote school’s 
manual arts welding program, receiving a rather pompous response from a bureaucrat 
informing me that my order would not be filled as the school was located in an ‘all electric 
community’! On another occasion, school staff took the initiative to demolish and remove 
over a weekend a very old, dilapidated and dangerous ablutions block, the removal of which 
had been forgotten in the letting of contracts to provide more modern facilities several years 
prior, despite numerous requests for its removal. We were quite proud of our initiative. Many 
months later, a government auditor arrived and was perplexed that one of the buildings 
on our asset list could not be located, and then became very irate when informed of our 
initiative. Shortly after, I received an official reprimand from a ‘higher authority’ for losing a 
government asset! I cherished that letter for many years.

Thriving: Far More Than Surviving
The Principalship is an honour and privilege to hold, no matter what the size, location and 
circumstances of the school – and it also carries rather awesome responsibilities beset 
with diverse and burdensome workloads, frustrations, ambiguities, fads and, at times, 
ignorance and misunderstandings. Navigating positively through the morass is a significant 
challenge which requires the honing of a range of tools and attributes that facilitate sound, 
positive leadership.

“While it is easy to lay blame on ‘the 
system’ for increasing compliance 
demands and overall workloads, it is 
also a shallow leadership strategy.”



21

BEING WORTHY OF A PROUD HERITAGE

Some examples of these are:

Knowing and Interpreting the Landscape of the Profession
In my view there exists a deep, ever-growing ocean of literature and research about school 
leadership, supplemented by an equally vast array of leadership literature from fields such 
as business. Indeed, these fields frequently intersect and can often serve to muddy the 
waters. An informed awareness of the thrusts of such literature and research is required of a 
Principal if informed guidance of the development of a school is to occur. However, it can be 
very diverse and confusing, prone to fads and seriously disparate in focus. As a beginning 
Principal, efforts were made to maintain at least a broad overview of leadership literature, 
however the realisation soon came that the field was so vast that this was impractical. 
Over time, tools such as scanning the field and using reviews, critiques and digests to 
map avenues for deeper exploration were useful, significantly enhanced by the access 
technology now available to us. However, perhaps most importantly, personal critiquing 
tools must be to the fore so that the Principal is not diverted by fads, road blocks and dead 
ends in ensuring that contemporary knowledge may be used to the benefit of the school. 
For example, over time, I developed a growing realisation that significant amounts of the 
literature based in the field of business had limited applicability to schools for the rather 
obvious reason that the business of schools is children, not business. Indeed, I formed 
the view that schools could teach business a great deal about effective organisational 
leadership. The Principal who has a sound grip on the literature will be in an equally sound 
position to know what is and what is not valuable and applicable in a school’s contexts and 
respond accordingly.

Belief, Enthusiasm and Caring
Perceiving the Principalship as a privilege where one is entrusted with ensuring the best 
possible nurturing of children in partnership with their families must always be sustained by 
a number of fundamental tenets of school leadership. These include an unwavering belief 
by the Principal in the power of the school to meet the challenges of the task, the ever 
present, highly visible enthusiasm of the Principal in seeking every pathway to success in 
improving student lives and attainment, and a deep, abiding care for each person entrusted 
to the school and the leadership of the Principal, no matter what role they have in the 
school. Clearly, this is no territory for posers. A knowledgeable Principal will be visibly and 
enthusiastically committed to a school, up to the task and vigorously and publicly pursuing 
the school’s objectives on a daily basis. This will build mutual respect, trust, confidence 
and commitment among staff, students and the school community – and these are assets 
critical to attaining success in a school and contributing to sensibly managing the endless 
demands placed on schools.

Embracing Community
Effective community and school interactions that promote the ethos, ideals and goals of a 
school have moved well beyond the now rather clichéd ‘community engagement’ notions 
that have emerged from the opening up of schools beginning in the 1970s. Embracing 
community is now not just about having an effective, positive School Council, open days, 
etc. Rather, it requires a clear understanding of the ecology of a school and its community, 
strongly modelled and pursued by the Principal and staff, and the knowledge that a 
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confident partnership between the school, the students and families which engages all 
in a commitment to student development in a mutually respectful and supportive manner, 
is a tool without peer. It is also, in my view, one of the most challenging tasks faced by 
school leaders, fraught with many snares. It demands very effective and ongoing school 
community communications and interactions in every possible way.

By and large, families have strong expectations of schools for their children, as they should. 
However, it does not take a great deal for relationships to be damaged – students not 
meeting family or school expectations, disagreements over learning styles in classrooms, 
school policy matters, disciplinary situations, etc., will all be familiar ground to Principals. 

Equally, there is no one answer 
for such situations. However, 
where disagreements occur in an 
environment where a school has 
truly embraced its community, the 
chances of successful outcomes are 
significantly enhanced. In addition to 
strong communications, being open 

to challenge, being readily available to attend to matters of dispute, engaging positively with 
families in devising solutions to problems and pride in all facets of school achievement, etc., 
are but some of the approaches that support a school mutually embracing its community. 
What is certain is that it is an imperative for all school leaders that is now permanently 
embedded in the landscape of each school community.

An Evolving System
The education heritage of the NT has been both fascinating and inspiring from the very 
earliest days of Non-Indigenous settlement, when initiative, self-reliance and resiliency 
were qualities essential to survival, let alone success. However, in many ways this proud 
heritage confronted circumstances not dissimilar to some of the matters still challenging 
Territory educators, such as providing good quality education services and standards 
while overcoming isolation and distance, cultural differences, curriculum quality, teacher 
retention and complex social problems, among many others. Until the 1970s, NT education 
services were largely provided by two entities, the SA Department of Education in urban 
communities and the Aboriginal Education Division of the then Commonwealth managed 
NT Administration. Both organisations were small and there was little cross fertilisation.

My time was spent with the latter organisation and while small in number, there existed a 
real commitment among members to providing quality education services to Indigenous 
communities, most ably and passionately led by Mr James Gallagher. He engendered 
a real pride in his staff in successfully undertaking a tough job under highly challenging 
circumstances. By and large, school attendance by Indigenous students was not the 
concern it has now become, and this was partly reflected in the sound achievements 
evident in many schools. Initiatives such as universal Pre-school education, mobile schools 
and Indigenous teacher education programs paved the way for contemporary approaches. 
Curriculum was often ‘cherry picked’ from the states, though this did have the effect of 
exposing Indigenous students to mainstream Australian curriculum. However, some of the 

“…..where disagreements occur in an 
environment where a school has truly 
embraced its community, the chances 
of successful outcomes are significantly 
enhanced.”
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NT developed curriculum materials would find a useful place in schools today, for example 
those related to oracy development and in the creative arts.

The transition to the post-colonial era in NT education commenced with the amalgamation 
of the two prior systems into one Territory-wide public system in the early 1970s. This was 
the commencement of a period of exciting 
initiatives in the structure of NT education 
and the leadership of schools, inspired 
and led by the Director of the first new 
Australian public education system in the 
20th century, Dr Hedley Beare. The system 
was unstructured and flattened, leadership 
positions in both schools and non-school 
contexts were equivalent and readily interchangeable, school leadership was the key factor 
in the striving for quality outcomes in schools (supported but not dominated by bureaucracy) 
and school inspections were abandoned and replaced by a system of advisers who were 
to work closely with school leaders to more readily focus on the professional aspects of 
school management (rather than on administrative matters).

The changes were both liberating and profound in the context of the way that education 
systems had been managed in Australia since about the 1830s. I eagerly looked forward to 
interactions with the advisers so that ideas, problems, initiatives, etc., could be discussed 
in an open, collegial and non-judgemental manner, and with many good outcomes flowing 
from the processes. This system was largely retained through the 1970s, impacting 
upon and helping to place the NT in a sound position to interpret and react to emerging 
national movements, such as school-based curriculum development and Indigenous self- 
determination. These are a saga in themselves with significant impacts, both positively 
and negatively, on the NT’s education development, however, they did begin to create the 
circumstances shaping some later developments.

The advent of NT self-government in 1978 (with the management of education being 
handed to the NT by the Commonwealth in 1979) was a seminal event, imbued with 
exciting possibilities. Tremendous creative energy was unleashed once local control of 
NT affairs was a reality and the NT began to better shape and realise some of its vast 
potential. However, in my view, public education did not avail itself fully of the energy and 
the many possibilities for building an outstanding education system, especially considering 
the ground breaking initiatives in system management and school leadership of the 1970s. 
Over time, the NT steadily reverted to the more familiar style of system management and 
leadership extant in Australia and the pioneering approaches of Beare gradually dissolved. 
While the Beare initiatives were far from perfect and some of the effects of the school-
based management and school-based curriculum movements, for example, did not greatly 
contribute to the efficacy of management and leadership of school systems and schools, 
the notions that school leadership was both the pinnacle of a career and the most powerful 
factor in ensuring sound school and system outcomes have also become largely lost – and 
we are the poorer for it. There have been limited, sputtering attempts to recapture this 

“Initiatives such as universal Pre-
school education, mobile schools 
and Indigenous teacher education 
programs paved the way for 
contemporary approaches.”
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vision, e.g., the 1999 Schools Our Focus: Shaping Territory Education review, but these 
were short-lived and of little impact.

Clearly, the education landscape of Australia has changed significantly in the last two 
decades, impacting seriously on the ways that education systems are obliged to conduct 
their business, and the NT cannot and should not be excluded from the ongoing changes.

Many of the changes are or will be of value, e.g., the long overdue focus on Early Learning, 
unified curriculum, facets of student assessments on a national basis and equitable school 
funding. However, over time, the NT has developed some inappropriate responses to this 
landscape. These have included the re-asserting of bureaucratic authority over schools 
and a concomitant decline in mutual trust, respect and openness, incessant demands to 
comply with bureaucratic imperatives, sometimes to the detriment of the time and energy 
available to focus on the real work of schools.

Accompanying these responses, there has also been at times an overly enthusiastic reliance 
on reductionist devices such as data and the organisation not openly practising the tenets of 

community engagement that are such a vital 
imperative in schools as a means of improving 
school quality. Education system leaders and 
the NT community rightfully expect much of 
their schools and school leaders – but those 
same school leaders also have the right to 
expect much of their system leaders and are 
too often disappointed. There is little wisdom 
in not providing the visible leaders of NT public 

education, the leaders of schools, with the high-quality tools and support mechanisms that 
their complex roles require.

There is some hope that the current situation is a passing phase in the ever-changing context 
of NT education. Given the increasing national contexts that public education is conducted 
within in Australia, the trials in Western Australia, for example, of independent public schools 
are beginning to yield interesting outcomes which well might have applicability in the NT. Do 
we have the vision, wisdom and courage to shape and sustain contemporary models such 
as this and to be worthy of the legacy of past initiatives, rather than the uncritical importing 
and imposing of models from elsewhere?

“There is little wisdom in not 
providing the visible leaders of 
NT public education……with the 
high- quality tools and support 
mechanisms that their complex 
roles require.”
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Reflections on School Leadership and NT Education
Ian Hopwood

Through my many experiences in leadership roles in NT 
schools, my view is that there are a plethora of strategies and 
approaches in successfully leading schooling communities. 
Following are some key aspects of leadership that I found 
consistently served me well during my career as school 
leader.

Possibly the most crucial approach to working within schools 
is to value people! People are the key component of a school: 
students, teachers, parents and community. Happy teachers 
permeate a sense of wellbeing, team ownership and strong 
work ethics through their peers, other staff, students and 
parents. A school that has a contented staff will have an 
inspired and creative team which is reflected in effective teaching, strong educational 
programs and engaged students who are inspired to learn. Where a schooling culture 
is based within quality relationships, this social capital flows to parents and the wider 
community, creating strong support for the school and a willingness to work constructively 
together.

Another approach I have found important in building successful schooling communities 
concerns self-reflection. Review of the school’s journey and its performance around student 
engagement and outcomes, programming and teaching, and community perceptions is 
essential. A school needs to collect and interpret all data available to it to provide direction 
for evaluation and future planning and data collected needs to be broad and inclusive 
of all facets of its operations relevant to the framework of effective school management. 
Essential to this process is the inclusion of as many school stakeholders as possible in the 
collection, analysis, and most importantly, the ownership of the available data. Ultimately, 
this information must be translated into action through careful planning.

I believe strategies toward successful schooling outcomes also need to be framed clearly 
within the management and leadership role tensions that Principals’ must negotiate. 
Balancing the two is critical to successful school operations, in our current climate of NT 
government, Australian government, parents, and legal day to day operational demands, 
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etc. It is easy to become disproportionately 
engaged in management at the expense of 
leadership in our schools. It is critical to keep 
these two in perspective and this is best 
achieved using school data and planning to 
ensure we are not doing more of the same but 
rather are effectively leading our school towards 
high achievement through innovative thinking. 
As a Principal, this usually means delegating 

many routine management tasks to various staff, which is a strategic opportunity to ‘grow’ 
staff and increase team members’ participation and ownership of schooling actions.

Prioritizing tasks also is an essential management strategy to ensure the best educational 
outcomes are realized for the time and effort involved. School data, plans, local environment, 
student performance, staff competence, parental engagement, departmental demands are 
all influencing factors impacting on determining what a priority is and this tends to alternate. 
Each school will be different, however in my view the process rules remain constant. Any 
priority has to be rationalized against these criteria: time available to address; window of 
response time to take action; consequences if not addressed; who in the school community 
will it impact most on; can it be delegated; what do I have to sacrifice/push back to address 
this matter now; where does this task sit in the hierarchy of school needs? There will 
be other considerations, however this rationalization checklist has always served me well. 
The ability to effectively prioritise tasks has often been observed by me as a challenge for 
emerging leaders; it has also been reflective of poor practice in under-performing schools.

Community involvement is another major leadership priority, and possibly even more critical 
in the Indigenous school context to bring about genuine ownership by stakeholders.

Key areas I have remained cognisant of have been recognition of the cultural environment 
surrounding the school, sociological considerations relevant to the school’s context, 
language and cultural ambitions of the community, and involvement of significant community 
members in the school management and leadership (governance). I believe it is important 
to balance cultural ambitions with departmental/government expectations.

There is a happy medium to this situation that can readily be achieved with careful planning 
and management/leadership. This is a key challenge area for all principals in the NT and it 
is an area not particularly conducted well at a systemic level. My experience has been if a 
principal gets this correct, they end up with a community that will honour their leadership 
and provide strong support, particularly in student behaviour and student and parent 
participation. This is best achieved when the Non-Indigenous staff of the school support 
and scaffold community Indigenous members’ teaching of local culture, rather than seeking 
to do it themselves or without input from the Indigenous community.

A particularly important strategy in building a positive and progressive schooling profile 
in my experience has been to ensure that curriculum is well targeted and connects with 
those it is intended to reach: children. The curriculum is a specified known, however there 

“I believe strategies toward 
successful schooling  outcomes 
also need to be  framed clearly 
within the management and 
leadership role tensions that 
Principals’ must negotiate.”
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are two defining facets of the individual school’s teaching programs, and they are how the 
school delivers the curriculum, and how competently the teachers understand and use the 
curriculum. As Principal, responsibility for ensuring your school is teaching and effectively 
using the appropriate curriculum at all grade levels must be a key leadership component 
and it needs the Principal to be a ‘hands 
on’ team player. It is also the Principal’s 
role to ensure all staff are competent 
implementers of the NT/AC curriculum. 
This may involve a variety of strategies to 
ensure appropriate curriculum simplicity is 
available to new recruits to our NT system, 
teachers new to teaching or those who 
need refocusing to meet our expectations. 
This may be provided through curriculum 
mapping, defined approved materials, PD, 
external support, performance enhancement, etc. It is critical to identify school needs in 
this area through school performance data and planning.

Finally, I have found carefully delivered performance development plans to have been a 
powerful tool. The process needs to be a school-wide process that includes to some extent 
all school staff. It also needs to be a ‘negotiated’ process to be successful and it needs 
to have some ‘advantage’ for the individual to encourage ownership and participation. It 
does not work for all but in my experience that often reflects the level of identified goals in 
the plan or its implementation. Unfortunately, it is often a time consuming process, but if it 
evokes constructive professional conversation, it needs to be somewhere near the top of 
every Principals’ hierarchy of needs prioritization.

The above seven aspects of leadership that I have highlighted are certainly not the full deck, 
but they have provided me with a good leadership package both in my roles as school 
Principal, Group School Principal and as a School Capability Improvement Officer. Through 
this latter role in particular, I worked in the area of systemic support, which included working 
closely with under-performing schools. The areas that were often highlighted as problematic 
for principals during such internal reviews are the same themes of leadership identified 
above and it for this reason I have raised these for consideration in building organisational 
growth in schools.

Healthy Survival Strategies Used in Navigating a High Stress Industry
I believe there are two key facets in the survival stakes for principals, these being a realistic 
perspective around achievable goals and sound workplace management practices that 
factor in home/personal time. In my experience, Principals’ personally need to encompass 
strategies that enable a focus on effective leadership however this needs to be metered 
with a battery personal wellbeing coping strategies.

Professional survival for me was a case of carefully and clearly using available data to plan 
and plot the school’s direction and regularly take time to revisit this plan to assess how we 
were traveling. Coupled with this I always had an awareness of my priorities and tasks so 

“A particularly important strategy 
in building a positive and 
progressive schooling profile in my 
experience has been to ensure that 
curriculum is well targeted and 
connects with those it is intended 
to reach: children.”
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that I avoided cramming for deadlines as much as possible and hence I usually had a sense 
of keeping on top of things. A large contributor to this state of being was a preparedness 
to delegate. To this end I genuinely valued my staff, knowing their individual capabilities 
and weaknesses, and I experienced very little disappointment with delegating tasks and 
responsibilities. If a Principal values and supports staff, it is my experience that they can 
considerably reduce their workload, though this obviously includes addressing issues such 
who to trust and grow to enable competent delegation, and those on staff who need to be 
managed to ensure they can deliver. No doubt there are the ‘weakest links’ in the team (for 
whom there will be a need to define a strategy to manage), but the bottom line is that ‘your 
staff is your most valuable tool to achieve your goals’—so my advice is to look after them! 
Listening to the entire schooling community and knowing how the school is perceived, in 
my opinion eases pressures on the Principal.

While schools offer many rewards, they are nonetheless stressful organisations due to their 
high levels of complexity. In this regard, strategies I personally have used in my home 
life were often simple, but they had significant influence on my own wellbeing. First and 
foremost was my weekend. I would rather work back late or take work home with me 
during the week, to achieve a fairly work- free weekend. Ideally my weekend workload was 
confined to phone calls and catching up on emails. Usually around week 5 of each term 
I’d also endeavour to instigate a ‘shorter day’ regime, or vary my usual work routine where 
I’d try to go home each day a half hour earlier for the week. It gave me a few more minutes 
to do something a bit different. If I found myself getting unusually worked up about things, 

I knew it was time to go camping 
or away for the weekend out of 
mobile phone and email range! As 
a lot of my work was with remote 
schools, I found avoiding going 
shopping on weekends saved me a 
lot of impromptu staff meeting in the 
aisles of Woollies!

Evolution of Northern Territory Education over the Past 30 to 40 Years
Having observed the Territory education system since the 1970’s, I’ve witnessed a lot of 
educational and political change....some good, some not so good and some repetitive of 
the past.

My early experiences with curriculum materials used under the Commonwealth teaching 
service days saw a lot of ‘imported from other state curriculum’ materials. This was often 
good quality, but culturally inappropriate to the NT setting. The period 1980-1990 saw 
a lot of locally produced material that was of substantial quality, and from 2000 focus 
moved to outcomes-based learning, which was an excellent concept in theory, but I firmly 
believe we lost the plot in its translation to the remote school classroom. Unfortunately it 
resulted in a learning slump for several years largely because teachers new to the remote 
teaching context floundered in curriculum mastery at the expense of student learning. The 
curriculum was too flexible for many teachers to accurately identify appropriate learning 
pathways for their students and with high teacher turnover in remote schools, teaching and 

“Having observed the Territory education 
system since the 1970’s, I’ve witnessed a 
lot of educational and political change... 
some good, some not so good and some 
repetitive of the past.”
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learning continuity suffered. Fortunately, I saw a positive consolidation of curriculum in my 
final years with the development of curriculum maps in remote schools, and I believe these 
will be further refined to support increased continuity in the teaching and learning in remote 
schools and hopefully provide strong support to the continual teacher turnover challenge 
endemic to the NT remote scene.

In my view, the NT education system has always suffered from lack of continuity in 
leadership, politics and whims. Corporate knowledge has not been a strong point in 
the ongoing work in educational reforms, and hence we have a system that has spent 
a lot of effort in inventing itself, forgetting what it had invented, then reinventing again as 
political and educational leadership changed both at state and national levels. The current 
cessation of the federally funded AG positions is a recent example of this inconsistent 
support. Despite these structural tensions I have always viewed the NT as a progressive 
service as it was small and manageable; costs have usually dictated that it couldn’t afford 
to be too bureaucratic, there has been a constant flow of educators from all over Australia 
(and the world) providing great educational thinking and diversity. Despite our NAPLAN 
results, I believe the NT is a very innovative and successful system, as I observed in my 
2004 study leave research in Indigenous education across Australia. Given the complexity 
and high Indigenous to Non-Indigenous clientele ratio in our NT domain (28%) compared 
to other states (approximately 5% at most in other parts of the country) I believe we do the 
job very well with the resources available!
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Looking Forward and Looking Back:  
Career Reflections
Henry Gray

In December 1969 I graduated as a two-year trained teacher 
from Graylands Teachers College in Western Australia. I 
remember sitting in the assembly hall on the day of our 
graduation and

announcement of school placements. I thought about how 
far into the future time stretched. It seemed as if I was facing 
infinity, a never-ending teaching future. Looking back, writing 
this paper as an essentially retired Principal (although a 
person still deeply committed to education), I feel that time 
has flown by, almost in the twinkling of an eye. I have learned 
a lot, though personal education and development is a life-
long process. Education has offered me the privilege of 
working with students, staff, parents and community in many different situations over forty 
five years. I want to reflect and share some thoughts that go to leadership and survival 
strategies I have practised through the systemic changes which have come to pass during 
my (and including family, our) time in the Northern Territory.

Leadership Style
There are constants about the way one leads, together with changes to process impressed 
as prudent or necessary from time to time. My leadership was largely informed by learning, 
from observation and experience, about what not to do! With the passing of time, leadership 
modelling moves from one paradigm to another and one leadership approach to the next- 
which can mean one’s constant adoption of new approaches leading to unpredictability. 
This could result in destabilisation and a diminution of respect held for the leader by peers 
and subordinates. In this regard I have never moved far from my first adoption of leadership 
preference and style. There have been refinements, but the basic premises by which I have 
been a school leader have remained constant. These have been based on some key tenets 
toward producing successful educational outcomes, including:

•	 Seeking	to	be	a	 ‘developer’	of	others	 in	a	context	where	 focus	on	both	people	and	
task has been to the fore. In terms of schools, I found this was about the importance 
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of being a facilitator in a hands-on context rather than offering leadership from ‘above’ 
(and therefore somewhat removed from) those with whom I have worked.

•	 A	 leadership	 foundation	 of	 power	 based	 on	 quality	 relationships	 rather	 than	 roles,	
therefore not relying solely on ascribed or positional empowered leadership. While 
appreciating my past senior positions in schools, I have always aimed to be a Principal 
whose leadership is sustained by respect held for the way I do my job.

•	 Pursuing	a	Concentric	model	of	school	leadership,	which	enabled	me	to	navigate	the	
hierarchal model represented by a pyramid (which runs from the top down through 
management and leadership strata to the bottom or base) and the social and organic 
properties of school organisational structures. This particular model was instrumental in 
framing a balance between ongoing line management functions and the need to build 
collective workplace teams founded within quality relationships.

This model, viewed from above, may be depicted as a circle and in the centre a bold black 
dot is positioned. Then, applying the mathematical principle of a circle being a series of 
dots, the circle in side elevation becomes a series of dots in a straight line, with the bolded 
dot in the centre of the circle being on the same plane but slightly amplified from the 
series of dots to the left and right. This signifies the separation and the significance of the 
leader but does not impose her or him as being far more important than the cohort. The 
concentric model represented the leadership style I had tried to emulate throughout the 
various principal and leadership roles I occupied over many years in number of states and 
territories. To be ‘above’ but ‘with’ those one is leading, positions leaders on the balcony 
(looking down and seeing all) and on the dance floor (with subordinates as colleagues) in a 
simultaneous context. In my experience, the respect I gained as a leader by being a ‘do as 
I do’ person cannot be overestimated and provided me with much success and reduced 
stress, and my practice was never to ask of others things I am not prepared to do myself.

My view of effective school leadership 
- irrespective of context—is that it is 
enhanced where confidence and trust has 
been divested in the participants of the 
school. While a responsible leader ensures 
that the major organisational functions 
are being met, that expectation is not 
enhanced by distrustful leadership. My practice as a Principal was to put trust in people, 
rather than micro-managing them in a scrutinising and suspicious manner. In my view, 
trust is enhanced through professional contact and conversations and over the years my 
discourse with staff has been enriching because it has been collegial. Giving and taking and 
sharing ideas have been important elements of those conversations and where counsel has 
been necessary, I have always offered it to people, be they staff, students or members of 
our parent community. Effective and meaningful leadership as a rule has to be a ‘two-way’ 
process; it can never be ‘my way or the highway’, which unfortunately is an approach some 
colleagues have adopted, with (often lasting) negative outcomes.

To employ a simple analogy, leadership is fundamentally about ‘different strokes for different 
folks’. Being an open, consensus seeking leader is, in my opinion one of the harder models 

“Effective and meaningful 
leadership as a rule has to be a 
‘two-way’ process. It can never be 
‘my way or the highway.’”
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to practice. It can mean putting aside your personal preferences for the sake of the 
corporate good, and along the way working to mould and shape a group toward agreed 
organisational practice and defined outcomes. I have upheld this approach over the years, 
while offering personal challenge, as being organisationally fulfilling and rewarding.

Survival Strategies
In my experience, no matter what the profession it is all too easy to become defocussed 
and to lose the plot. This occurs for many reasons, but clearly one involves a real need to 
have balance in life, meaning the establishment of careful priorities. In this regard I have 
followed a number of tenets that have enabled my professional survival over some 40 years 
in school leadership roles. The foundation of this has been maintaining a healthy private 
domain as a counter-balance.

Life and Work Balance
In my experience, the seemingly increasing imperative of work (of which schools have 
become most focused) can lead to people believing that above, through and over all, 
occupational commitment needs to transcend all other elements of life’s world. This I 
contend is a sad and misplaced assumption. A wise person (anon) once said, ‘Nobody 

on their deathbed ever regretted not spending 
more time at work’. That is so true, but a view often 
overlooked by those enthusiastically traversing the 
years of their employment pathways. People go 
to work, take work home, think and dream work 
(which the organisation and business of school has 
demanded) and so often it seems, nothing else 

counts! I am not for one moment advocating slackness, and I do not support anyone 
skiving off in attention from their employment obligations, however, balance is critical if one 
is to lead a satisfying and satisfied life.

In 1982 the Department of Education sponsored a forum for leadership development. It was 
conducted by Dr Colin Moyle, through the Victorian Institute of Educational Administration; 
a forerunner of the Australian Council of Educational Leadership (ACEL). A cornerstone of 
the program was the urging of participants to focus on developing (in 25 words or less) 
a mission statement that would focus and guide them in the present and into the future. 
We were asked to ponder this proposition and develop an encompassing statement that 
would help in setting priorities. For me, this was one of the most effective and strategic 
professional development exercises I ever participated in because it remained an enduring 
and core frame to my subsequent years in educational leadership. My mission statement 
has been my directing inspiration ever since that time and I hold it in my memory, think 
about it constantly and share it with others as a message included on the reverse of my 
business card. It reads:

•	 To	fulfil	and	be	fulfilled	in	organisational	mode—family,	work,	recreation.

•	 To	acquit	my	responsibilities	with	integrity.

•	 To	work	with	a	smile	in	my	heart.

“Nobody on their deathbed 
ever regretted not 
spending more time at 
work.”
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This focussing statement for me has been a key element to my survival and development 
over the years.

Family First
One of the issues that has impacted on many professionals in the NT schooling industry 
has been the effect of ‘distance tyranny’ on lifestyle. A phenomenon that has impacted 
on education has been the appointment of people in a way that causes family separation. 
While

‘fly in fly out’ is an employment approach associated with the mining and resource industry, 
a similar practice in education has led to the appointment of couples to positions in widely 
separated locations. In the interests of career enhancement and occasionally because 
of job scarcity in a particular location, principals and senior staff have needed to ‘work 
away’ from families, coming home on weekends and at times even less frequently. I am 
not casting aspersions on such separations, other than to confirm family togetherness as 
being a very important part of my life. On occasion the opportunity for me to make upward 
career moves by taking an appointment away from family has been available—but never 
accepted. I am glad about not taking this pathway because it would have challenged our 
family. It would have been unfair for me to leave our adolescent children to my wife in almost 
a ‘single parent’ context in order to pursue my career. In this regard an affirming strategy for 
me and one that has been altogether the best alternative in the long run, is to have been a 
part of our family in a very ‘nuclear’ and active sense.

Atmosphere
Another core precept I have followed involves atmosphere. One of my strongest survival 
and enhancement strategies grew from study, awareness and appreciation of the tone, 
harmony and atmosphere within my schools; the way those schools felt emotionally and 
socially. In reflecting on this I remember one 
particular occasion I had a rather clever 
staff member take an aerial photograph of 
‘our place’ and photo shop a weather map 
over our school campus. This I kept close 
for it was necessary for me to appreciate 
the ‘highs’ within our school. I also needed 
to take account of the ‘lows’, being aware 
of the fact we needed to make sure they were swiftly moving and not permanently affective 
of the people within our borders. This awareness was a phenomenon which in intangible 
form I kept ‘soul-close’ in all my schools.

I also considered tone and harmony to have been atmospheric elements. These precious 
intangibles cannot be bought, but when they imbue an organisation the benefits are 
enormous. Atmosphere is not constant and esprit de corp can diminish. Atmospheric 
awareness was always important to me as a leader, an intangible I worked on building and 
retaining at all times. In my experience, education (from an organisational and employment 
perspective) needs to be about more than survival—particularly if a person is to last in this 
complex social workplace environment. To ‘survive’ is essential and to ‘thrive’ an ultimate 

“I also consider tone and harmony 
to have been atmospheric 
elements…….when it imbues 
an organisation the benefits are 
enormous.”
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in terms of satisfaction, that ought to derive from our engagement within the teaching 
profession. Education in both teaching and leadership terms has been a profession I have 
enjoyed ... and loved!

Structural and Systemic Shifts
A privilege of living and working in the Northern Territory has been a connection with our 
educational system from its inception. ‘The Gray Family’ came to the NT in July 1975. By 
1978 I was Principal of Numbulwar School in South-East Arnhem Land. In January of that 
year, Territory Education became the responsibility of the Northern Territory Government— 
the first operational agency taken over from the Commonwealth. Our first Educational 
Director (these days he would be referred to as our Chief Executive Officer) was Dr Jim 
Eedle. In March 1978, Dr Eedle met with school education leaders in Katherine. I never 
forgot the way he welcomed us all to the ‘new’ NT educational system, or his words of 
wisdom, advice and caution. Dr Eedle metaphorically described our system’s emancipation 
as being like unto a rising sun. He offered two pieces of advice I have always regarded as 
being statements of infinite wisdom. He told us as leaders we should always remember 
that ‘schools are for children’ and that educational ‘structure should always serve function’.

Dr Eedle set systemic priorities for us, from which I believe we have sadly departed. With 
the passing of years we have become a system which has structured to the point where 
educational operations are massively ‘sky-scraperish’ and which has as a prime focus 
career opportunities and advancement of people in terms self-betterment. Structural 
magnification in my opinion has defocused us from the prime purpose of education—to 
develop and enrich children and students moving up the grades and through the years. 
In my view, systemic change and priority alteration has moved NT Education from an 
institution focussing on holistic development more toward an organisation which upholds 
teaching and strategies as important only in leading to data confirmed outcomes. It seems 
that the needs of children and students no longer underpin education in endpoint terms. 
The ‘ends’ are data and statistical derivatives, the students a means to that end—or so 
it would appear! I worry that part of this change in system and therefore school focus is 
to narrow education down to a point of where students are ‘performers’ on the stage of 
test-based outcomes, rather than persons being developed toward becoming confident, 
competent people with the know-how they need to cope with and contribute to tomorrow’s 
world.

Contract Employment
One of the most significant changes, and on reflection one of the most detrimental 
that occurred for principals in the Northern Territory, was their movement to contract 
employment. In the NT, this meant Principals severing their connection as permanent 
members of the Northern Territory Public Service in exchange for the benefits of contractual 
employment. Through this exchange principals became temporary Education Department 
employees on four year contracts, renewable if performance was satisfactory. In time, four 
year contracts were reduced to two years or ‘two-plus-two’ before recent reinstatement to 
four year periods. A downside of this change, together with accountability and compliance 
being more and more heavily stressed for principals with each passing year, has resulted in 
a stripping of Principal confidence and an increase in their hesitation to lead in any way that 
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might be out of the box. The belief too many principals have formed from this foundation 
was that ‘unless they performed’ their contracts may not be renewed; hanging over many 
in a Sword of Damocles manner. Principals have in my opinion become a bilingual group. 
On the one hand they talk quietly and covertly to each other in a way that reflects genuine 
sharing of feeling and on the other, when they are in superordinate company, they indicate 
a ‘sharing’ of system held ambition they don’t really feel. In the interests of employment 
security, they cannot afford to fall foul of the system.

Interstate Infusion
Any system needs revitalisation that comes from the infusion of new blood. No system 
should become inbred. However, that new blood can come from within as well as without. 
‘Within’ is about growing our leaders through developing them through the years and up 
the ranks. In this way teachers can grow to become Principals via a Senior Teacher and 
Assistant Principal track. It is critically important that a significant percentage of our leaders 
are home grown, along with our system drawing in some from outside the NT. However, 
with the passing of time it has become patently apparent that those within are often 
overlooked for promotion, with outsiders being preferred. Indeed, there have been some in 
high positions within the NT (though not all) who appear to believe those within our system 
are of lesser calibre than external (to the Northern Territory) recruits. It worries me that 
the trend toward external engagement of people to senior positions seems a continuing 
one—and this to the detriment of our home-grown personnel. This trend does little to 
promote goodwill within and confidence toward our system by many who have given good, 
faithful and envisioned service. I believe vesting or reinvesting confidence in home-grown 
and long-term Territory educators, entrusting and respecting them in leadership roles is 
important, necessary ... and overdue.

Data Focus
With the passing of time, demands made of educational systems by governments have 
impacted on schools. Compliance and accountability requirements, the linking of data to 
performance outcomes and tying of funding to results has both narrowed and magnified 
educational perspectives. As a new system and taking into account Dr Eedle’s advice, I 
thought of our schools as having a panoramic perspective and wide-ranging holistically 
focussed outlook.

Also with the passing of time that focus narrowed to a point where academic focus 
seemed to be the ‘be all and end all’ of education, with social, emotional and moral/
spiritual perspectives being tagged as less important than they were historically. There 
needs to be strong adherence to holistic development because there is more to preparing 
people for tomorrow’s world than literacy and numeracy competence. There is a feeling of 
fallaciousness about measuring our children, Australia’s educational ‘product’, against the 
way they compare in literate and numerate terms with the rest of the world. Sadly it seems, 
systemic change has discarded this principle. Rather than schools being for children, they 
are institutions for data gathering and number crunching. Children and students are no 
longer the endpoint; they are merely a means to an end. In my view our client group must 
be re-elevated. Schools are for children.
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There is so much that is important about the work undertaken by educators. Developing our 
children and students toward their future roles in their world is possibly the most significant 
of all professions. Beyond the nuclear (and extended) family unit, we are charged with the 
most important of all occupations; that of human development. We do it better if we work 
closely in a collegiate sense and in partnership with parents and children themselves. For 
me, education has been challenging and rewarding. I gave up entitlement as an only son 
to inherit our family farm and opted for life as a teacher. How glad I am that with my family 
I followed my dream.
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Navigating a Decentralised NT Education System
Fred Friis

Underpinning Notions for Success
Whenever I’m asked about the sorts of strategies and 
approaches that enable successful experiences in school 
leadership, the notion of maintaining a ‘long energy’ or state 
of mind that runs from the start to the end of each school 
day is essential. Concurrent with this is the notion that a 
Principal who wants to harness the long energy, who wants 
to encourage best practice, creative and consistent thinking, 
needs to be able to step aside occasionally (as required) 
from the ever-changing educational horizon and the speed 
with which educational horizons are presented. The Principal 
needs a mechanism to handle the inevitable fatigue and 
disenchantment, and this occurs when digging deep into the 
survival toolkit.

The Expanding Role of Principalship
The idea that the principal should be the educational leader in the school, as well as being 
the manager or senior administrator, was a notion that evolved over the course of my 
employment in school education. This notion c a m e t o include the requirement that the 
principal (particularly in pre and primary years) should also be recognised as a curriculum 
leader within the school’s program who also needed a mechanism to maximize the 
educational advantage accruing from the uniqueness of ‘their’ school and its program on 
the one hand, and the collective reinforcement available from other schools and principals. 
This has broadened the role exponentially.

In this regard (and it may be due to a long work history without concentrated technologies) 
my view is that leadership is about people and conversations around problem solving. I 
do not consider this may really be achieved by electronic means, such as through email 
or Skype conferences, because of their impersonal nature. My view has been that the 
mental discipline associated with face to face discussion and argument is invaluable and 
enables more free-flowing and personal exchanges to occur and, as a consequence, 
problems solved. In this regard a notion of being a member of a like group, with face to 
face contact enabling discourse and encouragement in my opinion and experience is an 
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essential factor in working across schooling communities. My experiences have been that 
the significant positive outcomes from such approaches remains solid over many varied 
schooling contexts over many years.

As a past Chairman of the Northern Territory Principals’ Association (NTPA), and as an 
ongoing member, I had many discussions during the late 1980’s and early 1990s with 
senior education personnel about matters relating to school operation and the role of the 
principal (in the early days my line manager was a gentleman by the name of Geoff Spring, 
who later became the Secretary of the Department of Education). It became quite clear that 
one area of change and the debate it engendered would impact greatly on the role of the 
principal and this was the notion that there should be a decentralisation of management 
in our school system. I must hasten to add that this was not the only element of change 
in our system over the (then) past 10 years, but rather it effectively gained and maintained 

a very high priority in our thinking at the 
time because it represented an enormous 
change in the way schools did business. 
For those of us who had been in education 
well before these changes, new terms came 
into our vernacular, including devolution, 
decentralisation, recentralisation, autonomy, 
self-management, self-governance, self-
interest, systemic control, professional 
development, the credibility level of our 
schools and our education programs, 

accountability, and the list went on. This was a major philosophical shift that was 
accompanied by very real stress as the new system was adopted.

In reflecting on this period, I consider that these factors have had a dramatic impact on 
principalship over the past 10-20 years in the Northern Territory, and need to be considered 
and accounted for in any discussion about renewal. These discussions began in what now 
seems to be the dark old days of Territory education, when principalship was perceived 
as being relatively attainable, desirable and satisfying in a career sense. At the same time 
the prerequisites were reasonably clear-cut and a fair apprenticeship stood a body in 
good stead in the position. Principals in the NT, whilst not exactly fitting the ‘Mr. Chips 
model’, enjoyed a pretty straight forward relationship with their employer and clientele. This 
relationship in my opinion changed dramatically with the introduction of decentralisation.

Throughout this early period, the Departmental Secretary, principals and the NT Principals’ 
Association also debated at considerable length the emerging demands that principals 
and schools were making in terms of autonomy, decision making and discretionary powers 
with respect to the overall operation of their schools. School-based funding began and the 
lure of an annual windfall from savings in electricity was indeed attractive and appeared 
on balance to promise an opportunity to build organisational growth. However, there was 
another side to this early devolution that produced tensions between schools and the 
Education Department. During this period I recall one senior assistant director commenting 
(whilst not realising the NTPA executive were within earshot waiting for a meeting), ‘What do 

“For those of us who had been 
in the education system well 
before these changes….This was 
a major philosophical shift that 
was accompanied by very real 
stress as the new system was 
adopted”.
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those bastards want now?’ To which his equally senior adviser replied: ‘If they want control 
of their schools’ operation let them take over the furniture and fittings for their schools—
that will stuff them’. Decentralisation caused problems in the relationship between the 
Department and schools in determining what should be devolved and how would this 
make a positive difference.

Throughout this period of rapid and deep change, the Departmental Secretary, Geoff 
Spring, maintained a quite philosophical stance regarding decentralisation (or devolution as 
it came to be known in the NT). One example of this was that he plainly expected that once 
we began down the road of self-management or devolution we would not be able to stop, 
and that over time this would become the new way of doing business; that the agony of 
change was a temporary state. The expectation at this time was also clear that principals 
and school communities would have to make more than marginal adjustments to their 
management styles and capacities in order to cope with the contingencies and work load 
which we quite accurately forecast.

An important argument for me personally at that time, which I guess was made somewhat 
in self-defence and in the absence of a crystal ball, was that we as principals were not given 
any real control of the decentralising process. 
Rather, we were reacting to a set of good 
ideas promulgated by senior bureaucracy 
determining quite dramatic change in our 
schools and in our modus operandi. I also 
think it is important to note that the NT 
moved nearly to the forefront of such change 
to traditional managerial practice in schools. 
Our economy of scale meant we all were 
totally immersed in the process. The pace 
of change was exceptional and one factor 
which had important consequences was that 
I think we took for granted the success of such practices in other parts of the educational 
community and did not dwell at all long enough on consideration of some of the obvious 
shortcomings.

The term principalship is indeed extremely familiar, but it seems to have become obvious but 
ambiguous. It describes for example the position which we fill in our schools; it describes 
a position of authority and responsibility with a clear delegation from the Education Act 
and the NT Government; it infers an expected level of educational knowledge, awareness, 
curriculum competence, personnel management and plain good common sense. It also 
describes a position, most importantly of educational leadership; the Head Teacher if you 
like. It is reasonably absolute, but such titles have masked the job itself in respect to what 
actually one does on a daily basis and the balancing of myriad, simultaneously competing 
tasks.

These pressures in my view produced tensions that in an environment of complex demands 
meant a focus toward what the principal did best, and led them to concentrate on that as 

“…we as principals were not 
given any real control of the 
decentralizing process….we 
were reacting to a set of good 
ideas promulgated by senior 
bureaucracy determining quite 
dramatic change in our schools 
and in our modus operandi.”
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a way of surviving because there were not just more skills to learn (in a short period of 
time with little professional learning) but new domains of knowledge to overcome. Even 
for myself with (at the time) nearly 30 years’ experience as a Head Teacher or Principal, 
renewal caused me to reflect heavily on what my role was or should have been, linked of 
course to a defined purpose of school education (which seemed also to be changing). The 
sorts of questions I asked myself included: Is it describing the needs of the principal who 
requires a change of pace, a fresh start? Do you need to raise the anchor rather than let it 
drag along in a bureaucratic king tide? Is it referring to the needs of the principal who has 
worked out a play or retort against every contingency likely to confront him/her and who 
thereby is marking time to a large extent? More to the point, is it referring to the needs of 
principals who have skewed their priorities away from educational leadership because of a 
predisposition to concentrate overly on their increased managerial work load as a result of 
say devolution and self-management?

An anecdote that springs to mind of the way different principals prioritised their work stretches 
back to some of the earlier days of the NT education system, well before decentralisation. 
In 1974, when I had the good fortune to receive a year’s study leave to complete my post 
graduate studies, I had reason to enroll my children in a quite exclusive primary school in 
Brisbane. Being pretty full of myself and my recent principalship at Katherine Area School 
and soon after promotion to Rapid Creek Primary School in 1975, I recall a meeting I had 
with a senior principal over a particular matter. I approached this colleague’s office on 
the top floor of the primary school at about 9.08 am on day one of the new school year. 
I introduced myself and we talked for a few minutes before I realised that he was not too 
interested in my comparative curriculum knowledge, or in what maths level my daughter 
should be placed. He was, however, extremely proud of the fact that he had cleared the 
quadrangle on day one in eight minutes. His goal for the week or for that matter the term, 
had been achieved. I received the distinct impression his principalship was resting easy in 
a delegated haze.

Renewal
After a very long time in school leadership roles and enduring a significant degree of change 
imposed on my work as a school principal (and what that meant) and the organisation itself, 
I have considered that renewing refers to a returning to educational priorities; a recharging 
or even a rejuvenating process by which the basic educational instinct and expertise of 
principals is revitalised or re-focussed. The present continuous tense is deliberate in the 
last sentence. I perceive an ongoing, dynamic principalship as the only option, though to 
balance this, I must add that I do not consider that renewal should equate to retraining 
or reskilling. Education and schools are different to beef roads and wharves; they are 
fundamentally about people and relationships and regardless of the changes that occur 
into the future, I doubt too much restructuring can take place in my or our educational 
philosophies. Principals need to take control of the renewal process. John Wauchope was 
correct when he clearly indicated that information is power in an educational context.

Before I close I must indicate the breadth and range of my research into the literature, in 
putting this short paper together. First, Brian Caldwell in various articles and collections, 
I consider clearly understands and explains decentralisation and its effect on schools 
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including the political feasibility of the many contentious issues surrounding the shift of 
authority and responsibilities to schools. With so many of our profession now obviously 
working in schools under decentralised frames, it is important to understand why tensions 
occur, where they originate and impact our schools, and in this regard I recommend Brian’s 
writing on this subject, particularly Decentralising the management of Australia’s schools.1

Another prominent influence in the shaping of my views originated from a senior NT 
department of Education manager, Dr. Jim Eedle. In papers to principals’ conferences and 
other groups in the early eighties, Jim certainly put the writing on the wall for me with respect 
to the need to be concerned about a school’s profile and the notion of entrepreneurship in 
education. Jim also referred to the conventional wisdom of authors such as Aesop. If you 
are trying to be all things to all people, I recommend ‘The man, the boy and the donkey’. 
Also, my favourite and very astute medieval English philosopher, William of Occam, whose 
famous precept referred to as ‘Occam’s Razor’ may be literally translated as ‘If there is a 
simple answer, consider that one first’, certainly is good counsel for Principals (there is a 
more crude translation).

1 Caldwell, Brian L. 1993. Decentralising the Management of Australia’s Schools: A Discussion Paper. National Industry 
Education Forum, Melbourne.
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Leadership through Community Connections
Bob Hale

When I was first appointed as a principal in the NT, I had a 
unique background as a member of the NT Education system. 
I had been the NT representative for the Commissioner of 
the Commonwealth Teaching Service (CTS), prior to serving 
eight years in the Teacher Staffing Unit, which gave me a 
detailed insight into the professional and administrative 
theory and practices of the NT education system. Upon my 
appointment to a large urban school in the northern suburbs 
of Darwin, I concluded that it was time to put into practice the 
experiences gained.

My appointment presented some immediate challenges 
which included a loss of teaching resources, due to dwindling 
enrolments. I set out to make this school a centre for excellence- particularly in educating 
urban Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, of whom many came from challenged 
backgrounds. I recognised that a fundamental way this was to be achieved was through 
strong social connections led by the principal. Through my involvement in several ‘out of 
school’ activities, I became well known to the parent group in a way that enabled them to 
view me as a person, rather than the formal title situated in the school. I lived by the axiom, 
let the welfare of the children be the supreme law. The students belonged to the parents 
not the staff, so the parents had to be free and equal partners in the children’s education, 
whether the parents liked it or not, and at first, they didn’t! I focussed on building the 
organisational culture to be child-friendly, with the front office a place where friendship and 
compassion were the overriding considerations. As a principal, I led by example. I took my 
Maths group which was made up of the older students who often doubled up as behaviour 
problems and disengaged students. Some of their response was intriguing, and on one 
occasion I overheard the statement: ‘That old man from the front office is ours for an hour 
every day, so don’t annoy him. He is really a good bloke but don’t upset him, because he 
is unpredictable.’ In reality, they were unpredictable too, but I was better at it.

The staff at Karama School came to recognise also that I had a keen interest in not only their 
development as educators, but also as human beings. I was prepared to be up front and 
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visible to students, parents, and the broader community. I saw my role as a protector of the 
rights of staff, but also that I reserved the right to pull them into gear should the need have 
arisen. In my view, teachers were the jewels in the crown and my job was to afford them 
the best possible conditions in which 
to operate. Along the way I made 
mistakes, but guarding God’s twelve 
little acres from marauders of all kinds, 
was not one of them. My power bases 
were my staff and my parent group, 
but the most enduring power base 
was the kids. Many years since this 
period of my career, I often see past students around, and they greet me using terms of 
endearment including uncle, especially the members of the troubled math group students, 
all those years ago. This outcome I believe is the power of quality social relationships and 
its expressions in respect for the person, rather than the title.

Very early in life I learned a number of important things, one of which was the meaning 
of the expression, ‘horses for courses.’ However, the many years I had spent working in 
the NT education department’s central office had afforded me countless opportunities to 
see the non-application of this principle in the placement of staff, particularly in schools 
where I often observed the disastrous consequences of people being placed into roles 
that they weren’t suited. In relation to my appointment to Karama School, I knew that I was 
the right ‘horse for that course.’ I had the right temperament and was well known in the 
Aboriginal community. I knew how the suburb operated, its outlook, its prejudices, (and 
there were a veritable pile of them,) opinions about others, (so often negative,) and their 
fears, both genuine and imagined, their racism which was often thinly disguised, and what 
made them happy and contented. Few were prepared to admit this aspect openly, but 
when they worked out that I was genuine, they realized that they had a decision to make. 
My perception of being a right fit for this schooling community was based on a high degree 
of personal and inner reflection in understanding myself (allowing others to see me), and 
that I fit into the community rather than the school being made to fit me.

My personal approach to the situation involving the parent group (mentioned above) 
was constant, sincere and more like a grandfather- which I was anyway! However and 
notwithstanding this, families’ understood me well enough to recognise that there also were 
parameters set in the relationship that they didn’t cross, because education was serious 
business and as principal I maintained professional-responsibility for the whole community. 
That took some time, but on reflection it was for life and of course, worked both ways! To 
support staff, I worked across the school in developing a CTS model of operation, especially 
in decision making. Decisions were taken by teachers, reviewed by teachers and were for 
the benefit to teachers. I viewed all teachers as specialists in their field and through this 
attitude and devolving of responsibility, was able to empower staff in applying their skills to 
their and the school’s advantage, which repaid handsomely across the organisation. In this 
way my positional power as principal was strengthened through a focus on quality social 
relationships, of which I was responsible in developing across the schooling community.

“The staff at Karama school came 
to recognize also that I had a keen 
interest in not only their development 
as educators, but also as human 
beings.”
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In order to attain the goals of improving all students’ learning outcomes, I made certain that 
the community saw that I was human because the institution of education can get in the 

way of this, particularly given that interactions 
generally occurred during the formal delivery 
(and behaviours) times of school. I also 
actively and consciously ensured that I was 
visible around the school, in the yard, in the 
classrooms, in the preschool and within the 

upper classes. I had many names and responded the same to them all. I endeavoured 
to know the names of all the kids and I got close to achieving this! Other ways that I 
sought building inroads into the social connections was to build an organisational culture 
that reflected the high percentage of Aboriginal students that went to the school. While I 
worked across a number of areas, policies and actions to achieve this outcome, perhaps 
one of the key ways I made a difference was to develop a staffing profile that reflected this 
demographic, and to this day I’m immensely proud of the fact that I achieved this outcome, 
which remains a unique achievement in any Australian school!

It should be said that whilst I worked tirelessly as a professional trying to do good community 
work; it was also very draining on my resources. In this regard, I recognised that I had to 
attend to my personal health and as such, reserved weekends for my family and myself. In 
this way, any work that wasn’t completed by Friday evening could wait till Monday morning- 
and I expected staff to do the same! It was my view that (almost) any mug could manage 
the basics, but it took a leader to encourage staff to higher planes of achievement and even 
more importantly to support them when they reasonably want to turn their collective backs 
and have a break. In this way my view has been that work is productive when it is enjoyable 
and leadership included an ability to recognise that people work better when they are less 
stressed and taxed of the energy levels.

In looking back over this journey and that of NT education more broadly, I could perhaps 
sum up as Dickens so long ago wrote in ‘A Tale of Two Cities:’ ‘They were the best of times; 
they were the worst of times.’ From my exposure to the CTS in the 1970’s, through Head 

Office in the 1980’s, back to school with the 
challenges of devolution, overseeing a school 
which had developed a unique structure in 
the way it implemented the staffing formulae, 
catered for a bewildering array of kids with 
special needs, gave teachers a status that 
they deserved and, I think appreciated, and 

in general, stretched the accepted parameters within the Department to the limit, I don’t 
think I ever lost the focus that the parents owned the kids, and there was no such thing as a 
‘throw away’ kid. I had my status as an educator, supported by my faith in God, my abiding 
love of my fellow citizens, with all their strengths and weaknesses, my humanness (which 
dictated that I was quite capable of making mistakes), the changing needs and aspirations 
of society and, above all else, over five hundred expectant children who asked no more 
than to be appreciated for what they were, children!

“I endeavoured to know the 
names of all the kids and I got 
close to achieving this!”

“I don’t think I ever lost the focus 
that the parents owned the kids, 
and there was no such thing as 
the ‘throw away’ kid.”
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Throughout my journey though, not all things were as within my grasp. What I wasn’t 
prepared for was the sometimes intransigence and general ‘pig headedness’ of some 
members within the Head Office in working with principals and the sometimes relentless 
criticism of my colleague when seeking to resolve particular reform tensions. In a key-note 
address to the national conference of the Australian Medical Association held in Darwin in 
2000, the speaker enthused about the attendance rate of my school’s Aboriginal students 
and whilst the gentleman (a co-author of the Learning Lessons Report, a review on the status 
of Aboriginal education in the NT) was outwardly supportive of the school’s achievements, 
it continued to remain resourced on the same basis of formulae as schools with higher 
SES status’, which meant we had to work harder with less to achieve comparable results. 
This early period in NT education reflected a trend of increasing the number of Head Office 
personnel coming into the Department of Education from other agencies on a basis that 
outside skills were translatable across education. In my opinion this was a difficult period 
because many such personnel saw themselves as instant experts, failing to appreciate the 
depth of insight required in the specialisation of school services. This was especially acute 
in working with personnel who saw the two hundred Aboriginal kids at Karama as ‘anglos 
with dark skin’ and erroneously sought to judge the degree of Aboriginality of each and 
every family without any knowledge of the family.

In the forty years during which I have been associated with NT education, I have learned an 
important feature about life in general and education in particular. And it is this: If a person 
or group of persons identifies a problem, the individual or group of individuals are the best 
equipped to resolve the problem-and should be encouraged and supported to do so. In my 
experience the outcomes in no time are either that the problem is eliminated, under control, 
or at least managed.

However, too often I have 
observed that in practice though 
that the individual or group is 
sidelined and removed from 
the situation; which usually has 
resulted in the group being 
removed whilst the problem has 
remained because it was either 
easier that way. With special 
reference to the attendance of Aboriginal students, I have found it has all too often been 
much easier for senior decision-makers to routinely blame parents, than to revisit the 
foundation cause centring on the relevance of education to that particular client group. 
It is my belief that in respect to the continuing problems on NT Aboriginal education 
(attendance, engagement and learning outcomes), there has been little room for somebody 
who is prepared to follow his/her passion and have a red hot go! If medicine followed the 
same guidelines, doctors would still be administrating anaesthetic by using wooden clubs 
on the patient’s skull.

“With special reference to the attendance 
of Aboriginal students, I have found it has 
all too often been much easier for senior 
decision-makers to routinely blame parents, 
than to revisit the foundation cause centring 
on the relevance of education…”
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