Chapter 4

A Culturally Rich Community 1990 –2013
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HE MOST RECENT chapter in the history of St Joseph’s Primary School is filled with stories
of growth and development. It also features a strong sense of strengthening and consolidating the
unique character that was established in the school’s early years. From modest beginnings in 1938, to
the time the school celebrated its 50 year anniversary in 1988, St Joseph’s Primary School became an
integral part of a thriving multicultural parish.The past 20 years have seen the school modernise, while
still ensuring it remains true to the original values, principles and ideals instituted by the founders of
the school.
St Joseph’s Primary School’s vision statement in 1990 outlined the key features that the school
was working towards: welcoming, supporting, empowering, servicing, celebrating and reconciling.
These characteristics still define the school today. Similarly, the description of the school’s welcoming
atmosphere, outlined in an information booklet for parents in 1990, is equally applicable at St Joseph’s
in 2013:
Our school has a special welcome for all; the children, the parents, the staff, the newcomer and
the disadvantaged. It strives to create a home-base, a place of warmth, friendliness, openness and
a place where it is possible to feel at ease with others.1
The policy of encouraging, accepting, affirming and supporting all the members of the school and
parish community continues today, and extends to a number of non-Catholic and non-Christian
families. All are welcomed into the community with open arms and encouraged to actively participate OPPOSITE
The final school assembly for Principal
in the activities of the school and parish.
John
Campbell in 1990.
Much of this period of St Joseph’s history has been overseen by Principal Richard Hodgson,
who commenced in 1997. Teacher Marita Crilly recalls ‘with Richard coming on board and driving Courtesy John Campbell
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the improvement of the school, we now have a totally new school’.2 He is described as having a real
vision for what he wanted to achieve at the school, which he set about achieving from his arrival.
Richard’s 17 years in the role have been marked by support from teachers, parents and students
alike. He is known as an excellent administrator and a caring person with ‘a really good heart’.Teacher
Dianne Hopley explains:
He has great respect for everybody, it doesn’t matter who you are, where you’ve come from, he
will respect you, which I find is invaluable. … On a pastoral level he’s excellent. … He covers all
bases and he covers them very thoroughly. When we’re planning he’s always in the thick of it, he
just doesn’t leave things for people to do, he’s always involved.3
This sentiment is echoed by teacher Alicia Pereyra, who describes Richard as:
A wonderful man … A very understanding man, very supportive … he’s always so well informed,
he knows that he’s doing and where he’s going. I think he’s an excellent leader.4

Building partnerships and encouraging spiritual life

Principal Richard Hodgson commenced
in 1997 and has led the school for
17 years. He is shown here with
Matthew McDonald and Father Tom
Doyle in 2000.
Through the school’s religious
education program students develop
their knowledge of the Catholic faith,
and the traditions and teachings of the
Church. Holy Thursday re-enactment,
1994.
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St Joseph’s has a long tradition of building partnerships with the community and continues to maintain
strong links with the parish, secondary schools in the local area and the wider community. Recognising
the vital link between home and school, and that students learn better when there is a strong
partnership between the two, the school nurtures this relationship. Parents and families are encouraged
to participate in school activities and to take an active role in their child’s education.
Despite the gradual decline in religious teaching staff in the school, religious education has
remained a core part of the school curriculum and teachers have continued to work closely with the
parish on developing religious education and the sacramental program.Through the religious education
program students develop their knowledge of the Catholic faith, and the traditions and teachings of
the Church. Students participate in the preparation and celebration of a variety of liturgies, including
class prayer, non-Eucharistic liturgies, level masses, reconciliation, meditation and whole school masses.
All students actively participate in the sacramental programs of Reconciliation and Eucharist in Years
3 and 4, and Confirmation in Years 5 and 6.
The solid links between parish and school have been nurtured and supported by successive parish
priests. In 1993 the St Joseph’s community celebrated the tenth anniversary of Father Victor Bonello’s
arrival in Springvale. He was praised for carrying out his duties as parish priest ‘with tireless and
dedicated spirit’ and congratulated by the children, staff and parents of St Joseph’s School on his ten

years of service to the community.5 Today, Father Benedict La Volpe and the other Conventual
Franciscan Friars who reside at St Joseph’s continue that connection. Regular class visits, attendance
at parish morning Mass by various classes, and class and level Masses reinforce these links. Older
students also help plan Sunday Mass.
The school maintains a strong sense of the spirit in which it was established by the Sisters of Our
Lady of the Missions, whose aim was to provide Catholic education to as many children as they could
reach. This philosophy was built on by the Brigidine belief that education has a fundamental role to
play in spiritual, personal, social and intellectual development.6 The contributions of the three orders
that have guided St Joseph’s over the past 75 years have helped to create the unique character that
exists today.

A culturally diverse community
Over its 75 year history the school has faced challenges including lack of resources, booming enrolment
numbers, integration of migrant and non-English speaking students and a decline in religious staff.
During that time, Springvale itself transformed from a small, rural township, to an industrialised suburb
with a rapidly expanding population. In 2011 Springvale had a population of 19,771, with 29.5%
born in Australia.The most common countries of birth for Springvale residents were Vietnam 21.2%,
India 10.5%, Cambodia 5.2%, and China 4.9%.7 The school community reflects and is strengthened
by this cultural diversity.

Students participate in the preparation
and celebration of a variety of liturgies
and sacramental programs including
Confirmation in Years 5 and 6.
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St Joseph’s embraces a strong tradition
of multiculturalism and is enriched and
strengthened by cultural diversity, with
students from 17 different countries.
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In partnership with the parish, St Joseph’s Primary School has continued to embrace this strong
tradition of multiculturalism.The school creates a welcoming environment for newly-arrived migrant
and refugee families, offering linguistic support for both parents and students. This includes a strong
English as a second language (ESL) program, interpreters at parent/teacher interviews and other
meetings, producing the school newsletter in both English and Vietnamese, and providing a multilingual
feature on the school website.
Currently St Joseph’s has an enrolment of approximately 700 students in Years Prep to 6. The
school has students from 17 different countries, speaking 27 different languages, representing a
multicultural community.8 97.5% of students come from families where English is a second language
and St Joseph’s welcomes and supports them all.9

A nurturing learning environment
The school aims to develop students who are lifelong learners, who are independent and able to
acquire new skills to meet the challenges they encounter. As part of this, St Joseph’s provides a range
of academic, spiritual, social and physical programs that have been developed and improved over a
number of years. The school offers specialist classes in Library, Italian, Physical Education and Music,
as well as a range of activities such as camps, excursions, Book Week celebrations, Italian Day,
Grandparents Day and Family Picnic Day. In the area of creative arts, students participate in music
programs, concerts, art shows and artist in residence programs. Technology has also been embraced
since the school acquired its first computers in the 1980s. All learning areas at St Joseph’s have access
to contemporary learning tools, including interactive whiteboards, computers in classrooms, laptops
and a computer laboratory.
Teachers encourage inclusiveness and respect and strive for each person to feel connected and
engaged within the community.The St Joseph’s Values Program aims to instil in the students values of
respect, tolerance, forgiveness, honesty, compassion, trustworthiness, determination, assertiveness, service
and responsibility.10 Student wellbeing at St Joseph’s is addressed through a large number of initiatives,
including programs in values, cyber safety and special needs, playground and classroom rules, camps
in Years 5 and 6, an enrichment program for Years 3 to 6, choir, drug education, a buddy program, and
whole school meditation time.The Active After School program engages students in structured physical
activities that link to local community organisations and sporting and recreational clubs. Sports
including badminton, table tennis, ball skills and multi sports are being taught.
Through such initiatives, staff at St Joseph’s continue to focus on the broader development of

OPPOSITE

Top: Classroom learning, where the
focus is on enriching students’ general
wellbeing, developing their skills and
encouraging independence.
Middle: Opening and blessing of the
new building in 2003; the Federation
Mural traces the history of the
Springvale area and St Joseph’s Parish
from the early 1900s to the present
day; Archbishop Denis Hart officially
blesses the Memorial Garden in
2002.
Bottom: Students involved in creating
mosaic tiles to form part of the
Federation Mural in 2002, which was
the collective work of all the students
attending St Joseph’s at that time.
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students, enhancing learning through programs that enrich students’ general wellbeing, develop their
skills and encourage independence. Paramount to this is the aim to create a safe, secure and caring
environment where positive attitudes towards faith, life and learning are fostered and developed.
This focus on lifelong learning is evident in the number of families in the community that have
had several generations attend the school. Teacher Yvonne Guziak comments that ‘we come across it
quite frequently’. Carmel Galea was a student at St Joseph’s during the 1950s; her children attended
the school in the 1970s and now a third generation of her family is enrolled at St Joseph’s. Carmel
reflects that this is because of the positive experience each of them enjoyed at the school:
Having gone right through St Joseph’s, I was so happy, and even my children were so happy at St
Joseph’s and they loved it. And my young son, he loved it so much that he lives at Keysborough
and he’s got his only son at St Joseph’s because he was so proud of St Joseph’s as a child himself.11
Changes in the school’s physical structure have also continued in the past decade. School buildings
have been added, refurbished and updated. Asked about some of the notable changes in her time at
the school, teacher Alicia Pereyra recalls:
The physical change have been the new buildings, air conditioners, a well resourced library,
obviously the computer lab, computers in the classroom, the adventure playgrounds, the outdoor
sails for the children’s [sun] protection.12
In 2002 the school was involved in its third capital grant building program. St Joseph’s received a
commonwealth grant of $490,000 to refurbish the library and build a new toilet block, physical
education office and store. The school contributed more than $80,000 to the project.13
Another important development was launched in 2002 when Archbishop Denis Hart officially
blessed and opened the Federation Mural and the Memorial Garden. The mural was the collective
work of all the students who were attending St Joseph’s at that time. The mural was designed under
the direction of an artist in residence, Dawna Richardson, and traced the history of the Springvale
area and St Joseph’s Parish from the early 1900s to the present day.The Memorial Garden is dedicated
to all those people who have studied or worked at St Joseph’s since it opened in 1938. The opening
was an important event in the life of the community and was described as ‘a fitting tribute to the faith,
dedication and hard work that has gone into making St Joseph’s the great place it is’.14
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More than buildings alone

Change has been a constant in my 17 years at St Joseph’s. Change for the better that has only been
realised through the dedication of staff, students, parents and the parish community. I arrived in 1997,
a turbulent time for Springvale.The community was in crisis and heroin readily available on the streets.
The school buildings were in poor repair and the school was facing significant challenges in many
areas. My first priority was to ensure every student was given the opportunity to learn in a safe and
secure environment.
In 1997, in consultation with staff, the architects Baade Harbour Australia produced a plan for
the school’s future development.The first stage in the master plan began in 1998 and was followed by
three more building projects.The plan culminated with the completion of the Building the Education
Revolution multipurpose hall and learning neighbourhood project in 2011. In the past 14 years over
eight million dollars in new buildings and improvements have been completed.
The building program has transformed St Joseph’s. Today we enjoy a modern, safe and secure
school that enhances learning opportunities for students and staff. The external environment has not
only been improved, it has been claimed by students as their own. The latest contribution was the
multicultural mural produced by the Year 3 and 4 students under the guidance of Julee Latimer, a
mosaic artist in residence.
But schools are more than buildings alone. We have also provided opportunities for our students
to enjoy the best possible learning experience. A specialist music program was introduced in 1998
along with swimming lessons for Year 3 to 6 students. Developing literacy and numeracy across the
whole school is an ongoing priority. We are currently involved in a joint literacy initiative with the
University of Melbourne and the Catholic Education Office, looking at the development of students’
reading and comprehension skills from Years 3 to 6.

Richard Hodgson and students with
the school banner.

At all times the wellbeing of our students has been paramount. We have been actively involved
in a number of initiatives including drug education, student and staff wellbeing and social and
emotional learning. Students have been actively encouraged to participate in out of school hours
sporting activities. For the past eight years we have been involved in the Australian Government’s
Active After Schools program, giving students from Years 2 to 6 the opportunity to experience a wide
range of different sports in the hope that they will join local sporting clubs.
Working with our families and parish community has always been crucial.Through the National
Smarter Schools program we have developed partnerships with local entities, including the City of
Greater Dandenong and strengthened our ties with local secondary schools. This program has also
allowed us to develop new initiatives including the St Joseph’s Play Group, Homework Club and
Student Representative Council (SRC).These initiatives have reinforced the home-school partnership’s
role in ensuring a cohesive community built on openness, respect and trust.
I am proud of the excellent reputation St Joseph’s Primary School enjoys. It is a testament to our
strong witness to faith, our drive for excellence and the value we place on every individual. The
challenges of the future will demand yet more change but I am confident the values that have driven
our success will continue to make St Joseph’s a school of first choice in our community.
RICHARD HODGSON
Principal, 1997–

Long and dedicated service
One of the most notable features of St Joseph’s Primary School is the exceptional rate of long service
of so many teachers. A significant number of staff, both teaching and administrative, have been a part
of the St Joseph’s community for several decades. This has created a sense of unity and an atmosphere
of warmth and familiarity not always present in schools of a similar size.
Alicia Pereyra has taught at St Joseph’s for almost 30 years, having started at the school in 1985.
She started as a New Arrivals’ teacher before becoming an ESL teacher and then moving into the
classroom. When asked what keeps her coming back, Alicia explains why St Joseph’s holds such a
special place in her heart:
I love my job, I love what I do. I love working with the little ones. I still have the enthusiasm and
the energy. And to me … it’s like a second home. … the friendliness, the encouragement, the
support - I can’t think of other words to describe this place. I feel that I belong here for some
reason. Apart from being fairly understanding, supportive, and all that, it’s also the children, the
children, they are just so beautiful, the children are just amazing, and the parents. And over the
years … you develop friendships as well. I’ve been lucky to have worked with wonderful
principals.15
Dianne Hopley agrees. She started at the school in 1972 and – after time away to raise her family –
still teaches at St Joseph’s more than 40 years later. Dianne echoes Alicia’s words:
Well for me it’s like a home away from home. It’s very welcoming. It’s become a very large part
of my life. … I still love coming here. People ask me why I come here. I’m comfortable, I feel
comfortable, it’s like a home away from home in an unusual sort of way.16
June Pereira also has a long connection with the school, where she started in 1985, while Yvonne
Guziak has taught at the school for over 30 years. The incredible level of retention speaks volumes of
the dedication and connection teachers feel to the school community. However, this is not a new
phenomenon. First employed at the school by John Campbell, Domenic Tamburro spent 24 years at
St Joseph’s, including 13 years as deputy principal. He is remembered by generations of St Joseph’s
students, and described by current principal Richard Hodgson as appearing ‘quite tough, but he had
a heart of gold and always walked that extra mile for kids who had problems’.17
For some who arrived at St Joseph’s as far back as the 1970s, they felt they had found a home.
Teachers report feeling welcome and finding a place where they fitted in:
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When I came here … I thought it was a piece of heaven. My first impressions were that it was OPPOSITE
very, very friendly … I was very happy really because I could see that there was a very positive Top: St Joseph’s staff in 2013; camp
feeling in the school [and that the school was] focused on enjoyment for the students as well as at Philip Island in 2007; students on
an excursion to Federation Square in
learning.18
2007.
For many of the teachers and staff at St Joseph’s, the key to why they have remained so long is simple:
Middle: Reliving the past at Sovereign
The children … although we have had different children throughout the years, [they are] all Hill; SIDS Red Nose Day in 1994;
beautiful children. I’ve always felt that I belong somehow here, I don’t know. It’s a unique place cooking activities in 1995.
to work.The friendliness, the support, and the encouragement, and the trust, it’s just wonderful.19
Bottom: Cross-age tutoring in 1995;
students on an excursion to Federation
From diamond jubilee to a treasured future
Square in 2007; before and after
Teresa Rechichi, who was a student at the school in the 1950s and later a school parent when her school program, 1995.
children attended St Joseph’s, admires the devotion and approach of the school to the students’
wellbeing. She commends:
NEXT PAGE
The care that I have seen them take there is just one of the best I have ever seen. A lot of credit St Joseph’s Primary School students
has to go to that school for the caring, and the attitude they have with all those children. I mean and staff in 2013.
it gives me goose-bumps when I used to sit there and listen to some of the stories. No child in
that school would be left out on whatever basis it is. It’s a very caring school.20
For Marita Crilly, the formula for assessing the school’s success is simple: ‘… you go out on the
playground and all you hear is laughter, and squeals. I think if you’ve got happy kids you’ve got a
happy school’.21
St Joseph’s Primary School continues to provide children with a warm and caring environment
in which to learn and grow. It is a school built upon the continued faith, generosity and dedication of
the community. The school has embraced innovative new directions while maintaining its links with
the past and, in this way, has developed into the unique and special place that it is today. St Joseph’s
Primary School celebrates its 75 year anniversary with a great deal of pride in what has been achieved
in that time and excitement about the future ahead.

A CULtUrALLy riCH COmmUnity

51

