Brisbane Girls Grammar School

SCHOOL LEADERSHIP

Brisbane Girls Grammar School has provided continuous educational leadership for young women for 131 years. Not only has the School enjoyed an uninterrupted academic focus since 1875, it has also been led exclusively by women. Unlike many other girls’ schools in Australia we have continuous history of female role models as principals. These women successfully juggled their commitments to girls’ education, personal careers and family responsibilities—a balancing act which women today still grapple with, but which was the absolute exception in those early years of the School’s development. The first principal, Mrs Janet O’Connor, travelled from Ballarat with her husband and five children to forge the foundation for Girls Grammar. She was a confident woman, not prepared to accept second best for the girls in her car nor subservient to outside intervention or interference. 

Principal: Ms Amanda Bell

Ms Bell is the fifteenth principal of Brisbane Girls Grammar School. She was recently identified in The Character of Leadership (Sarros et al 2006) as an “outstanding educator” who has “competence as a leader”. The authors interviewed 55 executives from around Australia, asking for their views on the character traits and virtues they possess. The insight and wisdom of these great leaders is shared in the book. Ms Bell’s statements are cited below.

Amanda Bell, Principal of Brisbane Girls Grammar School, ranks competency as the top character attribute necessary for effective leadership. She states:

Competency is a key attribute because you actually have to be able to do the job. There are many complex skills involved and staff need to feel confident that you can perform the critically important aspects of the role.  That’s basic. If you’re not competent, you can’t lead the organization. 

Bell’s background is broader than that of the traditional school principal. Bell explains: 

I haven’t been a ‘traditional’ appointment to a school. I have a diverse background where I have gained different experiences; I started out for a short time working in retail and a stock-broking office. I completed an arts degree and went into secondary teaching.  I have worked as an arts advisor for government and was the director of the National Trust’s gallery in Sydney.  So I haven’t been in schools all my life and I do not see myself solely sitting within a school context.  Therefore I don’t see the school sitting solely within a school context, but rather as part of the wider educational sector and the community. 

This approach, along with Bell’s competence as a leader, has paid dividends for Bell and her school:

The profile of the organisation in the community is just exceptional.  Often universities and professional associations will contact us to find out what we’re doing in specific areas because they believe what this school does is at the forefront of best practice.

The corporate sector also includes the school in informal sessions on varied topics ranging from indigenous education to women in governance.  We are not seen merely as a school, but also as an organisation which can contribute positively to wider issues and public debate.  Our staff also sit on a variety of committees around the city for both non-profit and government entities.  That practice is modelled by the board and filters down to the senior staff. 

Amanda Bell, Principal, Brisbane Girls Grammar School, is a leader who also believes honesty, integrity and consistency are important. Bell argues that it is your consistency and decisiveness that really puts staff at ease. She states: 

You must always try to be consistent and fair, thereby gaining respect and trust; Staff are looking for integrity and, to an extent, predictability in a leader. 

Ms Bell stands as the major role model in a single-sex girls secondary school.

She has achieved significant positions in the community:

· Chair of Fine Arts Committee, Brisbane Club

· Involved in the CEO Syndicate forums

· On organising committee for Alliance of Girls Schools Assn National Conference to be held at Brisbane Girls Grammar School in June, 2006

The Principal also:

· Has arranged for Dr Anne Summers and Dr Dale Spender to speak to students, staff and parents

· Supports flexibility of working hours

· Understands the complexities of family commitments

· Speaks regularly on feminism, equity, diversity to students and staff

· Encourages all staff and students to develop links with wider community for career and philanthropic reasons

· Is an active supporter of the Second Chance Programme, a fundraising venture for homeless women in Brisbane

Sarros, J.  Cooper, B. Hartican, A. Barker, C. (2006).  The Character of Leadership. Australia: John Wiley & Sons.
The Board of Trustees

The School is governed by a Board of Trustees consisting of seven members: three elected by subscribers or donors to the School, and four appointed by the Governor in Council. Currently three of the positions on the board are held by prominent Brisbane women including the positions of chair and deputy chair.
Chair: Dr Cherrell Hirst
AO, MBBS, BEdSt, DUniv (Hons), FAICD 

Dr Hirst is a medical practitioner and for almost twenty years was a leader in breast cancer screening and diagnosis. Dr Hirst has been a Member of the Board of Trustees since 1990 and Chair since 1996. She is a Director of Suncorp Metway Ltd, Chairman of the Board of Peplin Ltd, and Deputy Chairman of Queensland Biocapital Fund. In addition she serves on a number of other boards and national committees. For ten years from 1994 to 2004 she was Chancellor of the Queensland University of Technology. Dr Hirst was Queenslander of the Year in 1995 and was made an Officer in the Order of Australia general division in 1998.
Deputy Chair: Ms Elizabeth Jameson

BA LLB (Hons), LSDA
Ms Jameson was first appointed to the Board in 1994 and was re-elected in 1998 and 2002. After spending the last fifteen years in private law firms, and most recently as a partner of national law firm, Deacons, Ms Jameson established her own governance consultancy business, Board Matters, in February 2002. In this capacity she combines her many years experience as a corporate and commercial solicitor with her practical knowledge and experience gained from sitting on a range of boards. She is also on the Board of the Association of Independent Schools of Queensland, having been nominated by the Grammar Schools. Ms Jameson also chairs the Queensland Music Festival, is on the Board of MAP Funds Management Ltd and recently finished terms on the Council of the University of the Sunshine Coast and the Board of Qantm Pty Ltd.

Ms Else Shepherd 

AM, BE(HonsElec), FTSE, HonFIEAust, CPEng, RPEQ, FAICD, FAIM, GradDipMus(QMC), AMusA

Ms Shepherd is one of only a handful of women to chair large Australian organisations — the outcome of a successful engineering career in the sugar, telecommunications and electricity industries. Ms Shepherd’s contribution to engineering has been recognised by her peers through her selection as Queensland Engineer of the Year in 2000 and her appointment as a Fellow of the Australian Academy of Technological Sciences and Engineering, and Honorary Fellow of Engineers Australia. Ms Shepherd co-founded and operates a group of engineering companies undertaking research and development of innovative telecommunication products. Ms Shepherd is Chairman of Powerlink Queensland, a Non-Executive Director of National Electricity Market Management Company (NEMMCO), and Founder/Director of Mosaic Information Technology Pty Ltd and Microwave and Materials Designs Pty Ltd. 

Student Leadership at Brisbane Girls Grammar School is not a token gesture

Nelson Mandela, in his 1994 Inaugural Speech, exhorted citizens to ‘let their light shine’ and at Brisbane Girls Grammar School our students are encouraged to do the same. 

For our young women, leadership can be defined by the confidence, internal strength and resilience to bring forward ideas and changes, helping others and accepting help whilst maintaining respect and a willingness to accept responsibility. 

Leadership is a challenge, choice and responsibility. Students are afforded increased status and respect within the School community and are expected, in turn, to take on greater responsibility and assume a mature and considered attitude towards their schooling.

While some girls hold key leadership positions within the School, each senior student is charged with the responsibility of being a leader and role model for the student body. Senior students have a significant impact on the lives of younger students through their involvement in a wide variety of co-curricular clubs and activities and through House activities. 

Year 12 House Prefects take a vital role in this regard, spending three mornings a week with Years 8, 9 and 10 House Groups. They work together with House Group Teachers to ensure that girls are prepared both mentally and emotionally for the year ahead and create a supportive, encouraging environment within the School.

Brisbane Girls Grammar is a student-centred school and much of its day-to-day life depends on the leadership and initiative of the girls. It is a “guided democracy” in which students are given genuine but supervised autonomy for decision-making and action in School life.

Student leadership at all levels of the School is largely elective. By the time they leave school our young women are well versed in the practicalities of democratic procedures and taking real responsibility. Leadership positions are usually shared between two girls, not only to spread the load of responsibility and work but also to reinforce team-building and co-operation. This practice follows the well documented principle that girls work better co-operatively and collaboratively rather than alone or in hierarchical and authoritarian structures.

The Student Executive Council is chaired by the two Head Girls and its membership includes House Captains along with Captains representing Sport, Community Service and Creative Arts to ensure a balanced representation of the major areas of school life in student decision-making. 

Executive members represent the student body and bring suggestions, issues and problems for discussion and engage in genuine, problem-solving. While the Executive is advised and supported by senior staff, it creates its own agenda and minutes and gives its members experience in meeting protocol and other administrative procedures. 

Particularly note worthy is the leadership and initiative shown by the so many of the girls in voluntary community service. Led by the Community Service Captains the girls give of their time, energy and organising ability to work directly with and also to raise a remarkable amount of money (over $40,000) every year for a variety of charitable causes.   

There is no tokenism in this structure of student leadership. Student leaders at all Year levels (this gives direct responsibility to a large proportion of the student body), have real decision-making and actioning responsibility. Because staff aim to be advisers and guides rather than directing the system, students in their leadership roles gain experience in working with and learning from adults more as junior colleagues rather than as subordinates. 

Leading with Values Education

"Try not to become a man of success.
Rather become a man of value." Albert Einstein
In an age where communication is easier than ever before, where knowledge is more accessible than in the past and wealth more lauded, values education provides an opportunity to explore our view of the world not only as it is but as we would like it to be. It encourages students to think about themselves and their experience. It empowers them by acknowledging that the resources within them can be the basis for success and happiness.

Brisbane Girls Grammar School has a firm commitment to providing values education which is meaningful and challenging. Ms Dare, Head of O’Connor House travelled to New Zealand in April to attend the Dialogue Australasia Conference titled “Beyond the Curriculum — Developing the Whole Person”. This has given her some fresh insights into current thinking regarding the place of values in a holistic education. We believe that values education must be embedded in the fabric of the School —- in the academic, pastoral and co-curricular strands. Our approach is designed to encompass staff, students and the School community. To provide an education for our girls which is holistic, focusing on developing and maintaining their well-being, the issue of values cannot be relegated to one lesson a week but must permeate our whole community all of the time. Having said this there is a place for timetabled values lessons such as our pastoral care time. These lessons provide an opportunity for students and staff to articulate and focus on issues which are particularly relevant to specific groups within our student population.

One of the first steps in the overt strand of our values programme is the discussion of the concept of values education. This discussion has involved defining the term ‘values’ and identifying where our values come from. Year 8 students have analysed sources such as a 1901 Primary School Reader and an episode of the well known children’s television programme, Playschool, with the purpose of identifying the values which are both implicit and explicit within them. The girls particularly enjoyed the latter as for many it involved a trip down memory lane.

Year 8 Pastoral Care will continue to address the issue of values through the completion of the FRIENDS programme over the next two terms. FRIENDS is an internationally renowned programme designed to develop resilience in young people and Girls Grammar is one of the first schools to implement this programme. It addresses the needs of young adolescents who are grappling with issues associated with identity, self-esteem and their peer group. 

