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It’s a surreal feeling to be writing my final article for Footprints.
Together with the special celebratory publications for the 10 Years
and 20 Years RJ Anniversaries, the annual Footprints magazines
have captured outstanding highlights, albeit not every great
achievement, of the School’s unfolding history. I guess this bittersweet sensation is somewhat similar for each parent of a Year 12
graduating student who, upon reflection, may be caused to utter the
rather common expression, “Where did the time go? I can still
remember them starting Kindergarten, as if it was just yesterday.”
Whilst the memories of starting RJ at the beginning of 1997, and the
24 years of activity since then, do not all come readily to mind, there
are so many vivid recollections of our School’s development since its
infancy. At every step, the needs of students have been at the
forefront of our planning and decision making. From the earliest
aspirational comments of parents, RJ has always sought to provide
an extensive variety of opportunities to bring out the best in young
people and to foster their wholistic growth in mind, body and soul –
their whole character. From numerous enrolment interviews I’ve
conducted and many conversations with families, their expectations
of a high quality values-based education have been a major driver of
our endeavours. Through the productive partnerships between staff
and parents, crucial synergies have been established in our School
Community and I feel indebted to the many parents and students,
over the years, who have generously given of themselves to this
School Community, rather than simply focusing on their own
personal interests and benefits.

As a School Community, we emphasise priceless values inspired by
the Word of God, such as respect, care for others, kindness, integrity,
humility, and striving to use one’s God-given talents and abilities to
grow self and to serve others. I know in my heart that Jesus changed
my life forever when I was training to become a teacher in 1977 and I
have readily seen God’s faithfulness demonstrated in so many ways
since and especially through the ongoing development of RJ. This
School was His vision and He will remain true to it, if the Community
continues to trust in Him as the Number 1! Did I realise in 1997 that
RJ would be so successful, expand to this size and be pioneering a
second Campus? No. But God is incredible, and He has revealed,
along the way, more and more of His vision for this wonderful
learning Community.
This has been a turbulent year, due to the impact of the Covid-19
pandemic, with some of our families facing acute struggles, and the
learning environment being turned upside down for a long period of
time. Despite this, we’ve kept together and weathered the storm.
We returned to ‘normality’ whenever possible, although ‘a new norm’
pervaded how society operated and how schools functioned, for an
even longer duration. I warmly acknowledge the resilience of many
students and the support of parents to push through the necessary
changes and I sincerely thank the staff for their tremendous
persistence and flexibility to cope with the delivery of learning in
different modes.
It is now my privilege to report on the overall superb commitment of
staff since the School’s earliest days. Pioneering a fledgling
educational establishment requires the utmost passion and

determination, because the provision of facilities, resources and
staffing levels are significantly less than a mature school has
available. From the earliest times however, RJ has comprehensively
delivered on important outcomes for the students.
The School has effectively transitioned from the initial pioneering
era into the important stage of consolidation. During this stage,
fantastic refinements and superb new initiatives have had a
profound impact on further advancing the School’s learning culture:
• fuller academic provision by way of genuinely catering for the
significant breadth of students’ abilities, from the highest levels
of enrichment and extension to the essential remediation of
understandings and skills;
• broadening and refining student welfare practices and 		
procedures, especially in assisting students through difficulties
experienced in social interactions (including social media), family
tensions/disruptions, and self-esteem and mental health issues;
• increasing student leadership and service opportunities (within
and outside the RJ Community);
• substantially expanding extracurricular activities, particularly in
sport and the performing arts;
• ensuring the School has kept pace with ever-changing 		
technology applications, especially the relevant implications for
teaching/learning and the operations of the School.
I sincerely convey my heartfelt appreciation to all the staff who have,
over the years, served the RJ Community with wonderfully optimistic
outlooks, sacrificial attitudes and unbridled enthusiasm. The School
has been built on their shoulders. I honour those who have forgone
self-interest in favour of labouring faithfully and diligently on behalf
of Jesus, the Saviour of our World, to fulfill God’s vision in this place.
Such beautiful devotion has reaped a harvest of young lives being
transformed and their potentials being fulfilled.
I warmly commend the many staff leaders who have had a critical
influence upon the tone of the School and have been instrumental in

facilitating cohesive staff morale and encouraging staff teamwork
and collegiality. I highlight, with much gratitude, the outstanding
leadership of our School Executive, and struggle to describe the
enormity of their loyalty, their determination and their magnificent
collaborative contributions: Michael O’Hare, Deputy Principal
(2001-2017), Alison Wheldon, Head of Primary (2001-2006), Jenny
Clay, Assistant Principal/Head of Secondary (2002 ongoing), Peter
Lack, Head of Primary (2007-2012), Narelle Taylor, Assistant
Principal/Head of Primary (2012 ongoing), Stephanie Ghali,
Operations Manager (2015 ongoing), Alan Dawson, Deputy Principal
(2017 ongoing), Karen Shannon-Duhigg, Head of Primary (2020
ongoing). I also acknowledge, with sincere appreciation, my PA’s:
Cathy Burgess (2001-2013) and Helen Clarke (2013 ongoing), who
have most competently and very supportively assisted me to
perform my role.
I would also like to highlight the dependable and supportive
governance provided by our School Council and the Corporation
Board who, in their voluntary capacities, have generously gifted
much wisdom and responsible oversight for the School’s betterment.
In congratulating all School Council and ASC Board members, I
honour, with sincere gratitude, the leadership of the Council Chairs:
Alan Donohoo, Inaugural Chair (1996-2004), Stephen Poucher,
(2005-2016), David Mears, (2016 ongoing); and the ASC Board
Chairs: Ian Mears (1991-2009), Tony Willis (2010-2018), Philip Bell
(2018 ongoing). I commenced my role (part-time) in September 1996
and the first Council Meeting was held on 3 October 1996. There
was so much to be done during those months to prepare for our
School starting in 1997. It was a very exciting, yet nervous time, as
pioneering families, staff (one full-time teacher, one part-time
clerical assistant and me) and governors navigated a ‘new frontier’.
A multitude of people have contributed productively over the years
within the School Community, to achieve tremendous outcomes. I
have had the pleasure of witnessing fantastic family connections
(such as father, Ian Mears and son, David Mears – a serendipitous

connection which reveals the former appointing me and the latter
farewelling me), former students (in some cases, marrying another ex-RJ
student) having their children attend RJ, former students being
appointed as qualified teachers (even several at RJ), teachers being
promoted as leaders at RJ or into other schools (including five who have
become Principals, currently three at ASC schools).
As recently reported to the School Executive and School Council, our
School has demonstrable strengths in relation to many strategic factors:
• student enrolment numbers are high, with maximum numbers across
many Years, reflecting positively upon a solid reputation and, in 		
many people’s minds, regarding RJ as the ‘school of choice’ in the 		
region;
• school fees prudently managed, including the most generous sibling 		
discounts in comparison with all independent schools, thus 			
achieving the ‘most affordable school’ title across all Corporation 		
schools every month since the criteria was introduced many years ago;
• annual budgetary goals exceeded, with surplus results for 		
successive years (except for 3 years ie. 1997 and the first 2 years of 		
Stage 6), whilst still allowing substantial expenditure without 		
accumulating unmanageable debt;
• facilities, resources and equipment efficiently maintained, 		
refurbished or improved/replaced as required;
• unprecedented staffing levels confirmed for 2021, enabling excellent
coverage of all needs;
• consolidated master plans to produce two very mature Campuses, 		
facilitating comprehensive, contemporary, dynamic
Christian education;
• the RJ Integrated Model, describing the School’s vibrant identity 		
and culture, collaboratively framed by staff, resulting in refreshed 		
collegial understanding and a high degree of ownership and unity.
Other tangible signs of the School’s status and capability for ongoing
growth are the two enormous construction projects to be completed by
the end of 2021: First stage (6 classrooms and large STEM ‘break-out’
space on Level 1) of a two storey building at Marsden Park Campus
(Stage 1 cost $6.2m); Senior Studies Centre at Oakhurst Campus (cost
$5.8m). Each project will provide incredible benefits for our School
Community and will directly impact the implementation of superb
student learning.
In summary, a strong foundation has been established and the School
Community can view, with great optimism, an extremely bright future
ahead. In reflection, have I made mistakes along the way? Yes. Could I
have done some things differently or better? Yes. But, from the
beginning, even before the School’s very first day in 1997, it’s been God’s
faithfulness and sustaining power which have made the important
difference. It has been my absolute honour to be the Foundation
Principal of this fantastic School. I now farewell you all and will continue
to pray that every single RJ person, present and future, will keep
trusting in the Lord, the maker of Heaven and Earth, who is our Saviour
and our Redeemer! All the glory rightfully goes to Him! Goodbye.
“May the Lord bless you and protect you; may the Lord be kind and
gracious to you; and may the Lord look on you with favour and give you
His peace.” (Numbers 6:24-26)
Mr Paul Cockrem
Principal

