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people might see February 1997 
as the birth of Sheldon College.  
However, I believe Sheldon 

College had its beginnings some 55 years ago when 
my father walked out on us.  From that day my mother 
began the task of laying the blueprint for emotional 
resilience in my brother and me. With no income and as 
a single parent we moved to a small town called Tambo 
in south-west Queensland to live with my grandparents.  
My grandfather worked as a shearer in the outlying 
shearing sheds. He came home Friday evenings and 
left again Sunday mornings and I might say he was inebriated for the majority of the time he 
was home, God love him. We did it tough in those days. There were five of us living in a one 
bedroom cottage. We had no fridge, no washing machine, none of the mod cons of today. 
We had very little money and no material possessions. My mother worked hard scrubbing floors 
in the local hotels in the township to provide for us. She experienced many “bitter winters” and 
made many sacrifices in her life to give us the opportunity to have a better life. It was there in 
this small outback town that our education began. From a very young age, my brother and 
I were taught to think about what we had, not what we didn’t have. We were taught that in 
hardship you develop a capacity to appreciate the beauty that exists in the simplest elements 
of life. But above all, the most fundamental lesson we were taught was that there is a difference 
in life between fate and destiny. Fate is what happens to you. Destiny is what you create.

When I reflect on my life, it is mirrored very much by Voltaire’s words. He said:  “Life is a pack of 
cards.  You can’t do anything about the cards you are dealt. But it’s how you play these cards 
in the game of life that determines the outcome.” Like all of us, I too have been dealt some 
lousy hands from time to time in both my personal life and my professional life. I’ve learned that 
swimming upstream is never simple, but the more one does it, the more natural it becomes.

As with many people, life has presented its share of challenges for me. From the time I 
was 4 years of age I knew I wanted to be a teacher. But repeated illness and prolonged 
ill-health almost cost me that dream. The Guidance Officer at school told me I’d never 
make it because of the amount of schooling I had missed through ill health; he told me 
that I didn’t have the ability to be a teacher and that I should really choose something 
more within my ability range. How do you tell that to someone who never wanted to 
be anything else but a teacher, and who from four years of age taught the chooks in 
the chook house with an absolute passion. Perhaps I have that Guidance Officer to 
thank for firing up the determination in me that I would show him I could be anything 
I wanted to be. I do know that I have him to thank for ensuring that I have never in my 
career ever told any child they can’t be something they have set their heart upon.  
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So I made it to Teacher’s College but then faced another obstacle. Once again, repeated 
illness almost cost me my dream. I failed my medical when I first applied for teaching.  
That was the most severe knockout blow I had ever received. When you set your heart on 
something you want so desperately and it is denied, the blow is terrific. Thus began the battle 
to convince the authorities that I was not a high risk candidate for the teaching profession.

Moving up through the ranks in the teaching profession was not an easy thing either, 
being a young female at the time, in a male dominated profession. When I first became 
a Deputy Principal and later a Principal there were very few females in those roles.  
The glass ceiling at that time was a real barrier for women in education, but only if 
you saw it that way. I came to view it as a self-imposed limitation. After all, no one 
has control over your mental attitude. It’s not what you are in this life that holds you 
back. It’s what you think you are not.  I have many battle scars from my experiences 
in those days. However, I believe if you decide you want to do something and you 
believe in it passionately, and you have the necessary drive and enthusiasm, then 
nothing is going to stand in your way, dare I say least of all a patriarchal society.

My 32 years in Education Queensland were absolutely wonderful. I rose rapidly through the 
ranks from classroom teacher to Senior Mistress, Deputy Principal, Principal, Deputy Executive 
Director of Metropolitan East Region and A/Director of Quality Assurance in Central Office.  
But ironically, unbeknown to me at the time, that promotional trail was also leading me out 
of the profession I loved so much. Every promotion took me further and further away from 
children, and my love of children is the reason I came into education in the first instance.

I developed a gross dissatisfaction working within the educational 
bureaucracy. My positions in the educational hierarchy did not enable 
me to have any real impact upon children in classrooms.

I had an inability to influence teachers in classroom practices from where I sat in the 
organisational structure. I had no room to fly in the position because I was confined 
completely by red tape, by policy documents, by Department of Education Manuals.

A major frustration for me also was the strict adherence to the political masters of the day 
– I soon learned politicians controlled the educational agenda. At times in this regard, my 
personal values were compromised – when this misalignment of your personal values with 
those of the organization occurs, you don’t have a choice – the decision is simple. When 
you can no longer walk the talk and believe fundamentally in what you are doing, you 
have to go. You have to do that to preserve your own integrity. Otherwise, you begin to live 
a lie. It was a huge decision to walk away from a profession that I loved with a passion.
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It was a huge decision to open my own school against all the odds – because I was 
moving into completely unknown territory – into a highly competitive arena of private 
education. When I resigned from Ed Qld in December 1996 I didn’t have a job to go 
to.  All I had was a Vision – to open a school which would leave a legacy for children in 
the Redland Shire. I love the Redlands. I love the children who live in this district. I loved 
working with them when I was Principal of Alexandra Hills SHS. I love the battlers that 
many of the parents were and are. My vision was to open a school at an affordable 
price that would give some of these children an opportunity for a private education.

Sheldon College had its beginnings around our kitchen table. It was there that our 
College Philosophy was formulated, school uniforms were designed, the Interim Board 
of Directors was established, building plans were discussed, applications for approval 
to open a new school were developed and the search for financial backing begun.

I had no financial backing from church, business or financiers. I approached every big business 
in the Redlands to try to enlist some financial support. I knocked on countless doors and in 
every instance I received a knockback. After all, what Return on Investment do you get from a 
school? A not-for-profit organization? I spoke to every politician in the area at local and state 
levels. None of them was really interested in being involved in the setting up of a new school. I 
finally went outside the Redlands to a Federal Member, David Jull, who was the first politician to 
be prepared to support me in my quest. To this day, I will be eternally grateful to David Jull, for 
taking the time to listen. But these are the things you remember. You remember who helps you 
when you are down. They say true friends are those who walk in when everyone else walks out.

The decision to open a school was a huge personal outlay for my husband and 
I – with demographic studies; market research; viability studies; accountants’ 
bills; solicitors’ bills to be paid – the list was endless and soon started to 
chew up our personal savings. It was a considerable personal cost for my 
husband and I to seed fund the establishment of Sheldon College.

No Bank was prepared to back me financially. The only way they would look at 
me was if I could find guarantors to back the project. After countless knockbacks 
from big business, I then had to approach family and friends to get them to act as 
guarantors to the Bank. Our own home went up as personal collateral to the Bank.
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The next stage was to set up a Company Limited by 
Guarantee with its own Articles and Memorandum of 
Association of the Qld Companies Code. And so was 
born Sheldon College Limited.  From there I had to set 
up a Board of Directors – I searched for a cross section 
of people from the business, industry, legal, 
and accounting sectors in the local area. The majority 
of these are still with me today and these members 
serve on a purely voluntary basis. They have no 
equity in the Company, there is no profit sharing, no 
shareholder capacity. Their services are completely 
free of charge. But they do carry an enormous liability. 
The fact is, private schools can, and do, go belly up.

As founder and Principal of Sheldon College I 
too have no ownership of the Company.  

The selection and purchase of the site was a time 
consuming process. Where do you find 55 acres 
or so to build a school in a metropolitan area at 
an affordable price? I spent literally hours driving 
around trying to identify possible sites for a school 
at an affordable price. We combed the entire 
Redlands looking for available land. This was 
only the beginning of our troubles as approvals 
had to be sought from the local authorities.

There was also bitter opposition from other schools 
in the district – both private and state.  Neither 
wanted a new school as a competitor and 
they opposed my opening a new school in the 
Redlands. These schools lodged formal objections 
to my application to the New Schools Commission. 
Their combined weight had a powerful lobbying 
influence in the New Schools Commission with the 
resultant effect that I was denied the approval 
to open a new school in the Redland Shire.

It would have been easy to give it all away at this 
stage. My husband and I had already invested huge 
amounts of our own money and maybe we should 
have quit while we were ahead. But we decided 
to appeal the decision at a Federal level with an 
independent tribunal. I knew my data was sound. I 
knew the area could sustain another private school. 
I knew we could develop and deliver a quality 
educational product. We fought long and hard in that 
independent tribunal. When you take on the system 
it’s never an easy battle. Good fortune must have 
been shining upon us, because we won the appeal 
and approval was given to open Sheldon College.
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that was only the beginning of our struggles. Because settlement dates 
on the land had come and gone, we were forced to pay additional 
penalties. We paid a huge amount of money for the current site – well 
above market rates. We had huge battles with the local residents who 

seemed  hell-bent on driving us out of the local area. They saw the erection of a school as 
“visual pollution.” By the time the appeals were conducted and the approvals came through 
there were only weeks remaining until the opening of the new school year. The  advice 
being given to me was to wait another 12 months, but I couldn’t bear the thought of being 
unemployed for 12 months. When your goal is in sight you want to keep forging ahead.

From there we organised a public meeting to inform the community about a new school 
to open in the Redlands. We hired the Pine Lodge Equestrian Centre which was in the 
same street as the current site. We advertised in the local media. We didn’t know whether 
anyone would even come to that public meeting. On the evening of the meeting it literally 
poured. The rain was coming down in buckets. At that time we didn’t know that this was 
destined to become a common feature of every Sheldon College event we held. The public 
meeting was an overwhelming success. There was standing room only. People were lined 
up outside, sheltering under the awnings as we outlined the Vision for what was to become 
Sheldon College. A Vision was all we had to sell that night. We had no buildings. The site 
was an empty block of land with a tin shed on it where the German Club used to hold their 
annual Beer Festival. However, the public meeting gave us confidence. We quickly began 
to design our advertisements for the local media. We spent many hours around my kitchen 
table designing the College uniform, the College logo, the curriculum we would offer.

We then had the task of hiring staff. Where do you find quality staff 4 weeks out from 
the start of the school year? The task of “unhooking” quality staff from other schools 
was a challenge. What type of person would be willing to resign from a school where 
they had security of tenure to come to a school that wasn’t yet off the ground? 
What kind of person would be prepared to give up years of continuous service and 
loss of superannuation and long service leave to gamble on a new venture? 

There was an enormous amount of activity over the Christmas period in 1996.  
Interviews for enrolments were held at the Pine Lodge Equestrian Centre.  
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My mother was the office receptionist for the early 
period of the school’s development because we 
couldn’t afford one. We had the task of designing 
and ordering school uniforms, schools books and 
stationery, furniture etc. But the fact remained, we still 
didn’t have a school building. With school ready to 
commence in a couple of weeks we negotiated with 
the Pine Lodge Equestrian Centre to use their facilities, 
and despite the odds Sheldon College opened in 
February 1997 with 110 students and 6 teachers.  

We set up our school in the Carriage Room of the 
Equestrian Centre. The odour of the horse manure was 
a common feature we came to know and love. In those 
early days our school existed in the boots of our cars.

We set the school up every Sunday afternoon 
and we pulled it down every Friday afternoon 
so that weddings and functions could take 
place on the weekends at Pine Lodge.  

We will be eternally grateful to those foundation 
parents who were prepared to take a gamble and 
to share in a dream. But those early days for those 
foundation students were special. We forged such 
close relationships with the students and their parents.

They are a rich part of our heritage that all of us who 
were involved will remember for the rest of our lives.

In April 1997 we moved to our current premises where 
we were located in a single building and thus began 
the journey. It hasn’t been an easy journey. In fact, 
at times it has been downright difficult. At times the 
obstacles have seemed almost insurmountable.  
We have had battles to fight on every front – with 
neighbours who didn’t want a school on their 
doorstep; with local authorities over the clearing of 
land; with competitors. Our major bank withdrew 
their support in the early days of the College and 
we had to find a new banker. Those were the scary 
times. But in spite of all this, we never wavered from 
our goal.  Out of adversity often comes opportunity.  

The NAB came to our rescue and remains 
our banker today and for that we will remain 
loyal to them. We’d like to think they have 
backed a winner in Sheldon College.
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Twenty years later we are a College with 1600 students and over 200 staff.  

We are an independent, non-denominational, co-educational College catering for 
students from 15 months of age through to 18 years. We are a College with a strong 
Christian ethos based on traditional values and progressive thinking for quality learning 
and living. We are currently one of the fastest growing private Colleges in the country 
with outstanding achievements in the academic, sporting and cultural arenas.

Those early struggles now seem so far behind us, but they serve to remind us that problems 
and challenges are the very things that advance us. We often forget that “the only reason 
there is a rainbow is that the sun is out, and it’s raining.” Many times we have had to 
remind ourselves of that particularly when our commitment, enthusiasm and efforts have 
been challenged, and particularly when we appear to be struggling against the tide for 
government funding, for resources and for approvals to take us forward into the next century.
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Sheldon College is a true success story. Bette Midler wrote a beautiful song 
entitled “The Rose.” An extract from that song includes the words:

 

I could think of no more beautiful words than those to symbolise the struggles this College has 
experienced to date in its short history, in order that we might all understand and appreciate 
the “spring” that we see around us today, and know and love as Sheldon College.

“Just remember in the winter, 
far beneath the bitter snows 

lies the seed 
that with the sun’s love 

in the Spring 
becomes the rose.”
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