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[SLIDE ONE - TITLE] 
 
Thank you for your kind invitation to join you today.  

 

May I acknowledge the traditional custodians of the land we are meeting on, and pay my respects to 

elders past and present. 

 

As you are all aware, our world has changed irrevocably. Every day we have been seeing headlines 

that proclaim the disastrous and far-reaching impacts of the financial crisis around the globe, with 

estimates suggesting that an astonishing 40 per cent of the world's wealth has been destroye d so 

far .1 Although Australia has been better shielded than most from the downturn, the impacts have 

nevertheless been felt across all members of our society, rich and poor.  

 

It started as a global financial crisis, became an economic crisis which flowed through to an 

unemployment crisis, and we are warned that in some pockets of the globe it could result in social and 

political crises. Some see the current environment as a threat to our health and wellbeing as a nation, 

others as an opportunity to remake our world and close the gap between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-

nots’ that currently makes Australia one of the most unequal societies in the world. 

 

While acknowledging the interdependence of these issues, and having empathy with those who have 

lost their jobs, I would like to concentrate today on the impacts and imperatives that are common to 

both you as school principals and myself, as the CEO of a major nonprofit organisation whose mission 

is to unlock educational opportunities for disadvantaged Australians to participate more fully in society. 

 

Some of the issues that keep me awake at night might appear at first glance to be of limited interest to 

you, but on closer inspection they are much the same. You might not have to raise all your revenue 

from the market like we do at The Smith Family, or rely on the time and talent of those in our 

                                                
1 ‘The Economic crisis and our obligations to future generations’, Maurice Newman AC (CEDA’s national patron) 
Speech to CEDA, 8 April 09.  
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community who understand the joy of giving to achieve your mission, but we both work in a resource 

constrained environment where we have to fight for the best staff and resources we need to create the 

right conditions for our kids not only to survive but to thrive. 

 

In writing about the lofty goal of happiness and its link to wealth, Ross Gittins, Economics Editor for The 

Sydney Morning Herald, recently provided some interesting insights into the skills that we should be 

looking to develop in our children to help them weather current and future crises and find happiness in 

their lives. He suggests that there are four essential skills in this respect: high self-esteem, personal 

control, optimism and extraversion.  

 

[SLIDE TWO – NAVIGATING THE ROAD TO HAPPINESS] 

Navigating the road to happiness

Four important traits:

• High self-esteem

• Personal control

• Optimism

• Extraversion

(Ross Gittins, ‘How a little self-deception makes the world go round’, SMH 8 June 09)

 

While we may not be able to do much about the last trait, the first three are all capable of being 

developed in kids from an early age if they are given the right support. However, as Ross points out, 

these three traits all involve what he calls ‘a healthy element of self-deception’. For example, people 

with high self-esteem believe themselves to be healthier, more intelligent, more ethical, less prejudiced 

and better able to get along with others.  Similarly, people with the freedom to control their own lives 

and make their own choices and decisions at work and at home are happier and healthier, even if this 

is again only a perception of how much control they think they have. Optimists meanwhile tend to 

overestimate their own abilities and chances of success, but are nevertheless happier in spite of failure.  
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The danger in nurturing these traits is that we cross-over from self-deception to a more delusional state 

where greed takes over, and this is exactly what has happened on a grand scale through the global 

financial crisis. 

 

One of our shared imperatives as principals and nonprofits is therefore to ensure our children develop 

these traits, skills and capacities to navigate their way through life and the many booms and busts that 

are a feature of economic cycles. Education is not about preparing our children for jobs, because 80% 

of the jobs that will be around in the future haven’t been invented yet. We need to focus instead on 

equipping our kids with more generic life skills such as self-esteem, personal control and optimism. As 

Professor Rosabeth Moss Kanter of the Harvard Business School reminds us, “Often, what makes us 

successful is not which road we choose. It’s how we  decide to handle the bumps in it.” i 

 

Significantly, we have seen three very positive signs over the last decade that will support us in this 

endeavour. 

 

[SLIDE THREE – PROGRESS IN THE LAST DECADE] 

The last decade

1. Australians now value education and understand its importance for 
individuals from the earliest days of life. 

2. Steep social gradients do no-one any good, particularly if we are to 
remain competitive as a nation in the knowledge era. 

3. Real social inclusion requires the active involvement and connection 
of the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’.

 

First, Australians now value education  and understand its importance for individuals from the earliest 

days of life. Second, we have recognised that the steep social gradient that currently exists in 

Australian society does no-one any good , particularly if we are to remain competitive as a nation in 

the knowledge era. Finally, we know that the rhetoric around social inclusion doesn’t actually change 
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anything – it is the active involvement and connection of the ‘haves’ an d the ‘have-nots’ that is 

required . 

 

The current environment therefore provides us with a mix of opportunities and imperatives  that will 

play a significant role within the broader social and economic disruption in determining whether we 

emerge from this crisis in a better place than when we went in. While our immediate capacities as 

principals and nonprofits may differ, it is important that we both learn from and leverage the 

contemporary state of flux to enhance not only what we do, but how we do it and with whom.  

 

[SLIDE FOUR – OUR OPPORTUNITY] 

Our opportunity

“….there is good evidence that socially entrepreneurial opportunities 
arise during specific punctuations or focused periods in history. During 
these periods, the prevailing wisdom weakens, revealing the failure of 
the status quo to solve problems such as inequality. Having tried for a 
half century to improve the public schools with little sustainable 
success, for example, we acquire an appetite for new ideas.  These 
punctuations in history fuel the hope for widespread change and the 
experimentation that drives it. 

Today, the world appears to be experiencing a punctuation of 
opportunities……..”

Light, P. (2009) ‘Social Entrepreneurship revisited’, Stanford Social innovation Review, Summer 2009.

 

As Paul Light observed in the most recent edition of the Stanford Social Innovation Review :  

 

….there is good evidence that socially entrepreneurial opportunities arise during specific 

punctuations or focused periods in history. During these periods, the prevailing wisdom 

weakens, revealing the failure of the status quo to solve problems such as inequality. Having 

tried for a half century to improve the public schools with little sustainable success, for example, 

we acquire an appetite for new ideas.  These punctuations in history fuel the hope for 

widespread change and the experimentation that drives it.  

Today, the world appears to be experiencing a punctuation of opportunities……..” 
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This recognition of the timeliness for change is being echoed around the globe, and consistently 

connected with the need for more holistic systems of education and learning  to avoid making the 

mistakes that have led to the current financial crisis.  

 

[SLIDE FIVE – THE TIMELINESS FOR CHANGE] 

The timeliness for change

“Education and innovation will be the currencies of the 21st 
century…these things must be done in partnership”. 

- Barack Obama

“In history, what our grandparents did with medicine transformed the 
world. We now have the opportunity to do the same thing with 
education, if we are brave enough to do it.”

- Stephen Heppell

 

For example, in his landmark speech at Cairo University last month, President Barack Obama 

remarked that “education and innovation will be the currencies of the 21 st century ” and that ‘these 

things must be done in partnership ”. In the UK, Stephen Heppell, a leading innovator and thinker 

around education, has concluded that  

 

“In history, what our grandparents did with medicine transformed the world. We now have the 

opportunity to do the same thing with education, if we are brave enough to do it.” 

     

At the level of individual leadership, you as Principals are the change-makers in this sce nario , and 

your schools the institutions that can diffuse and adapt this change at a population level  to ensure 

that you remain relevant and effective in the new world order on the other side of this crisis.  

 

However, transformative change is hard and takes many years to complete .  
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[SLIDE SIX – THE SMITH FAMILY TRANSFORMATION] 

The Smith Family transformation

• ‘Help us help our kids get an education’

• Learning for Life scholarships for 60 inner-city Sydney students

• Participation and Engagement – our DNA

• Wrap around support through families and communities

• Comprehensive organisational transformation (1999-2006)

 

For the majority of our 87 year history as The Smith Family, we worked through a predominantly 

welfare-oriented model, responding to the material and health needs of the poorest Australians in a 

variety of contexts, including establishing a hospital for children with rheumatic fever in the 1930s 

(before the days of antibiotics) and providing supplies to Darwin residents who lost everything in 

Cyclone Tracy.   

 

In 1987, parents receiving our support began to request a different kind of assistance, asking us to 

‘help them help their kids get an education’  as a more effective means of breaking the 

intergenerational cycle of disadvantage. Embedded within the organisation at that time was a kernel of 

an idea – the Learning for Life financial scholarship  - which, with the assistance of research 

findings, not only enabled their greater participation in education, but also provided opportunities to 

engage caring members of the wider community in a more involved manner through sponsorship. 

 

These two intertwining strands of participation and engagement  (which we today refer to as the 

‘DNA’ of The Smith Family ) gradually gained acceptance from sponsors, supporters and families alike 

during the 1990s, and gave us the confidence to see Learning for Life as the platform to build upon as 

we transformed the organisation. We started here in inner-city Sydney , providing scholarships to 60 

students  who were demonstrating poor literacy skills and were at risk of dropping out of school.  
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However, we knew that an individual case management approach would not be sufficient for 

sustainability and began to work with families and communities  to enable them to provide wrap-

around support  so that what goes on inside the classroom is nurtured and enhanced outside the 

classroom. This involved bringing the ‘haves’ into the equation as well as the ‘have-nots’, so that we 

might avoid the situation where ‘the poor remain poor because they only know poor pe ople’ .  

 

In many ways this asset-building approach turned on its head the old African adage “it takes a village to 

raise a child” to become ”it takes a child to raise a village ”. We believe children and youth may 

represent the accessible “common ground” upon which families, communities and nations can support 

each other in creating a better, stronger, healthier future.  

         

To build our capacity as a facilitator of this broader collective responsibility, we commenced a 

comprehensive organisational transformation  in 1999 that saw us embrace a more preventive 

social enterprise model focused on kids and education.  

 

It seems strange given today’s political context, but back then there was no high level education 

agenda from government  that we could follow, and despite the evidence pointing to the power of 

education in breaking the cycle of disadvantage, I’m sure many around us thought we were mad to turn 

a 77-year old organisation on its head. Over the course of seven years, we changed all of our 

processes, systems and culture and in accordance with the evidence, Learning for Life expanded from 

60 junior secondary students into tertiary  and backwards into primary schooling and early 

childhood  where we could adopt a preventive model.  

 

By 2006, our transformation was complete and the hard work was worth it. Today, over 130,000 

infants, children, youth and parents  are benefiting from Learning for Life over the entire life course, 

from birth through to adult learning. I have to say while it was at times a frustrating journey, the kids 

kept us alive to the possibilities and opportunities that were being enabled through this process in 

demonstrating their own transformation  and that of their families and indeed communities. 
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The nonprofit sector more broadly was also undergoing s ignificant change  as this slide shows, 

but it was change that we had proactively prepared for by researching and anticipating the broader 

shifts in the external environment that would impact the status, focus and role of the nonprofit sector 

with the turn of the century. 

 

[SLIDE SIX – THE 21ST CENTURY NONPROFIT] 

 

 

A similar challenge and opportunity now confronts our education system, with an equally far-reaching 

transformation required for schools to remain relevant going forward, as these trends identified by the 

international Learnometer project  (spearheaded by Stephen Heppell) reveal: 

 

[SLIDE SEVEN – THE 21ST CENTURY SCHOOL] 
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I would like to focus on two trends in particular  from this slide that I believe will enable schools to 

both support their local communities during these difficult economic times, and provide the foundation 

for the change that will secure their relevance in the long term. 

 

[SLIDE EIGHT – COLLABORATION AND CO-PRODUCTION] 

Collaboration and Co-production

• Mark Considine’s ‘network governance’ (Enterprising States, 2001)

• The Smith Family’s Guiding Principle of ‘working with and through 
others’

• COAG National Partnership Agreement on Low Socioeconomic 
Status School Communities

 

The first is the shift from ‘individualised’ learning to ‘community/collaborative’ learning. This is a trend I 

first picked up on back in 2001 while reading Mark Considine’s  Enterprising States. This study was 

focused on an emerging model of ‘network governance’ that although focused on government, 

introduced the term ‘co-production’ into our lexicon as the method for achieving better outcomes. This 

idea has been confirmed by research around the complex ways in which children learn, reflecting that a 

child does not simply ‘absorb’ education from their teacher, but is rather a co-producer of their 

learning  through a process in which their teacher, their parents, siblings and peers all play a part.   

 

This paradigm of co-production may be easy to agree on in theory, but is difficult to implement in 

practice because organisations still tend to look up through their hierarchies rather than out to their 

wider communities to solve their problems. At The Smith Family, we enshrined the imperative of 

‘working with and through others’  as a Guiding Principle back in 1999, and facilitating better school-

community partnerships has in the past year or so become a consistent policy theme across all levels 

of government education departments. Last year, the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) 
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introduced a National Partnership Agreement on Low Socioeconomic  Status School 

Communities  that proposes “a suite of school and broader reforms designed to transform the way 

schooling takes place”, including “improved external partnerships with parents, other schools, 

businesses and communities.”  

 

Why is this collaboration and co-production so important? Because we need to ensure that what 

happens inside the classroom is recognised and reinforced outside the classroom. To this end, we 

might adopt the vision of schools raised by Charles Leadbeater , one of the world’s leading authorities 

on innovation, in his portfolio of ’21 Ideas for 21st Century Learning’: 

 

[SLIDE NINE – SCHOOLS AS NETWORKS OF RELATIONSHIPS]  

Schools as networks of relationships

“Instead of seeing schooling as a system of years and grades, with 
key stages and examinations, targets and regulators, it should be 
seen as a set of relationships between teachers, pupils, parents and 
the wider community. Children need to be able to rely on 
‘relationships for learning’ at school, home and in the community. That 
is why a learning strategy for this century cannot solely focus on 
school, and school itself needs to be radically reformed.”

Charles Leadbeater, ‘21 Ideas for 21st century learning’

 

“Instead of seeing schooling as a system of years and grades, with key stages and 

examinations, targets and regulators, it should be seen as a set of relationships between 

teachers, pupils, parents and the wider community. Children need to be able to rely on 

‘relationships for learning’ at school, home and in the community. That is why a learning 

strategy for this century cannot solely focus on school, and school itself needs to be radically 

reformed.”   

 

Helping to facilitate these relationships is where nonprofits such as The Smith Family can play a part. In 

the early stages of our transformation in the year 2000, we took the significant decision to move our 

community staff (known today as Learning for Life Workers) from The Smith Family offices to 
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collocations within schools, enabling them to proactively work as the connectors between students, 

teachers and families initially as the precursor to a ‘whole of community’ approach.  This collocation is 

the foundation of The Smith Family’s model for what we call ‘community schools’ , and reflects our 

understanding that a school is both a place and a set of partnerships between the school and other 

community resources.  

 

Today, we work closely with over 100 schools in NSW, including 18 primary schools where our LFLWs 

are collocated. The primary role of The Smith Family’s Learning for Life Workers (LFLWs) within the 

environs of these schools is to facilitate these multiple relationships and encourage a larger and more 

integrated systems approach to education within a s hared outcomes based framework .  This 

slide provides an illustration of the model with examples of the broader relationships that the LFLWs 

facilitate.  

 

[SLIDE TEN – TSF COMMUNITY SCHOOLS MODEL] 

 

 

 

It is precisely by developing these closer relationships, particularly with parents, that schools can help 

those who have lost their livelihoods through the financial crisis reconnect and continue to contribute 

as part of a co-production approach to learning. By acting as a ‘hub’ for community engagement rather 

than an institution focused solely on children, schools have the capacity to revitalise communities at 
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risk of falling into long-term disadvantage through the downturn. In this way, they might replicate The 

Smith Family’s DNA to attract a whole new set of talent in support of staff and students that they might 

not otherwise have had, including volunteer mentors, tutors, coaches and/or teaching assistants .  

 

[SLIDE TWELVE – INNOVATION] 

Innovation

Providing kids with the skills to thrive, not just survive

• Rewarding innovative teaching

• Rethinking the school day

• Broadening curricula to celebrate creativity and multiple pathways

 

The second trend I would like to explore further from the Learnometer chart is moving from ‘conforming’ 

to ‘ingenious’, or as I see it, embracing innovation . In the commercial world, the development of new 

products or processes is an integral part of most business practice, and typically has a budget line 

devoted to the creation, development and testing of new ideas. In the nonprofit sector, and indeed in 

the education sector at the level of schools, these resources rarely exist, or if they do they are tethered 

to a range of risk-averse restrictions that undermine the flexible creativity true innovation requires. This 

has led to a system in which, according to the OECD report on ‘Creating Effective Teaching and 

Learning Environments’ released last month, Australian teachers report one of the lowest rates of 

rewarding or recognising effective or innovative te aching in the developed world . 

 

Some of the reluctance to embrace new models of schooling is because it involves questioning some of 

our most basic assumptions and beliefs around how learning should take place. More and more 

principals and educational leaders around the world are now experimenting with changing the 

traditional 9-3 school day. Barack Obama  has even entered the debate, urging school administrators 

to “rethink the school day ” and arguing that “we can no longer afford an academic calendar designed 
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for when America was a nation of farmers who needed their children at home ploughing the land at the 

end of each day.” 

 

In today’s technology-enabled environment, learning is a 24/7 experience , but as parents, teachers 

and professionals I think we have yet to grasp the consequences of this for our kids. It is clear that 

traditional curricula and standardised assessments are less and less relevant to developing the skill 

sets children need to thrive , not just today but in 10 and 20 years from now when they will most likely 

be applying for jobs we have not even discovered yet. In fact, as confirmed by Sir Ken Robinson , a 

leading education advisor from the UK in his recent visit to Australia, our current education systems are 

actually doing the opposite by inhibiting the creative talents of our students  and marginalising 

those who do not follow certain, prescribed pathway s.    

 

[SLIDE THIRTEEN – TSF LITERACIES] 

Our Learning for Life literacies

• Emergent literacy

• Comprehension literacy

• Digital literacy

• Financial literacy

• Emotional literacy

• Health literacy

• Community literacy

• Intercultural literacy

 

If the next generation is to thrive, rather than survive, we need to give them the multiple intelligences to 

recognise, nurture and express their talents in a globalised, fast-paced world. At The Smith Family, we 

refer to these multiple intelligences as literacies within a holistic framework that includes emergent 

literacy  in the early years; comprehension literacy  (basic reading and writing); digital literacy  (to 

navigate a technological world); financial literacy  (to reduce the likelihood of another financial crisis); 

emotional literacy  (managing one’s own emotions and developing relationships with others); health 

literacy  (adopting positive behaviours through nutrition and physical activity); community literacy  
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(locating, using and contributing to relevant services in their community); and intercultural literacy 

(understanding, respecting and interacting with others from different cultures).  

 

The foundation for all of these skills is laid in early childhood, the most formative period of brain 

development. To this end, I was delighted to see in Premier Nathan Rees’ recent ‘Superministry’ 

restructure  that Children’s Services (child care) now sits within th e Education and Training 

portfolio , recognising that learning is a continuous process across the life course from birth.  

 

This also reinforces the importance of cross-sectoral collaboration outside the school gat es with 

nonprofits such as The Smith Family who provide a range of services to parents and young children in 

the early years to prepare them for the home to school transition. The closer we work together, the 

more comprehensive, flexible yet integrated the pathway of learning will be to support our students 

through good times and bad. At the highest level, this commitment has already been made through a 

formal MoU between The Smith Family and the NSW Department  of Education and Training, 

which should now be a platform to facilitate innovative collaboration at multiple levels throughout the 

system, but particularly within the schools that our Learning for Life students attend. The introduction of 

the Australian Early Development Index tool within all schools nationwide will also provide further 

impetus for schools and nonprofits to work more closely in ensuring more of our children make 

successful home to school transitions. 

 

Ultimately, moving forward is all about strengthening relationships  – relationships between parents 

and children, between families and schools, between students and teachers, between nonprofits and 

educational institutions – I could go on. To a large degree, the current global financial crisis has its 

roots in the fragmentation of these relationships over a much longer period time, and we must be 

cognisant of learning the lessons from this downturn not only with regard to our own sectors or 

organisations, but for the future cohesiveness of Australian society as a whole. That way, we will be 

able to fully leverage the opportunity for change embedded within  this crisis , and apply our 

collaborative efforts in a way that will see us recover in the short-term, and prosper in the long-term.   
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Thank you. 

[SLIDE FOURTEEN – THANK YOU] 

 

Thank you

www.thesmithfamily.com.au

 

                                                
 
i Moss Kanter, R. (2008) America the Principled: 6 Opportunities for becoming a can-do nation once again. Crown 
publishing, p257. 


