
 Sharon Callister address 
PMSA Christmas governance function 

30 November 2020 

 

Before we begin this evening, I am very proud to acknowledge the Traditional Custodians of the land 
on which we stand today at Somerville House – the Jagera people from the south side of the 
Brisbane River. I would also like to acknowledge the Traditional Custodians of the land on which all 
our PMSA schools stand and where our students have the privilege of learning each day – the 
Turrbal people from the north side of the Brisbane River, and the Kabi Kabi and Jinibara people of 
the Sunshine Coast. We pay our respects to Elders past, present and emerging. 
 
 
A warm welcome everyone to this wonderful event and thank you all for taking the time to join us 
tonight.  
This is the first celebratory governance event we have held with representatives from all our 
governance bodies and Groups since I began in my role two and a half years ago and already I know 
this event is one of the highlights of my social calendar in quite a while – certainly one of the largest 
gatherings I have attended this year. 
Before I introduce you to our main speaker this evening, our Chair, Morgan Parker, I wanted to share 
with you some of my reflections on the year gone by - 2020 a year like no other!  
Whilst COVID forced us to re-engineer and review many aspects of our personal and professional 
lives it also helped us focus on the important and meaningful. Our schools’ responses to this 
pandemic were an outstanding example of how best to respond, prioritising home based and then 
back in the classroom education, care and support for all our students. We received many accolades 
for our schools’ responses, and I congratulate and commend all four of them tonight - job well done! 
From a governance perspective our response was also very effective. Significant time, energy and 
resources were applied by the Board and Group Office to ensure the ongoing sustainability and 
prosperity of our organisation - which as you know is a large and complex entity. To put this in 
perspective… 
Total PMSA Group assets are in excess of half a billion dollars. The PMSA Group generates a total 
annual revenue of around $140 million - If you did not know that before the weekend, I’m sure you 
found it interesting reading in Q Weekend - but more about that later from Morgan!  
Given our size and complexity it is impossible for the PMSA Board to have appropriate governance 
oversight of all areas without assistance. As such the Board delegates some of its governance 
responsibilities to four Board Committees and four School Councils – A group of more than 40 
governance officers across the Group.  
Across our four schools, each school has at least three volunteer organisations each with 
subcommittees and support groups. We have more than 1000 staff, more than 4500 current 
students, more than 3000 families, and thousands and thousands of past students, who maintain a 
lifelong connection to their school. 500 fresh faced young adults have just graduated and joined 
these ranks. 
We are also an organisation learning from past mistakes, PMSA has turned a corner and is now well 
positioned for the future. My reflections are that the key to our current and future success is 
continued relationship building and respect for the important and varied roles we all play.  
We now have the right modern governance framework and the right people in key roles. As our new 
friends at the Courier Mail note. ‘We are new leadership and we are getting back on track’. I am sure 
you all agree in 2021 we will be striving to do even better!  
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Now a note of thanks…. 
I’d like to thank all our volunteers and governance officers tonight for your commitment to the PMSA 
wherever you serve throughout 2020. You are all here for a reason because you have a passion and 
desire to give back to your community. This event is our appreciation for all that you do and we hope 
you very much enjoy it. 
I’d like to particularly thank those outgoing governance members since the PMSA AGM in June 
specifically PMSA Board Member Helen Murray, Acting Chair and long serving BBC Council Member 
John Down, BBC Council Member Marion Tower and Sunshine Coast Grammar Council Chair John 
Glaister.  
I’d like to make a special warm welcome to our newest/ most recently appointed governance 
members who are also here tonight. Duku Fore, Matthew Miller, and Peter Martin, welcome to your 
new roles. Congratulations also to Ken Watson newly appointed Chair of SCGS. 
Our schools wouldn’t operate at their high level and with such breadth of activity, if it weren’t for the 
army of volunteers that support our mission. On behalf of the governance officers and all of our 
schools, I’d like to acknowledge and express our deepest gratitude for the vast contribution of our 
parents and friends, our donors, our Foundations, and our former students in Old Collegians and Old 
Girls Associations, many of whom are here tonight. We continue to be inspired by your love for your 
school, your commitment to its traditions and values, and your tireless efforts to make a difference by 
the contributions you make. 
Thank you too to Principal Kim Kiepe and your team at Somerville House for hosting and catering 
tonight’s event. You are doing an amazing job as Principal of Somerville House and you have our full 
support. I also thank Principal Dr Andrew Cousins, also here tonight; Clayfield College is going from 
strength to strength under your leadership. To Maria Woods and Paul Brown, we also say thank you. 
And my Group Office staff who have worked hard during the year and to bring this event together a 
huge thank you to you.  
A thank you also to both Somerville House and Clayfield College for lending us your fine musicians 
for the evening. You’ve been wonderful to hear so far, and we look forward to more music after the 
speeches.  
To Morgan Parker, PMSA Chair and generous financial donor of our ‘thank you’ function tonight, we 
also say a very big thank you. We know you are not in this role for the salary or the accolades but 
because you have an overwhelming sense of passion to see our schools and the PMSA as a whole, 
be the very best it can be. 
I also wanted to mention something that I am sure Greg Adsett (also here this evening) would agree 
with and that is the role of PMSA Chair is the most challenging governance role within the PMSA by 
far, often more demanding of you than a full time executive role.  
Whilst we thanked Greg earlier in the year for his service, we failed to recognise the important role 
Marg Adsett played. It is your support Marg and your willingness to share Greg with us that allowed 
him to make the contribution he did as Chair over three years. And to Levina, now seeing firsthand 
the significant time and personal investment Morgan is making, I know he could not do it without your 
support. Thank you to both of you. 
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Let’s pray… 
God of wisdom and truth, 
as we end this most memorable year  
we look back and we look forward. 
In the year that has passed 
we experienced joy and we experienced sorrow; 
we felt blessed and we felt challenged. 
We are reminded that you are present through it all. 
We are reminded that we are never alone. 
We are reminded that nothing can separate us from your love. 
So at the end of this year, 
we pause to reflect. 
We remember the things from this past year that we are most thankful for. 
Gracious God, 
we also look forward to the year to come. 
We are confident that you will be with us still, 
God, the world we live in is messy and challenging, 
Yet, God, you are with us always. 
So give us grace and give us courage 
to work together and live faithfully in this imperfect world. 
Remind us always of the promise of your kingdom, 
emerging around us and through us. 

In Jesus’s name Amen.  

 
I am now pleased to introduce and welcome PMSA Chair, Morgan Parker.  
 

 



 Morgan Parker speech 
PMSA Christmas governance function  

30 November 2020   
 

Welcome to what is an historic gathering of our community in a year that will live in our 
collective conscience forever.  Historians will no doubt debate the important lessons and 
consequences of 2020 for the rest of our lives.  For me, this year has reinforced our 
profound shared humanity, the undeniable resilience of civil community, and the vulnerability 
of our global connectedness. 

A century ago, the PMSA purchased the land we gather on this evening and moved 
Brisbane High School for Girls from leased premises at Wickham Terrace to this place and 
at the same time changed its name to Somerville House in honour of the Scottish scientist 
and mathematician Mary Somerville.  In doing so it created an opportunity for this fledgling 
school to grow, and with the help of people like you, become one of the finest girls’ schools 
in Australia.  In the same year, across town, the PMSA was transforming its recently 
acquired Clayfield College into Brisbane Boys’ College, ultimately creating two unique 
schools that would later go on to also become icons in the Australian independent education 
landscape. 

The ambition, social foresight and entrepreneurialism of our predecessors was truly 
magnificent.  Their Christian faith, determination to prepare young girls and boys for a life of 
purpose, and incessant optimism for Australia’s future are the pillars upon which we now 
stand.   

Across the ten decades that followed, we continued to be a leader in our field, whether by 
establishing what is thought to be Queensland’s first P&F committee at Clayfield College in 
1937, or Somerville and BBC providing bursaries to war-torn families from Asia during the 
2nd World War, or in 1964 employing full-time chaplains at all our schools, to becoming a 
founding member of Independent Schools Queensland in 1968, then appointing a female 
PMSA Board member in 1970, followed a year later with an indigenous girl being enrolled at 
Clayfield College.  In the 1970’s we pioneered the notion of parents having greater voice in 
the running of schools, with several appointments to the PMSA Board, roles previously 
occupied by nominees from the Church congregations.  A decade later Somerville House 
formally created one of Australia’s first charitable Foundations at an independent school. 

So, upon reflection, we start to see PMSA and our schools, and our current role, in a broader 
context. We must continue the tradition of leading from the front and courageously remain 
progressive in the important forums of social justice, governance and education. 

As many of you would know, the PMSA is incorporated under an old-fashioned structure 
called Letters Patent.  Despite being an instrument of the 19th century, it continues to be 
used by many education, religious and community organisations to this day.  Under this 
model, the ownership of the organisation vests in its board members, that is, the collective of 
people serving at any point in time.  When one considers the scale of complexity of the 
PMSA, coupled with the rigorous legislative environment we operate in, this is a daunting 
prospect for any board member.  The sensible consequence of this form of ownership is the 
existence of a comprehensive governance apparatus, comprising four specialist group 
committees and four school councils, all of which are represented in this room tonight. 

A couple of years ago, we were given the opportunity to thoroughly examine ourselves, our 
industry, and our responsibilities to our community and society-at-large. The learnings were 
clear, we needed to improve in three key ways:  
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(1) we needed to modernise every aspect of our governance practices to create more active 
oversight, drive organisational performance and reduce risk; 

(2) we needed to become more efficient, in terms of leveraging our group scale and within 
each individual school; and  

(3) we needed to reaffirm our purpose, by understanding our value proposition. 

I can report to you this evening that we are making rapid progress in all three of these areas.   

Since 2018, we have made over 50 changes to our governance model.  Thematically these 
changes affirm our commitment to a shared model of governance, with greater transparency, 
and more aptly-scoped roles for those who volunteer. 

Some examples include:  

• The PMSA board has reduced in size and now operates under a new charter and 
new skills matrix reflective of our organisational needs; in fact, next year we are 
confident we will be able to reduce the board down to nine members, a far cry from 
its historical number of 24; 

• The PMSA Education committee has been terminated, this signals our effort to 
create greater distinction between the Board and School Councils; with the Board 
now concerning itself more with business matters rather than operational procedures; 

• A Child Protection and Safeguarding Committee has been created, a demonstration 
of the paramount importance we place on our duty of care to students; 

• School Councils have been enlarged to accommodate greater voice from the 
community, meanwhile the number of PMSA board members on each of these 
Councils has been reduced from three to in-practice now one. 

• Schools Council chairs can now, for the first time in our history, not be PMSA board 
members, but rather be from the community generally. 

• Committees that operate across the Group, such as Audit, Finance & Risk, Policy, 
and Nominations and HR committees, are now populated with external non-
executives with direct, relevant experience; and operate under charters that give 
them genuine governance responsibility. 

• All governance roles now have term limits and are advertised publicly. 

Apart from all these structural changes, we all know how important it is for there to be 
healthy renewal of personnel in organisations seeking change. In 2020 alone, we have 
appointed 22 new governance officers.  That’s over half of our total governance roles across 
the entire group.  This refreshing has enabled us to pinpoint the exact skills, diversity of 
experience, and the representative voices we need, to move the PMSA and our schools, 
confidently into the future. 

Let’s talk about the ‘here and now’ for a moment.  At the risk of over-simplifying the current 
state of play, can I offer you this current context: 
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1) The number of choices in the independent school sector is increasing, with lots of so-
called 2nd tier private schools being built or expanding their offer; and 

2) The overall number of students enrolled in Queensland independent schools is pretty 
flat. 

So net-net, there are more schools fighting over the same number of students, i.e. more 
competition. 

3) State school funding is increasing and government funding of independent schools is in 
decline;  

4) Administration costs and teachers’ wages are continuing to rise; and 
5) Parents’ ability to shoulder more tuition fees is doubtful. 

So net-net, our financial business model is under threat.  

6) The legislative environment in which we operate demands contemporary compliance, 
and continues to create new obligations reflective of society’s broader ambitions; 

7) Parents, and other school stakeholders, have expectations of school executives and 
governance officers that have never been higher; and 

8) This is all at a time when society’s trust in institutions has perhaps never been lower. 

So net net, more than ever, we have to be better at everything we do. 

Our future is imagined in our overall strategic plan and the plans developed individually by 
each of the schools.  All of our plans leverage advice and research from local and global 
experts in education.   

Our strategic initiatives are prioritised to overcome these “contextual head-winds”.  It is clear 
we cannot meet the profound challenges of this new moment with old thinking and 
unchanged habits — or without diversity of background and perspective. 

• We are encouraging our schools to settle on their optimal size to deliver the best 
quality education outcomes, and by determining that ideal composition, be in a 
position to provide a higher degree of financial certainty.  With some obvious 
exceptions, the era of growth in student population for growth’s sake is at an end, our 
campuses are finite, so it’s now about consolidating and fine tuning our proposition, 
to focus on excellence. 

• As Sharon has outlined, we are working to leverage our scale; this year we have 
saved almost $1 million through joint procurement efforts.  Next year we will look at 
many more opportunities like energy use, waste, and information technology to 
deliver savings and also demonstrate our long-term corporate commitment to social 
and environmental concerns.  

• You will note, the cost-savings we are focusing on are what can be considered ‘back 
of house’ areas and importantly don’t interfere with each school’s unique methods of 
delivering education.  Put bluntly, to not focus on creating efficiencies in these areas 
would be just plain dumb.   
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• As an interesting side note, I’ve recently been contacted by Chairs of a few 
independent schools foreshadowing the challenging economics ahead for their 
schools, and asking if the PMSA would be interested in expanding its current 
portfolio. 

• Naturally the savings we make through economies-of-scale will eventually reach a 
limit.  So it is imperative we also become more efficient within each school, and 
reimagine who and what it takes, and what we need, to produce excellence.   There 
is no doubt, the ‘business of education’ is ripe for disruption, and like our 
predecessors, we need to be at the forefront of thought-leadership in this area. 

• Attracting and retaining the best talent is central to any organisation’s success.  The 
enviable reputations of our four schools positions us well in this regard, however our 
recent Enterprise Bargaining negotiations have revealed just how competitive this 
aspect of education is set to become.  Having said that, I am very happy to report 
that these negotiations have gone very well, voting is taking place this week and we 
are looking forward to a resounding YES vote to the new agreement.  

• Over the next two years, we are implementing a group-wide HR information system 
that is a first-of-its-kind in the education industry.  This management tool will enable 
us to create an unprecedented level of sophiscation in our workforce relations as we 
strive to remain an employer-of-choice. 

• In another strategic first, tonight I can share with you, news, that the PMSA in 
consultation with the school leadership, has decided to investigate the acquisition 
and development of a new education asset that will create a tangible and unique 
advantage for all of our schools, and enable them to overcome the typical catchment-
based competition paradigm they are currently locked in.  I appreciate this sounds 
frustratingly cryptic, but it’s early days in the life of this special project.  It is very 
exciting and in-keeping with our collective history.  We aim to provide more definitive 
details at the AGM next year.  Trust me, it’s going to be a game-changer. 

Speaking of the AGM, and as Sharon noted, at the next AGM we expect to report that 2020 
has been a decent year given how things could have ended up. 

In addition to all the Thank You’s mentioned by Sharon, I’d also like to thank all our staff 
across the Group for their commitment to excellence, continuous improvement and the 
sense of purpose they bring to their job every day.  For many of them, it’s a now a case of 
achieving more with less, and in this context, we have witnessed great innovation and 
entrepreneurialism throughout this past year. 

Collectively we will always remain a ‘work-in-progress’.  There will always be important 
initiatives to work on, areas for improvement and opportunities to evolve.  With our shared 
governance model, we have the chance to draw upon the skills, perspective and 
experiences of many.  Individual, stand-alone, independent schools in Queensland simply 
cannot compete with the talent we now have in our midst.   The hyper-focus on ‘governance 
reform’ now makes the PMSA the most contemporary and well-positioned owner of schools 
in the market.   

We have gone from the back of the pack … back to the front.   
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So now we must unite in spirit and in purpose.  We must fearlessly identify our 
vulnerabilities, apportion no blame, and with a sense of urgency work together to achieve 
more.   

We must marshal the goodwill that exists in our communities, to support our schools, as they 
restructure themselves for a new century.  A century defined not by parochialism but by 
global benchmarks, where technological innovation, consumer choice, social citizenship, and 
relentless transparency will determine our prosperity. 

Our future is ours to define.  We gather here as custodians of some of Australia’s most 
important schools.  We are guided by our Christian faith, and we stand on the shoulders of 
all those who have served and given so generously before us.   

Let us not miss the chance to build on their grand legacy, by becoming distracted with 
pettiness or irrelevancies.  Let us accept that we are all in this together, for however long we 
are here.  Let us offer compassion and trust in each other, and by strengthening our 
relationships, build a robust organisation and schools that go to the next level.  Its time to 
move on from the recent past, to acknowledge where we are at, and seize our future. 

We have deeply skilled executives in our Group office, thoughtful and experienced leaders at 
our schools, and an array of professional and passionate governance officers in our ranks.  

Organisationally, we have a century-long history of success, school identities that are 
synonymous with excellence in Christian education, a balance sheet built on treasured 
assets, and now a strategic plan to harness our collective strength.  I’m exceedingly 
confident that despite the head-winds, many joyous days lie ahead. 

Thank you for everything you do.  May god bless each of you, may god bless our schools, 
students and staff. 

Merry Christmas. 
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