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Cleanup: Testing_wtimes for

By Cam Lucadou-Wells

All of Dandenong North Primary School’s stu-
dents and staff have been ordered into Covid
testing before being allowed back at school.

The besieged school was closed on Friday
26 November after several earlier shutdowns
and further confirmed Covid cases the previ-
ous Monday.

Under Department of Health directions,
about 600 students and 100 staff needed to
show a negative Covid test to come back to
school on Monday 29 November.

The department had decided there was a
need for a “clean start” after Covid infections
had been “bubbling along” at the school this
term, principal Kevin McKay said.

School administrators and volunteers
worked late into the night, collating and pro-
cessing the 700-odd Covid test results being
either phoned in or being physically brought
into the school.

There was no help from the health depart-
ment'’s contact-tracing team, which left the
school’s limited staff resources “stretched
above and beyond”.

The rich diversity of students and families is
often the school’s “greatest gift", Mr McKay says.

But in this instance, it presented a commu-
nication “challenge’, due to language barriers
as well as a lack of interpreters.

“Our staff were fantastic. I couldn’t have
done it all myself.”

The school has been shut down several
times in the past two months, with 24 separate
occasions in which there's been a positive case.

On each occasion, it was up to the school to
contact trace.

Effectively, each infected students’ class-
mates and families needed to be informed and
tested as “positive contacts”.

“pach time we devote two staff for half a day
on the paperwork and contact tracing.

“It's been very difficuit. No one else can do
it for us.” ;

Mr McKay said students were also unsettled
by the upheaval.

Most parents had been

. dandenonglstdréommunity.com.au

“just fantastic” in

e
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Principal Kevin McKay says the school has been
cases. 214367

understanding the situation. Some refused to
have their children tested, meaning they were
required to stay from school for 14 days.

Encouragingly, Tuesday 30 November was
the first day of no reported new cases at the
school for some time, Mr McKay said.

He has no criticism for the school’s re-
opening in term 4, despite the region’s lagging
vaccination rates.
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“stretched above and beyond” by frequent Covid'
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Picture: STEWART CHAMBERS

“It had to happen at some stage.”

He hoped that primary school children
would be vaccinated for 2022. He doubted that
it would be made compulsory.

Last year, the school and the nearby Emer-
son School minted student medals to mark a
difficult 2020.

“Perhaps we should have waited this you,”
Mr McKay said - with a rueful laugh.
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Concern for

By Cam Lucadou-Wells

Students won't only need to catch up on
schoolwork but also recapture school morale,
says Dandenong North Primary School’s prin-
cipal. L

Kevin Mackay says the second-wave class-
room lockdown and Covid-19's impact gener-
ally has been “devastating” for many children
- who will begin to return to school from 28
September.

He compares the impact to generations
who grew up in the polio pandemic in the
1950s or the Cold War’s threat of nuclear ho-
locaust.

Kevin Mackay is ready to rebuild school morale
in Term 4. 214367 Picture: STEWART CHAMBERS

“One can only imagine the effects long-
term.

“Kids are very adaptable but they're read-
ing the fear in their parents’ voices and body
language.” :

It's been a particular challenge for a school
community, in which 90 per cent of students
are from non-English backgrounds.

Some parents misunderstood lockdown
rules, thinking they weren't allowed to leave
the house at all.

They forbade their kids from their own
backyards for light and exercise, M1 Mackay
says. :

“I¢’s worse the second time around,” he says
of the latest wave. 3 %

“From what we're hearing from the kids,
they're struggling because there’s no substitute
for teaching in a classroom.”

School milestone events have also been
cancelled, such as Year Six camps, Harmony
Day celebrations and Book Week parades.

“We're planning on making a special event
calendar for the kids when they return,” Mr
Mackay said.

“t's to build up team spirit again.

“We will be losing more learning time how-
ever, 50 itsa double-edged sword.”

Due to student and teacher burnout, lesson
time has been reduced by two hours a day dur-
ing remote learning.

Over a shutdown of 100 days, that equates
to 200 lost hours per child.

Mr Mackay recently made headlines with
his view that some Preppies at the school will
need to restart Prep in 2021,

4 desonle

They won't be ‘repeating’ Prep because they
never really started it, Mr Mackay says.

“The research into the ineffectiveness of
repeating grades is based on doing the same
thing twice.

“These kids, though, haven't done it once.”

He said the situation was unique to his
school’s high number of non-English-speak-
ing households. . .

Learning from home, these students are
deprived of Englh h conversation with teach-
ers and peers. 1 undamental skills wither, like
reading, learning sounds and vocab.

In lockdown, students also miss critical so-
cialisation skills - learning to share, take turns,
put your hand up, gaining confidence to ask a
question of a teacher. ‘

Yet, there have been positive discoveries,
Mr Mackay says.

Teachers have learnt new ways to use tech-
nology, students have enjoyed Webex video-
conferencing to cateh up with classmates,

As Mr Mackay speaks, he notes the class-
rooms are “unnervingly quiet’ and without
their usual “bustle”, The school has only been
open for up to 30 children of essential workers
during lockdown - down from 800 in term one.

“It’s like a ghost town. g ot

“we're looking forward to getting back as

oone school again.”

Under the State Government's ‘road map),
Prep to Year 2, VCE/VCAL and specialist school
students will be returning to school from 28
September. ' :

The rest of primary and high-school stu-

dents' returns will be staged from 26 Octeber.
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schoc(Blame-game

By Cam Lucadou-Wells

You don't have to tell Louise Ferguson
the dangers of the school-day traffic ja
Woodlee Street outside Dandenong Nor!
mary School.

Ms Ferguson was crushed between &y
hicles as she tried to “manage” traffic ¢
could get her car out of her driveway ¢
school drop-off time 0N 13 December.

As she helped a learner driver ex
their car from a tight parking Spob th_e
wedged Ms Ferguson between her vehic
a parked van.

Ms Ferguson’s pelvis was fractured a|
lumbar spine damaged as a result.

It came after many dire warnings fr¢
school and families to Greater Dand
Council.

Every school peak time, the narrow s
clogged with two-way traffic glacially W
through parked cars and one lane of spe

Despite the risk, parents and childrel
between the stagnant cars.

“They should make it one-way at
peak-times,” Ms Ferguson said.

“It would be safer and the traffic WO
flowing.

“What's it going to take for them
something - a child to lose their life outt

At other times, there is reported spt
and a nearby “death trap” corner at E
Avenue regularly cut or even missed by ¢

Ms Ferguson’s car has been written
a speeding car, another motorist was p
off the road onto her nature strip. She |
another car careering through a neigh
fence and narrowly missing the resident

Dandenong North Primary School
cipal Kevin Mackay agrees with makir
street one-way, with a parking area Ie

for pick-ups and drop-offs.

on traffic

By Cam Lucadou-Wells

The dangerous traffic woes plaguing Dande-
nong North Primary School are a matter for
the local council to solve, according to the De-
partment of Education and Training,

For years, there's been an increasingly
perilous mix of parents and students cross-
ing streets clogged with cars as the school has
soared in population.

In December, a resident was crushed be-
tween cars during a school drop-off time in
Woodlee Street.

"The Department has raised concerns
about this issue with the Greater Dandenong
Council who are responsible for street park-
ing regulations and traffic management,” a
spokesperson said.

"We know that some schools, particularly
those in residential, built-up areas, can face
some challenges with parking during pick up
and drop off times.

"Safety around schools is everyone's re-
sponsibility - for parents, students and the lo-
cal community."

A nearby resident Kyle Gibbons said the de-
partment should use land at the former Clee-
land Secondary College site across the road as
a solution.

The land could be used for on-site parking,
or to enable an inlet parking bay for parents to
quickly drop-off and pick-up their children,
Mr Gibbons said.

"Otherwise we're just waiting for someone
else to be hurt."

Dandenong North Primary School's staff
have arrangements to park at Dandenong

A taxi and another car in a standoff on Woodlee
Street during school peak-time. 190894
Picture: STEWART CHAMBERS

High School and a nearby church.

It has also communicated to parents of safe
drop-off and pick-up points further away from
the primary school.

Residents have also suggested making
Woodlee Street one-way during school peak
times - to avoid the current two-way traffic
bedlam.

Greater Dandenong engineering services
director Julie Reid recently said investigations
found a one-way system on Woodlee Street
would not help traffic flow or safety.

"The traffic volumes and congestion on Da-
vid Street mean that a southbound one-way sys-
tem would not noticeably reduce congestion.

"A northbound one-way system would
mean that all pupils would have to cross the
road to get picked up.

"Introducing a one-way system would
compromise road safety, encourage higher
traffic speeds and increase the likelihood of a
serious accident."

Cr Matthew Kirwan foreshadowed a motion
for the council to further investigate solutions.
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‘Charlotte, Erin and Liep start their school day together. 169700

Full tummiies,
ready

North students need a little help to

their school day in the best way.

| Wooranna Park Primary School hosts a break-

fast club from 8.15am each Wednesday and Fri-

~day with support from the State Government,

parents and teachers. . :
The school’s lookin

g for more volunteers so
it can serve up brekkie on more mornings, and
 butter, jam, vegemite, jasmine rice and seaweed to
add to the basics provided. ~
Teacher Meg Symons said the breakfast club
was important for the school community “be-
cause it bridges the gap between the haves and
have nots, giving all the students in our school the
opportunity to have a warm meal to start the day
off in a positive way” .
" “It is a fun bonding experience between staff,
parents and students to come together and share
a meal, taking responsibility for the serving and
clearing up of their meals,” she said. o
“It sets our kids up for a good day and makes
them feel welcome and cared for in the school

ommunity.” _
1 The kuti’; serve themselves, eat, and wash their

dishes afterwards. o

~ gtudent Oki likes breakfast club becaj;lse we
can eat and talk and all hang out together”
Sarsha said the food was ‘5o, y}unmy” ?,",d

o

-
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New classroom’s
room to move

Dandenong North Primary School now has space
for 100 extra students.

Education Minister James Merlino and Dan-
denong MP Gabrielle Williams announced on
Thursday 3 August that the school had received
a new double-storey, four-classroom portable
building,

It’s fully-insulated, features double glazed win-
dows and can fit 100 students.

“Dandenong North Primary School is experi-
encing high growth and these classrooms will give
teachers and students more room to move.” Ms
Williams said.

Dandenong North Primary School pringi-
pal Kevin Mackay said he was delighted to take
ownership of the new building “which provides
us with badly needed extra classrooms for our
students”.

The building was delivered through the State

Gdvernment’s $63.6 million investment in build-*

ing and refurbishing hundreds of relocatable
school buildings.

The program has created more than 190 jobs
over the past year.

Building manufacturer ATCO built the Dan-
denong North classroom at its Hallam factory.
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¥ This teaching pair are a lesson in love of the j_ob..; |

By Casey Neill

“You get a cucumber sandwich, a cup of tea and a
framed certificate that says 95 years.”

And Kevin and Jenny Mackay couldn't have
been more thrilled.

Education Minister James Merlino recognised
the Dandenong North Primary School husband
and wife team for their combined service to edu-
cation on Thursday 20 July.

Mr Mackay has been a fixture at the Cleeland
Street school since 1983 and principal since 1986,
while Mrs Mackay joined him 17 years ago.

Mr Mackay “vividly” remembers the moment
they first met, at Clayton Primary School.

“We were both brand new to that school on
that day,” he said.

“You don't know anyone so you're always look-
ing for someone to talk to and make a connection
with.

“It happened to be Jenny. ’

“She was moving into a classroon and I was
there as assistant principal’”

He offered to help. They married in 1983.

It was a combined effort that earnt them the
minister’s recognition, in more ways than one.

Mr Mackay said education department service
awards hadn’t previously stretched to 55 years.

He wrote to the minister about it and received
a congratulatory letter back.

When Jenny received notice shed be recog-
nised for 45 years, she chased up the 55-year nod
for her husband.

“She said ‘it’s a bit of a shame, between the two
of us we've got 95 years’ service’ and that piqued
their interest and got them going,” Mr Mackay
said.

They both agreed that teaching was the best

job in the world.

“I think probably the greatest joy I get is going
home every day knowing I've made a difference in
peoples lives,” Mrs Mackay said.

“T just really love this community.
“We can contribute to making so many fami-
lies feel welcome in their new country.

Kevin and Jenny Mackay have shared more than the average lifetime together in education. 170812

“We give them hope for their future,

“They've given up everything for their chil-

dren. ;

“If we don't do our job properly, its all for
nothing”

Four teachers at the school spent their primary
school years in its classrooms, as did two educa-
tion support staff.

“I taught two of them myself” Mrs Mackay
said.

Couple are cla

The parent of a former student painted Mr

Mackay for this W portrait
contest,

“This family came with no English, nothing]’
Mrs Mackay said.

“The father was really well-known as an artist
and a writer in China.

“He's had to take up jobs hes overqualified for
to support his family.”

His child, Billy, got a 99.8 ATAR score and

Picture: STEWART CHAMBERS

went on to university.

“Now his child’s got through school, he wanted
to get back into the artistic field,” she said.

“Billy asked ‘would Dad be able to paint you??’

Mrs Mackay recalled another girl who re-
turned to see her with a box of flowers.

Shed hated school, but Mrs Mackay turned
that around and shed been accepted into medi-
cine.

“And now she’s Kevins doctor!”
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By CASEY NEILL

TWO Greater Dandenong schools
are punching well above their
weight - and are now teaching others
around the country and the world.

Dandenong North and Sil-
verton primary schools were last
week named among eight from
across Australia in the Social Ven-
tures Australia (SVA) Bright Spots
Schools Connection.

These Powerhouse Schools have
risen above the “disadvantaged” la-
bel on their communities.

They’ll receive financial, mentor-
ing and networking support to build
on their strengths, and help SVA cre-
ate a plan to turn around struggling
schools.

SVA Bright Spots Schools Con-
nection director Sue Cridge said the
schools knew how to excite their
students about learning.

“These schools have something
to teach all of us - we can all learn
from them so that success in these
“bright spots’ can spread to become
a bright system,” she said.

Dandenong North principal Kev-
in McKay said the school’s inclu-
sion justified its efforts.

“You don't get those results
without a fantastic staff,” he said.

“It’s great for them to se¢ people
outside of the school are recognising
what they’re doing.”

He said the key to the success
was “hardly a revelation”. “We ac-
tually teach,” he said,

_ Mr McKay said years ago teach-
ing became geared toward kids
learning for themselves.

“It might be all right in affluent
suburbs where the kids have lots of
great experiences at home,” he said.

“It doesn’t work for people who
start school with no English Jan-
guage to begin with. It doesn’t work
for people who've had disrupted
learning or no learning at all”

He said teachers worked with
students until they undersiood a
concept, and the school used the ad-
ditional funding it received for its
“disadvantaged™ location to employ
extra staff.

“That helps us to reduce the sizes

Lights of learning

of our groups and get to the point of
need more quickly,” he said.

Mr McKay said it was all about
giving kids from war-torn countries
a better life.

Silverton principal Tony Bryant
said Microsoft picked the Noble
Park North school among the 12
best in the world in 2009.

“That was based around inno-
vation, used of technology, perfor-
mance, engagement,” he said.

“We've mentored other schools

around the world and we're now a
‘world tour school’.

“Thousands of visitors come to
Silverton every year to see what
we’re doing and try to replicate us.”

Students have access to a TV stu-
dio, radio station, a laptop each and
a planetarium and there’s a focus on
team work through open, flexible
working spaces.

“We've got a fantastic school
community that’s embraced what
we're doing,” he said.

“We don’t want our kids to be
disadvantaged for the rest of their
lives.

“We give them every opportunity
to succeed.”

S . —

Dandenong North Grade 4 teacher Karen Rouda with students
Reshma, Nebojsa (standing) and Keerthi. 112010
Picture: ROB CAREW

Silverton students Will, Mandeep and Chante operate a TV camera against a green screen. 112015

Picture: ROB CAREW
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Top class honour

By BRIDGET COOK

DRIVING home late at night after
meetings that go far beyond his re-
quirements as a principal, Kevin
Mackay sometimes feels lonely and
wonders why he takes on extra com-
mitments.

But the Cranbourne man said be-
ing awarded a Medal of the Order
of Australia (OAM) in the Queen’s
Birthday Honours List on Monday
put in all into perspective.

Mr Mackay received the honour
for his service education, which he
has been involved in for more than
50 years.

While he has been the princi-
pal of Dandenong North Primary
School since 1986, the OAM was
also in recognition of many other
roles he has taken on to improve the
teaching profession.

Mr Mackay is the current prin-

cipals’ representative on the Policy

Reference Group, an executive
member of Federal and State Gov-
ernance of the Australian Principals
Federation, life-member of the Vic-
torian Principals Association and
has represented principals in two
Enterprise Bargaining Agreements
(EBA). '

“This is recognition from my
peers and that’s very important to
me,” he said.

“These people understand what it
means to give up so much time to sit
on a committee or be a part of the
EBA negotiation to benefit the pro-
fession.

“Sometimes I feel quite alone

when I'm travelling home late at
night from an EBA negotiation and
you wonder why you do it.

“But awards like this show that
people do understand all you do and
appreciate what you’re doing for the
profession.

“T think that one of the things we
miss in education is acknowledging
of the work that teachers do.

“It's opportunities like this that
confirm your belief in what you’re
doing is actually acknowledged and
valued.”

Mr Mackay said he has seen a
huge change in Dandenong North
Primary School since he started
there.

“When I first went there the
‘make-up of the student population
was majority Anglo-Saxon,” he said.

“QOver the years, Dandenong has
become one of the centres for refu-
gees and immigrants.

“The school now has 80 per cent
of students from non-English speak-
ing backgrounds.

“In many ways it's been a change
for the better as we have gotten to
see the integration of new children
and cultures into Australia.

“When see the way all the kids
integrate and mix together it gives
you hope for the future of Victoria
and Australia as a society.”

Mr Mackay said what he loved
most about the teaching profession
was the impact they had on people’s
lives.

“Every day we get to help change
people’s lives through education,”

he said.

“I've gotten to see former stu-
dents come back as adults and they
are now doctors or lawyers or now
tftachers themselves and it’s fantas-
tic to see.”

Mr Mackay said there was a par-
ticular student that made him realise
the difference he could make to peo-
ple’s lives.

“He was very difficult at school
back in the day,” he said.

“T looked after him in my office
when he was sent there quite fre-
quently.

] saw him recently and he said
he would probably have been dead
from a drug overdose if it wasn’t for
the way we helped and treated him
at school.

“He is now making a good liv-

Dandenong North Primary School students Sitra, Samr, Anfal and
Pamadhi jump for joy with their principal Kevin Mackay after he
was awarded a Medal of the Order of Australia (0OAM) this week.
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Picture: STEWART CHAMBERS C

ing for himself and contributing to
society.”

Mr Mackay said another student
stuck out in his head from his years Kﬂ
of teaching.

“A former student who now =
works as a doctor at Dandenong (ij‘
Hospital was walking past recently
and I called her in and we had a
chat,” he said.

““She said I had contributed to her
becoming a doctor as we had given
her opportunities to deviate from the
normal path in primary school and
gave her the freedom to do those
things.

“At secondary school she didn’t
get that and ended up leaving and
studying herself.

“So her primary education gave
her, her first start.”’
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