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Eight years ago, Martin Culk

in
took three failing schools sl . b o — z
and merged them — with A v - |
outstanding results. . g4 S S
Dandenong High. i Nus A Ny Rl
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VRN ey ST 2%*(1*3\ | B MartinGuakinia setto retre
1l et : ‘MR E&EME . -~ > _ | afteraherculean effort to
5.‘ g Ay e, X/ B e SER S amalgamate three schools

~¢ e, [ in Melbourne’s outer south-
) | east About80 per cent of

By MRS the students speak a
= N DANDENONG High's (! | language other than
J battered old school hall —in RNl N English at home.
i lineto be redeveloped and ¥ O PICTURES: MEREDITH OSHEA
§ notamoment too soon— | 0K
| principal Martin Culkin . L] g
?-'q'ﬂ gathers his staff for a meeting, :
I Aneatmanwithsilverhair, 2 "
ﬁ matching beard and an airof  : r b W TR :
|

wad e steeliness about him, Culkin g
talks about the usual things: tomor-

row’s swimming sports; principals i 3
from Norway visiting next week; the /\E
importance of teachers being :
punctual; kids smoking behind the : , T/ 1 : % : i .
trees down the back. ’ «™ XA ; : 1t | R ; ]

Then Culkin tells them, with some : / ) , s

difficulty, that he will retire on the last :
day of first term. He will be missed. : _‘
When he has finished speaking, all the : \

teachers stand and applaud him, and ~ : : |3
deputy principal Sue Ogden liftsher ;| / ;

glasses to wipe tears from her eyes.
That Culkin, 62, is ready for a break

is hardly surprising: in the past eight

years, he has overseen the at-times :

fraught merger of three flailing schools

into-asingle, largely harmonious one,

and survived a health-crisis that

almost took hislife.

{ With more than 2000 students and
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east, which has built schools within
schools and turned traditional ideas
of classroom teaching on their heads,
is starting to fulfil Culkin'sidea of a

“transformative” change and, in doing :

so, give its students a brighter future
than they otherwise might have had.

Dandenong High still has plenty to
contend with: more than 80 per cent
of its 2000 students speak a language
other than English athome. At lunch-
time, they chatter loudly in English,
but also Dari, Sinhalese, Albanian and
Tamil, to name a few. A third of the
students are refugees, mostly from
Afghanistan, Sri Lanka, Cambodia
and, increasingly, Africa. Many have
had interrupted schooling or no
schooling at all; some arrive not only
unable to speak a word of English, but
completely illiterate.

Dandenong is culturally rich but
one of the most disadvantaged areas
in Melbourne. Almost 90 per cent of
families at the school receive the Edu-
cation Maintenance Allowance, which
means at least one parent is a health-
care card holder. Some cannot afford
the uniform or textbooks, and the
school helps with all these things.

With a $45 million redevelopment
to oversee, Culkin's job was to create a
new school that would offset those
complex layers of disadvantage, while
merging three schools — one of which
was initially reluctant to come on
board — into one unified, high-
functioning school. To say that it was a
big project is an understatement.

“We were confronting issues of
uniform, student behaviour, work
expectations, basic courtesy to
teachers, dynamics with the parents
community, the whole box and dice,”
Culkin says.

Over the weeks that The Sunday
Age spent at the school, sitting in on
classes and speaking with students
and teachers, the consensus seems to
be that it has been a great success.

Of course, the school is not petfect.

Its VCE and NAPLAN results are not
yet where teachers want them to be,
although they are showing improve-
ment: last year, the school lifted its

percentage of VCE study scores over

40 to 3.9 per cent from 1.9 per cent the

year before, and 47 per cent of the

school’s year 12s went on to university,

which is higher than the state average
and up from 37 per centin 2007.
There are also ongoing issues around
punctuality and attendance: while
absenteeism at years 7, 8 and 12 is
slightly better than the state average,

atyears 9, 10 and 11 it is slightly worse.

But if the feel of a place is anything
to go by, then Culkin and his team
have managed to create a school
where the students actually want to
be, and in which they want to learn.
He has done this with a mixture of
innovation and discipline, applied
equally to students and teachers.

Culkin became principal of the old
Dandenong High School in 2000,
havingbeen principal at Parkwood
Secondary College in Ringwood and,
priorto that, one of the last technical
school principals at Echuca Tech in

: Victoria's north: By 2003, there was a
i feeling that the schools in the

i Dandenong area were not performing
: well enough and something needed to :
: bedone. :

Backing on to Dandenong High

: was Cleeland Secondary College, with :
i about 550 students and alarge refugee :
: population, including kids from :
i Sudan who had never stepped foot in
¢ aschool until arriving in Melbourne.

: Culkin says constant restructuring

i and experimenting led to some

: improvement in attendance and

: results, but it was still not performing
: aswell asit should.

Not far away was the tiny Doveton

High School, struggling to get by with
: just 175 students.

Although academically the

: strongest and the biggest of the three
i schools with 1350 students, Dande-

: nong High was also “just travelling

: along”. Students were increasingly

; disengaged and results were not what
: the teachers wanted them to be.

i Culkin realised that the school’s set-

i up, its traditional model of one

i teacherin front of a class of 25 or so,

: just wasn't working.

By the end of 2004, talk of a merger

began to percolate from the schools
: themselves.

Building destiny

» Dandenong High School has
2040 students, 162 teachers,

44 other staff.

» There are 77 different language
groups on campus.

» More than 80% of students
speak a language other than
English at home.

m A thivd of students are refugees
= Motto: “Every person is the
architect of their own destiny.”

m The original Dandenong High,
established 1919, was merged with
Cleeland Secondary College and
Doveton High at a cost of $45m.

» The new school’s first full year of
operation was 2011,

The Education Department, under

: the Bracks government, backed the

: idea of the three becoming one,

i although Culkin admits he worked the
: political system hard to get what he

i wanted. He lobbied then education

: minister Lynne Kosky and —more

: successfully— her successor Bronwyn
i Pike for the $45 million the redevelop-

ment would need, which was helped
: bybeing part of a “regeneration”
: project for the Dandenong area.

It was always going to be hard:

i Doveton accepted its situation was ]
: unsustainable, but Cleeland was more :
: resistant. The breakthrough came :
i when a demographic study and a

¢ curriculum audit of the three schools
: showed that not one of them was

: providing a comprehensive

: curriculum.

Tentatively, a merger was agreed.

i Culkin's old Dandenong High had

i most to lose from amalgamating with
: two weaker schools, and he insisted

: on several conditions before signing

: on: it should be tough on discipline —
i a “good, orderly, high-expectations

i based school” — it would be called

: Dandenong High School, and there

: would be compulsory uniforms. The
: task ahead of him was to designanew !
i school and merge with two others, f
: while not letting standards slip for the
i students in his care.

“I was pretty scared about it, to be

i quite honest,” he says. “And it wasn't a
i very pleasant process.”

The Education Department

i commissioned an architect to drawup
¢ some plans, but Culkin wasn't happy. |
i He knew that such a complex school
: would need to do something radical.

So he and the other two principals

: went on a study tour of the United

: States, Britain and New Zealand, and

i theidea of schools within schools —

: similar to what they had seen at

: Alfriston College south of Auckland— :
¢ took hold. He also realised that, partic- :
¢ ularly for migrant children, being
i parachuted into a school of 2000

i students would be overwhelming,

Eventually, it was decided that

¢ there should be seven “houses” that
i would each have about 300 students,
i 25 teachers and function as a quasi-

i independent school, complete with
 their own principals. The students are
i taught in those houses — Banksia,

: Callistemon, Darwinia, Eucalyptus,

i Fern, Grevillea and Hakea — for most
i oftheir schooling, atleast until years

: 11 and 12, where the broad range of

i subjects on offer necessarily means

: forming different teaching groups.

The seven houses, with their dark,

i clean exteriors, are identical apart

i from a signature colour— blue for

i Bucalyptus, orange for Banksia, for

i example. The classrooms are largely

: open, withlong glass walls facing a

i central area where students have their
¢ lockers and can work at tables. On the
i other side of the main thoroughfare is
: the staffroom, which also has glass

: walls, so students can see teachers at

i all times, and vice versa.

Within those houses, children are

i mostly taught in classes of 50 with
i three teachers, so that they come

: together as alarge class, and then
: break off into smaller groups for

i particular exercises.

In a year 10 English class in Euca-

! lyptus house one Thursday afternoon,
i the students have their heads in some
: “quietreading”. One girl has George

: Orwell's Animal Farm open; a boy at

: the desk behind her is reading a Garry
i Disher novel. There are 51 students in
i this “high needs” class across what is

: effectively two classrooms, with an

i open partition between them and

i whiteboards at each end.

There are three regular classroom

i teachers— one of whom is an English
i asaSecond Language teacher — and
: two teaching aides, to pay exira atten-

! tion to students with learning disabili-
: ties. About 14 of the students are ESL,
i and about six are special needs, with

i some falling into both categories.

: i Teacher Ffion Bowles is leadinig the

i lesson today. When she asks the

i students to stand up and place them-
i selves into groups, the noise goes up,
i and she and the other two teachers

: spend much time shushing the

: students.

At one end of the room is Dilisha

: Walpola, who takes balletlessons

i three days aweek and dreams of

: becoming a dancer in the Australian

: Ballet. Born in Australia to Sri Lankan

: parents, Dilisha’s fallback plan is to go
i to university and study physiotherapy.
i She likes the three-to-50 model.

i “Sometimes it gets too much to

: handle, but everyone is used to being

¢ inabigclass,” she says.

Her classmate Robina Ali was born

i in Afghanistan into a Shia Hazara

: family; arriving in Melbourne from

: Pakistan in 2010. Her parents are dead
i and she lives with two older brothers.

i About 60 per cent of Dandenong High
i students are Muslim, and like the

: other Muslim girls, Robina wears a

: navy blue hijab and white leggings

: underneath her long-sleeved summer
: dress.

When she has finished school she

i plans to go to university, where she

; hopes to study science with some arts
i subjects. “I am really interested in

i politics,” she says.

Not everyone likes this way of

i teaching, Culkin estimates that he has
i about six teachers who are outspoken
: in their dislike of the team teaching,

i and another eight or nine who rail

i against it more quietly.

“Outspokenness and lack of

. support of the direction of the school

¢ is one thing; teacher competence in

i the classroom is another thing. Quite

: often, these people actually can teach.
¢ So you've got to accept some vocal

i opposition, and that isn't all wrong,”

: he says. A young teacher who does like

B Contintied PAGE 16
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DJOne 1o death?

- English-language remakes of foreign films
- seem tobe bombing at the box office.

¥ A "7 HEN producer Scott
% #% / Rudinoptionedthe
| B A English-language
W/ §F rightsonSteg
% ¥ Larssons The Girl

2010, he'd be forgiven for anticipating

aslam-dunk hit. He had a global best- |
seller and two lead characters likelyto :

attract A-list acters. The only snag
was that the material had already
yielded film versions in the original
Swedish. But these had yet to open in
the key English-speaking markets,
which would surely be more excited
about a version starring Daniel Craig
(pictured) and directed by David
Fincher. Right?

Fast-forward two years, and the

film’s main backer, MGM, disclosed to

its investors that box office for
Fincher' film was “below our expect-
ations and we booked a modest loss”.
The result follows a damp squib

return for Let Me In, the US version of

Tomas Alfredson’s Let the Right One
In. (The remake starred young
Australian actor Kodi Smit-McPhee.)
Worldwide cinema gross on the

$20 million remake is $22 million —
almost certainly a loss-making ven-
ture for its backers, after costs, The
original Let the Right One In, by
contrast, with &n $11 million cinema
gross and a $4 million production
budget, looks highly profitable.

The question remains: why are
these English-language remakes
considered necessary in the first
place? The boom in Scandinavian

crime fiction has primed audiencesto :
embrace big-screen versions of global :

bestsellers — and they'd already
proved their ability to read, so
subtitles shouldn't be a problem,

This week, blackly comic Norwe-
gian crime thriller Headhunters,
adapted from a novel by popular local
author Jo Nesbo, opens on 80 British
screens, It opened in Australia last
month. With support from multi-
plexes and key independent cinemas
and a 100 per cent Fresh critical
rating on Rotten Tomatoes, the
planets look aligned for another
Scandi genre hit. Inevitably, an
English-language version is in the
works, due for release in 2014, cour-
tesy of Twilight producers Summit,
with Mark Wahlberg reportedly
eyeing the lead role.

Producer Kris Thykier, whose 2011
release The Debt was based on an
Israeli film that barely played beyond
itsborders, agrees that his film
benefited from the original’s negli-

“Clearly Dragon
[attoo does suffer
from the fact that
people had seen
the first one quite
recently before
KRIS THYKIER, producer !

i gible profile. “The Debtwas a brilliant
: small film which cost around

i $800,000, that— not only because of
: itsscale, but also because of its

¢ language — was very unlikely to get a
i broad audience,” he says.

i sion series Homeland, also based on
i anIsraeli property (Hatufim, aka

i Prisoners of War), the lesson would

i seem to be: take care over where you
; golooking for properties to remake;

i and the Middle East might be a good
i place to start.

i Ormaybe Iceland. While Contra-
i band, the remake of little-seen smug-
i gling thriller Reykjavik-Rotterdam,

i Isn't exactly setting the box office on

: fire, it is producer Working Title’s

: biggest ever US opener, and North

i American box office alone is a nifty

i $68 million,

4 As savvy producers such as

i Thykier know, the danger with

. Charles Gant considers why.

with the Dragon Tattoo books in early

; remakes is that the foreign original

i will suddenly achieve unexpected

i global penetration. “With Dragon

i Tattoo,” he says, “the timing of the

i original films' release was petfect in
i terms of the momentum around the
; books; you sawa success beyond

i anyone’s wildest dreams. Personally
i Twould say that Fincher made a bet-
i terfilm, but clearly it does suffer

i from the fact that people had seen
 thefirst one quite recently before.”

In fairness to Fincher, the global

i gross of his film stands at a not-too-

i shabby $232 million, overcoming

i the challenges of restrictive certifi-

: cates and a Christmas-holiday

i release date that didn’t chime well

i with the grisly content. Had the film

i notbeen budgeted at an extravagant
| i $90 million, this could have been a

i profitable endeavour. MGM remains
 interested in co-financing sequels

: with Sony, “assuming we can

i achieve better economics”,

Let Me In was more responsibly

i budgeted, but faced a different chal-
i lenge: the two lead characters are

i children, soit's just not possible to
: cast it with major stars. No lesson

| | had been learnt from the remaking
i of Argentinian hit Nine Queens as

i Criminal, with John C. Reilly and

i Diego Luna— a Hollywood-indie

i castlikely to appeal to the same

i audience that saw the original, and
i hardly anyone else,

Headhunters producer Marianne

i Gray, from Sweden's Yellow Bird
: Films (makers of the Dragon Tattoo
i movies), is right when she says:
Following the success of the televi-

“Everything is getting more global,

i and audiences are more and more

i accepting of subtitles.” But the

i increasing penetration of genre films
; into the traditional foreign-language
i space is also about something else.

i The films are succeeding because of
: their foreignness, not in spite of it.

Italy’s Gomorrah and Brazil's City

i of God offered genre fans flavours

i thatwere unique and authentic,

: Even Fincher set his Girl with the

i Dragon Tattoo in Sweden, eschewing
¢ the usual remake tactic of trans-

i planting the action to the US, [t felt

: authentic, as long as you overlook

i the fact the characters are speaking

: English.
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Just Dandy: three into one does g0
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the new system is Sam Thompson.
After excusing himself from his year 11
advanced maths class, he explains
that he was drawn to Dandenong
High as a graduate teacher two years
ago because it aligns with his belief in
the power of collaborative learning,
for students and teachers,

Still, he admits, “it’s a challenge to

- workwith other teachers, [such as]

marking, for you all to have the same
values and expectations within a

 classroom”. But when it works, it’s

great, and he loves the kids: “They are
always happy to see you.”

He is constantly amazed that he
canreprimand particular students in

in the day and be greeted warmly, as
though nothing has happened.

NE of the most

Important aspects of

how Culkin has gone

about the merger has

been to crack down

on discipline. A tidy

- uniform is enforced

and the school leaders in year 12 have
navy blazers to mark them out. Mobile
phones, make-up, nail polish and gum
are banned, and there is no tolerance
for lateness or rudeness. “This is a
pretty strictly run school, and I make
10 apologies for that,” he says,

The other part was to make sure
the merger was done in a staged way
with aslittle disruption as possible. In
2007 and most of 2008, the three
schools were still functioning as
separate entities while the first three
of the new “houses” were being built.
But by term four, 2008, Doveton High
shifted wholesale onto the Dande-
nong site, which in Culkin's words
“worked magnificently”.

While all of this was happening,
Culkin had his own crisis; attending a
conference in India in 2007 with his
wife, Joy, he fell critically ill with a

brain tumour that had begun to bleed,

and his life hung in the balance, He

spent a month recovering in a hospital

in India, and had to take a year off
work. Former Doveton High principal
Nigel Hutchison was brought out of
retirement to act as principal of
Dandenong High while Culkin
recovered. Culkin “really soul-
searched” about whether he would
continue as principal, but decided he
needed to finish what he had started.
By 2009, years 7 and 8 were in the
first of the three new buildings, while
years 9 and 10 were moved to the
Cleeland High campus as the rest of

the houses were being built. Year 11
and 12 stayed at Dandenong, Finally,

i-by 2011, all the studentswere at.the

Dandenong High site. With so much

:disruption, discipline needed to be

i enforced. When the crackdown came,
i Culkin says, the students got a shock.

: “We had massive suspensions, we had
; afewexpulsions, we had alot of

: confrontation within the school and

i from the families who said ‘this is not

: what we thought it was going to be'

i Butyou've justgot to ride through that
< mﬁ'"

The heaviest disciplinary burden

: fell to staffat the Cleeland campus,

: where theyhad the notoriously diffi-

i cultmiddle high-school years.

i Suspensions were handed out for talk-
one lesson, then bump into them later
i instructions, not being where they
were meant to be, and not wearing the
i correct uniform. He also had to make

: sure that teachers enforced the

i school’s laws, no matter how reluctant
i theywere to do so. “They were long,

i longbattles,” Culkin recalls. “They

i were long battles with kids, they were

i long battles with teachers and they

i were long battles with parents.”

g back to teachers, not following

Matt Burnham, a year 11 boy with

i athick thatch of red hair and a beard :
i he probably shouldn't be sporting, was ;
i astudent at Cleeland at that time, He
i says many of the

i pursues his goal of becoming a music
i producer or a graphic designer.

Given the range of ethnic back-

i grounds, including those from groups
i thathave been warring in their home.
: lands, Culkin says that remarkably

i little ethnic tension makes its way into
i the school. “There are some nasty

i barbs thrown around from time to

i time, but Australian people throw

i nasty barbs around too,” he says.

“We've also had a view that you

¢ don'tdo this stuff. This is not part of
: our broad culture. We don't just sit

i backandletithappen...I've

; provided a very forceful viewpoint to
i some families over the years. In the

i early days that I was here [there was]
i particularly aggressive behaviour of
i adults towards us in the school,” he

: says and shakes his head,

i “Unacceptable.”

Where the huge diversity of back-

i grounds is a challenge, of course, is in
 the classroom. The school has a new

i language centre where all students,

i regardless of their background, have

: extraliteracy and numeracy support

i Inthe early secondary years. English

i asaSecond Language is not taught as
i aseparate subject, but as part of a reg-
i ular English class. This means that in

the group of 50 in an English class,

\t

TRANEPORTEYT

i students were anxious about the mer-
i gersplitting up friendship groups. ;
i “Once we came here it was completely i
; different. A lot of students were

i against it but they just eased into it.”

Matt has just won a scholarship

i sponsored by Grocon and VicUrban,
i which gives him $2000 towards his
 final two years of school. With his

i single mum on a disability pension,

i money is tight, and the scholarship is
i ahuge help to the family as he

Dandenong High students,

; there will be a subgroup of ESL,
: students and, where possible, at least

one of the three teachers is a specialist

i in ESL. This helps to later ease the
i non-native speakers into a regular
i English class, :
i Theschool also has a problem with
¢ high-achieving students leaving to

i attend select-entry schools nearby:

i lastyear, 27 of the school’s brightest

i Yyear8studentsleft to take places at

i select-entry schools. That necessarily

i brings down Dandenong High's

i NAPLAN performance at year 9 the

: following year. “The trick for us is to

i doso well, they won't g0,” says Culkin.

Meanwhile, the goal on literacy is

: for 80 percent of year 7 and 9 students
i tobeat the state average by 2013, an

; ambitious target, as reading at year 9

: is the school's weakest area, perform-

: ingwell below the state average. Many
i students from refugee backgrounds

i are also ambitious, Culkin says — hav-
: Ingmade it to Australia, they are

: determined to make the most of the

i opportunity.

One of those is Murtaza Magsudi, a

i year 12 boy from Afghanistan who

i hopes to study medicine next year. His
; family are Shia Hazaras who fled to

i Pakistan in the 1990, before his father
; made his way to Australia in a boat

: and spent several years in a detention

i centre. It was about six years until the

i whole family was reunited in

i Melbourne, and now Murtaza, the

: youngest of nine children, is focusing

; his energies on doing aswell as he can
: athis VCE.

He says he loves the diversity of the

i school — he has friends from Chinese,
i Australian and Indian backgrounds —
i and is grateful for his education,

i “Compared with what I would have in
i Afghanistan,” he says, “I would be the

i luckiest person in the world.”

Dandenong High still has much

i work ahead of it and that will be done,
i atleastin the short term, with deputy
: Sue Ogden as acting principal. But

i Culkin is satisfied he is leaving the

i school on the right track: the VCE

i performance last year was an

i improvement on 2010; the students

: and teachers are happy, he receives

i little criticism from parents about the
i school’s structure. Perceptions within
i the community are different now; too

i — where he might not have had a

i single application for a teaching posi-
 tion seven or eight years ago, he now

i receives about 60.

“You're doing a really good service

i Ina community that is absolutely

i grateful for what you do. That's the
PICTURE: MEREDITH O'SHEA
: “Probably my most lasting memory is
i the parade of year 12 kids leaving the

i gymnasium [last year]. A couple of

i kids said to me, ‘Thanks for having

i me! I thought, ‘My god, I just could

i nottop that comment’”

best bit of it,” he says animatedly.

He shakes his head, clearly still
moved by the memory, and repeats it:

i “Thanks for having me,”

{ » IPAD AND ONLINE Peruse a
{ gallery of images from Dandenong
i High School.




