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Overview

The need for a program for community volunteers in Greater Shepparton was first identified by Greater 
Shepparton Lighthouse as an early strategic priority. As the organisation was in its infancy, the project 
was implemented in partnership with the Community Fund Goulburn Valley.

Lisa McKenzie, the then CEO of the Community Fund and a foundation Steering Group member of 
Lighthouse, set up a volunteer program trial in 2012 which has continued to operate successfully in 
disadvantaged schools in Greater Shepparton.

There has been a growing awareness in Shepparton in recent years of the increased concentration of 
disadvantaged families in three Shepparton and two Mooroopna State Primary Schools.

This has seen increased pressure on the schools as they struggle to address the complex needs of 
the families they cater for.  Very high levels of disadvantage including large Indigenous and refugee 
populations in the schools mean the schools lack the social capital and connections that have been 
traditional sources of support.

For example, there are relatively low numbers of parent volunteers engaged in the schools in programs 
such as school reading and fundraising and parents often lack the skills and confidence to participate 
on school councils. Overall this lack of social capital has seen the schools become isolated and this 
has led to unhealthy fragmentation within the community. “White flight’’ has seen the movement of 
middle class families out of several schools to outlying primary schools.

Relatively low school readiness (AEDI 2012), high SEIFA rankings (the ABS Socio‐Economic Indexes 
for Areas), complex family issues including drug and alcohol use, domestic violence and mental health 
problems and  poor school attendance create many challenges for the schools. 

Some 3,000 children are growing up in a welfare family in Shepparton and among these families and 
schools there is a dearth of role models who are engaged in work. 

For Shepparton to remain a prosperous community  we need to address the divide between middle 
class and disadvantaged and vulnerable families  and ensure all members of the community have the 
ability to be engaged and productive. This has been identified as an important priority in the Greater 
Shepparton Lighthouse project which aims to provide ALL children with the opportunity to thrive and 
realise their potential.

The volunteer program was established with this in mind. It is designed to:

• Create lasting relationships between the students and school, business and member of the 
wider community

• Provide mentors and role models for young people from jobless families

• Support the schools that struggle to meet the needs of their vulnerable families

• Provide schools with access to a pool of supporters with skills and expertise

• Develop appreciation within the business and wider community of the barriers facing 
vulnerable children and families

• Improve social cohesion and connectedness across the Shepparton community



A recently completed community engagement consultation saw more than 1,000 people from all 
walks of life in Greater Shepparton participate in conversations to explore the elements of a successful 
childhood and what is working and not working in our community.

A very strong theme was the need to improve social connection and to create links and pathways for 
young people that can build social and other skills and lead eventually to work opportunities.

The trial has provided links between schools, the corporate and business community and clubs 
interested in volunteering in disadvantaged primary schools.

Given the success of the trial outlined below, there is a good working model and strong case for 
expanding the program more widely.

We are confident the trial has created the basis for a strong and replicable framework that can 
be rolled out by expanding the number of schools, businesses and volunteers involved. The trial 
has indicated a high investment on return could be achieved with the appointment of a dedicated 
volunteer co-ordinator.



Background to five disadvantaged primary schools in the Shepparton region

Wilmot Road Primary School
SFO index (out of 1.0) * 0.92 (second highest in State)
ICSEA index ** 835 
Enrolments (2015) 285
Student background • 77% come from backgrounds other than English – Arabic, Afghan, 

Samoan, Sudanese and Turkish origin and 9% are Koori descent.
• Around 92% of families have health care cards

Purpose/guiding principle To provide an inclusive, rigorous learning environment that challenges 
and engages young people to grow as passionate learners to 
continually improve student outcomes.

School Motto Happiness through Achievement
Special features of the school • Strong partnership with parents and the community

• Strong teaching staff and support staff – Multicultural aides and 
Family Liaison Officers, interpreters

• Finalist – 2014 Partnership with family and community award
• Achieving better links with families through playgroup and kinder 

programs
• Supported by community and business scholarships 

Gowrie St Primary School
SFO index (out of 1.0) * 0.80
ICSEA index ** 839
Enrolments (2015) 280
Student background • 30% of students are from Indigenous background and 25% of 

students are represented by 16 multicultural communities,  primarily 
Afghani; Arabic, Turkish, Samoan and Sudanese

• 95% of families have health care cards and the remaining 5% are 
low paid employees

• Intergenerational poverty is a major issue for most families
Purpose/guiding principle Promoting high expectations, teachers, parents, and the community 

will share the responsibility of providing a balanced, varied school 
curriculum designed to meet the academic, cultural, and social 
needs of individuals from the diverse backgrounds of our community. 
To provide a safe, secure learning environment for all community 
members.

School Motto Caring for Yourself, Caring for your Learning, Caring for Others and 
Caring for your School.

Special features of the school • The school provide a very welcoming culture of support to 
the whole family - integrating with the community through the 
establishment of a playgroup and kinder program 

• High expectations at school to provide a culture of community and 
caring for each other

• Enhanced support with the services of tutors, specialists, a welfare 
team and chaplain.



Background to five disadvantaged primary schools in the Shepparton region

Mooroopna Park Primary School
SFO index (out of 1.0) * 0.86
ICSEA index ** 803 (lowest in state)
Enrolments (2015) 125
Student background • 40% indigenous; 15% other cultures 

• Majority of families have health care cards
• The school has high transient population and is in a rapid growth 

phase after a period of falling numbers.
• Dealing with a lot of students with behavioural issues

Purpose/guiding principle To engage all students in a challenging and relevant curriculum so 
that they achieve academic excellence, a love of learning and social 
competence.

School Motto Striving to achieve excellence
Special features of the school • Focus - provide a safe, secure and stimulating learning environment 

for all students – catering for the diverse range of learning styles 
and cultural differences. 

• The school has adopted the motto of a ‘no excuse’ school, 
so we strive to have high expectations with learning and social 
interactions.

• Undertaking the Emotional Intelligence program

St Georges Rd Primary School
SFO index (out of 1.0) * 0.82
ICSEA index ** 842
Enrolments (2015) 406
Student background • 30% of students from non-English speaking background mainly 

Arabic and Afghani and 12% are from Indian, Samoa and 
Polynesian Islands. 

• 22% of students are Indigenous
• 85% of all students have health care card and the number of 

vulnerable families is growing
Purpose/guiding principle To build strong, respectful connections and work in partnership with 

our diverse community to equip children with the skills, knowledge 
and personal dispositions to become positive and active citizens of the 
future. 
The values that permeate the culture of our school are: Respect, 
Responsibility, Pride and Excellence.

School Motto Knowledge, Service and Happiness
Special features of the school • Focus on developing leadership capacity of older students 

• Strong focus on foundational language and literacy acquisition 
particularly in the early years

• Students are supported with a Welfare Officer, Chaplain, Literacy 
and Numeracy support staff, Koori Educator and Multicultural 
Aides.

• The school is supporting parents become active members of the 
school community through Coffee Club, Homework Club and 
school scholarships



Background to five disadvantaged primary schools in the Shepparton region

Mooroopna Primary School
SFO index (out of 1.0) * 0.71
ICSEA index ** 873
Enrolments (2015) 250
Student background • 18% of student population from indigenous background

• Low number of students from non-English speaking background
• Most of students come from low socio economic background

Purpose/guiding principle To engage all students in a challenging and relevant curriculum so 
that they achieve academic excellence, a love of learning and social 
competence.

School Motto Motivated, Persistent and Successful
Special features of the school • Priority is to focus on building social skills, literacy, numeracy and 

the Arts
• The school is committed to provide a caring environment where 

children are encouraged to be safe and happy; respectful and 
learners

Reference

*SFO – the Student Family Occupation (out of 1.0) describes the occupation of parent as a rating with 
the higher the number the more disadvantaged the school community.

Occupation 
Group

Occupation Category Description Weighing

Senior management in large business organisation, government 
administration and defence, and qualified professionals

0.00

Other business managers, arts/media/sports persons and associate 
professionals

0.25

Tradesmen/women, skilled office, sales and service staff 0.50
Machine operators, hospitality staff, assistants, labourers and relat-
ed workers

0.75

Unemployed & pensioners (for 12 months or longer) 1.00

**ICSEA – Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage is a figure that represents the level of 
educational advantage. The average is 1000 with the highest score being 1200 and the lowest 800.



The trial

Who’s been involved?

To date there have been four primary schools and five business and organisations involved in the trial.

Wilmot Road Primary School 

The trial commenced with Shepparton’s Dawes and Vary Lawyers in 2012. Two members of staff 
visit the Wilmot Rd Primary School every second Wednesday to assist with the delivery of the school 
breakfast program. Between 10 and 20 students attend the program and both the school and Dawes 
and Vary report high levels of satisfaction. Dawes and Vary’s involvement in the school has since 
grown.

Dawes and Vary Director, Lesley Hart, writes:

“The staff of Dawes & Vary in Shepparton were approached by the Community Fund with a view to 
getting involved in some volunteer work within the Shepparton community. The Community Fund put 
forward a number of options that would suit our staff’s availability and interests. As a result of this, 
Dawes & Vary formed a partnership with Wilmot Road Primary School, which is a school catering for a 
large proportion of Shepparton’s more disadvantaged families. Our involvement to date has included:

• Assisting fortnightly with a breakfast program, where the students are encouraged to come 
to school and receive breakfast in a friendly and safe environment

• Assisting with the school’s leadership program, where Dawes & Vary staff attend after 
hours to support those children whose parents are not there to partner them in the 
program

• Dawes & Vary staff speaking at a school prize-giving assembly, with a view to encourage 
and inspire the children

The awarding of a $500 scholarship to a Grade Six student

Following this success, Goulburn Broken Catchment Management Authority was approached in 
February 2013 and soon after staff commenced volunteering at Wilmot Rd Primary School.

Currently more than 15 staff are involved in the homework program.

Two members of GBCMA staff attend the Wilmot Rd Primary School Learning Club each Thursday 
for one hour. Children numbers average about 12 but can increase to 20.  The GBCMA has also 
supported some other school events such as presenting awards at assembly and undertaking 
presentations on environmental issues. They now provide a $500 scholarship to a year 5 student to 
assist with years 5 and 6.



St Georges Road Primary School 

St Georges Road Primary School is a school of 400 students with 30% from non-English speaking 
backgrounds (Arabic and Afghani); 22% indigenous and 12% from South East Asia (India) and Samoa. 
85% of all students have a health care card and the number of vulnerable families is growing. In 2015 
only 10% of students paid their school fees.

Since mid-2013, a group of up to ten retired Shepparton women have been volunteering at St 
George’s Rd Primary School to support vulnerable girls, many of them refugee children who 
sometimes feel isolated in the playground.

Principal Dougie Souter explains:

“The Thursday lunchtime knitting program has grown from strength to strength since its inception 
midway through the year (2013).  

Initially the group commenced with 6 girls in the senior section of the school, under the expert and 
friendly tutelage of a small group of women who rotate the weekly visits between them.  We thought 
this sized group would be manageable for teaching the finer skills of knitting. However, we realised 
very quickly, that the interest amongst the students far exceeded the initial group of six! The exciting 
development over time has been the sustained interest in the program and the growing numbers of 
children wanting to participate. Currently there are 30 participants in the project with a waiting list.

The group has expanded significantly … and the knitting ladies have developed a warm and nurturing 
rapport and have taken a personal interest in our ‘knitting students’ and the projects they have 
selected. The connections between our knitting mentors and students is a delight to observe, has 
added great value and a strong sense of community within the group. ”

Gowrie Street Primary School 

Gowrie Street Primary School is a school of 280 students represented by 30% Indigenous culture (the 
second highest percent per capita of Indigenous students outside Mildura); 25% from multicultural 
communities mainly from Afghanistan, Arabia, Turkey, Samoa and Sudan. There are 16 cultures 
represented at the school and 95% have a health care card and the remaining 5% of students have 
parents on low wages. Intergenerational poverty is a significant issue for the school.

Since mid-2012 the Shepparton Private Hospital has made 30 rounds of sandwiches most weeks of 
the school term for distribution by Gowrie St Primary School to students with no lunch. This is proving 
invaluable for vulnerable children from families experiencing drug and alcohol dependency, domestic 
violence and/or financial crisis where lunch is not regularly provided.

 



Mooroopna Park Primary School 

Mooroopna Park Primary School is a school of 125 students of which 40% are Indigenous and 15% 
from the multicultural community.  The school is growing in numbers. It experiences students with 
significant behavioural issues and complex needs due to high levels of the poverty and disadvantage.

In February 2014, the Community Fund was approached by the Commonwealth Bank Shepparton as 
they were keen to undertake some volunteer work in the community. It was suggested they support 
Mooroopna Park Primary School, one of the more disadvantaged primary schools in the area.

They decided to build a vegetable garden at the school. Earth works, fencing, fruit bins, soil, water 
system and seedlings were sourced free or cheaply by the Community Fund with costs shared 
between the Community Fund and the bank while a landscaped gardener donated his time free. 
Fifteen bank staff descended on the school to install and plant out the garden. Corporate sponsors 
included SPCA, Billabong Garden Complex, Western Composting, Water Dynamics and Coates Hire. 

The Commonwealth Bank Shepparton has now implemented a literacy program in the school, with 
staff participating in a weekly program using a national framework developed by the Bank.

School lunches

Commencing in early 2014, Lisa McKenzie and a volunteer, Lyndon Gallea,  developed a program 
to make and distribute up to 100 rounds of sandwiches per week at Wilmot Rd and St Georges Rd 
primary schools.  The program has now grown to involve Go Tafe and Shepparton Foodshare and is 
operating independently of The Community Fund and Lighthouse.

What’s worked?

Interviews with each of the schools, businesses and organisations involved in this trial have shown the 
project to be a considerable success.

Every relationship has blossomed and continued since the first meeting between the volunteer 
organisation and the school, and in some instances the organisation has gone on to volunteer in other 
capacities with the school. Real, deep connections have been made and volunteers have stepped up 
to be strong, supportive mentors for individual students.

Minimal administration work has been required to date by the school and the volunteering 
organisation. Each volunteer has a working with children check before commencing. The success of 
the project has been reliant on the volunteers being high calibre – dependable and committed people 
wanting to make a difference. 

What hasn’t worked?

The volunteer project has worked extremely well to date with minimal investment of time and 
resources. No negative feedback has been received from either the schools, organisations or 
individuals involved. 



Moving forward with these schools

In reviewing the trial, the schools were asked their interest in retaining and growing the program.   All 
Principals involved responded with a request for more volunteers. Why? Because it works, great 
relationships are built and there is the element of a “community that is raising our children”. 

Wilmot Road Primary School would like more support to 

• Build sporting connections – mentors to encourage kids to play sport on the weekend. This 
should include mentoring  parents to be Team Managers

• Creation of a needlework /arts and craft club

• Volunteer involvement/mentors/role models to help out with the existing school hub 
playgroup

Mooroopna Park Primary School would like support to focus on 

• Their Grades 4/5 and 5/6 students

• Programs that engage kids in life skills such as repairing a bike; woodwork; cooking; art 
and craft and knitting

• Updating their garden (and repainting the totem pole) and using this as a focus to engage 
the students and the parents

• Exploring ways to connect with grandparents – lots of grandparents turned up for 
“grandparents day” – how do we harness that interaction?

St Georges Road Primary School is seeking

• Hands on learning experiences for boys eg: woodwork and gardening

• To establish a homework club – particularly focused on the Arabic families 

• Help with student leadership – the school needs a pool of people to access to develop a 
leadership program

• Reading support – particularly focused on Grades prep to 2.

Gowrie Street Primary School identified the need for

• Sport Team Manager mentors to build the capacity of parents to support footy, netball, 
soccer and basketball. Currently the school has 11 sporting teams that are all supported 
by teachers. There are no parent helpers

• Funds to pay for sports tops and boots and uniforms – this could be achieved through 
corporate partnership



• Support to 

• serve the breakfast program from 8.15am to 8.45am everyday

• listen to students read

• offer extracurricular activities such as craft and activities for boys.

• More support for their homework club. The Smith Family provide a great service but are 
always looking for more volunteers.

Mooroopna Primary School would like support to offer 

• Boys activities – tinkering with engines, wood working, gardening, computers

• A supported reading program

Greater Shepparton City Council supports 13 kindergartens and 13 child care centres; of which five 
have been identified as significantly disadvantaged. They are looking for volunteers to read books to 
children who attend these centres.

The Greater Shepparton Lighthouse Volunteering Program in the future

The success of this volunteering project relies on high calibre volunteers interacting in and meaningful 
way with school students. The benefits are multiple and include improving community links and social 
connectedness and teaching students new skills such as reading, English and craft. Many of the 
children are relatively isolated and may not have a network of caring adults in their lives.

The project is likely to stagnate and eventually fold if there is not on-going management of volunteers 
and organisations and the development of new relationships.  The appointment of a Volunteer Project 
Co-ordinator would ensure the viability and growth of this important initiative.

Another important element to ensure the on-going success of the program will be the establishment 
of a steering group comprising community leaders with strong networks that can be accessed and 
utilised by the Volunteer Project Co-ordinator. 

Resourcing  

The estimated costs of putting the volunteer program on a sustainable footing are associated with the 
employment of a part time Volunteer Project Co-ordinator  (3 days per week)  and associated on-costs 
ie. $100k approximately comprising an $80k full-time salary plus on costs including a vehicle   Greater 
Shepparton Lighthouse will seek philanthropic support to fund the position which is considered vital to 
the on-going viability of the project.

 



Conclusion

The trial Volunteer Project has created strong relationships between students, schools and the wider 
community. There are now volunteers who have made a lasting commitment to supporting the project 
and those volunteers are developing an appreciation of the barriers that face vulnerable children 
and families. The project has the capacity to improve social cohesion and connectedness across 
the Greater Shepparton community and is seen as invaluable by disadvantaged schools battling to 
provide the skills and connections needed by their students.

There is a strong desire to see the program continued and expanded in existing schools and into 
additional schools. This model is relatively cheap, replicable and sustainable and has the capacity to 
deliver multiple benefits.

It has the potential to be a flagship project of Greater Shepparton Lighthouse forging the way for 
further collective impact initiatives and sustained change in our community

It is strongly recommended that funding is identified and a co-ordinator put in place to ensure this 
program does not lose momentum. Philanthropic and government funding options should be explored 
urgently and as a priority to ensure continuity.






