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BERNE EDUCATION CENTRE 
Lewisham (Sydney) 

Philip Robson CM 

The Berne Education Centre recently received a Commonwealth 
Educational Award “.. awarded in recognition of exceptional 
achievement in the education of young people...” This award was one 
of just fifty-one national educational awards given to schools across 
Australia and this recognition was deeply appreciated by the staff and 
parents of the school as well as the Marist Brothers who conduct this 
independent special school. Hence, it was suggested that it was 
probably a very appropriate time that I put pen to paper and write 
about this very worthwhile apostolate now entering its ninth year of 
operation. 

I am a Counsellor at Berne and am responsible for the co-ordination 
and delivery of its counselling services. I also fulfil the role of the 
School Chaplain. Initially, I commenced in these capacities on just two 
days a week in 1998, the year the school was established, as I was also 
the Provincial Treasurer of the Vincentian Province. Since the 
completion of my term as Provincial Treasurer at the end of 2004, I 
have been working at Berne four days each week. 

I have endeavoured to write this short article in a somewhat light 
hearted way and, to the best of my ability, convey the feel and culture 
of this most interesting school setting. I do this while recalling that 



Berne Education Centre 

128

final comment from my good mate, the Compiler of the Second Book 
of Maccabees – “… If my work is well organised and to the point that 
is just what I intended. If it is mediocre and trashy that is all I could 
manage!” [II Macc 15:38ff]   

The Background 

The school was opened in May of 1998 by the then Governor General, 
Sir William Deane, himself a product of Marist education. The school 
focuses on students whose education is deemed to be “at risk” . This 
normally means that they have been unsuccessful in their mainstream 
schooling by simply refusing to attend the normal school activities and 
programme or when attending their school causing some form of 
unacceptable chaos! Such students are usually referred to us by 
frustrated parents, frazzled school principals, dispirited school 
counsellors or other community agencies such as the Department of 
Community Services (DOCS). It is not by accident that our school 
motto is: “Hope Always!” Our school colours are Green, Gold and 
Maroon. Gold and Maroon were the colours of the Benedict 
Community School, a Marist school that was originally located in 
Auburn and then moved to the current campus used by Berne. Green
was added to the Gold and Maroon to symbolise new life. 

The school was named after Jean Baptiste Berne (15th September 1809 
– 10th October 1830). He was a destitute young lad whom St Marcellin 
Champagnat took in after the death of his mother. In fact Marcellin 
adopted the young boy who had no other family. 

In current Australian idiom, some would describe the young boy as 
being a bit “feral”  because he was lacking in many of the social graces 
and was in many other ways completely out of control. Initially he 
resisted the kindly efforts of the Brothers and ran away several times 
taking up the life style readily recognised these days as that of a “street 
kid” . Many of the Brothers were inclined to give him up as a lost cause 
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wanting to move on to those other young children who both needed 
and appreciated their efforts. 

Marcellin though did not give up on the lad that easily. With 
determination and love he managed to turn the boy around. The young 
boy settled down, was educated, and accepted the love and kindness 
extended to him by the Brothers. After a time Jean Baptiste Berne 
requested admittance to the Marist Community and in 1825 became 
known as Brother Nilamon. Sadly he died at the young age of 21 years 
attended to by Marcellin and the community of Brothers he had so 
recently joined. 

This story is important because it is a demonstration of St Marcellin’s 
holistic approach to pastoral practice as a young country priest and his 
vision for the educational formation of young people by the group of 
Brothers he had so recently founded. Interestingly, there are many 
common characteristics shared by St Marcellin and St Vincent de Paul. 
Both were Frenchmen focused on the needs of the poor country folk 
and both were very interested in the liberating impact of education. 
While Marcellin focused on youth and education, Vincent concentrated 
on the country clergy and the religious education of their congregations 
through his country parish missions. Both of these men were extremely 
determined to address the obvious needs of their time and both of them 
commenced their enterprise in a small, simple and humble way. This 
successful formula is very evident in the Berne Education Centre. 

The School 

The school deliberately, has a small student enrolment, normally 
somewhere between 35 and 45 students covering Years 8, 9 and 10. 
Being small allows a versatility that could not be expected of a normal 
mainstream high school. Students are often taught one-to-one or in 
groups of 3 or 4. Larger classes of 10 to 12 students often have a 
teacher’s aide or volunteer in the classroom working with the class. 
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The school took over part of the old premises of St Thomas’ School in 
Thomas Street Lewisham right opposite the Lewisham Railway Station. 
The Benedict Community School had also used these premises. 
Lewisham is one of the inner western suburbs of Sydney. 

The school shares these facilities with the Catholic Education Office’s 
Intensive English Language Centre, which caters for students attending 
catholic schools within the Archdiocese of Sydney who need special 
help learning the English language. 

Berne is a recognised special school and is a member of the 
Independent Catholic Special Schools Association, which also includes 
schools for the hearing and sight impaired. 

The past eight years have provided a real challenge for the Marist 
Brothers and the staff of the school. Starting a school from scratch 
makes you realise just what goes to make up a school, important things 
you cannot purchase, hire or manufacture – things like tradition and 
culture. I have been involved only with schools that had these 
important elements and in abundance. They are schools that already 
have a great past history and tradition, full of stories and pictures of 
times past. The challenge for Berne is to discover and weld its own 
culture and history. 

As with any school, this special school has quite a number of 
educational and formational goals though one of the most basic is to 
provide these “at risk”  students with the opportunity to be awarded a 
School Certificate by the New South Wales Board of Studies. This is a 
certificate certifying the successful completion of the first four years of 
high school education. 

Any causal observer watching the Berne students arrive to school each 
day would recognise it as a special school or at least different from 
other schools. The students wear no school uniform (less arguments 
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with staff at school upon arrival - no tie to have done-up or shirt to 
have tucked-in). Also these kids can tend to appear a bit scary to an 
observer as many of them have no school bag and are often in no 
particular hurry to get into the school grounds unless egg and bacon 
rolls are on the Breakfast Programme that particular morning and then 
they’ll smell that lovely aroma as they leave the railway station 
platform. The students are on a first name basis with their teachers and 
the school support staff. They also share the same community room 
thus having their morning recess break and lunch break with the school 
staff. 

There are also other battles the school chooses not to fight – there is no 
homework. Individual attention in small classes appears to address any 
additional practice or insight required in a subject. 

Money is always a problem in a special school because programmes 
and teaching requires more funds than the standard high school. By 
necessity the special school has a much higher number of teachers and 
support staff for a small student enrolment. To meet this need the 
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Province of the Marist Brothers, each year, has given substantial funds 
for the running of the school. 

The school’s loyal band of supporters (parents, ex-parents, Marist 
supporters etc) and school staff endeavour to raise further funds. Some 
tens of thousands of dollars are raised each year to support this worthy 
enterprise in order to provide the little extras for the students. This 
fund raising involves such things Trivia Nights, a Melbourne Cup 
Sweep each year, an Annual Dinner held at the NSW Parliament, 
together with Raffles and appeals to Service Clubs and other 
philanthropic organisations etc. 

In-School Special Programmes 

These are programmes that operate within the normal structure and 
routine of the school. There is a specific member of the staff 
responsible to run each programme and to keep the rest of the staff 
informed of what is happening within that programme. 

i   Individual Counselling 

Each student enrolled at the school has a counsellor and at present we 
have three counsellors. Complementing this core group we often 
accept placements from the universities and the Australian College of 
Applied Psychology. These people are usually intern Psychologists or 
Counsellors in the final stages of their degrees. 

The challenge of counselling “at risk”  students is overcoming their 
learned resistance to the counselling process and getting them to re-
engage in counselling. This resistance is often caused by a previous 
negative experience of counselling which may have been caused 
because the counsellor/s at their previous schools either did not have 
the necessary time to assist them or only had the student referred to 
them when things were already out of control and the cause was lost. 
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They also did not have the magic wand to solve all the problems being 
experienced and to fix-up some of their teachers who had so obviously 
“lost it” ! 

The methodologies employed by the counsellors are very eclectic 
though in the main are they are based upon the Reality and Cognitive 
Behaviour therapies – and there is no magic wand technique that I have 
been able to discover. 

ii   Buddies & Friends 

This is a mentoring programme designed to help the students via a 
friendship of someone outside of the school community and the 
student’s own family. The mentors, usually young adults (20-35 years 
of age), are interviewed by the school, which also initiates the New 
South Wales legislated child protection screening process. 

The mentors participate in a training day, after which they matched to 
a participating student. The final preparatory step involves mentors 
taking part in a “meet the parents” session at the school. 

The programme has particular relevance for single parent families 
where the modelling of either parental role is often lacking. It also 
allows the involvement of an impartial party with whom the student 
can share things, take advice and participate in appropriate social 
activities (students often go to sporting fixtures, movies, meals etc with 
their mentor on weekends or during school holidays etc). 

iii   Family Support 

The school works with the families of its students endeavouring to 
facilitate a happy and harmonious family environment. Troubled 
children tend to have a big impact on the rest of their family - parents, 
siblings, and their family relatives. Parenting Skills courses are 
conducted by the counsellors to which parents commit themselves to 
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participate on one evening a week over six weeks. This programme 
provides support for the parents as they realise that they are not alone 
confronting the challenge of rearing a troubled teenager. Home visits 
and family mediation are also available as the need arises. 

iv   Changing Lanes 

Inevitably some ex-students tend to “crash and burn” in the initial 
months after they leave school and confront the job market or take up 
their first employment opportunity. For those who find they are having 
difficulties at work, or have lost their job or are experiencing difficulty 
in finding suitable employment or re-employment - this programme 
assists them in finding a job. Resumes are constructed and the 
participants are supported in their efforts to obtain a new job or a 
placement at TAFE (Technical & Further Education) or other training 
facility. 

v   Suspension, Withdrawal & Assistance [SWAP] 

This initiative assists mainstream schools with students who are 
suspended or who require extra support in their educational formation.  

Suspension - these students attend the SWAP unit and follow the 
normal routine of their home school in which they remain enrolled. It 
affords them the opportunity to continue their schoolwork whilst at the 
same time being removed from their peers. This provides peace of 
mind for their home school dealing with this student’s problems while 
he or she is temporarily removed from the school campus. It also 
ensures less disruption to a student’s domestic scene which is very 
important for working parents. 

Support – students may require more attention than could normally be 
afforded them at their mainstream home school. In this programme 
these needs are addressed for a determined time or on one or two days 
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of their normal school week when he or she would participate in this 
programme at Berne.  

Assistance – staff from the SWAP unit visit the mainstream high 
school to endeavour to address the needs of that school in relation to its 
“at risk”  student/s. These needs addressed in this visit vary from 
advice in management of student problem behaviours, to better 
addressing the specific learning difficulties being experienced or the 
social behaviours that are causing problems within the home school. 

The Kids and Their Families 

Over the past eight years the school has been privileged to have had 
enrolled some wonderful young men and women. Many of them have 
gone into the workforce and obtained various trade qualifications, 
some have gone on to the two final years of high school and then to 
university, Hope Always! 

By and large the students come from a cross section of society though 
poor and disadvantaged families tend to be over represented. The 
immediately difficulties faced by these young people and their parents 
are expressed as problems such as: school phobia, anxiety and 
depression, substance abuse, negative peer power, lack of supervision 
or control, school suspension and expulsion.  

On top of this, another level of psychological labelling has been fixed 
to many of these students and such labelling sticks! For example, 
AD/HD (Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder), ODD 
(Oppositional Defiant Disorder), OCD (Obsessive Compulsive 
Disorder), CD (Conduct Disorder) just to name some of these 
seemingly modern ailments all of which, it appears cannot be 
vaccinated against during infancy! 
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The problems of these young people are then further aggravated by the 
numerous part time job opportunities available to them. Sadly such 
employment provides many of them with the necessary money to 
participate in age inappropriate behaviours (e.g. drinking, smoking, sex 
etc) not to mention the various type of anti-social or illegal conduct 
they may engage in. 

Many parents endeavouring to be firm, caring and confident and 
indeed expressing all the other qualities of a good parent often find 
themselves disempowered in our contemporary society. Peer power 
and the quick communication of the mobile call not to mention the 
constant SMS syndrome challenge even the most insightful parent. 

Society then helps to muddy the waters as its politicians “dive for 
cover” when faced with critical social issues involving young people 
often demanding that the school become a solver of all a student’s 
problems. However, if it is unable or unwilling to do this immediately, 
they will just make another law or hold an enquiry and that will fix it! 
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The Staff 

Initially, the staff the school employed was very experienced, teachers 
and support staff, who had seen and experienced most of the things 
that can occur at a school. Over the last eight years as the school 
developed its methodologies and techniques, it has been able to 
employ younger and more recently trained teachers to join this 
experienced staff. 

It has always been a priority to engage staff members who are really 
enthused by the challenge of dealing with students who have serious 
learning and behaviour difficulties. Such staff members have to be 
people who know how to communicate with our young people. 
One of the current challenges facing the staff is learning and 
understanding the every changing “kid-culture” This involves 
understanding the language often referred to as “kidspeak” which is 
too often misunderstood by hard of hearing adults as a series of often 
inaudible grunting noises and an unrecognisable sign language. 

Many parents would be familiar with this cultural expression in its 
general form. It often involves the new use of many common English 
words though with a different meaning. For example, if something is 
“mad!”  It means it is great, wonderful even thrilling and not 
considered demented. Or if something is “gay!”  It means that it 
“sucks”, stinks, is moronic and does not refer to anything homosexual, 
far from the original meaning of “gay” referring to some form of 
happiness.  
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The Future 

The need for special schools such as Berne is very apparent to anyone 
involved in teaching the young. Fortunately, this school continues to 
be the last hope for many youngsters in this area of Sydney 
endeavouring to be awarded the basic high school certificate. We pray 
for a white knight to arrive on his charger with a giant cheque that 
would provide the school with its own suitable premises and financial 
stability. In the meantime we confidently work at this most rewarding 
teaching and formational apostolate. 

**** 


