
St Joseph’s Primary,  

Barraba, NSW 

“Open My Eyes” 
 

In many ways I would describe 2003 as my Mary MacKillop Year. In those early days of Butterfly 

Music I would find myself travelling to small rural communities in New South Wales, Victoria, 

Queensland, and South Australia, to visit those small schools of 40-80 children, willing to take a 

chance on a newcomer. And in visiting these places I would be constantly astounded to read 

foundation plaques telling of the school’s founding up to and beyond a century ago by Mary 

MacKillop’s Josephites. 

 

One such place was St Joseph’s at Barraba in the Armidale Diocese, with an enrolment then of just 

over 70 students (ask me about the Motel in Barraba!). To make the most of the day, Yvonne 

Rincheval, the principal, invited neighbouring schools, St Michael’s, Manilla, and St Mary’s Bingara 

(since closed), to be a part of the day. 

 

In organising the day, the schools set up a rotational program. While one group work, perhaps a K-2, 

would work with me, the 3-4 group would have an art-based activity, while the 5-6 children would 

have a sporting activity together. The children would then rotate through a set of three activities 

during the day before our combined concert in the afternoon. 

 

The day gave the children of the three schools a chance to interact in a large group beyond the 

experiences offered by their own small schools. Importantly, it also gave their teachers a chance to 

interact on a social and professional level.  

 

Two years after my visit I was speaking with Warren Kay, who was on staff at St Michael’s Manilla 

in 2003 but had just moved to Guardian Angels’ School in Wynnum in Brisbane. He spoke with 

fondness of the day and said that it had actually begun a dialogue between the teachers in the three 

small schools. During the course of the days formal proceedings and the meal breaks the teachers had 

begun to share ideas. This had later extended to more formal professional sharing of ideas and 

resources. 

 

In small rural schools teachers often feel so isolated, geographically, socially and professionally. 

Fortunately, formal and informal networks can be established to alleviate this isolation. Ironically, 

professional isolation can be even more prevalent in urban settings as isolation is far more subtle an 

issue. 

 

I remember in my first year of teaching feeling the enormous burden of being almost solely 

responsible for the educational development of this group of nearly 40 children and reflecting how 

alone I was. No-one really knew what I did behind those doors and could I really teach? Thereafter I 

often sought the opportunity to open my doors and get some feedback from colleagues, principals and 

co-teachers.  

 

Teaching is such a diverse vocation. We have many talents as individuals. The beginning teachers 

have much to learn from the experienced, but often those who have been at the “coal face” can learn 

much from those with a fresh outlook. Sometimes all we need is an open door or, more importantly, 

an open mind. 
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