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Episode 3: Jennifer Oaten, Principal (Class of 1985)  

Jake: [00:00:00] Welcome to The Santa Maria College Podcast, where once a month we sit down with 

members of our community, who are creating, innovating, leading, and contributing to making the 

world a better place. From the College's history, to social justice, to entrepreneurship and innovation, 

we tap into a wide range of topics that affect our girls who are the leaders of tomorrow. 

So come along with us for the ride as we pick the brains of those who have been pivotal in Santa 

Maria's growth and celebrate those who continue to be change-makers. 

I'd like to introduce you all to a very special guest, Jennifer Oaten. So, for those of you who don't 

know, Jennifer is the Principal at Santa Maria College and has been since 2018. First, thank you for 

taking the time to sit down and chat with me today. I think it's such a fantastic opportunity for 

[00:01:00] members of our community to get to know you and also your vision for the College. So how 

are you today?  

Jennifer: I'm doing very well, Jake, and lovely to be here chatting to you today.  

Jake: Oh, thank you.  

So, Jen has a strong sense of connection and belonging to Santa Maria, which dates back to when she 

began as a border in Year 8. 

She's also spent over 20 years in Catholic education with faith and community being at the centre of 

everything she does. In today's episode, we are going to be talking through Jen's experience as an 

educator, look at her greatest strengths as a leader, reflect on her time as a Santa Maria College 

student. 

Also explore some of the benefits of single-sex education, as well as what separates Santa Maria from 

other all-girls’ schools, and also address Jen's goals and vision for the 2023 school year.  

So, to start, I'd like to look back on [00:02:00] the year that was 2022. I think you can agree that it was 

a huge year.  

Jennifer: Very much. 

Jake: You know, we accomplished so much as a College, from the launch of our EmPOWER Learning 

Projects to the landfill diversion Organic Revolution initiative to the introduction of pants as a winter 

uniform alternative, just to name a few. 

How does it make you feel looking back at everything the College achieved in 2022?  



 

Jennifer: Look very proud, Jake. I think we've got some fantastic leaders here at the College that have 

been driving these initiatives, but such a committed team of staff who really work together for the 

best outcomes for the girls. 

I think for me it's also about the students and their great commitment and belonging and their love of 

our school. So, I think that's really some of the things that make me most proud.  

Jake: And do you have a proudest moment? Does [00:03:00] anything spring to mind for you?  

Jennifer: Well, look, there's a number this year. 

I think certainly navigating COVID-19 was challenging, but I think we did that successfully. The launch 

of Santa's Workshop, which is a great opportunity for our girls going forward. Also, our Cultural 

Centre, which is going to be commencing next year is a really big one that we've been working on. 

But also too, it's about our Year 12 girls. Seeing them graduate every year is something that makes me 

feel very proud, especially for many of them, their journey began in Year 5 and seeing their growth 

and what they've become as young women when they leave is just a really proud time for me. 

But also, this year we've had a great opportunity to hear many of the stories of our alumni because of 

the introduction of our, lunch series, our sisterhood, and that's been fantastic to see the difference 

that our girls are making out there in the world.  

Jake: So, as I previously mentioned, you [00:04:00] became Principal of the College in 2018, so I 

wanted to talk a little bit more about your journey leading up to this point. 

You know, I think people would be really interested to know how you got to where you are. So, your 

passion for teaching and learning began as a teacher and leader of science. What is it about science 

that appealed to you so much in the beginning?  

Jennifer: Yeah, a really great question, Jake, and certainly growing up on a farm, really stimulated that 

initial interest in science. 

My father was somebody who was very much into the land and animals. He had a vegetable garden 

but also loved the ocean. And so, we spent a lot of time as children, down at the coast and you know, 

some of my fondest memories are with a plastic bucket collecting shells on the reef. So, science was a 

big part of my early life. 

And I think probably at that stage I didn't realise it was about science and it was going to influence my 

career [00:05:00] path, but I think that's probably what it goes back to.  

Jake: And did you know that you always wanted to be a teacher? Was it always something that was in 

the back of your mind?  

Jennifer: I don't think consciously, but I had a blackboard from when I was a very little girl and used to 

play schools with my two brothers and my sister. 



 

And I think there was a real natural tendency in that area. So, I think yes, I was destined to be a 

teacher.  

Jake: And do you have a specialty area in science?  

Jennifer: So, during my teaching career, I've taught Human Biology and Chemistry, right through to 

Year 12 and loved both areas, but probably my greatest passion is Human Biology. 

And that actually started when I was here at school when I did Human Biology as a subject.  

Jake: I'm not sure a lot of people know this, but you've also been a Lecturer at Notre Dame University, 

as well as a Curriculum Consultant for Catholic Education [00:06:00] WA. Um, could you briefly explain 

what each of these roles entails? 

Jennifer: So while I was at Notre Dame, I was responsible for upskilling teachers, to become effective 

teachers in the classroom and my particular area was with science, so really helping people to be great 

teachers of science. The other part of my role involved developing and implementing an 

environmental program for primary teachers all primary teachers were involved in. The other part that 

I was involved in was teaching Human Biology, as an incoming course to nursing.  

When I worked for Catholic Education, I was the Science Consultant, and so my role was very much 

about, working with teachers, but also leaders in ensuring that there were great science opportunities 

for students across Western Australia. So a role I really loved and involved quite a bit of travel to 

country areas.  

Jake: That's awesome. How long [00:07:00] did you do each for?  

Jennifer: So, I worked for Catholic Education for three years. And I then went on and worked at Notre 

Dame University for nearly six years.  

Jake: Oh wow. That's a good stint. How do you think, you know, these experiences, sort of 

complement your role as Principal?  

Jennifer: I think both of those roles certainly helped me to really understand what an effective teacher 

is and what good learning looks like, what great learning opportunities look like because I was working 

with both upcoming teachers, but also qualified teachers and leaders in all of those areas. 

And so, I really understand teaching and learning, very well and that's where my passion for that space 

comes from. But I also think that having that university experience really enabled me to see where our 

students are going and what university looks like. So that whole journey from being a Year 5 student 

through to the end of their university education, I've got a really good [00:08:00] understanding of 

that, and I think that's really important.  

Jake: For sure. It's very beneficial. So, you've been at Santa Maria for upward of 12 years now. That's 

amazing. Could you talk us through some of the different roles you've had here? And how you sort of 

worked your way up to the Principal role.  



 

Jennifer: Sure. So, I was working at Notre Dame University when the role of Deputy Principal came up. 

There were just so many factors that were calling me to apply for that role. So, I was an alumni. I had 

strong connections with the school. It had a fantastic reputation in the community as being a great 

school. And I also lived in the community as well. So, I put my name forward and was successful. 

And then I spent seven years leading teaching and learning here at the College and during that time 

we were able to put in place lots of great improvements and really make a difference to the success of 

our girls and their learning. Following that, [00:09:00] I had a term where I was Acting Principal when 

our current Principal then was on leave. 

And that was a really great experience, and I think gave me the confidence that I could take on a role 

such as this. Um, and then, very soon after that, our Principal, Ian Elder retired, and I thought the 

opportunity was there for me. I'll put my hat in the ring and just see, I wasn't expecting I'd be 

successful. 

So, I was absolutely delighted when I was offered the role and, um, have now finished my fifth year as 

the Principal.  

Jake: So exciting. So, I think, you know, you can agree that being a leader is a challenging task. You 

know, everyday leadership challenges would come for you from all sides, around every corner, even 

from within. 

I found this quote on the internet, which said, "leadership, true leadership based on honesty, 

authenticity, and meaningful relationships takes guts" [00:10:00] which I think, you know, couldn't be 

truer and more accurate.  

Jennifer: Very much so.  

Jake: You previously mentioned that your three greatest strengths as a leader, which I think describes 

you really well are that you are strategic in your way of thinking, innovative, and also compassionate. 

In what ways do you think you sort of put these strengths into action? It's a tough question, but yeah.  

Jennifer: It is definitely a tough question, and I think, yeah, it's a really important one because it's one 

thing to have those values that are so important to you, but being able to put them into action is the 

second part of the equation. 

So, for me, it's really about using those three values in my work, both with our leaders, but also our 

teachers and our students. So, I really see that as being three layers where I can have an impact. And I 

think in terms of being strategic, it's about seeing what our potential is and where can we go as a 

school. 

And having those conversations, not just with [00:11:00] leaders and staff, but also with our students 

because we need to hear from them about what they want for the future. In terms of being 

innovative, I think it's important that you are not only innovative, but the things that you do and the 

changes that you make, are for the right reasons, are therefore the long term and that you really 

invest well in them. 



 

And when you make changes, they are for, the right reasons. Because change for the sake of change 

can be something that happens sometimes in education. And we want to ensure that we've done our 

research, we've got a really great plan, and we've also looked at what the challenges are going to be.  

In terms of compassion for me, everybody that comes to the table, whether it be a leader, a teacher, 

or a student, has a personal story that has impacted on them or affects them, um, and makes up who 

they are. So, I think we always need to listen really carefully to people, understand who they 

[00:12:00] are and maybe what's influencing how things are going for them during their workday or 

their school day. 

Because then together you can really resolve issues. You can have good, open frank discussions, but 

you can also move together, in a really positive way for the future. 

Jake: And you sort of mentioned about, you know, demonstrating those skills to the girls. How do you 

illustrate compassion and innovation and like a strategic way of thinking to the girls because, you 

know, they're quite young and the way you would demonstrate that to say staff would be different to 

students? How do you sort of navigate that?  

Jennifer: Very much, and I think with students, I can give you an example of this just from recently 

where I worked with the Year 10 students on Future10, one of our EmPOWER programs and we 

shared with them some of our new build and some of the ideas to do with that. 

And we've got a beautiful new courtyard that we'll have, and as a [00:13:00] result of that, I wanted 

the girls' input in terms of what a great courtyard looks like for them as a student, but also the other 

spaces around the school and how we can improve those for them and for future generations to 

come. So, getting the students in at that ground level, um, is important. 

Some other ways we've done that are when we did our master plan, we also had student workshops, 

and they were involved there. So, they could see the big picture of what we were thinking. But also 

too, some of the initiatives that we've implemented have come from discussions around the table with 

our student leaders to really hear what they want. 

An example of that, a very small one, but a significant one for them was the introduction of pants that 

was a student initiative, something that they were really passionate about, so we then worked to 

implement it.  

Jake: I mean, you're clearly a fantastic leader and set such a great example for the Santa Maria 

community. I'm sure our listeners are curious [00:14:00] to know. Who inspires you?  

Jennifer: Look, um, I think there's been many people over my life that have inspired me. Initially, in my 

earlier days, I had an auntie who was a Marine Biologist at the Melbourne Museum, and she was a 

woman who during her university days, led rallies for women's rights and was really quite a strong and 

courageous, woman, particularly in those years. 

And she's somebody who has always encouraged me to, uh, pursue my ambitions and to be brave in 

all situations. And I think too, she was a very intelligent woman who really showed the capacity of 

what females can have if they're willing to put themselves out there and to have a go. 



 

Today, I guess somebody who I see as a great leader is Jacinta Ardern and what I love about her is that 

she is both courageous, but compassionate and really seems to tie those [00:15:00] two things 

together very, very well. So, these are some of the things I aspire to be as a leader.  

Jake: What do you like to do in your downtime to ensure that, you know, you're always putting your 

best foot forward? 

Jennifer: I do Pilates before work in the morning. So, I'm an early riser. Not by choice, but because 

that's the way it works for me. And so, I start my day with Pilates, um, quite often and that puts me in 

a better place to start the day.  

But in other areas, I love to cook. Um, only if I've got all the ingredients and it's not after work.  

Jake: Are you like a follow-the-recipe type or do you like to improvise?  

Jennifer: I am to a degree. And then I also have my favourites that I, sort of know the recipes for and 

cook. So yeah. I love cooking for my family and friends. 

Jake: Yeah. Cool.  

As you would know, positives can be found in every type of education, but there are just, you know, so 

many positives for girls in a single-sex school that are pretty hard to ignore. Research indicates that 

girls thrive in an all-girls environment. They do [00:16:00] better academically, socially, and 

emotionally. 

There's not just a single study to back this. There's a whole lot of research out there to back this point. 

What do you believe are some of the benefits that you've witnessed over your expansive career in 

girls' education?  

Jennifer: Look, I think there are many benefits for girls and some of the key ones are, particularly 

around their learning and the subjects that they choose, that our girls very willingly choose the higher 

maths. A great example of that is that we've got more girls doing Maths Specialists next year than 

we've ever had before. Um, things such as they choose technology, but also the sport is something 

that girls are very comfortable participating in more fully, in a single-gender school. 

I also feel that as a school we're able to tailor our wellbeing focus around the needs of girls and what's 

important for them, particularly as they transition through the teenage years and really providing 

[00:17:00] the skills and knowledge that are important for them as girls to be successful in their day-

to-day living, but also life beyond school. 

But I also believe that single-gender schools offer great opportunities for leadership. So here at Santa 

Maria, we have many fantastic female role models in leadership positions, but I also feel that the girls 

have so many opportunities for leadership and really to step out of their comfort zone.  

So, I think they're, really critical for girls and for them to have the confidence to step forward and take 

on those sorts of roles.  



 

Jake: And more specifically, what do you sort of love about Santa Maria, and what do you believe sets 

the school apart from other girls' schools?  

Jennifer: So, I think our service program is a really key part of who we are. 

Our focus on making a difference out in the community is something that we are very passionate 

about, and I think it's a real point of difference for us because our girls are very [00:18:00] kind, and 

they're very generous. They give a lot of their time to help others, and I think we have this big focus on 

service being key to the learning for students and being part of them, understanding the difference 

that they can make and that every little bit of difference that they make together collectively can 

really, you know, make a change in our world. I think particularly during a really difficult time.  

Jake: And this next one is a big question, but where do you see the school in five years’ time? 

Jennifer: That's a big question, isn't it? So, I think the mission that we want to, um, develop mercy girls 

who act with courage and compassion is something that really leads in that space. 

And I would really love to see our girls really making a difference out there in the world in five years' 

time. I think from some of the stories of our graduates, we're already seeing that, but the girls having 

that [00:19:00] self-belief that they can do anything that they set their mind to, I think is something 

that's really important for the girls in the future. 

Um, I also believe that learning will continue to evolve and change over the years. So certainly, more 

online opportunities, more flexible opportunities, more work-based learning, but opportunities where 

things such as certificate courses, which are so valuable to students, you know, can be achieved in 

combination with other subjects. So, I think the learning side will also change. 

In terms of our facilities, I hope that we are going to continue to grow and evolve those. Within those 

five years, our new cultural centre will be finished, and then we'll be looking at planning what will be 

our next development. So, ensuring that we are really leading the way in terms of our facilities. 

Then being great for student learning, um, and really providing great opportunities for the girls. I'd 

also like to see us as an [00:20:00] employer of choice going forward in the future that people are 

going to really want to come and work here in our community because it's a great place to be and 

offers great, uh, development for staff, but also provides a great sense of community and belonging. 

I guess going back to your previous question, I think that's something that really sets Santa Maria 

apart, that real sense of community and belonging to the point where, um, at the moment we have 

twenty staff who are alumni, and I think that sense of people having a really positive experience as a 

student to then want to come back and work here is something that not all organisations have 

because we are very fortunate in that space. 

Jake: No, I think it's something really lovely and something that's really nice to be a part of.  

Jennifer: And do you feel that sense of community?  



 

Jake: Totally. I totally do. It's a very rewarding, enriching environment to work in and I [00:21:00] feel, 

you know, the opportunities are pretty amazing, and you get to really take ownership of your work 

and your projects, which I find really great.   

So, you obviously have a strong connection and belong to the College, having been an educator, but 

also because you were a student here. 

So, you were a border. Starting here in Year 8 in the eighties. So just to start, where are you originally 

from?  

Jennifer: So, I grew up in Margaret River, which at that stage was a little country town, not a popular 

holiday destination. So, it's very different today than what it was back then. And the high school in 

Margaret River only went to Year 10, so I was going to have to go away for the last two years and so, 

my parents made the decision that it would be better for me to come away in Year 8, not Year 7 as 

they do now. Um, because that's changed since then. And  

Jake: What did your family do for a living in Margaret River?  

Jennifer: So, my father ran the farm. [00:22:00] That was beef cattle that they had down there. Not 

wine, which is what many of them have today. And then my mother was a nurse. 

Jake: What were some of your favourite memories as a border?  

Jennifer: The Mile was a big favourite, and any past border will know the mile as do our current 

students because it's a little group of shops that are about a mile away. That was where we went for 

supplies, and in those early days, that's where you went to the bank to get your cash out as well. But 

there were also some little shops there where you would go and get your snack supplies and 

chocolates and things like that, which the girls still do today.  

I also have very fond memories of some of the sisters and them being really strong and courageous 

women, sister Amy and Sister Magella particularly. They were two of my house mothers at the time 

that looked after us and ensured we were doing what we were meant to be doing.  

But they were also very talented musically. So, there was always [00:23:00] lots of singing, and that 

was a big part of it. I guess a few other memories are, you know, the red phones we used to have to 

you know, save up our 20-cent pieces all week so that we could communicate home, which is so 

different to today. 

Jake: Yeah! Um, so did you board down in...  

Jennifer: The new, well, what was new building. So, we started off upstairs in the building we are in 

today, which was the old building. And I was in one of the dormitories there and we had wooden 

panels that divided the room up into about 20 different cubicles we used to call them and we had a 

curtain. 

Jake: Is that the little music rooms? 



 

Jennifer: So, the little music rooms were where the sisters used to sleep. That was the convent. We 

were just this side of that on the top floor and then the second top floor. 

So we had a curtain that would close off your cubicle, and you had a bed, a little dressing table, and a 

cupboard. And that was your space. So, [00:24:00] it was very different when we moved after first 

term, so after, I'd only been here a term. 

Jake: Oh, perfect - brand new building! 

Jennifer: We moved into what was considered to be a five-star hotel, compared to what we were used 

to, and that was fantastic. I remember carrying our mattresses down the hill and setting them up in 

our new room. So that was a great experience. So, we were very fortunate to be the first ones to have 

that new accommodation.  

Jake: And I guess that sort of leads into my next question. How do you believe boarding has changed 

from then to now? 

Jennifer: Uh, well, I think communication with home is very different. The girls have both laptops and 

phones and can so easily and free of charge call home. So that regular communication with family is so 

much easier and so much more regular than it was for us. I think also too that, the facilities continue 

to be improved so, [00:25:00] the dining room's been renovated, they've got a lovely deck. 

They've all got lovely renovated rooms, with big desks. So, the facilities are definitely much better 

today. And I also think the food is much better today. I have some memories of scotch eggs and 

several other things. Ham steaks are another one that I still can't eat today. Because yeah, they 

certainly weren't my favourite then and still aren't today. 

But the girls get, you know, great choice.  

Jake: They get so much variety. It's amazing.  

Jennifer: They do. And I think there's something for everyone today and we've got some fantastic 

catering staff who make sure they're well looked after. Um, and in terms of other areas, I guess the rec 

activities that they do too. They have so many opportunities to go out and about, particularly with 

other schools and doing all sorts of activities depending on their age group and their interests  

Jake: How do you believe a Santa [00:26:00] Maria education benefited you personally? 

Jennifer: Look, coming from a little country town, the opportunities that I had here, were so much 

greater than what I would've had at home. 

I love sport, so I was involved in lots of different teams when I was here, but also too, the subject 

offerings were fantastic, and we were really led to believe during those days that we could do and 

achieve whatever it was that we wanted to do. And if I had stayed in a little country school, I'm not 

sure that I would've been pushed out of my comfort zone and really had those opportunitiesto take on 

new and different things throughout my career. 



 

I think they're probably some of the things for me. Sister Sheila also had a saying, “if it is to be, it is up 

to me”, which many of our alumni will be familiar with and I think that's a statement that really made 

me believe that if I wanted to go [00:27:00] places in life, then it was up to me, that there was nothing 

that I couldn't achieve or do, but I had to have the passion, the commitment, and the dedication to 

really pursue that and work hard and then I could do anything that I wanted to do.  

Jake: I think the sisterhood is also, not that that's changed, but it's something that really stands out to 

me. 

Jennifer: It's certainly something that wherever you go across the world, you meet Santa girls and I 

think once it's in your blood and there's a bit of a saying, you know, once a Santa girl, always a Santa 

girl, and that real sense of belonging and connection to the school.  

Um, sometimes they don't realise exactly how strong that connection is and but once you leave and 

you realise that you were really valued and that you belonged and you were really an important part 

of the community, it's post-school that often that real understanding of how strong that connection is, 

is realised. 

Jake: I can't believe it's [00:28:00] 2023. It honestly, you know, feels like just yesterday we were 

driving through the school gates ready for term one. Time flies by very quickly.  

Jennifer: It sure has this year, Jake.  

Jake: What are you most excited about heading into the 2023 school year?  

Jennifer: I think every year presents new and fantastic opportunities and challenges. 

Some of the key things that I'm really looking forward to is our Cultural Centre getting underway mid-

year. So that's a big development for us and something that will provide a fantastic facility. Our first 

group of students who will be doing our beginner's woodwork elective will commence in Term 1. So 

that will be great to see how that goes and to see how much the girls can give back to others through 

the things that they can create and make. But also too, a new year brings new staff to our community, 

and I think that's always great for our community because it adds to our diversity, but it also 

[00:29:00] brings in new skills and talents to really re-energize our team here at the College. 

But I also love welcoming new families to our College. So, there'll be many new girls who'll be a bit 

nervous about the start of the year, but it's lovely seeing them come and really within those first few 

weeks, walk a little taller and prouder being a Santa girl.  

Also, our faith opportunities at the beginning of the year. One of the things I really love is our opening 

mass where we all come together on the Figure 8, with our beautiful river, just below where we sit 

and hearing the birds and that whole sense of community coming together is really special. 

Jake: It never gets old, does it?  

Jennifer: No, it doesn't. And I think it doesn't matter how many you've been to, they're always a really 

special occasion and a really fantastic community way to launch our year.  



 

Jake: What do you hope to achieve this year?  

Jennifer: There's a couple of things that I'm really keen to pursue during the year and [00:30:00] that is 

a big focus on diversity. 

So, I want to be working with students, staff, and parent groups about diversity and how we can do 

that better and differently for the future. By diversity, I mean all the areas of diversity. So, diversity in 

terms of abilities, in terms of physical diversity, in terms of gender diversity, and really understanding 

all of those different areas and how we can ensure going forward that becomes a priority for us. 

I also really value student voice. We've done quite a few things in the past few years in that area, but 

you can always do more. So, I really want to continue having those conversations with our student 

leaders about what they want for our College, and where they hope for that we'll be going in the 

future. So, I want to make sure that we are really hearing and acting on student voices as we move 

forward.  

Another [00:31:00] initiative we are working towards is establishing a foundation for the College. So 

that's a new area of growth for us and will help us financially in the future, but also will enable people 

to remain connected to the College in different ways as well. 

So, there's some of the key things  

Jake: Yes. All big tasks! 

Jennifer: Yes. Very big and very complex. They require considerable time and effort, and I think they 

need to be done well when you are doing them. So, we will take our time, and we'll ensure that it's 

done well.  

Jake: Yeah. No, that's awesome. And finally, do you have a message for our community for the 

commencement of 2023? 

Jennifer: I love the saying anything is possible. I want our staff to believe that. I want our girls to 

believe that, and I want every girl to find their passion and then be able to really thrive and do well in 

that space but to never feel that there's nothing that they can't achieve. [00:32:00] If I can have 

students walk out of the College believing that anything is possible, then I think I've done my role as 

Principal, um, to the best of my capacity. 

Jake: That's a beautiful message.  

Um, I mean, we could chat all day, but yeah, it's come to the end of this episode. Thank you so much 

for, you know, taking the time to sit down and chat. You know, I think our listeners will find this 

podcast really valuable heading into the new school year. Um, and it's a great one to sort of start 

things off. 

So, thank you.  



 

Jennifer: Well, thank you, Jake. And certainly, you've done some great research, and knew a lot about 

my background and my reasons for, becoming a teacher and then a Principal. So yeah, I've really 

appreciated being able to share my story today. Thank you.  

Jake: Thank you.  

To those listening, thank you for your continued support. If you head to our website at [00:33:00] 

www.santamaria.wa.edu.au/podcast, you'll be able to find the full transcript of this episode and the 

video interview.  

Remember to subscribe and let us know what you think. And if you have any ideas for future episodes, 

please feel free to reach out to crd@santamaria.wa.edu.au. 

Thank you very much, and we will catch you next time. 

 

  


