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A Village School for Girls
In 1903, Miss Frances Lowe established a school in a 
house in Ivanhoe, a small rural community near the 
Yarra River. Miss Lowe took in boys and girls, and 
boarders travelled from as far afield as  
St Kilda, attracted by the “fresh country air.”

By 1907, Miss Lowe’s school, Cooerwull, had  
outgrown its first home. With the purchase of 
‘Hillsley’, a Victorian homestead with wide 
verandas and lovely views, at the corner of 
Noel Street and Upper Heidelberg Road, the 
school had space to grow. 

By 1907, the parish of Ivanhoe was  
established, and a bustling village grew 
around its new train station. Cooerwull 
School flourished, growing to more than 
100 students by 1922.  

When Miss Lowe retired in 1922, she sold the school to the Vestry of St 
James’ Church of England. 

From 1923, it was established as an independent school, known 
as Ivanhoe Girls’ Grammar School, with the motto “Lux Mea  
Christus".
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The Walker Years 1929–1963
Miss Doris Walker became headmistress of 
Ivanhoe Girls’ Grammar School in 1929, just as 
the Great Depression took hold. A committed 
church woman and progressive academic,  
Miss Walker’s pioneering vision for girls’  
education would shape the school for the next 
three decades.
 
Despite the global challenges of the Great  
Depression and World War II, under  
Miss Walker’s leadership, Ivanhoe Girls’ 
thrived. She introduced many of the traditions 
the School still embraces today, including the 
School Prefect and House systems. 

In 1935, Miss Walker introduced a school  
uniform in the colours of brown and gold, which 
featured a brown blazer with an  
embroidered golden Mitre on the pocket.

She also embarked on a major building 
program to develop new classrooms and learning facilities. As a leading 
educationalist, Miss Walker introduced Biology to the curriculum in 1934, 
envisioning a role for educated women in Science and Medicine. Later, she 
introduced Commercial classes, anticipating careers for women in Business 
and Administrative roles.    

Miss Walker’s passion for team spirit, hard work and faith inspired her belief in 
“the importance of each individual developing to her fullest capacity…”.
 

Miss Doris Walker

Junior School students at play, 1937

First new School 
Building, 1929 

Senior Basketball Team, 1951
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From humble beginnings, Ivanhoe Girls'  
Grammar School grew steadily in size and  
resilience. Following the retirement of 
Miss Doris Walker in 1963, her successor,  
Miss Elizabeth Pike (1963 – 1968), inherited a 
vibrant and dedicated community of teachers, 
students, parents, alumni and committee  
members who worked tirelessly for the benefit 
of the School. 

A steady stream of fundraising, fetes and  
bazaars fuelled a decade of significant 
development. A new three-storey Senior 
School, Library and Science laboratories – 
along with the purchase of several adjacent 
properties – provided the space for the School 
to grow and evolve. A much-needed 
Assembly Hall, named in honour of 
Miss Walker, became the focal point for school 
and community events.  

With the appointment of Mr Glyn France  
(1971 – 1976), Ivanhoe Girls’ firmly established 
its academic reputation for progressive  
education, and was among the earliest  
Australian schools to introduce the teaching of 
the Chinese language.  

The Boom Years 1963–1976

Miss Elizabeth Pike

Mr Glyn France

The opening of Walker 
Hall and new Senior 
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1968 replaced the old 
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School Prefects 1966

The first Student Representative Council, 1970
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During the 1980s, Ivanhoe Girls’ expanded 
under Principal John Shilliday (1977–1990). 
Thanks to the aquisition of several  
neighbouring properties, in 1983 the Junior 
School moved into four Federation‑era houses 
on Marshall Street that had been transformed 
into a vibrant and nurturing environment for 
the School’s youngest students. 

In addition, the School developed a 
gymnasium and swimming pool complex on 
the former school oval, and established an 
Outdoor Education campus called “Koora” on 
the Plenty River. 

The 1980s also saw Ivanhoe Girls’ emerge 
as a leading centre of Arts and Craft teacher 
training. Supported by an Artist-In-Residence 
and an exceptional team of teachers, the 

annual Arts and Craft Show became a cherished community event and a 
significant fundraising venture. 

During this period the Cooerwull Foundation was 
also established, providing vital philanthropic 
support for future school developments. 

Under Mrs Judy McCowan (1991–1997) these new 
developments included the striking new  
Performing Arts Centre on the site of the former 
Junior School, and the transformation of Walker 
Hall into the Senior Library and VCE Centre.  

Growth and Innovation 1977–1997

Mr John Shilliday
The  Senior Library in the 

Doris Walker Centre, 1995

The first Student Representative Council, 1970The Performing Arts  
Centre opened in 1995 

Mrs Judy McCowan

Junior School Computer Club, 1987
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By the 21st century, Ivanhoe Girls’ had become 
one of Melbourne’s leading girls’ schools, 
recognised for its strong academic tradition 
and progressive, forward‑thinking approach. 

Under Principal Dr Heather Schnagl 
(1998–2017), the School’s facilities continued to 
evolve, including the development of the 
innovative Hillsley Visual Arts and Hospitality  
Centre on the former Knox Church site. 

In the Junior School, Sharwood House was  
revitalised with a flexible, multi‑use Atrium, 
while the magnificent Cooerwull Centre was  
established as the home of the Junior and  
Senior Libraries, a collegiate Staff Centre, and 
the Principal’s Office. 

Other aspects of school life also modernised. 
During this period, the uniform underwent a 
gradual transformation, shifting from the 
traditional brown and gold to the blue, brown 
and white worn by students today. 

Technology has likewise reshaped how students learn and communicate. 
Under the leadership of Principal Mrs Narelle Umbers (2023– ), the School 
is once again preparing students for the future through innovative learning 
design. The empowerED program, launching in 2027, will equip students with 
the creative, collaborative and critical‑thinking skills needed to thrive in a 
rapidly changing world. 

Future Foward 1998–2026

Dr Heather Schnagl, AM

School Colours 2007

The Cooerwull Centre Mrs Narelle Umbers and 2025 School Captains
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OUR GIRLS  
SPEAK FOR  
THEMSELVES.

The Ivanhoe Girls' Grammar School Archives contain an impressive range 
of historical records, photographs, memorabilia, and artefacts dating back 
to the School's  earliest years. 

If you have items you would like to donate to the Archives, we would be  
delighted to hear from you. We also welcome visitors interested in  
exploring the collection, conducting family research, or learning more 
about the School's history, and are always happy to assist.

Those interested in volunteering with the Archives are encouraged to  
contact the School to find out how they can become involved. 

123 Marshall Street 
Ivanhoe Victoria 3079 Australia
T +61 3 9490 6222
E enquiries@ivanhoegirls.vic.edu.au
W www.ivanhoegirls.vic.edu.au
ABN 77 004 098 748
CRICOS provider No. 00974A


