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Admired leader of secondary school principals 

From humble beginnings in a home without books, Basil Moss rose to become one of Victoria's most influential secondary school principals.

· Donald Moss and David Jensz

Basil Moss, who was president of the Victorian High Schools Principals Association (VHSPA) and a member of the VHSPA executive from 1964-81, made a notable contribution to Victorian education. Yet he came from humble origins. 

Basil Mervyn Moss, the second son of Maggie and Oscar Moss, was born in Leongatha on April 27, 1920. His father was a horse handler and shire worker. 
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Basil Moss and his wife Eileen. Photo: Supplied 

The family eventually settled in Maffra. They lived in a rental house with neither power nor reticulated water, no sewerage, radio or car. The boys were fed on home-grown vegetables and dressed in home-made clothes. There were no books in the house. Basil went to Maffra State School where he won first-prize academic awards in Grades 4, 5 and 6. His lifelong fascination with books is reflected by the fact that he kept these book prizes all his life. He completed his schooling at Sale High School, and started the following year as a student teacher at Newry, in a two-teacher primary school.

He was admitted to Melbourne Teachers' College in 1939, and there met Lilian Eileen Errey, his future wife. Basil won the academic prize and Eileen won second prize. He began his arts degree at Melbourne University in 1940-41, majoring in philosophy and history.

Basil joined the RAAF in September 1941 and transferred directly to the RAAF Radar School in Sydney. On graduation he was sent to Papua New Guinea as the commanding officer of the new Port Moresby radar station. He was granted leave in October 1943 and returned to Australia to marry Eileen. 

As he was now an experienced radar operator he was promoted to Flight Lieutenant and Instructor in NSW and Queensland. He returned to the Pacific in March 1945 to set up the new radar station for the Morotai landing, but unfortunately suffered a major gunshot injury to the leg in April. He was evacuated and spent the next six months in repatriation hospitals until it healed. 
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He resumed his arts degree and completed majors in philosophy, geography and international relations;  his results included four first-class and three second-class honours.

After his DipEd year, Basil was appointed to his first secondary school appointment at Sale Technical School in 1948. He then taught at Colac High School from 1952 to 1956, and Upwey High School from 1957 to 1962.  

As an organised man, he kept every tax return from his first post in 1948 until his  retirement. He also kept every inspectors' report; a typical example was in 1960: "An enthusiastic and experienced teacher, a very capable organiser and an excellent staff member. Outstanding." 

He was appointed inaugural principal to Monbulk High School in 1963-65, then principal to Hadfield High School in 1966-71. 

Basil was dealt a difficult hand at Hadfield – a new and rapidly expanding high school with few facilities, poorly qualified teachers and a lot of teacher unrest. 

However, it was clear he was up to the task. Staff and parents quickly realised that he was working to improve the situation and was clearly the right person for the difficult position. At the same time, he was working with the VHSPA to improve the situation in all high schools. 

He had a broad and very clear vision for secondary schools

Basil was always respected and admired by his staff, but as is often the case, the staff only really came to fully appreciate this great educator after he had left the school on his appointment as principal at Dandenong High School in 1972.

A number of teachers who worked in his schools subsequently became principals themselves, and they all say that Basil was their mentor. Following one of his lectures to fellow principals, one wrote: "In these days of waffle, distortion, uncertainty, low morale, disenchantment, lack of direction, politicisation etc., it is a great relief to read a paper full of common sense, courage, determination, genuine concern, leadership, integrity and intelligence."

Basil Moss was an executive member of the VSPA from his second year as a principal at Monbulk High School in 1964. He was the vice-president in 1969-70, president from 1971-73, and continued on the executive until he retired from Dandenong High School in 1981. 

Basil was instrumental in reorganising the of the VHSPA. He aimed to give all state high school principals a voice in the operation of the VHSPA through groups and new committee structures. He prepared submissions to the Teachers' Tribunal, presented salary claims for all principals, led challenges to the Education Department and the Teachers' Tribunal in the courts, and was instrumental in persuading the Victorian Government to set up the Southwell Inquiry into a range of education matters in 1971. 

State ministers of education and the various directors of education all got to know Basil Moss and his gentle – and sometimes not so gentle – powers of persuasion. He involved himself in matters that had an impact on students, teachers and schools generally. 

He had a broad and very clear vision for secondary schools. He was admired and respected by  leading educationalists and it was widely recognised that he was a major mover and shaker in the state's education for many years. 

Basil Moss was also a member of many other important educational organisations: the Senate of the State College of Victoria; the Councils of Rusden State College and Victoria College; and the Graduate Committee of the University of Melbourne. He was also a member and later fellow of the Australian College of Education (FACE).

On retirement he was granted life membership of the VHSPA. In 1981 he was awarded the MBE for his services to education. 

Though this recognition gave him much pleasure, he was equally pleased when Eileen was also made a fellow of the Australian College of Education for her role as a primary school principal, and as the first female primary school inspector.

Basil was often known as "Jack" by family and close friends, and his wife Eileen as "Tilly". Following retirement, they travelled widely, often to unusual countries for their era, and always following trends in education. They had two children: Fiona became a teacher and Donald a urologist. Their six grandchildren and eight great-grandchildren provided much pleasure. 

Family and friends from education days visited regularly, always to share a "cuppa", discussion and gardening tales. They never left without flowers or produce. 

Tilly had a severe stroke in 2005, and Basil provided constant support during her time in Nazareth House in Ballarat. He continued to live independently after her death in 2008 until he also transferred to Nazareth House.  

Though his world was getting smaller, he continued to read widely, and remained interested and alert. 

This well-organised man was a supporter and encourager to many, firm but fair, and kind until the end. 

