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Andy Dickinson: Hello Nick, It’s 
wonderful to see you again. Our last 
connection was the fact that our sons 
were sharing the same education 
processes. you are currently the 
Principal and Founder of Scholani 
Education here in Chinatown? 

Nick Rutledge: That’s right, yes. 

Andy Dickinson: Can you give a 
brief history of how you actually got 
into this particular line of work.   

Nick Rutledge: Yes. Well, I started 
Scholani in 1997, and it was as the 
result of many of my own personal 
students asking me to organize some 
kind of classes where they would 
be able to come and mix with other 
students, and, also, I had a very long 
waiting list at that time when I was 
teaching individually. 

A lot of the parents could see that 
they really weren’t going to get a 
chance to be tutored. So they also 
said, ‘well, why don’t you start a few 
classes and that way we can get all 
the children in there together?’

So we started up around the corner 
here in Sussex Street and I had 12 
students (I remember by the end of 
our first term) and it grew very quickly. 
Within a year, we were up to about 
150. Then it grew to the point that we 
had to move premises and we had to 
move around here to George Street 
and we’ve got the two floors now and 
20 classrooms. 

Andy Dickinson: Were you teaching 
in schools prior to that? 

Nick Rutledge: I was teaching 
University in China prior to that and 
I trained as a teacher. I have got a 
Masters of Education, but I have never 
really wanted to spend much time 
teaching in mainstream education 
system. It wasn’t really what I wanted 
to be doing with children. I like 
working individually with children on 
things that they want to do what I 
want to do with them. And although 
what we do is obviously closely linked 
to the New South Wales Board of 
Education curriculum, I do like to be 
free to teach what I think is going to 
be useful and fun for the children at 
any time. So I have always preferred 
to do this kind of teaching. 

Andy Dickinson: What is Scholani 
Education’s purpose and point of 
difference? 

Nick Rutledge: We run classes for 
students of any school age and we 
run the courses in such a way that 
we are focusing on key skill areas 
rather than trying to achieve what 
a mainstream school would. The 
mainstream schools have to cover 
everything, including a vast range 
of other non-academic areas, all 
the social skills, and all the other 
extracurricular activities. We don’t try 
to do everything like that at all. Within 
one subject there will be particular 
skills which will allow a student to see 

into the subject more easily and more 
clearly. If those skills are developed, 
that will then allow them to improve 
their own level, gain more confidence, 
and perhaps even excel within that 
area as a whole.

So those are the things that we try 
and do. Within any one or one-and-
a-half hour lesson, there is always 
a focused skill which the teacher is 
aware of, and their job is to ensure 
that the students have understood 
that this skill is important for them 
and that they understand how to 
develop it and that they’re given the 
opportunity and the support to do so. 

Andy Dickinson: So there is an 
advantage or understanding that 
they can add to and excel in their 
mainstream schooling. If a child 
is having difficulty in a particular 
subject, they can also come and 
they can take lessons and that will 
help them to improve at mainstream 
schooling. Then of course if they 
excel considerably they may have the 
opportunity to then try out for, say, 
OC, selective or scholarships.

Nick Rutledge: That’s right. But a lot 
of the students that come here, they 
have - or their parents have - a specific 
goal which is to do better in their end 
of year school exams, perhaps to get 
into a selective school if they are of 
that age, or win a scholarship if they 
are of that age. 
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And, although, of course, I understand 
that goal and I will work with them to 
try and achieve that goal - for me 
it’s not as simple as that. You have 
to break that goal down into more 
discreet areas, because in order to 
pass an exam in any subject, there 
are no tricks. There are no shortcuts. 
There is no magic formula. You simply 
have to be good at that subject. So 
what we will try to do is ensure that 
the student has the skills necessary 
to then become good all-round in 
that subject.

That hopefully, for most of them, 
will lead to getting into a selective 
school or getting that scholarship, if 
that’s what they are aiming for. But 
I always wanted to go a way further 
than that. I wanted them to continue 
to excel through 7 to 12 and perhaps 
develop other learning skills which will 
see them right through High School, 
through university, and perhaps 
beyond. 

I think, to be good at any one subject, 
it is often a mixture of your abilities 
and training within that one subject, 
and then also some other skills 
which relate to the way you go about 
learning generally. And this is, in fact, 
one of the things that I see makes a 
big difference between the very top 
students and other students who 
maybe intellectually just as strong but 
don’t achieve at the same level, and 
it’s often simply a matter of the way 
they go about learning and perhaps 
their personality. These sorts of things 
will also come into it. 

Personality is not something which 
I can have a great influence on. 
Perhaps, some of the teachers as 
role-models may have some bearing 
on that; but their learning skills, 
the way they go about learning, 
is something which I talk about to 
students quite often. 

So an English lesson is not simply 
talking about English all the time. 
There will also be times when I will 
give them advice on how they can 
study better, how they can organize 

their time better. It’s not one formula 
which is going to work for everyone, 
but if I make them aware of certain 
things, then it’s up to them to go 
away, and I talk to their parents about 
this as well and see how they can 
tailor that to help their own children. 

Andy Dickinson: I am now speaking 
from personal experience, my son 
Tom benefited from having that style 
of education. When Tom first came 
here, you worked very consistently, or 
the school worked very consistently 
with Tom. He was good, but the way 
that he needed to approach his study 
needed to be improved, which is 
what we did. 

Nick Rutledge: I think Tom was a 
great student, because he listened to 
what we said. And, obviously, working 
with you was fantastic, because you 
also listened and we worked together, 
I think very satisfactorily. 

With Tom or with any student who 
is intelligent but maybe lacks a little 
confidence in some areas - that can 
be addressed by seeing that they 
have a teacher who cares about them 
and who can lead them to achieve 
what they also want to achieve. And 
once the student starts to get the 
feeling that ‘hey, I am actually pretty 
good at this,’ then it can change their 
outlook altogether. 

Many students, I think, get the 
impression that they are not capable 
in a subject, or perhaps not as capable 
as some of the other students around 
them; or that other people don’t seem 
to care very much whether they are 
trying hard to improve or not, or they 
simply don’t know how to go about 
improving. They listen to what the 
teacher says in class, but it doesn’t 
always seem to yield the rewards that 
they want. 

A student who can see that the 
teacher does care and shows a way 
to help them can start looking at 
that subject in a much more positive 
way and start recognizing their own 
abilities. 

Once they recognize their own 
abilities and strengths, it can totally 
transform their attitude to that 
subject. Everybody likes to be good 
at things. Nobody likes to feel that 
they’re no good. So, it’s up to the 
teacher to be able to identify those 
areas of strengths quite explicitly for 
the student. 

And it’s not simply a matter of saying 
‘you are really good at this.’ It’s a 
matter of devising your course in 
such a way that when you do well, 
you can see what it is that you have 
done well at; and when you don’t do 
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so well, you can see what it is that 
you need to work on.  

So many students will come out of 
lessons in many schools, knowing 
that they got a good score in that test 
or that they performed well in that 
class, but they don’t really know why; 
and if they do badly, they don’t know 
why they did badly. They probably still 
tried just as hard in the lesson or in 
that homework, but they might have 
got a ‘C’, whereas in another one, 
they got an ‘A’.  

But what we try to do is make so 
many of the skills quite explicit for the 
students. And so that goes through 
from the teaching material itself, 
which sets out individual kinds of 
questions. You know, it might be a 
literal question, an inferential question, 
or a style appreciation question.  

And they can say ‘oh, okay, these are 
the ones that I seem to be getting 
wrong over the time; that’s where 
I am going wrong!’ And once they 
know what it is that they need to 
work on, they can start doing that. 
And if the teacher is unable to work 
with them and say, ‘look, you seem 
to be struggling in this area, let’s go 
through some of these questions or 
just generally with the class. Let’s 
now focus a little bit on the style 
appreciation questions because a 
lot of you seem to be struggling with 
that.’  

Then they can say, ‘okay, that’s how 
I do this kind of question,’ and they 
start to feel more confident in that 
area. So, you know, as I said Tom was 
bright because he did listen to what I 
was saying about these things and 
he enjoyed seeing his own progress. 
And any student, who can see their 
own progress in certain areas, is 
going to feel good, and that carries 
over to all their subsequent study.  

Andy Dickinson: Well, I think that 
Tom in particular found that the work 
that he was doing here, particularly 
the core class, enabled him to move 
ahead quite rapidly in his school 

work - So much that the school work 
became very easy for him. That then 
enabled him to push it a little bit further 
and sit for scholarship tests and 
selective tests and do well, because 
of the improved level. There is quite a 
success rate with your selective and 
scholarship results isn’t there.  

Nick Rutledge: Yes, that’s right. 
We are always happy with the way 
the students perform. I think most 
of the students are happy as well. I 
don’t like to, sort of, put it in terms 
a percentages but occasionally 
you see these kinds of statistics 
brought about, and they can be very 
misleading.  

If a school says they have got a 95% 
success rate or something, I mean, 
what does that actually mean? Does 
that mean 95% of all their students 
which have been through that year of 
school or 95% of the students that 
they expected to pass?  

So, I don’t really like to look at it in 
that way. We are a selective school. 
We will take students that we feel 
want to learn. We are not selective in 
the way that some schools are - that 
they will only take students who are 
already of a certain standard.  

I will take any student that I feel wants 
to learn and is going to make that 
effort. And so, of course, I am always 
happy when my strong students go 
through and get into the selective 

schools that they want and they get 
the scholarships that they apply for.  

But I am equally happy when 
student’s who have come here 
saying, “I am not sure that I am going 
to have much chance, but I want to 
try for a selective school place,’ do 
go on and get a place in one of the 
selective schools. It’s not always the 
top school. But they have gone from 
a position where they felt they weren’t 
in much of chance to the point that 
they have ended up by getting a place 
that they had really dreamed for or 
wished for, and so we are particularly 
happy about those kind of successes 
as well.  

Andy Dickinson: There is also the 
other side of the coin that says that 
the extra curricular study puts a fair 
bit of stress and strain on the student. 
I know from my personal experience 
that Tom, did it because he wanted to 
do it and he made that commitment, 
but he also enjoyed it as well. 

What are your thoughts on the critics 
that say coaching and preparing an 
average child for a selective education 
puts undue pressure on them and 
takes away their play time… 

Nick Rutledge: I Every lesson has to 
be an enjoyable occasion as well as a 
very beneficial event in terms of their 
learning. But these children are giving 
up their Saturday or their Sunday - 
half of their Saturday or Sunday - to 
come in here and study.  

And so, when I am training my 
teachers, it’s one of the first things 
that I say to them: ‘what I am now 
saying to you, these kids must go 
away feeling that they have got 
something substantial from their time 
here, and they must also go away 
feeling that they enjoyed achieving it.’  

I think, children don’t come here to 
have fun. And nobody is going to 
pretend that they do. If they wanted 
to have fun, they would go to the 
park and play or they would go 
to the computer games arcade, 
perhaps, and play. But they feel 
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pleased if they walk out of the class 
after an hour knowing that they 
have achieved something - that they 
know something they didn’t know 
before, that they can do something 
better than they could before. And 
if students have that awareness of 
their own progress, I think that, then, 
means that the situation…that the 
learning situation is not nearly so 
stressful.  

The enjoyment, of course, comes 
from the way the lesson is designed 
and the teachers that are in the 
classroom leading the group, and 
that there are many, many occasions 
where the whole class would be 
laughing at this joke and that joke. 
The material themselves, sometimes, 
I try and make a little bit humorous, 
because obviously I don’t want 
children to be sitting there hating the 
lesson or feeling stressed out, that it’s 
too hard.  

But at the same time I think the main 
thing is that, if they feel that they 
are making progress, if they feel it’s 
at a level where they can work out 
those steps, that it’s manageable for 
them, then there is no undue stress. 
To achieve anything in life, there is a 
certain amount of energy and effort 
and dedication that is required, which 
is the same in the martial arts, of 
course. You can’t achieve anything 
there without some fairly rigorous 
training and well-structured training. 
But as you see your own progress 
- maybe through the belts - that will 
become worthwhile, and so that’s 
really the way I think about the 
teaching as well.  

If children do ever show signs of being 
under stress - failing to complete their 
homework for several weeks in a row, 
or in class they look very tired - we 
have a system here where teachers, 
if they are concerned about anything, 
you know, lesson or anything to do 
with the student, they will notify me 
and we will contact the parents and 
have a little bit chat about it. 

It is true that some students will 
attend more than one tutoring 
college, and that’s their decision. The 
parents are informed well-enough 
about the benefits that the various 
colleges offer, and they can see how 
it’s affecting their child and that’s a 
decision they must make.   

But if it gets to the point ever that I am 
concerned about it, we will talk about 
it and I will suggest that they make 
a choice: ‘Do you want to continue 
with all the extracurricular activities 
the child may be participating - it may 
be sport and music, not necessarily 
just tutoring - or do you want to cut it 
back?’ But I’ll say to the parent that 
I am a little bit concerned that the 
child seems to be very sleepy in the 
lessons or they are not able to get the 
work done on time - and that, to me, 
suggests that there is a little bit too 
much stress at home.  

So, I think as long as that pressure is 
manageable for the child, as long as 
the progress is in steps, which they 
are able to handle, and as long as we 
are all alert to the potential dangers, 
then the children would feel less 
stressed, in fact.  

Andy Dickinson: You certainly know 
it from experience, because you’ve 
actually tutored your own son…  

Nick Rutledge: That’s right.  

Andy Dickinson: Robert, who has 
done extremely well. 

Nick Rutledge: Yes, I was happy 
with Robert’s performance. 

Andy Dickinson: I think we can 
both sit here and we can talk from 
experience of the great process 
for our own children and that the 
number-one proof of the pudding is 
that we were prepared to nurture our 
own children through this program. 

I think one of the great characteristics 
of Scholani Education is the fact that 
you’re hands-on. It’s one school; it’s 
not a chain of schools. So there is 
not loss of or diluting of the message 
through a series of other people. 
You take a very much hands-on 
approach, don’t you? 

Nick Rutledge: I do. I started doing 
this, because I enjoy it. I always feel 
that if you are going to do something 
in life, you might as well do something 
which you enjoy doing where you get 
satisfaction from seeing the results of 
your work. 
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So I do like to be involved not only 
in the administration of the business 
management of the school, but 
very much in the teaching. It’s the 
teaching which really brings me the 
most job satisfaction. I love seeing 
the children in lesson learning, I love 
seeing the results that they get at the 
end. I like everything that they have in 
that process.  

It’s been really quite revealing for me 
to see Robert go through year five and 
year six and to see it from the other 
side from the parent’s point of view 
and it’s probably brought about a little 
bit of tinkering around the edges of 
the way we do things at school as I 
see Robert actually working through 
the program himself.  

But I have been asked many times 
can we offer franchises. I have got 
parents who, perhaps, are teachers 
themselves, or business people who 
want to start a Scholani tutoring 
center somewhere else in Sydney, 
but I’ve never really felt very much 
interested in that, because to me 
it’s not a business. It’s what I enjoy 
doing in my life and I like to know that 
everything is happening the way I 
want it happen. That’s my personal - I 
am very much a control-freak. 

So, right from writing the material 
myself to training the teachers myself 
to teaching as many of the students 
as I can myself or supervising it or 
sitting in or observing all the lessons 
myself, I like to be in control of all 
of that and I don’t think it would be 
possible if it was not here within the 
one location. So I always kept it like 
this. 

Andy Dickinson: Finally, for a parent 
who is listening to this or reading 
this e-book, what advice can you 
give them if they are considering the 
option and process of getting the 
best for their children education-
wise? What’s an option for them and 
do they get started? 

Nick Rutledge: Anybody who wants 
to come here can ring the office, 
make an appointment and then they 
will do a placement test which covers 
English, Math, Writing and General 
Ability. That allows me to see what the 
student’s strengths and weaknesses 
are and we will then decide on 
which class is going to best suit the 
student’s needs. 

The parent should certainly discuss 
this with their child, because it is 
quite a commitment that they are 
making. A child who is being pushed 
into it and doesn’t fairly quickly feel 
enthusiastic about their involvement 
in the process is not going to learn 
as nearly as well as a child who feels 
that they want to give it a try and they 
are prepared to approach it with an 
open mind and with the energy that’s 
needed. 

So they need to have the time to 
attend the classes and be punctual. 
To have students rushing-in 10 
minutes late, because they’ve just 
come from their violin lesson or 
something, is not an effective way to 
start that lesson. But then they also 
must be prepared at home to work 
through the homework. They must 
be able to schedule their time - ideally 
schedule a time each week - where 
they can sit down and go through 
that homework. 

And they must also be prepared to 
sit down for a little bit of time and 
look through that returned homework 
because that’s the third stage in 
the process. Initially, you have the 
lesson; secondly, you do some 
homework, but the third stage that 
so many students submit is looking 
through that returned homework 
and seeing whether their best efforts 
and best intentions were inadequate 
or misguided, and learn from those 
mistakes. 

So the students that don’t do that 
or don’t have time to do that are 
not quite getting as much out of the 
whole process as they could. They 
need to have parents who are going 
to be supportive, who are going 
to understand that a child learns 
when they’re supported, but not 
pushed; when they’re guided by the 
parent, sitting with them, perhaps, 
or checking how they’re getting on 
every now and again, but not doing 
the work for them. 

So that’s the kind of ideal situation at 
home and as long as they have that, 
then I am sure that they would make 
good progress. 

Andy Dickinson: Well, it’s been a 
fantastic experience talking to you. I 
certainly learned a lot. 

Nick Rutledge: Oh, Thanks very 
much, Andy! 
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