
 

 

1. The Salesian Ethos of Dunlea Centre, Australia’s Original 
Boys’ Town 

 
 
Don Bosco was called to give his life in the service of young people, especially those who 
have greater need of love, care education and family support. From the beginning he involved 
many helpers for this mission, starting with his own mother, who set about creating a happy 
family environment for her boys. Today, in a different historical and geographical context, the 
same mission is entrusted to the Salesians and their lay partners. 
 
Dunlea Centre exists to provide help, affirmation, new hope and the opportunity of a fresh 
start to young people and their families – after the example and method of Don Bosco and Fr 
Tom Dunlea. The philosophy of the Dunlea Centre – Australia’s Original Boys’ Town is 
based on the belief that every person is unique and specially valued in the eyes of God. At the 
Dunlea Centre, all efforts are directed towards the preservation and strengthening of family 
bonds and relationships, irrespective of family circumstance. 
 
The Salesian preventive system promotes an atmosphere of tolerance, acceptance, forgiveness, 
and change. It is based on the fundamental belief that all young people can change for the 
better. Don Bosco’s advice to all his helpers is still valid today. “ Let your words be gentle, 
patient and loving. Make yourself the friends of all. Be quick to forgive and never rake up the 
past. Kindness in speaking, in working, in giving advice will win over everyone.” 
 
Salesians and their helpers cannot remain bogged down in the past. A new culture, with new 
kinds of poverty or disadvantage, and new needs, requires new responses. “It is not the 
structures that make up a Salesian work, but the educators defined by a charism, those to 
whom the work is addressed, and the programs they are offered. And within the context of a 
professional relationship and a specialist service, there is no doubt that the first thing we must 
offer the young is our hearts, totally focused by pastoral love and the educational zeal as 
exemplified by Don Bosco”. 
 
In developing appropriate responses to address 21st century needs, the Dunlea Centre – 
Australia’s Original Boys’ Town requires staff to support the Salesian ethos.  There are a 
number of elements that can be used to shed light on the Salesian ethos within this specialized 
setting.  They include: 
 
a) The concept of RUAH (developed by English Salesian David O’Malley SDB) 
b) Principles for Don Bosco Series (developed in Ireland) 
c) Charter for Salesian Schools in Australia 
d) The Values Statement developed by staff. 



 
 
a) Concept of RUAH 
 
The concept of RUAH can be viewed at a number of levels.  While it is essential that the 
elements of Respect, Understanding, Affection and Humour characterise everyday operations 
of the agency, there is an open invitation for those associated with the agency to explore this 
concept at a deeper level. 
 
At one level, RUAH can be seen as a secular good practice, and the agency must demonstrate 
these elements. 
 
The term RUAH is both a reference to the continuing work initiated by Don Bosco  (Michael 
RUA was his first successor), and is an ancient term meaning ‘breath of God’, alluding to 
Christian beliefs about the dignity of all human beings and Jesus’ wish for all to “have life to 
the full”. 
 
The concept invites all individuals to explore life’s deeper meanings and mysteries, but it also 
insists that responding to such an invitation is a matter for each individual in freedom.  Thus 
the spiritual and scriptural levels in the diagram below are not matters for the workplace, but 
rather they are for discernment for individuals. 



RUAH 
 

The Heart of Don Bosco’s Spirituality 
 

RESPECT UNDERSTANDING AFFECTION HUMOUR 
Secular good practice 

Don’t isolate 
individuals 

Recognise faults as due 
largely to 

thoughtlessness 

Make the first move 
towards the young – 

set the mood 

Do not bewail the 
times 

Don’t humiliate or 
correct in public 

Recognise the limits of 
young people in maturity 

/ thoughtlessness 

Find something to 
encourage and praise 

Always correct with 
the hope of change 

and growth 
Don’t use sarcasm Be aware of what might 

happen 
Use a quiet word in 

the ear 
Celebrate 

achievement 
Correct in quiet Arrive ahead of the 

young people 
Apologise to the 

young when at fault 
Be cheerful 

Do not act out of 
anger or revenge 

Be well prepared and set 
the atmosphere 

Remember names Allow spontaneity 
and genuine 

laughter 
Build small groups 
that support those at 

risk 

Defuse destructive 
situations by distractions 

Let them know that 
you care 

Reward groups for 
success in a public 

way 
Be present with 
young people 

especially when you 
don’t have to be 

there 

Enter the world of the 
young go to meet them 

on their territory 

Strive to inspire love Put individual 
failure into a wider 

more optimistic 
context 

Protect the freedom 
of the young where 

possible 

Vary your approach and 
offer variety to young 

people 

Do not develop 
favourites 

Identify and support 
those who are 
unusually sad 

Provide a range of 
choices where 
possible for the 

young 

Keep reflecting on 
experience and 

Use activities to 
build relationships 

Always meet or 
leave the young 

with an encouraging 
word 

 Make the rules clear and 
consistent 

  



 
RESPECT UNDERSTANDING AFFECTION HUMOUR 

Incorporating a Spiritual search for meaning into good practice 
Guard each 

individual’s dignity 
Be aware of your own 

weakness and strength of 
personality 

Build a climate of 
emotional security in 

your work 

Maintain an 
optimism about 
young people in 

general 
Recognise and 
remember the 

unique story behind 
each person 

Be able to listen to what 
is not said and see 

beneath the surface of the 
young person 

Create a family spirit 
where the feelings 
and needs of others 

are recognized 

Use support from 
colleagues to 

bounce back after 
problems 

Recognise and 
value the cultural 

context of the 
young person 

Reflect on young 
people’s behaviour to 
search for patterns that 

reveal an inner life 

Establish a 
relationship of care 
for individual youth 

at risk 

Believe in the 
natural and spiritual 

resources within 
you. 

Reflect on the gifts 
of each young 

person as a sign of 
directions to be 

explored 

Identify where the 
common good is being 

built up or threatened by 
young people 

Let young people 
know that you care 

about them 

Meet life cheerfully 
as a way to 

maintain personal 
energy 

Allow young peple 
freedom to talk 

personally or to stay 
quiet 

Reflect with colleagues 
to check your views on 

what is happening 

Be able to talk about 
yourself personally 
but appropriately 

Be prepared to 
laugh at yourself 

and what has 
happened 

Work hard for the 
good of young 

people 

Read the signs of the 
times and access their 

impact on young people 

Contain and 
reconcile aggressive 

behaviour 

Count your 
blessings every day 

RESPECT UNDERSTANDING AFFECTION HUMOUR 
Incorporating a Spiritual search for meaning into good practice 

Let the children 
come to me 

Pattern of cross and 
resurrection 

Love one another as 
I have loved you 

Importance of not 
worrying 

Be a good shepherd 
in the lives of the 

young 

Importance of not 
judging 

It is from the heart 
that both good and 

evil come 

I want you to be 
happy in the Lord 

I am with you 
always – God in all 

our lives 

Seeing God in the 
ordinary 

God first loved us 
therefore we should 
make the first move 
in love to the young 

I came that they 
might have life to 

the full 

A special respect 
and care for the 

little ones 

Father forgive them they 
don’t know what they are 

doing 

Go into your private 
room and pray – a 
hidden relationship 

with the Father. 

Jesus a man who 
could celebrate life 

 



b) Agency Principles of good practice 
 
These principles have been adapted from Salesian works in Ireland. The Salesians work with 
vulnerable young people in many settings in the world, and in Dublin care for a number of 
young people in residential programs. 
 
As with RUAH, these principles highlight elements of best service delivery, within the context 
of the Salesian tradition. 
 

“The young must not only be loved, they must be able to feel they are loved” 
(Don Bosco) 

 
We place the young person at the heart of the Don Bosco community, encouraging and 
enabling them to grow towards their innate potential. 
 

Salesian Ethos Approach Therapeutic Community Approach 
Proactive Presence 
 
“Every staff member should make a point of 

getting to know the young people in their 
care, of informing themselves of their 

previous history and should show themselves 
to be their friend”. (Don Bosco) 

 
 
 
� We engage with each young person from 

the moment they enter our care, getting to 
know them, building on their interests, 
engaging them in activities and games, 
inviting them into a relationship of trust 
while recognising and planning for the 
challenges this brings. 

 
 

Opportunity Led Work 
 
“The relationship provides the very fabric of 

the community, creating a culture of open 
exchanges, questioning, debate and enquiry 
concerning personal experiences so vital to 
the recovery and development of extremely 

troubled young people”.  
(Ward 2007) 

 
� We try to be emotionally available for 

young people at all times.  We give time 
and energy to tuning into and trying to 
understand the young people, so that they 
may understand themselves. 

 
� We seek to use daily interactions to create 

and respond to opportunities to engage 
with them in ways that promote healing 
and growth. 

Family Spirit 
 

“Young people are the most precious yet 
vulnerable part of society” 

Don Bosco 
 
� We work to make each of our units a 

setting which is warm, friendly and 
respectful, that nurtures a sense of 
belonging, offers security, builds positive 
relationships marked by empathy and 
respect and promotes opportunities for 

Community/Belonging 
 
“Everyone has a basic human need to belong, 

to be in a place where they matter and feel 
wanted”. 

 
� We strive to help the young person to 

attach themselves to the unit so that for the 
first time they may begin to trust and leave 
behind any sense of alienation. 

 
� We use meetings to involve young people 



genuine engagement between the young 
person and those involved in their lives, 
especially their own families. 

in decisions about the unit and their lives. 
 
� We believe that relationships are at the 

core of the work in helping young people 
achieve emotional and personal growth. 

Reasonableness 
 
“Educators should be convinced that young 

people are intelligent by nature, and can 
recognise the good that is done to them 

personally, and at the same time they are 
gifted with good hearts which are readily 

open to gratitude” 
Don Bosco 

 
� We accept young people as they are.  We 

explain clearly the reasons behind the 
rules/ boundaries, our requests, demands, 
expectations, motives and plans while 
respecting the young person and their 
opinion even when it is different.  There 
is no place here for harsh rules, harsh 
punishments or threats, even in the face 
of the most challenging of behaviours. 

Participation / Empowerment 
 

“Through the responsive process of 
democratic inclusion the therapeutic 

community provides an environment in which 
the young people can begin to rebuild 

themselves as agents in their own loves, and 
thereafter citizens of the world beyond” 

 
 

� We believe that open and honest 
communication is at the heart of the 
approach taken in our work with the 
young people and with each other. 

 
� We actively seek to involve the young 

people as much as possible in all aspects 
of living, through consultation, 
interdependent responsibility for decision-
making and helping them to take 
responsibility for their actions 

Loving-Kindness 
 

“The practice of the Salesian Preventive 
System is all based on the words of St. Paul, 
who says: Love is patient, love is kind… it 

bears all things,,, hopes all things… endures 
all things” 

(Don Bosco) 
 

� We accompany the young people with 
care and understanding based on their 
needs; an acceptance that facilitates the 
young person’s confidence; a relationship 
that instills a sense of inward security and 
supports his growth as a human being. 

 

Safety / Containment 
 

“Enabling young people through 
encouragement, tolerance and support” 

 
 
 
 
� We establish clear boundaries and limits 

with a view to enabling the young people 
to have a sense of order and structure in 
their lives. 

 
� This setting enables them to experience 

their emotional distress as ‘encouraged, 
tolerated and supported’. 

Religious Belief / Faith 
 
“Jesus says: I have come that you may have 

life and have it to the full” 
(Jn. 6:14) 

 

Therapeutic Process 
 

“The therapeutic aim is to enable fragile 
young people to develop their capacity to 

manage themselves in relation to others and 
to be responsible for their own choices” 



� We accompany the young people with 
care and understanding based on their 
needs; an acceptance that facilitates the 
young person’s confidence; a relationship 
that instills a sense of inward security and 
supports his growth as a human being. 

 

Tomlinson (2004) 
 

� We aim to provide an atmosphere and 
ethos where change from within can 
occur.  We pay attention not just to the 
young person’s inner world. 

 
� We believe by providing safe nuturing 

relationships, the young person can begin 
to heal past hurts.  Our hope is that this 
frees them up to grow and develop to their 
full potential 

 
 
The Dignity of the Person 
 

“Consider that this body and soul of yours were given to you 
by God without any merit on your part” 

(Don Bosco) 
 

� Don Bosco, being a man of Christian faith, saw life and young people from a Christian 
perspective.  He believed in the innate goodness and dignity of every person, made to the 
image of God, unconditionally chosen and loved by a God who is love.  We strive to build 
a community that recognises and promotes the rights and dignity of each person both in 
terms of their humanity and in the Christian understanding of the person. 

 
 
c) Charter for Salesian Schools – Australia 
 
Dunlea Centre, Australia’s Original Boys’ Town, provides a wrap around service that includes 
many elements.  The engagement of children in schooling is one vital element of the service.  
Consequently, Dunlea Centre strives to apply the Charter for Salesian Schools in Australia 
which calls us to be: 
 

• a home that welcomes 
• a community where broken lives find love and goodness 
• a school that prepares for life 
• a place where family relationships are restored and young people feel valued, loved 

and happy 
 
 
d) Values 
 
The following values statement, developed by staff, provides further insight into practical and 
operational aspects of the Salesian ethos. 
 
The following values underpin our work with children, young people and their families/carers 
at Boys Town. 



 
Openness: 
 
• Being open to change. 
• Making the distinction between a person and their behaviour. 
• Offering & receiving constructive criticism. 
• Accepting individuality/ “uniqueness” of others. 
• Thinking “outside the square” and appreciating the creative approach of others. 
• Open and transparent communication with others. 
• Honesty with self and others. 
• Challenging others perceptions. 
• Having your own perceptions challenged. 
 
Presence: 
 
• Offer support and show interest to those in the Dunlea Centre community. 
• Awareness of people’s abilities, skills, needs, roles, and effect of our interactions with 

others. 
• Look for ways to praise each other. 
• Offer a non judgemental and accepting environment that encourages people to be 

themselves. 
• Show others that they can be a positive influence in relationships and others can learn 

from them. 
• Being present to those who are suffering. 
 
Responsibility: 
 
• Encourage others to be involved in and take ownership of the decision making 

processes. 
• Encourage others to own and analyse their own behaviour in order to make appropriate 

decisions for themselves. 
• Empower others through ownership of a creative process or the mastery of a skill. 
• Explore and validate another’s “voice”. 
• Belief in team members to carry out their roles and have confidence in their skills and 

abilities to encourage continual professional growth. 
 
Integrity: 
 
• Awareness of self. 
• Honesty in communication with self and others (It’s OK to say you don’t know. 

Accept positive criticism). 
• Always act in a professional way – maintain professional detachment and be aware of 

the impact of actions on others. 
• Continually challenge yourself to make a positive difference. 
• Believe that even the smallest positive change is worth the effort. 
 
Respect 



 
• Respecting others ideologies and beliefs. 
• Courteous to one another 
• Valuing others strengths and abilities. 
• Taking responsibility for yourself within the agency (eg punctuality). 
• Maintaining confidentiality and privacy. 
• Looking after resources and property. 
• Working within the Salesian ethos. 
• Awareness of own and others boundaries, limits and needs. 
• Follow through on agreed policies and procedures. 
 
Commitment: 
 
• To engage in a process of resolution, which may arise from conflict. 
• To follow through on decisions made. 
• To be enthusiastic in bringing your energy and skills to your workplace. 
• To belong to a group/team and support it. 
• To be committed to the wellbeing of children, families, colleagues and ourselves 

(believe in what we do – show passion). 
• To further personal growth and professional development. 
• To uphold the Salesian philosophy. 
• To communicate positive images on Dunlea Centre internally and externally. 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


