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INDIGENOUS EDUCATION: 

A COLLECTIVE TASK FO R ALL AUSTRALIANS 1 

 

Stephen Kemmis, Marianne Atkinson and Roslin Brennan Kemmis, A.M.2 

 

ABSTRACT:  There is a pressing need for coordinated responses to the disadvantage 

suffered by Indigenous Australians not just from schools but from other agencies, and especially 

responses that involve schools alongside other agencies working with Indigenous communities to 

build their collective efficacy (a combination of social cohesion and social control, especially 

control of youth by many adults in the community).  This view of collective efficacy was 

emphasised by Emeritus Professor Tony Vinson (UNSW) in his recent report for Jesuit Social 

Services (Melbourne) called “Community Adversity and Resilience” (published by Jesuit Social 

Services, 2004).  Vinson showed that there has been a concentration of disadvantage over the 

last 20 and 5 years in fewer postcodes, and that some disadvantaged communities, because they 

have greater collective efficacy, do better in the face of adversity than others.  Schools need to 

work with communities to see their educational work as part of collective community capacity-

building.  Schools may also need to recognise that if their work is not seen by Indigenous 

communities (and students) as building valued collective capacities through the education of each 

student, then young people may be disinclined to stay on in schooling, with the consequence that 

the students involved may inherit and continue the social and educational disadvantage suffered 

by many in the current parent generation of Indigenous Australians.  This paper presents a range 

of recent statistics to demonstrate that many of the disadvantages suffered by Indigenous 

Australians (poorer educational outcomes, 20 years lower life expectancy for both males and 

females, higher rates of heart disease, lower birth weights, lower incomes, higher unemployment 

rates, higher rates of domestic violence, greater incarceration rates, and so on) have sources 

that schools alone cannot do much about, but that they must respond to every day a student 

comes to school suffering the consequences of those disadvantages.  Opening and sustaining a 

genuinely mutually-respectful conversation between the school and the community is the only way 

that schools can be seen as part of the solution to the problem of the disadvantage suffered by 

many Indigenous Australians, rather than being seen as part of the problem. 

 

                                                        
1 Invited address to the National rural Education Conference 2004, Fremantle, June 2 – 4, 2004.  The conference is 
presented by the Western Australia District High School Administrators‟ Association and the Society for the Provision of 
Education to Rural Australia, and sponsored by the Western Australian Department of Education and Training. 
2 Stephen Kemmis is Professor of Education, Marianne Atkinson is Research Fellow, and Roslin Brennan Kemmis, A.M. is 
Senior Lecturer in Vocational Education and Training, in the School of Education, Charles Sturt University, Wagga Wagga, 
New South Wales 2678, Australia.  Email: skemmis@csu.edu.au, rbrennan@csu.edu.au  
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INTRODUCTION 

In this paper, we will first outline some of the issues for Indigenous people in Australia today.  
We will do this by examining some of the statistics about life for Indigenous people around the 
country – where Indigenous people live, statistics about life expectancy, and the like.  We will 
illustrate these data by referring to a fictional Indigenous family, parents Fred and Marge, and 
children Sam and Donna.  We will speak about their conditions of housing, justice issues, 
employment and income.  We will conclude this section with reference to some features of their 
educational participation and outcomes. 

We will then address the question of “what is to be done?” about the social and educational 
problems confronted by many Indigenous Australians.  We will describe some of the things that 
require action outside education as well as within it.  Schools alone cannot address these inequalities 
– nor can any providers of services to Indigenous people. 

In passing, we confront the question of the reproduction of social inequalities – a very 
pressing issue to be addressed for Indigenous Australians. 

We also address the question of what needs to be done inside education.  We argue that 
educational responses are necessary, but that both whole of government initiatives and 
community-based initiatives are crucial in meeting the challenges for many Indigenous 
communities.  We argue that community-based solutions are always necessary, because it is in real 
communities that the problems occur, and in which they may be solved.  We refer to the work of 
Tony Vinson on community adversity and resilience, to show that even, though some 
communities face relative disadvantage, they have the collective efficacy that allows them to meet 
the challenges they face.  We explore ways this collective efficacy can be fostered. 

We conclude with suggestions about how all Australians need to work together if the 
problems of Indigenous Australia are to be addressed.  The solution is not in making Indigenous 
Australia dependent on the good will and social programs devised for them by non-Indigenous 
Australians, nor is their future entirely in their own hands.  We must work together to overcome 
the inequalities and disadvantage Indigenous Australians endure, and only by doing so can we 
practice the responsible reconciliation that we believe to be morally and socially necessary for our 
society as a whole. 

 

ISSUES FOR INDIGENOUS AUSTRALIANS 

WHERE DO AUSTRALIA‟S INDIGENOUS PEOPLE LIVE? 

The family 

Fred is 23 years old and Marge is 22 years old.  They got together about 5 years ago and they 
have two children, Sam who is 4 years old and Donna who is 3 years old.  They are an Indigenous 
family and they live in a regional centre.  The following is a story of their lives set in the context of 
statistical data that gives precision and authenticity to the descriptions that we are suggesting. Not 
all Indigenous families are like this one.  Some families are in better situations with more life 
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choices and others are in worse situations.  We must emphasise that the story of this family is a 
story of „likelihoods‟.  

Fred and Mary, Sam and Donna are four of the 458,520 Indigenous people who live in 
Australia (actually, there were 458,520 Indigenous people in Australia on June 30th, 2001).  Over 
70 per cent of Indigenous people live in NSW, Queensland and Western Australia.   

  

 
Source: SCRGSP (2003) Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2003, p 2.18 

The next graphs and table show the distribution of Indigenous Australians by state/territory: 

  

 
Source: SCRGSP (2003) Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2003, p 2.19 
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Source: SCRGSP (2003) Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2003, p 2.19 

Indigenous population of Australia by state/territory 

  

 
Source: ABS and AIHW  (2003)The Health and Welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, p.16 

INDIGENOUS LIFE STORIES AND STATISTICS 

HOW LONG IS A LIFE? 

Fred and Marge cannot expect to live to old age.  Fred has a life expectancy of 56 years and 
Mary will die around the age of 62 years.  They will both die about 20 years before their non-
Indigenous Australian counterparts.  Fred and Mary will die appreciably earlier than New Zealand 
Maoris and the members of the First Nations of both the USA and Canada.  Improved health 
services have contributed to a slight increase in the life expectancies of Fred and Mary but the gap 
between the possible lengths of their lives and those of non-Indigenous Australians has remained 
static.  Sam and Donna may be facing the same circumstances. 
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The life expectancies of selected Indigenous peoples, selected years 

  
Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia, p.??? 

Although there have been big increases in the life expectancy of Indigenous males over the 
last decade or so, the gap between Indigenous males and non-Indigenous males has remained 
large – Indigenous men live about twenty years less than non-Indigenous men in Australia: 

  
Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia, p.??? 

Indigenous women also live about twenty years less than non-Indigenous women in Australia, 
but the gap between them appears to have increased slightly over the last ten years or so. 
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Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia, p.??? 

Sam and Donna are amongst the Indigenous children who have survived their first year of 
life.  Their cousin in the Northern Territory died at 3months of age and the family knows that life 
can be snatched easily between birth and one year.  Sam was born five weeks pre- mature and 
weighed less than average.  Fred was out of work during Marge‟s pregnancy and they were forced 
to move house.  All the expenses associated with relocation meant that high quality food was out 
of the question and Marge‟s general health suffered at this critical time.  Sam is likely to be a below 
average student and is prone to many ear infections but he is currently receiving treatment from 
the local Aboriginal Health Service. 

The rate of low birth weight is much higher for Indigenous babies than for non-Indigenous: 

  
Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia, p.??? 

Indigenous babies also have a substantially greater chance of dying in their first year of life 
than non-Indigenous babies.  The next graph gives international comparisons for selected years 
between deaths in the first year of life per 1000 infants for some Indigenous peoples and non-
Indigenous Australians.  Indigenous infant mortality of Australia as a whole is nearly three times 
the rate for non-Indigenous infants.  In the Northern Territory it is nearly five times the rate for 
non-Indigenous infants. 
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Infant mortality, Indigenous peoples, selected years 

  
Source:  HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 

Marge and Fred both smoke and have diets high in fat and sugar.  Fred drinks a little too 
much and does not enjoy a life style that is characterised by regular exercise.  Both are candidates 
for respiratory and circulatory problems far in excess of those risks experienced by non-
Indigenous Australians.  They are also at risk of accidents and violence that could result in early 
death.  Marge and Fred, and the children as they grow older, are the potential victims of suicide.  
Fred is particularly in danger as he approaches the 25 to 34 year age group and his son Sam is in 
much greater danger between the age of 15 and 24 than his non-Indigenous friends.  Suicide is a 
problem that affects the lives of many Indigenous families and communities.  

The ABS and AIHW give data for what they call “excess deaths” – deaths that occur at rates 
higher than expected for the Australian population as a whole.  The causes from which 
Indigenous people die at a higher than expected rate than for all Australians appear in the next 
table: 

  

 
Source: ABS and AIHW (2003) The Health and Welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, p 193 
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Lifestyle factors like smoking and diet contribute to some of these, as the following tables 
show. 

  
 

Source: ABS and AIHW (2003) The Health and Welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, p 194 

  
 

Source: ABS and AIHW (2003) The Health and Welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, p 194 

But some of the causes of excess Indigenous deaths are deaths from “external causes” – 
accidents and the like:  

  
 

Source: ABS and AIHW (2003) The Health and Welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, p 196 

Some are the results of assaults: 
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Source: ABS and AIHW (2003) The Health and Welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, p 197 

And some are from “intentional self-harm” – suicide:  

  
 

Source: SCRGSP (2003) Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2003, p.3.41 

While more males than females end their own lives in both groups, the rates for Indigenous 
males are far higher than for their non-Indigenous counterparts.  It is the more tragic that this is 
the cause of death for so many young Indigenous people.  
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Source: ABS and AIHW (2003) The Health and Welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, p 196 

SHORT GENERATIONS 

Marge and Fred, Donna and Sam are not likely to have the same sense of a „life‟ as their non-
Indigenous friends.  It is as though their generations have been squashed into a short lifespan.  
Sam and Donna‟s grandparents are likely to be relatively young if they are still alive – about 45 
years of age.  However it is not likely that they will see their grandchildren celebrate their 18th 
birthdays.  Marge and Fred like many of their Indigenous friends and family are young parents – 
under twenty when Sam was born – and their own parents are relatively young.  This apparent 
youthfulness is circumscribed by the fact that life is cut short for all Indigenous people by about 
20 years. 

Sam and Donna are likely to have to live with death many times in their young lives.  Dealing 
with grief, and the sense of loss that accompanies the death of a close friend or family member, 
are common experiences that they sometimes find difficult to understand.  

The result of factors like those described earlier, about the life expectancy of Indigenous 
Australians, is that there are great differences between the overall age profile of Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous Australians, as the next graph shows:   

POPULATION PROFILE BY AGE AND SEX, 2001 

  

 
Source: ABS and AIHW  (2003)The Health and Welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, p.16 
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The generations of Indigenous Australians are shorter than for non-Indigenous Australians.  
The next graph shows that, on average, Indigenous women become mothers much earlier than 
non-Indigenous women.  It should be remembered that this has been the case for quite some 
time – Indigenous women also become grandmothers and great-grandmothers at a younger age 
than their non-Indigenous counterparts. 

MATERNAL AGE BY INDIGENOUS STATUS, 1998 – 2000 

  

 
Source: ABS and AIHW (2003) The Health and Welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, p 123 

HOUSING 

Marge and Fred are renting their home.  They are unlikely to be able to buy their own home 
unless their employment and financial situation improves.  Fred‟s cousin Don lives close by and 
alone.  Sam and Donna share a bedroom that was previously a dining room that Fred converted 
for them.  However because they live in a regional area their housing is of a much higher standard 
and less cramped than members of their family who live in a remote area of Australia.  Sam and 
Donna often find it hard to find a space to „be‟ in the house and this problem is not likely to 
improve as they grow older.  Twenty per cent of Indigenous people in Australia live in 
overcrowded conditions. 

The following graph shows “housing tenure” for 2001: 

Housing tenure, 2001
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Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 
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Indigenous Australians appear to live in different kinds of households than non-Indigenous 
Australians.  In both groups, most live in one-family households, though slightly more Indigenous 
people than non-Indigenous people do so.  Slightly more Indigenous people live in multi-family 
households.  A big difference is that about 25% of non-Indigenous people live alone, compared 
with about 15% of Indigenous people. 

HOUSEHOLD TYPE - 2001 

  

 
 

Source: ABS and AIHW (2003) The Health and Welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, p.29 

More Indigenous than non-Indigenous Australians live in households requiring an extra 
bedroom.  The next table and graph show, by location, how many households require an extra 
bedroom. 

Households requiring an extra bedroom, by 

Indigenous status and remoteness, 2001
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Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 
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Source:  SCRGSP (2003):  Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage:  Key Indicators 2003, p.10.27 

JUSTICE 

Sam and Donna are fortunate that they are not amongst the children of Indigenous families 
who are victims of child abuse.  In Victoria, Western Australia and South Australia, Indigenous 
children are approximately 8 times more likely to be victims of these crimes than their non-
Indigenous friends.  Nationally 20 out of every 1,000 Indigenous children are on care and 
protection orders.  Sam and Donna are likely to know Indigenous children who are in this horrific 
situation and the impact on their extended lives through their communities is likely to be stark and 
difficult for them. 

The number of children who are the subject of substantiated claims of child abuse differs 
markedly between the Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations of Australia.  The following 
table and graph show the rates of substantiations by Indigenous status and state/territory, 2001-2.  
It may be the case that there are also marked differences between states/territories in their 
processes or practices of substantiation. 
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Rate of children the subject of substantiations: By Indigenous status and state / territory, 2001-02 

State/Territory Indigenous 
(rate per 1,000) 

Non-Indigenous 
(rate per 1,000) 

Indigenous to Non- 
Indigenous Ratio 

NSW 15.3 4.3 3.6 

Vic 48.1 6.1 7.9 

Qld 14.3 7.9 1.8 

WA 13.5 1.7 7.9 

SA 31.6 4.4 7.2 

NT 9.7 3.2 3.0 

Tas 0.3 2.6 0.2 

ACT 6.5 2.6 2.5 

Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 
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Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 

The rate of children on care and protection orders – being taken into the care of the state, also 
differs markedly between Australia‟s Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations. 
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Rate of children on care and protection orders: By Indigenous status and state / territory, 2001-02 

State/Territory Indigenous 
(rate per 1,000) 

Non-Indigenous 
(rate per 1,000) 

Indigenous to Non- 
Indigenous Ratio 

NSW 31.9 4.0 8.0 

Vic 40.6 3.9 10.4 

Qld 15.1 3.3 4.6 

WA 15.7 2.0 7.9 

SA 20.3 3.1 6.5 

NT 5.2 1.9 2.7 

Tas 2.8 4.0 0.7 

ACT 18.1 2.9 6.2 

Nationally 20.5 3.5 5.9 

Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 

 

Rate of children on care and protection orders: by 
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Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 

Many more Indigenous than non-Indigenous children are taken from their families to be 
looked after in out-of-home care.  Again, the figures differ markedly by state or territory, so the 
figures may reflect differences in policies and practices in the different jurisdictions. 
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Rate of children in out-of-home care: By Indigenous status and state / territory, 2001-02 

State/Territory Indigenous 
(rate per 1,000) 

Non-Indigenous 
(rate per 1,000) 

Indigenous to Non- 
Indigenous Ratio 

NSW 33.5 3.8 8.8 

Vic 39.0 3.0 13.0 

Qld 12.2 2.9 4.2 

WA 17.1 2.2 7.8 

SA 20.2 2.8 7.2 

NT 4.4 1.6 2.8 

Tas 3.6 4.6 0.8 

ACT 15.3 2.5 6.1 

Nationally 20.1 3.2 6.3 

Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 
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Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 

It is not unusual for this young family to experience periods in which relatives or friends are in 
gaol.  Fred‟s father Bill has spent three periods of his life in prison: once as a juvenile and twice as 
an adult.  In 2002, there were 1,800 Indigenous people in prison per 100,000 of the Indigenous 
population and about ten times as many Indigenous males were in prison as females.  Sam and 
Donna have come in contact with lots of families where a father, brother, uncle or cousin is 
incarcerated for periods of time.  This makes for lots of problems at home, particularly the  kinds 
of emotional, physical and financial stresses associated with visiting family members in prison.  
Sam and Donna‟s older cousin Peter is 15 years old and he is amongst those juveniles held in 
detention.  In terms of national statistics, he was 22 times more likely to end up in detention than 
any of his non-Indigenous friends.  When he is released his parents are not sure that he will want 
to go back to school.  Peter‟s sister Susan, who is 13, is less likely to encounter the criminal justice 
system but she still has a much higher chance of this than any of her non-Indigenous friends. 
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The rates of imprisonment of Indigenous people are very substantially higher for Indigenous 
Australians, and have been for many years: 

  

 
Source: SCRGSP (2003) Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2003, p 3.59 

Rates of imprisonment also vary widely between states and territories, suggesting that the 
problems and issues for Indigenous people may differ, as may the practices of police and courts in 
the different jurisdictions. 

  

 
Source: SCRGSP (2003) Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2003, p 3.60 
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But it is not just adults who are in trouble with the law.  The juvenile detention rates of 
Indigenous young people are also disproportionately high. 

  

 
Source: SCRGSP (2003) Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2003, p 3.62 

Rates of juvenile detention also vary significantly from jurisdiction to jurisdiction: 

  

 
Source: SCRGSP (2003) Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2003, p 3.63 

EMPLOYMENT 

Fred has been in and out of work since the age of 15 when he left school.  Currently he is 
working part time as a gardener‟s assistant and he is relieved that he is not one of the 27% of his 
Indigenous age group who are unemployed.  Thirty-eight per cent of Indigenous people work 
part time like Fred.  Fred is interested in gardening but he finds study almost impossible and he 
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remains relatively unskilled.  He has done a couple of Certificate 1 courses at the local TAFE but 
he didn‟t finish them and he can‟t seem to get any further as his literacy levels are quite low and he 
finds the classes don‟t suit his way of learning.  Marge works part time as a cleaner but this job is 
likely to finish soon as the business has been sold.  She doesn‟t quite know when the work will dry 
up and this makes planning anything difficult.  Fred and Marge are considering moving some time 
soon, if they have the money, as unemployment rates are lower in the major cities or in the 
remote areas.  However, this would mean moving Sam who has formed strong friendships with 
some children at the local pre-school and they hope that he can carry these friendships forward 
into his first year at school.  Leaving family and community would be heart breaking. 

Sam and Donna‟s cousin Peter who is currently in a Juvenile Detention Centre will probably 
be looking for work when he is released but none of the family is too optimistic about his 
chances.  Thirty-one per cent of Indigenous Australians between 15 and 17 years of age are out of 
work and the family knows that his record will count against him with almost every employer.  

This year, the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission reported that 

Indigenous people employed in 2001 had the following characteristics: 

 93% were employees, with four per cent self-employed and two per cent employers;  

 55% worked in the private sector and 23% in government;  

 52% were full time and 38% part time;  

 60% worked in low skill occupations, 21% in medium skill occupations and 15% in high skill 
occupations;  

 29% reported having a non-school qualification. 

In 2001, 18% of all Indigenous people who were classified as employed were engaged in 
Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP). The CDEP Scheme enables participants to 
exchange unemployment benefits for opportunities to undertake work and training in activities 
managed by local Indigenous community organisations. Compared with all Indigenous people who 
were employed, Indigenous people identified as CDEP participants were: 

 twice as likely to work part time (74% compared with 38%);  

 more likely to report working in a low skilled occupation (79% compared with 60%); and  

 one third as likely to report having a non-school qualification (9% compared with 29%) 
(HREOC, 2004)  

Indigenous Australians of working age have much higher unemployment rates than their non-
Indigenous counterparts. 

Unemployment rates by age groups, 2001 

  Indigenous Australians Non-Indigenous Australians 

15 – 17 years 31.8 16.3 

18 – 24 years 27.3 12.8 

25 – 34 years 20.7 7.1 

35 – 44 years 16 5.7 

45 – 54 years 11.7 4.9 

55 – 64 years 10.4 5.7 

Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 
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Unemployment rates by age group, 2001
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Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 

Unemployment rates by remoteness, 2001 

 Indigenous Australians Non-Indigenous Australians 

Major cities 20.1 6.9 

Inner regional 25.0 8.1 

Outer regional 23.1 7.4 

Remote 19.2 4.9 

Very remote 8.3 3.5 

Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 

Unemployment rates by remoteness, 2001
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Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 

The following table and graph show the opposite side of the coin from unemployment – 
participation in the labour force.  We should note, however, that indigenous people participating 
in Community Development Employment programs (CDEPs) are counted as „employed‟ in these 
figures. 
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Labour force participation by remoteness, 2001 

 Indigenous Australians Non-Indigenous Australians 

Major cities 57.3 64.3 

Inner regional 52.0 59.9 

Outer regional 50.7 63.3 

Remote 50.5 71.8 

Very remote 46.2 78.1 

Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 

Labour force participation, by remoteness, 2001
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Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 

Fred‟s brother John is working part time with the Community Development Employment 
Project (CDEP) team who run a lawn cutting and rubbish removal business.  He is also receiving 
some training in the maintenance of lawn mowers.  He would like to start his own business but 
the odds are against him.  Only 4 per cent of Indigenous people are self-employed.  John works 
with quite a few members of his community in the CDEP team and this program accounts for 
about 30% of the Indigenous employment in this regional centre.  
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The following graph shows CDEP participation by state/territory: 

   

 
Source: SCRGSP (2003) Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2003, p.11.11 

The next shows CDEP participation by remoteness: 

  

 
Source: SCRGSP (2003) Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2003, p.11.12 

INCOME 

Money is always a problem with the family.  Fred and Marge are not very good money 
managers and often run out of money before the next pay packet comes in.  Part-time work and 
uncertain hours make budgeting and managing a family very difficult even before they come to 
terms with the relatively low wages that they are paid.  Nearly 30% of Indigenous people earn 
between $120 and $199 gross per week and Fred and Marge‟s combined income per week, in a 
good week, could be about $350.  Food and rent take a big chunk of this income (in 2001, their 
rent was $105 in a regional area).  After rent, they have about $245 to meet all their expenses.  
They are beginning to worry about how they are going to find the money for Sam‟s school 
uniform and Donna‟s pre-school fees next year when Marge‟s part time work dries up.  Many of 
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their Indigenous friends and family members are in the same situation.  Because Marge works at 
night and Fred likes a drink, the children are often given money to buy their tea from the corner 
shop.  Donna has put on a lot of weight just recently and Sam eats lollies in preference to other 
foods.  Sam‟s cousin is a diabetic and his uncle died from a diabetes related illness two years ago.  

Around Australia, Indigenous people earn significantly less each week than non-Indigenous 
people.  On the basis of the following graph, Fred and Marge are thinking of moving to Canberra. 

  

 
Source: SCRGSP (2003) Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators, 2003, p 3.29 

The picture becomes still clearer when the weekly incomes of Indigenous and non-
Indigenous workers are compared:  a greater proportion of Indigenous people earn less than non-
Indigenous people. 

  

 
Source: SCRGSP (2003) Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators, 2003, p 3.30 
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EDUCATION 

Fred and Marge both left school at Year 10 and quite a lot of their friends in more remote 
areas left school in Year 7 and Year 8.  There aren‟t many members of their community who went 
to Year 12.  Only 17 % of Indigenous students make it to Year 12 or its equivalent.  This is a stark 
contrast to the 40% of non-Indigenous students who are in education or training at this level.  
Fred and Marge began secondary school with their Indigenous friends but only 36% of them 
were likely to stay until Year 12.  Seventy five per cent of non-Indigenous students who were in 
Year 7 with Fred finished their HSC.  Indigenous students generally didn‟t score too well in these 
exams. 

Fred and Marge don‟t have any qualifications as their attendance in Year 10 meant that the 
Certificate could not be awarded.  Most of the Indigenous children they come into contact with 
now are more regular in their attendance at school.  Fred has tried a number of TAFE courses but 
these did not help with employment and he didn‟t complete them.  Fred and Marge are amongst 
the 72% of Indigenous people with no qualifications at all.   

Fred and Marge hope that Sam and Donna will have more education than they did, but they 
recognise that their chances of going to university are quite slim.  Getting there and then keeping 
them there are two different issues.  Indigenous students have much higher University attrition 
rates than their non-Indigenous friends.  If Sam and Donna don‟t make it to Year 12 Fred and 
Marge hope that they can go to TAFE and join the 10% of Indigenous people who have a 
Certificate and this may help them find work. 

Highest level of schooling completed, 2001 

 Indigenous students (%) Non-Indigenous students (%) 

Year 8 or below 16.8 9.4 

Year 9 or equivalent 13.8 7.6 

Year 10 or equivalent 27.0 24.5 

Year 11 or equivalent 9.2 9.9 

Year 12 or equivalent 16.8 39.5 

Still at school 5.1 3.5 

Did not go to school 3.0 1.0 

Not stated 8.4 4.6 

Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 



Kemmis, Atkinson and Brennan Kemmis:  Indigenous education: A task for all Australians Page 25 

 

Highest level of schooling completed, 2001

0

10

20

30

40

50

Year 8 or

below

Year 9 or

equiv alent

Year 10 or

equiv alent

Year 11 or

equiv alent

Year 12 or

equiv alent

Still at

school

Did not go

to school

Not stated

P
e

rc
e

n
ta

g
e

Indigenous students (%) Non-Indigenous students (%)

 
Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 

 

Highest non-school qualification, Percentage of persons aged 15 years and over, 2001 

 Indigenous people (%) Non-Indigenous people (%) 

Postgraduate degree 0.28 1.91 

Bachelor degree 2.26 10.23 

Graduate Diploma 0.36 1.44 

Advanced diploma/Diploma 2.49 6.29 

Certificate 9.38 16.43 

Other/level not determined 2.76 3.56 

No qualification 72.14 55.30 

Not stated 10.33 4.84 

Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 
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Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 

Apparent year 12 retention rates for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students from 

commencement of secondary school 

  
Source: HREOC (2004) A Statistical Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 
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Apparent grade progression ratios of Indigenous and non-Indigenous students, 
Australia, 1999-2002 (percentages) 

 Year 8 to Year 9 Year 9 to Year 10 Year 10 to Year 11 Year 11 to Year 12 

Year Indig Non-Indig Indig Non-Indig Indig Non-Indig Indig Non-Indig 

1999 92.7 99.8 86.3 98.2 67.3 88.6 66.4 85.7 

2000 94.2 99.8 88.4 98.1 65.4 88.1 65.0 84.6 

2001 96.1 99.8 89.7 98.6 67.6 89.4 66.6 86.5 

2002 97.5 99.7 89.6 98.6 69.0 90.0 67.8 87.1 

Source:  DEST (2002) National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training, p.41. 
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Source:  DEST (2002) National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training, p.41. 



Kemmis, Atkinson and Brennan Kemmis:  Indigenous education: A task for all Australians Page 28 

 

Overall primary school attendance rates by unspecified individual government and Catholic 

education systems, 2002, average attendance (percentage) 

     
Source: DEST (2002) National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training, p 43 

Overall secondary school attendance rates by unspecified individual government and Catholic 

education systems, 2002, average attendance (percentage) 

     
Source: DEST (2002) National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training, p 43 

Overall, the educational attainment of Indigenous Australians is well below that of non-
Indigenous Australians.  The DEST (2002) National Report to Parliament on Indigenous 
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Education and Training gives much data attesting to this sad conclusion.  We present the 
following table and graph as one indication of the relative educational achievement of Indigenous 
versus non-Indigenous people – the rate of 15 year olds meeting or exceeding OECD means for 
reading literacy, mathematical literacy and scientific literacy.  The „gaps‟ between the achievements 
of the two groups are unmistakeable.  

Percentage of 15 year old students achieving at or above the OECD mean for reading literacy, 
mathematical literacy and scientific literacy, by Indigenous and All student groups, PISA, 2000 

 Reading literacy Mathematical literacy Scientific literacy 

Indigenous students 30.7 26.2 29.1 

 ± 3.1 ± 4.9 ± 4.1 

All students 61.8 65.4 61.8 

 ± 1.4 ± 1.6 ± 1.9 

Source: DEST (2002) National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training, p.32 
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Source: DEST (2002) National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training, p.32 
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Participation rates of Indigenous students in higher education, 1997-2002 

  
Source: DEST (2002) National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training, p 77 

Retention rates of Indigenous and non-Indigenous students in higher education, 1997-2002 

   
Source: DEST (2002) National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training, p 78 

 

WHAT IS TO BE DONE? 

Doing something about the social and educational problems confronted by many Indigenous 
Australians requires action outside education as well as within it. 
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OUTSIDE EDUCATION 

Fred and Marge, Sam and Donna are the human family faces of the statistics presented above.  
Behind the figures there are real lives being lived in sometimes humiliating and often difficult 
circumstances.  When Sam and Donna come to school they bring with them the weight of these 
statistics translated into behaviours and attitudes and states of health and well being that require 
attention and understanding.  Whilst Sam and Donna may not experience the force of all the 
indicators of disadvantage, their lives will have been touched by others who have.  Their personal 
and community relationships and their growing up have been played out against a backdrop of ill 
health, poor housing, low incomes, high levels of incarceration, uncertain employment and 
relatively low levels of education and training.   

The range and depth of problems confronting Indigenous people in Australia means that no 
single measure will be effective in isolation.  For instance, policies and practices designed to 
reduce the incidence of child abuse in Indigenous communities whilst laudable in intention fail to 
practically take account of the multiplicity of disadvantage that the families may be living with. 
Poor overall health, young parents, problems with substance abuse, unemployment and many 
other factors coalesce like a whirlpool to suck under the ties of decency and community tradition 
which gave the communities their fabric and their strength. 

In these contexts „whole of government approaches‟ have been suggested as the way to 
address these multiple problems.  The danger is with such initiatives that what was once the 
problem of one department becomes the problem of all or more likely none-“not mine, not 
yours, not anyone‟s”.  „Whole of government approaches‟ can sometimes also mean that while the 
struggle to communicate between departments has been overcome the casualty  then becomes the 
communication between these newly formed bureaucratic partnerships and the Indigenous 
communities themselves. 

The private and multi faceted disadvantage that Indigenous people experience requires 
solutions that are based and delivered by mutually cooperating departments and agencies.  These 
solutions must be worked out, refined and evaluated where the problems exist: inside the 
communities themselves.  

The Council of Australian Governments (COAG) has recognised the multi-causality of 
outcomes (Productivity Commission, 2003) for Indigenous people in a recent document, 
published by the Productivity Commission, in which a whole of government strategy has been 
proposed to address the issues across the board.  COAG has conceptualised the problem and its 
solutions in the following way: 
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Source:  SCRGSP (2003) Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage:  Key Indicators 2003, p.XXI. 

THE REPRODUCTION OF INEQUALITIES 

Around the world, relative disadvantage is „inherited‟ – that is, the children of those suffering 
disadvantage, especially in communities with „deep needs‟, generally have to live with the 
consequences of the disadvantages of their parents.  This was shown by Connell, White and 
Johnstone (1991) in their analysis of Australia‟s Disadvantaged Schools Program, and more 
recently by Groundwater-Smith and Kemmis (in press) in their meta-evaluation of the NSW 
Priority Action Schools Program (a program delivering  between $100,000 and $400,000 to each 
of seventy-four schools in communities in the deepest need in NSW).  It is especially true for 
Indigenous people in Australia and most particularly for Indigenous communities in deep need. 

The schema accompanying this paragraph  
aims to depict relative disadvantage – and 
advantage – cascading across generations.  It 
suggests that the conditions of life for parents are 
the environments in which children live, creating 
particular kinds of conditions of life for children.  
Disadvantaged conditions frequently, though not 
always, lead to poorer outcomes for children on a 
range of measures – including life expectancy, 
economic well-being, health and education.  And 

Conditions for 
parents

Conditions for 
children

Outcomes for 
children

Outcomes as 
parents
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when those children become parents in their turn, they may, though not always, create the same 
kinds of conditions of life for their children. 

The table below summarises some of the conditions of life for Indigenous people like our 
family Fred and Marge and children Sam and Donna.  It shows some of the likely consequences 
for Sam and Donna of the conditions of life of their parents Fred and Marge, across a range of 
the areas we described earlier. 

 Restricted family experience of 
formal schooling

Less formal education

 Recurring experience of financial needLower family income

Weaker work knowledge and networksHigher unemployment

 Absent parents, less community social 
control

Higher rates of 
imprisonment

 Coming to school traumatisedHigher rates of child 
abuse, domestic violence

 Poorer study conditionsPoorer housing conditions

School absences, obstacles to learning 
and development

Poorer health

Recurring experience of lossLower life expectancy

Parents with less experienceShort generations

Conditions for childrenConditions for parents

 Restricted family experience of 
formal schooling

Less formal education

 Recurring experience of financial needLower family income

Weaker work knowledge and networksHigher unemployment

 Absent parents, less community social 
control

Higher rates of 
imprisonment

 Coming to school traumatisedHigher rates of child 
abuse, domestic violence

 Poorer study conditionsPoorer housing conditions

School absences, obstacles to learning 
and development

Poorer health

Recurring experience of lossLower life expectancy

Parents with less experienceShort generations

Conditions for childrenConditions for parents

 
The intergenerational reproduction of disadvantage 

With interventions, these likelihoods can change.  The reproduction of disadvantage is not an 
iron cage of determination.  Fred and Marge can change their own conditions of life, and they can 
change the conditions of life for their children.  But they may not be able to do it alone.  They 
may need all the help their family and community can give, and all the help their society – our 
society – can give.  Interventions of the kind outlined in the COAG framework might help them 
– as long as the framework is not just fine words in a policy, and as long as the programs to realise 
the framework reach down into the community where Fred and Marge live. 

What will be needed to change the lives of Fred and Marge, and Sam and Donna, is a whole-
of-government effort, if it will indeed produce better coordination across services. 

Even more needed are local community-based responses.  When people work together in 
communities, and as communities, and when service-providers work with the communities they 
serve to meet their needs, changes can be made.  Many Indigenous communities around Australia 
are making the kinds of changes needed – from dealing with problems of alcohol and substance 
abuse, to improving community hygiene and health, to community economic development, and 
improved control of young people by their elders. 

INSIDE EDUCATION 

In our 2003 study of Mid-Term Review of “Partners in a Learning Culture”, Australia‟s National 
Strategy for Vocational Education and Training for Indigenous People, we discovered that 
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Indigenous people want some very clear things from education and training (Kemmis, 
Atkinson, M., Brennan and Atkinson, C., in press): 

 “… Indigenous clients of VET require training of particular kinds and particular forms of delivery 
appropriate for their own particular individual, social, cultural and economic needs, interests and 
circumstances.  They want training that will 

 help secure and strengthen Indigenous identity; 

 help to maintain and develop capability – both the capability of individuals and the capacities of 
particular communities; 

 help to maintain and develop the social arrangements and social groupings – including family life – that 
sustain Indigenous society in particular communities and circumstances; 

 help in the maintenance and development of Indigenous culture in particular communities – including 
maintenance and development of languages, systems of belief, and a wide variety of cultural 
practices central to being an Indigenous person and community in this or that particular place 
and time; 

 assist in maintaining and developing participation in the economy – including training in skills that lead to 
valued work and careers – and in the economic development of communities; and 

 assist in maintaining and developing care for and obligations to country, and to nature and the environment 
in particular localities” (pp.135-6). 

It is clear, however, that in most places in Australia they are not yet getting the kind of 
education and training that achieves these things. 

Arguably, these things are needed in every domain of service provision to Indigenous 
Australians, as indicated in the picture below – which uses a general form of the four objectives of 
Partners in a Learning Culture to describe the priorities for improved services: 
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Land and country 

Local economy and employment 

Local Indigenous culture 

Social life of families and community 

Individual and community capacity 

Indigenous identity 

Objective 2: Participation, 
retention and achievement of 

relevant service outcomes 

Objective 4: Outcomes in the quality of 

Objective 3: Culturally appropriate, 

coordinated and flexible services 

Objective 1: Participation and 

involvement in decision making 

 
What Indigenous people want:  improved services to produce improved outcomes for Indigenous people 

Achieving these four objectives – Indigenous participation and involvement in decision-
making; culturally-appropriate, coordinated and flexible services;  improved participation and 
achievement in service outcomes;  and coordinated improvements in all six areas of outcomes 
that Indigenous people have identified – requires significant efforts from every service provider.  
It almost certainly requires substantial and significant changes to the ways we now do things.  We 
will need to be driven not only by the kinds of concerns internal to the services we provide, but 
also to guide our work by criteria external to our particular service.  We will need to keep our eye 
on the big picture, not just “stick to our own knitting”. 

In 1897, the French sociologist Émile Durkheim wrote his pioneering work Le Suicide:  Étude 
de sociologie.  In it, he argued that suicide was not just the result of a particular individual‟s private 
state of mind, but that it was the almost inevitable manifestation of a kind of social crisis that 
occurs when people no longer feel themselves to be part of the fabric of their society.  But the 
crisis is social, not just one experienced by the particular individual.  The anomie that the victim 
experiences has causes in the decay of the social fabric that gives lives meaning and significance to 
each of us in relation to others.  The tragic rates of suicide being witnessed in Australian 
Indigenous communities today are the consequence of just such a decay in the social fabric.  The 
kinds of factors we identified as impinging on the lives of Fred and Marge and Sam and Donna 
sometimes do reach the point where life seems not worth living, where the good things of life will 
be forever unattainable, where life will in any case be short, and where one will be a companion to 
friends who also suffer. 

In 1897, it was argued that the high rate of suicide in France could be addressed by better 
education.  Durkheim argued strenuously that education alone could not solve the problem.  One 
might say that no service acting alone can solve the problem.  Of the educational „solution‟, 
Durkheim wrote: 
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But this is to ascribe to education a power it lacks.  It is only the image and reflection of society.  It 
imitates and reproduces the latter in an abbreviated form;  it does not create it.  Education is healthy 
when people themselves are in a healthy state;  but it becomes corrupt with them, being unable to 
modify itself…  The strongest wills cannot elicit non-existent forces from nothingness, and the shocks 
of experience constantly dissipate these facile illusions.  Besides, even though through some 
incomprehensible miracle a pedagogical system were constituted in opposition to the social system, this 
very antagonism would rob it of all effect…  Education, therefore, can be reformed only if society itself 
is reformed.  To do that, the evil from which it suffers must be attacked at its source (Spaulding and 
Simpson translation, pp.372-3). 

The evils that late nineteenth century France suffered from, in Durkheim‟s view, were an 
economic system that made some wealthy and impoverished others, and a social system that 
maintained and reproduced inequalities.  The spectacular transformations that are producing our 
new world economic and social orders, powered by the ICT revolution, and resulting in 
globalisation, privatisation and new forms of cultural imperialism, are producing new waves of 
suicide – for non-Indigenous Australians (especially young men) but even more for Indigenous 
Australians (especially young men).  We hold more hope than Durkheim did that education can 
help with this new wave of self-inflicted harm and loss of lives.  But we agree with him that 
education alone cannot solve the problem any more than better welfare services, better housing, 
less Indigenous unemployment, or improved justice services.  All are needed, and still more is 
needed – more is required from all of us.  We will return to this shortly.  Before we do, we want to 
briefly discuss community-based solutions.  We do not want to ask more of communities than 
they can give, nor take an approach that ends by blaming the victims of inequality and 
disadvantage.  On the contrary, we believe that within communities we can find what British 
cultural theorist Raymond Williams (1983) called “resources for a journey of hope”. 

COMMUNITY-BASED SOLUTIONS 

Arguably, the view of improved outcomes we have advocated applies not only to education 
but to each of the fields of policy and practice we mentioned earlier.  Agencies in each field need 
to be working in ways that pay strict attention to these five „anchors‟ of individual and community 
life – across the rows in the following table.  And they need to work together locally in ways that 
are coherent and complementary across the whole column in relation to each „anchor‟ of 
individual and community life.  But initiatives in each field and in relation to each of these 
„anchors‟ will be hampered or undermined if the oversight of the whole matrix is not grounded in 
the commitment of the local community – in line with principles of community self-management 
and community self-determination. 
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 Secure and 
strengthen 
Indigenous 
identity 

Maintain and 
develop 
individual and 
community 
capacity 

Maintain and 
develop social 
arrangements to 
strengthen 
families and 
communities 

Maintain and 
develop  local 
Indigenous 
culture 

Maintain and 
develop  local 
economy and 
economic 
participation 
(employment) 

Maintain and 
develop care for 
and obligations 
to country 

1. Education 
 

      

2. Health 
 

      

3. Welfare and 
family  

      

4. Housing 
 

      

5. Employment 
 

      

6. Justice 
 

      

7. Culture and 
land 

      

 

In each field, the relevant agencies will have greater responsibilities for supporting the 
maintenance and development of some „anchors‟ (columns) than others.  But all agencies need to 
be working on the same „map‟, and with a secure sense that they are working in ways the local 
community advises – especially the old people whose responsibility it is to sustain the community 
as a whole. 

COMMUNITY ADVERSITY AND RESILIENCE:  COLLECTIVE EFFICACY 

In March this year, Tony Vinson (2004) published the results of his study Community Adversity 
and Resilience:  The distribution of social disadvantage in Victoria and New South Wales and the mediating role of 
social cohesion (Richmond, Victoria:  Jesuit Social Services), showing that in both these states there 
has been a concentration of disadvantage over the last four years, so that fewer postcodes account 
for the highest incidence of disadvantage as measured by a composite of many factors of 
disadvantage.  He was also able to measure the degree of social cohesion in different 
communities.  He writes: 

While the degree of disadvantage of a locality may limit the opportunities of its residents, some 
communities burdened by disadvantage appear more resilient than others in overcoming adversities.  
Some of the earliest sociological theorising was about variations in the quality of the social bonds 
between people and the sentiments and other social resources that they share including trust, 
reciprocity and a common identity.  In today‟s parlance, these „assets‟ have come to be known by terms 
like social capital and social cohesion.  The research into „place effects‟ … as well as the practical experience 
in a number of fields including community work, indicate the influence of aspects of local social climate 
over and beyond the individual and household attributes of people living in an area.  However the 
research to-date, while of increasing sophistication, has afforded glimpses rather than a clear vision of 
the underlying nature of these locality differences. 

What we have is a bundle of qualities – affinity, shared identity, reciprocity, trust, informal social 
control, and willingness to act for the good of the group, to name a few – that are thought to be linked 
to some broader underlying factor or factors.  One researcher to have probed the structure of the 
influences at play is Sampson‟s (1997) work on collective efficacy.  ….  Sampson satisfied himself that social 
cohesion (involving measures of how closely people are connected and the degree of trust between them) 
and social control (people‟s willingness to intervene to control young people‟s behaviour) were closely 
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associated across neighbourhoods.  ….  The results for social cohesion and social control waxed and 
waned together, that is, they were significantly positively correlated.  Sampson felt justified in 
concluding that they were aspects of the same thing and devised the term collective efficacy to signify that 
communality (p.76). 

For the postcodes for which social cohesion data were available in Vinson‟s study (for a 
number of postcodes in Victoria), it became apparent that the most disadvantaged communities 
were not always the ones with the lowest social cohesion.  Indeed, there was a striking difference 
between urban and rural communities in their degree of social cohesion. 

 URBAN RURAL 

Low social cohesion (N = 83) 79 (47.6%) 4 (3.6%) 

Medium social cohesion (N = 120) 72 (43.4%) 48 (43.2%) 

High social cohesion (N = 74) 15 (9.0%) 59 (53.2%) 

 166 (100.0%) 111 (100.0%) 

Location of low, medium and high social cohesion postcodes.  Source: Vinson, T. (2004), p.79. 

As Table 1 shows, while about half of urban postcodes (47.6%) had low social cohesion, only 
3.6% of rural communities did.  By contrast; while only 9% of urban postcodes had high social 
cohesion, over half (53.2%) of rural postcodes did. 

This data does not entitle us to draw the conclusion that high social cohesion is to be found in 
most places in the bush, and low social cohesion in most places in urban areas.  The data are 
broad aggregates, and we should remember that „high social cohesion‟ is a relative term here, not an 
absolute measure (that is, „high social cohesion‟ means „higher on the social cohesion measure than 
other localities‟, not that the communities are in fact made up of people closely connected to one 
another, and linked by bonds of trust and reciprocity).  But the data does suggest that there may 
be some truth to the general view that people in rural communities may be more inclined to have 
to work together in the face of adversity, that they may have to rely more on one another, and 
that, though sometimes conservative and inclined to favour the social status quo, they may share 
values to a greater extent than do people in the more cosmopolitan settings of our larger cities. 

It is not clear that this rosy picture extends to relations between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australians in the bush, however.  Vinson‟s data were not analysed along this 
dimension.  One could imagine that there might be a greater sense of communality, 
connectedness, trust and reciprocity within Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities in rural 
Australia than between them. 

Nevertheless, the idea of collective efficacy resonates with the argument that some groups of 
people in rural Australia have been better able to respond resiliently and effectively to adversity 
than others.  Some of these have been Indigenous communities, and some non-Indigenous.  But 
where the community faces too much adversity, and when the community as a whole loses 
confidence in its capacity to cope with its circumstances, it can tip over the edge into crisis and 
low social cohesion.  This is happening in some parts of rural Australia as services shrink away 
from smaller towns, leaving people without adequate health, welfare, education and financial 
services.  And it is happening in some Indigenous communities challenged by poverty and lack of 
services.  In these places, it is necessary to go to substantial lengths to find and build resources of 
hope that give a community the confidence and resilience to build its own future.  And, of course, 
in some of these communities, the external odds of distance, travel costs, lack of services, poverty, 



Kemmis, Atkinson and Brennan Kemmis:  Indigenous education: A task for all Australians Page 39 

 

ill-health and social unrest are sufficiently great that it is difficult for community members to 
muster the combined effort, organisation and sheer physical energy to mount a campaign against 
impending or present crisis. 

The crises they face are not theirs alone, of course.  Many of the crises they face have been 
constructed by physical, social, economic, environmental and cultural circumstances beyond their 
control, or by policies, programs and practices that do not adequately recognise or comprehend 
their circumstances, or by policies, programs and practices that divert adequate services and 
support away from them and towards others.  We are all connected in these crises, but it remains 
true that many who benefit by such maldistribution remain relatively silent about the advantage it 
unfairly bestows on them, and, sadly, that many who are the victims of the maldistribution remain 
stoically silent as if their own personal resilience and image of self-sufficiency should be enough to 
carry them through.  Tragedy is made every day in Australia by this unholy conspiracy of silence 
between the modest quiet of the well-to-do and those who do their suffering stoically. 

BUILDING COLLECTIVE EFFICACY IN, WITH AND FOR INDIGENOUS 
COMMUNITIES 

In Murrin Bridge, near Lake Cargelligo in New South Wales, the Indigenous community has 
built a successful winery that has just produced its third vintage.  Community members have done 
training in viticulture, in building and construction, and in painting and decorating.  They have 
built their collective skills to support their collective economic development.  They are making a 
significant difference in their human and community possibilities, and they may yet change the 
pattern of likelihoods that will enable to escape the reproduction of disadvantage they previously 
endured.  But the community recognises the fragility of its progress.  Some people in the 
community need to undertake administrative and managerial training to run the enterprise;  they 
also need people who can handle the book-keeping and finances of the operation.  And they need 
to continue to broaden and strengthen community commitment to the enterprise.  

This is the story in many successful Indigenous community developments around Australia.  
Success breeds success, but it also creates new areas in which success is needed.  Keeping this all 
under coordinated community control is no easy task.  It is no easy task for a community acting 
alone.  Help is needed from beyond the community – funding, training, education, improved 
health and social services. 

Similarly, in Cherbourg in Queensland, Indigenous Principal Chris Sarra has begun to make 
substantial changes to school attendance and achievement.  He argues that those who teach in the 
school must have high expectations of Indigenous children and young people.  He is making a 
difference, but he, too, acknowledges that the changes are slow, the gains are fragile, and the 
community must back its own commitment to collective capacity-building if the lives of 
Cherbourg‟s young Indigenous people are to be ones with a different pattern of likelihoods than 
the ones we have described for Indigenous people across Australia, based on national and 
state/territory averages. 

What we believe is most needed, however, is not just improved services and community-based 
solutions.  What is most needed is something almost invisible, more subtle, more gentle and more 
human than good services and stronger community organisation.  It is like the air we breathe, the 
water we drink.  It is the kind of communication between people that occurs whenever we are 
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genuinely committed to mutual respect, mutual understanding, and consensus about what needs to be done in 
the real circumstances in which we find ourselves.  This kind of communication happens all the time when 
people make practical decisions together.  Often, however, it is often done too hastily, or without 
sufficient attention.  Sometimes we do not really ensure that conversation partners, within a 
community or between communities, are being genuinely respectful of each other (in both 
directions).  Sometimes we do not ensure that we really do understand each others‟ points of 
view.  Sometimes we do not really ensure that our consensus about what to do is based on a 
genuinely-shared commitment, a genuinely-shared sense of what is really possible, and a genuine 
belief that we can all live with the consequences of our decisions about what we will do.  Without 
ensuring these things, we cannot be sure that we are acting together. 

We emphasise this because we believe that a change of intra- and inter-cultural attitudes and 
practices is desperately needed to achieve the kind of communication on which collective efficacy 
and collective capacity-building are based.  They cannot be achieved by technical means alone.  It 
is not just a matter of techniques and strategies and policies – it is a matter of achieving a sea-
change in our intra-cultural and inter-cultural communications and connections in Australia. 

 

CONCLUSION 

We have shown that many Indigenous communities are highly vulnerable.  Their members 
are at risk of ill health, low educational attainment, low quality housing, child abuse, violence and 
substance abuse in far greater proportions than their non-Indigenous counterparts.  Many 
communities have lost the capacity to organize their own survival and they are either at the brink 
of, or waterlogged by a negative spirals of compounded disadvantage.   The figures presented in 
this paper represent a national disgrace.   Under these conditions „service delivery‟ alone, no 
matter how well intentioned or well coordinated is not the solution because the problem belongs 
to all of us.  We cannot salve our consciences by relegating responsibility to governments and 
organizations. 

Many Australians are ignorant of the problems described in this paper.  Many are indifferent 
to the problems while others are disinclined to help those who seem not to be able to help 
themselves.  These attitudes are all part of the problem, not reasonable responses to it.  What we 
need now is something much more constructive – a form of „responsible reconciliation‟ that 
requires each of us to do what we can when we can.  The shop attendant who serves the non-
Indigenous person in preference to the Indigenous customer needs to be held to account by those 
who feel that such treatment is discriminatory.  This is not a task to be put off for another day 
when the situation is quieter or less compromising.  It is a job for here and now, and for everyone 
who holds the dignity of humanity to be an important cornerstone of our society. 

In our short European history in Australia, it took only a few generations of work to produce 
the inherited disadvantage that Indigenous people now live with.  This work led to the living of 
lives similar to those of Fred and Marge, Donna and Sam described in this paper.  Responsible 
reconciliation requires us to recognize the damage, to now work towards its repair, and to accept 
the job as being one for all us.  
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