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Abstract
The transition to school is a pivotal life phase that has significant
implications for each individual’s sense of self. The transition to school is a
time when children’s and families’ established ways of being, knowing and
doing interface with those expected and promoted in schools. Each of the
children in the study had Aboriginal heritage through one or both of their
parents, lived in suburban, western Sydney, Australia, and started school in
what can be considered a mainstream school. In Australia, Aboriginality can
uniquely position children and parents in mainstream educational contexts.
Historical, political and social conditions intersect to produce this position for
Aboriginal peoples. This positioning can add further complexity to the new set
of relations that Aboriginal children and their parents experience during the
transition to school. This thesis explores the intersections amongst children’s,
their mothers’ and their educators’ ways of being, knowing and doing as the
children started and progressed through their first years of primary school.
Participants in the study were identified from mothers and their children
participating in the Gudaga Goes to School (Gudaga-GtS) study, a longitudinal
study that explored the health, development and early educational experiences
of Aboriginal children in an urban setting. Data were drawn from interviews
conducted in the Gudaga-GtS study with seventeen children, their mothers, and
their educators over a period of two years. A narrative approach was employed
to re-present the key narratives of self expressed by children and mothers. The
narratives engage children’s and mothers’ self-descriptions and endeavour to
locate each individual in their particular set of social and cultural arrangements.
Narrative analysis was employed to characterise the ways of being, knowing
and doing in relation to starting school in the six schools the children attended.
An important focus for this study was its intent to listen, and be
responsive to multiple perspectives. To facilitate this, the methodology
employed two conceptual frameworks: the bioecological model of
development (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006), which
provides a model for examining the mutually effectual influences of the
individual and contextual characteristics of the child on their development; and
The Cultural Interface (Nakata, 2007b), which theorises the nature of
13

exchanges between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples and their
respective knowledge systems. The complementarity of these two theoretical
viewpoints and their combined potential to open up exploration of the
relational aspects of successful transition to school and sense of self in the
research are explored.
The results from the study show that children’s and their mothers’ sense
of self in relation to school is multifaceted and mediated by relationships with
people and aspects of the school environment. Children generally held positive
conceptions of themselves as learners, as friends, and their ability to meet
school-related expectations. Most mothers were positive about their children’s
preparedness for school and their capacities to support their child as they
started school. Children’s and mothers’ self-representations relating to their
Aboriginality were diverse. With positive sense of self as a marker for
successful transition, the findings indicate that almost all of the children and
their mothers had experienced a successful start to school. However, it was
evident that some experiences during transition had led to diminished sense of
self. Questions arose about how best to support positive sense of self for all
children and parents, across all dimensions of self that are essential to
successful transitions.
The study affirms collaboration amongst key stakeholders as critical to
successful transition to school for Aboriginal children and their families. The
need for collaboration was intensified where potential existed for children to
experience difficulties or discontinuity in their school context. Open and
reciprocal engagement amongst stakeholders, characterised by respect,
recognition and ‘working together’ facilitated relationship-building and
patterns of collaboration.
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Glossary
Best Start

The Best Start Kindergarten Assessment is a
standardised instrument administered by teachers in
NSW Government schools with the aim of identifying
the literacy and numeracy knowledge and skills of each
child as they start school (NSW Department of
Education and Training, 2011).

Co-located

This term is used when a preschool and school are
located on the same site.

Kindergarten

Is the term used for the first year of school in New South
Wales.

PLP

Personalised Learning Plans - The Report of the Review
of Aboriginal education in NSW recommended: That
each Aboriginal student have a personalised plan that
will be developed by the school in partnership with
parents/caregivers and include targets for learning
against syllabus outcomes and agreed family support
strategies, eg home reading strategies, attendance,
transition from primary to secondary education (NSW
AECG & NSW DET, 2004, p. 200).

Prior-to-school

This term will be used to incorporate preschool, long day
care, and occasional care settings that children attend
outside of the home in the years prior to starting school

List of Abbreviations
ACARA

Australian Curriculum and Assessment and Reporting
Authority

ACLO

Aboriginal Community Liaison Officer

ADHD

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

ACEO

Aboriginal/Pasifika Community Engagement Officer
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AEA

Aboriginal Education Assistant

AEO

Aboriginal Education Officer

AEW

Aboriginal Education Worker

AH&MRC

Aboriginal Health and Medical Research Council

ASLSO

Aboriginal School Learning Support Officer

COAG

Council of Australian Governments

DEECD

Department of Education and Early Childhood
Development (Victoria)

DEEWR

Department of Education, Employment and Workplace
Relations

Gudaga-GtS

Gudaga goes to school

IM

Mild Intellectual Impairment

Kinder

Kindergarten

MCEECDYA

Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood
Development and Youth Affairs (formerly MCEETYA)

MCEETYA

Ministerial Council for Education, Employment,
Training and Youth Affairs

NAIDOC

National Aborigines and Islanders Day of Observance
Committee

NHMRC

National Health and Medical Research Council

NSW AECG

New South Wales Aboriginal Education Consultation
Group

NSW DEC

New South Wales Department of Education and
Communities (formerly NSW DET)

P&C Committee

Parents’ and Citizen’s Committee

PLP

Personalised Learning Plan
16

PTS

Prior-to-school

SCRGSP

Steering Committee for the Review of Government
Service Provision

TAC

Tharawal Aboriginal Corporation

Terminology
Aboriginal: Throughout this thesis the word ‘Aboriginal’ has been used to refer
to the participant children, their Aboriginal parents, members of the Aboriginal
community, and the Aboriginal community in which they live. This reflects
local preferences in the research site and the protocol established in the Report
of the Review of Aboriginal Education (New South Wales Aboriginal
Education Consultative Group Inc. & New South Wales Department of
Education and Training [NSW AECG/NSW DET], 2004, p. 11). In accordance
with the report, the term Aboriginal is inclusive of both Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people living in New South Wales. Where participants have
referred to their language group or clan, I have included this in preference to
the term Aboriginal.
Aboriginal Education Workers: The title Aboriginal Education Workers
(AEWs) is inclusive of all Aboriginal education workers referred to in the
literature and who participated in the study. When used, the title encompasses
the specific positions of: Aboriginal Education Officer, Aboriginal Community
Liaison Officer, Aboriginal/Pasifika Community Engagement Officer,
Aboriginal School Learning Support Officer, and Aboriginal Education
Assistant. Where relevant, these specific titles are referred to in the thesis.
These educators have different titles across Australian schools.
Educators: The term ‘educators’ has been used to refer in a broad sense to
“early childhood practitioners who work directly with children in early
childhood settings” (Department of Education Employment and Workplace
Relations [DEEWR], 2009, p. 5). The term ‘educators’ is also used more
specifically to refer to the teaching and school staff in the educational settings
that the participant children attend who are involved directly and indirectly in
the participant children’s transition to school. Where discussion relates to
17

specific educators, the terminology ‘school teacher’, ‘prior-to-school (PTS)
educator’, ‘Aboriginal Education Worker’, or ‘principal’ is used. Individual
educators referred to in the data reported in this thesis have also been
introduced according to their specific title and role in the participating schools.
Indigenous: The word ‘Indigenous’, when used, reflects the use of the word in
the source literature and refers to Australian Indigenous people or knowledges
of either Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander background. Aboriginal and
Indigenous have both been used in the review of the literature to reflect the use
of language used in original texts or across the literature relating to a field or
topic. I acknowledge that these singular terms fail to recognise the diversity
that exists in the ways that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples prefer
to be known.
Parent: The term parent is used throughout this thesis. However, the term
encompasses the range of adult caregivers that may provide primary care for
children, including biological parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, siblings, or
foster carers.
Tharawal: Tharawal refers to the traditional lands, and the original peoples of
those lands, which extend from the southern and south-western regions of
Sydney to the north of the Shoalhaven River (Tharawal Local Aboriginal Land
Council, 2014).
Western: In the context of this research, the term Western is applied to
knowledge, processes, and practices that relate to a particular hegemonic and
privileged system of thought. The flow on of this, particularly in academic
spheres and knowledge construction processes, is an affiliation with dominant
knowledge practices and the ‘authority’, privilege, and mobility they confer.
White: The use of the term ‘white’ in this study makes visible the subjectposition that underpins a particular view of the world that assigns race to the
Other, but often remains invisible and un-named, even though “it is the
standard by which certain “differences” are measured, centred and normalised”
(Moreton-Robinson, 2000, p. xviii).
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Preface
We all carry worlds in our heads, and those worlds are
decidedly different. We educators set out to teach, but how can
we reach the worlds of others when we don’t even know they
exist? Indeed, many of us don’t even realize that our own
worlds exist only in our heads and in the cultural institutions we
have built to support them. It is as if we are in the middle of a
great computer-generated virtual reality game, but the
“realities” displayed in various participants’ minds are entirely
different terrains. When one player moves right and up a hill,
the other player perceives him as moving left and into a river.
(Delpit, 2006, p. xxiv)
This thesis picks up from my concluding thoughts in my research
proposal, which drew on Lisa Delpit’s (2006) plea for educators to “reach the
worlds of others...[to find] some basic understandings of who we are, and how
we are connected to and disconnected from, one another” (p. xxiv-xxv). These
words have long resonated with me and over time, thinking about connections
has been central to the work of this thesis. Indeed, the research topic—
transition to school—established the study in a research field that prioritises
connections in two ways. First, in transition to school research, it is the
connections among children, families, schools, and communities that are
widely held to be worthy of study (Dockett & Perry, 2013b; Rimm-Kaufman &
Pianta, 2000). Second, the transition to school is recognised as a time when
opportunities exist to establish and build positive connections: connections
among children and adults and between systems and sectors (Educational
Transitions and Change [ETC] Research Group, 2011).
The research reported in this thesis is underpinned by these distinctive
ideas about the transition to school. However, the emphasis in this study is on
the interaction of ‘who people are’, ‘what people know’, and ‘what people do’,
in their connections with each other. By taking this approach, the research
recognises connections as relational, multidimensional, dynamic and complex.
In keeping with this understanding, the research explored connections among
people, places and cultural resources as the medium through which the research
19

participants—Aboriginal children, their mothers, and educators—co-construct
a positive sense of self in relation to school.
My arrival at the approach to the research was also itself a product of
connection, or an interface: a knowledge interface that engages Torres Strait
Islander (Nakata, 2007b), Aboriginal (Quandamoopah) (Martin, 2008;
Moreton-Robinson, 2000), and Western (Bronfenbrenner, 2005;
Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) knowledges. At this interface, I have
attempted to bring an interpretive lens, albeit overlaid by my own cultural lens
as a white Australian, which goes some way toward an understanding of the
‘worlds in our heads’, and the particular social, cultural, historical and
structural factors that shape those worlds.
Chapter 1 serves as an entry point to this thesis by providing an
overview of the key ideas and debates that have informed the premises
underpinning this doctoral study. I first situate the research as part of several
interconnected research topics of significance, namely, transition to school,
Indigenous education, and sense of self. I then provide an overview of the
research context, locating the research within the contemporary educational
landscape in Australia as it relates to Indigenous education and within the
broader transition to school research literature.

1.1 Locating the research
The child’s transition through their early years of education has been
described as a “critical period” for the development of a positive sense of self
in relation to their feelings of competency and potentiality at school (Entwisle
& Alexander, 1998, p. 352). During this time, children are faced with both
opportunities and challenges as they navigate the new social and physical
environments of school (Dockett & Perry, 2007c; ETC Research Group, 2011;
Margetts, 2005). Children’s sense of “fitting in” (Entwisle & Alexander, 1998,
p. 353) and feeling “suitable” (Broström, 2002, p. 52) in their new school
setting have been highlighted as important affective dimensions of successful
transitions to school. Likewise, when children’s early experiences of school are
characterised by “feel[ing] secure, valued and respected for who they are and
the histories they bring” (ETC Research Group, 2011, p. 1), they support a
20

successful transition to school, and lay the foundation for children and families
to construct positive identities as competent, capable and connected in their
present and future educational contexts. In sum, early experiences of school as
an affirmative place that promotes each child’s positive sense of self, underpin
their future scholastic participation and achievement (Brooker & Woodhead,
2008; ETC Research Group, 2011; Ramey & Ramey, 1994).
Given the prominence of a positive sense of self in relation to school as
a defining feature of a successful transition to school (ETC Research Group,
2011; Peters, 2010), it is important to consider what is understood by ‘a
positive sense of self in relation to school’, across a range of different
perspectives (Peters, 2010; Ramey & Ramey, 2010). Equally, an understanding
of the processes and interactions that contribute to this ‘state of being’ in
educational contexts is necessary. It is recognised that parents too, experience a
transition when their child starts school (Dockett, Perry, & Kearney, 2012;
Griebel & Niesel, 2009), and although their experiences are less well
documented in transitions research than children’s, markers of a positive sense
of self are likely to be of relevance to their transitions. Moreover, given the
interdependencies of young children with their families, peers, and
communities, the collective achievement of positive perceptions among this
web of relations might also be conceived as a marker of successful transitions
(Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000).
To engage an holistic and relational conceptualisation of transition to
school aligns with “contextually and culturally relevant approaches” that best
support a positive start to school for all children; but particularly for those
children least well-served by a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach (Dockett & Perry,
2013b, p. 172). Moreover, constructing the meanings and aspirations
associated with successful school transition with children and their families
responds to their entitlement to play an active role in their own transition, and
to participate in education that acknowledges their strengths and responds to
their diverse social and cultural worlds (ETC Research Group, 2011;
Petriwskyj, 2014).
At a broader level, appropriate recognition of the multiple perspectives
that exist among children and their families can facilitate the transformative
21

dialogue necessary to guide respectful and equitable educational policy and
practice (Nakata, 1995). Equally, through this dialogue, taken-for-granted
constructions of those who are making the transition to school, and of the
transition practices that they encounter, can be identified. In the context of
Aboriginal children and their families starting school, this approach recognises
that the practices of Western education systems are complicit in an ongoing
discursive agenda that circumscribes how Indigenous children and their
families see themselves and are seen by others (Nakata, 2007b). This agenda is
implicated in the realities that Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’
experience in mainstream schooling. From this perspective, dialogue about
transition to school would debate the discourses and conditions that perpetuate
this agenda to forge an understanding of how Aboriginal children’s and their
families’ goals and purposes can be represented in transition to school
programs and practices.
The current research builds on key ideas drawn from transition to
school research and developmental, educational and social psychology
disciplines to advance an understanding of notions of positive sense of self, as
they relate to successful transition to school and early educational experiences
for urban Aboriginal children and their mothers living in suburban, western
Sydney. Key referents for the research drawn from transition to school research
are:


the significance of positive identities and a sense of belonging in
successful transition and early educational experiences (Brooker &
Woodhead, 2008; Bulkeley & Fabian, 2006; Dockett et al., 2008; ETC
Research Group, 2011);



the importance of a successful transition to school to future educational
outcomes (ETC Research Group, 2011; Entwisle & Alexander, 1998;
Pianta, Cox, & Snow, 2007);



the complexity of transitions requires context and strengths oriented
approaches that integrate child, family, school and community factors
(Dockett & Perry, 2013b; ETC Research Group, 2011; Mason-White &
Secretariat of National Aboriginal and Islander Child Care (SNAICC),
2013);
22



the nature and quality of relationships among children, families,
educators and communities over time, shapes the transition to school
(Dockett, Mason, & Perry, 2006; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000); and



the paucity of Australian research that is informed by Aboriginal
peoples and perspectives and illuminates effective transition processes
and practices (Mason-White & SNAICC, 2013).

From developmental, educational and social psychology derives the
understanding that sense of self is:


dynamic, multi-dimensional and relational (Harter, 2012; KickettTucker, 2009; Marsh, 1990; Pedersen & Dudgeon, 2003; Purdie,
Tripcony, Boulton-Lewis, Fanshawe, & Gunstone, 2000);



central to student motivation and achievement (Bodkin-Andrews,
Dillon, & Craven, 2010; Hauser-Cram, Durand, & Warfield, 2007;
Marsh, Craven, & McInerney, 2003; Marsh & Martin, 2011; Purdie et
al., 2000);



linked to children’s well-being, resilience and health (Dobia &
O'Rourke, 2011; Kickett-Tucker, 2009; National Health and Medical
Research Council [NHRMC], 2002; Swan & Raphael, 1995); and



influenced by conditions and expectations associated with social class
and ethnicity and can influence perceptions of children’s educational
opportunities and experiences (Destin & Oyserman, 2009; Fuligni,
2007; Kickett-Tucker, 2009);



typically defined through Western frames of reference which have been
imposed on Indigenous students (Bodkin-Andrews & Carlson, 2014;
Pedersen & Dudgeon, 2003).
This doctoral research has also considered the need to be responsive to

the perspectives of those living in the Aboriginal community involved in the
research (Aboriginal Health & Medical Research Council of New South Wales
[AH&MRC], 2013). Mellor and Corrigan (2004) reported a range of issues and
considerations for researchers based on their review of Indigenous education
research and cautioned that the “first step, as with any other populations, is to
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research Indigenous views of the desired education outcomes” (p. 50). This
caution presents several important considerations for researchers proposing to
work within Aboriginal communities. First, inherent in this recommendation is
the need for research to be responsive to the heterogeneity of Indigenous
peoples, their families and communities:
Indigenous people not only live across a very different range of
geographical settings … but also experience a range of different
lifestyles within these communities … awareness and
understanding of the complex and often delicate nature of the
social and cultural issues at play within and between these
communities is critical if Aboriginal learners are to achieve
equitable educational outcomes. (Clancy & Simpson, 2002, pp.
54-55)
Lack of responsiveness to the diversity that exists among Aboriginal peoples’
needs and cultures has been identified as a weakness of the research that
currently frames Aboriginal children’s and families’ transition to school
experiences (Mason-White & SNAICC, 2013).
The second consideration is closely related to the geographical, social
and cultural heterogeneity of Indigenous peoples’ and their communities, and
challenges research that assumes homogeneity of their educational needs.
Mellor and Corrigan (2004) assert that the educational needs of urban
Indigenous communities, based largely on the prevalence of English language
usage, are different from those of remote communities. More than this,
educational research should respond to educational needs and aspirations as
perceived by the local Aboriginal community. Fortuitously for the current
research, the views of Aboriginal community leaders in NSW on the
desirability of self-concept research were canvassed by Craven and Parente
(2003):
NSW AECG cannot think of a single problem plaguing
Aboriginal children – from alienation from school, high rates of
absenteeism, enjoyment of school, significant underachievement, reduced educational and career aspirations, youth
depression and suicide, conceptions about employment
prospects and ability to secure rewarding, productive careers –
that is not traceable, at least in part - to the failure of education
systems to maximize our children’s identity self-concepts as
Aboriginal people, proactively enhance our children’s academic
self-concepts, and ensure our children in general feel good
about themselves. We feel that maximizing Aboriginal
children’s self-concepts is absolutely fundamental to enhancing
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and ensuring as individuals they reach their full potential.
(Charles Davison, President, NSW AECG cited in Craven &
Parente, 2003, p. 2)
Advocacy for attention to sense of self related concepts in Aboriginal
education also emerged in the New South Wales Department of Education and
Communities [NSW DEC] consultations with Aboriginal community members
and students (NSW DEC, 2011). At the centre of the consultation process was
a new initiative titled Connected Communities, which places schools at the
centre of communities and services and aims to deliver quality education to
Aboriginal students that is supported by strong leadership and partnerships
with Aboriginal parents, families, communities and members of the NSW
AECG (NSW DEC, 2011). Key educational and community needs and
aspirations that emerged from the consultation process included:


Strong leadership in schools with scope for autonomy and decision-making
that responds to local needs;



Locally responsive and resourced curriculum that builds on the strengths
and capacities of the students and their community and promotes strong
Aboriginal identity;



A sense of community ownership and input and capacity-building
outcomes were needed for schools and linked services to assist community
healing; and



An emphasis that young people placed on their needs around their
Aboriginal identity, having others hold high expectations of them, feeling
confident about themselves and their potential, and felt that positive
relationships and learning environments would help them to achieve their
aspirations (NSW DEC, 2011).

Evaluation and on-going consultation are built in to the implementation of
Connected Communities and these processes are intended to suggest ways that
features of the strategy can be translated to meet the needs of urban Aboriginal
communities (New South Wales Department of Aboriginal Affairs (NSW
DAA), 2012, p. 7). As such, research that explores how Aboriginal people see
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themselves in relation to school and schools’ practices in specific urban
contexts has the potential to inform educational reform.
The contributions of several studies have indicated that Aboriginal
peoples living in urban contexts face unique challenges to their sense of self
and social and emotional wellbeing. Bolt (2009) utilised a narrative approach
to understand the construction of urban Aboriginal identities. It was noted that
Aboriginal peoples’ experiences of marginalisation in urban contexts are
significant and can have both positive and negative impacts on urban-based
Aboriginal identities. Urban contexts have also been considered for their
contribution to Aboriginal people’s social and emotional wellbeing (Kelly,
Dudgeon, Gee, & Glaskin, 2009). In their study, Kelly et al. (2009) found that
living in urbanised areas was associated with lower reports on wellbeing
measures. It was hypothesised that this could be an effect of the harmful,
ongoing forms of discrimination that Aboriginal peoples may experience as a
minoritised group in urban settings. From an anthropological perspective,
Cowlishaw (2010) contends that current Aboriginal social realities in urban
contexts are made invisible by cultural mythologies that focus on and
“valorise” (p. 213) past experiences and images of Aboriginal peoples.
Questioning the reification of traditional forms of Aboriginal culture in
suburban areas (often by white activists), Cowlishaw (2011) argues for a more
active awareness, acknowledgement and response to current Aboriginal
realities, particularly urban-living Aboriginal people whose cultural practices
may not conform to those “produced in response to the desires of outsiders” (p.
171).
The research contexts reviewed illustrate that the ways in which
Aboriginal people view themselves and are viewed by others has been
considered across a range of perspectives. Current research across a range of
disciplines has contributed to the corpus of knowledge, but there remain gaps
and contested knowledges in this work. Notably, Aboriginal community
representatives have identified Aboriginal students’ constructions of self in
relation to school as warranting further research attention. In a wider context,
Aboriginal construction of self has been considered in urban contexts, where
certain social conditions intersect to constrain Aboriginal self26

conceptualisation and representation. In response to these observations, this
study aims to contribute research that represents the diversity of Aboriginal
children’s and their mothers’ self-perceptions and the contexts in which these
are constructed during the transition to school.

1.2 Research questions
The following research questions were designed to address the aim of
the study:
1. What are the ways of being, knowing and doing through which
Aboriginal children and their mothers represent positive
expressions of self in relation to school? Under what conditions
are they represented?
2. What are the ways of being, knowing and doing that are
represented by educators as promoting a positive sense of self in
relation to school for Aboriginal children and their families
starting school?
3. How do ways of being, knowing and doing intersect to promote a
positive sense of self in relation to school?
The three research questions generated are framed by terms of reference
that appear in a number of texts authored by Aboriginal scholars (Martin, 2003,
2008; Phillips & Whatman, 2007; Yunkaporta, 2009). Here I am referring to
ways of being, ways of knowing and ways of doing as encompassing the diverse
but interconnected ways in which participants might express their experiences
of transition to school. Particular consideration will be given to participants’
descriptions of ways of being (their roles and expectations), knowing (what
informs these roles and expectations), and doing (the practices that they engage
in relation to roles and expectations), that underpin and comprise their sense of
self in relation to starting school.
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1.3 Background to the study
It is well established that Australia’s educational systems and the
discourses that shape educational policy and practice have served to perpetuate
inequalities rather than remedy them for many Indigenous peoples (Beresford,
2012; Bodkin-Andrews & Carlson, 2014; Herbert, 2012). This is largely
because the education system that has been established since colonisation has
sanctioned the authority of Western knowledge systems and institutional forms
of racism towards Indigenous peoples. Despite these structural arrangements,
many Indigenous people have successfully navigated formal education through
a system that discriminates in favour of a white, “Western order of things”
(Nakata, 2007b, p. 196). Equitable access, participation and achievement in
educational systems remain high on the agenda of Indigenous peoples “because
they have long recognised that education is an important tool to redress their
lack of power in Australian society” (Whatman & Duncan, 2012, p. 116).
Inherent in Western education systems is whiteness which assumes
white, Anglo-Euro peoples and culture as the norm, against which all else is
measured, named and given meaning (Hickling-Hudson & Ahlquist, 2003;
Moreton-Robinson, 2000). Included in this is a racist legacy that has
subjugated non-white, Western knowledges and variously inscribed Indigenous
peoples as disadvantaged, deprived, deficit and problematic. Western
policymakers and educators inherit Western cultural values and the
constructions of Indigenous peoples produced as part of its colonial history.
While less overtly than has been evident in the assimilationist and exclusionary
policies and practices of the past, these constructions still influence current
policy and practice (Nakata, 2012; Phillips, 2012a).
Recommendations for change to how Indigenous education is informed
and delivered suggest that it is not a lack of policy and programs that is the
concern for educators and scholars, but the ineffectiveness of the range of
policy and programs that have been enacted (Hughes & Hughes, 2012). A lack
of consultation and connection with local Aboriginal families and communities
in the development of educational processes (Luke et al., 2013) and the
sovereignty and discourses of colonialism and paternalism in the political and
educational landscape have been deemed to perpetuate the failure of education
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systems for Indigenous children (Davis, 2007; Martin, 2007). Attending to
pedagogical reform and preparing culturally responsive teachers who can work
in partnership with Indigenous communities has been highlighted as part of
effective change (Burridge, Whalan, & Vaughan, 2012).
Research results have been similarly scrutinised. A lack of quality
Aboriginal education research that can inform policy and practice (Mellor &
Corrigan, 2004) and recognition of the substantial heterogeneity that exists
within groups of Indigenous children’s experience of school have also been
raised as issues to be addressed (Martin, 2006a; Nakata, 2007b; Nelson & Hay,
2010; Stewart, 2007). Consistent across the research are the suggestions that
the lived experience of achievement and participation rates for Aboriginal
children are far more complicated than the official statistics imply and that
there is a need for research that investigates the complexities that lie beneath
over-simplified views of the situation for Aboriginal students.
Mellor and Corrigan (2004) argued that Australian Indigenous
education research needs to be brought in line with broader educational issues
and debates. The tenets of social justice offer a possible avenue for this
argument to be pursued. Many scholars have taken up a social justice
standpoint to advocate for parity in educational access and outcomes for all
children, regardless of their social, ethnic or racial categories. International
examples of viewing early childhood education through a social justice lens
include Brooker and Woodhead (2008) and Vandenbroeck (2007b), and in
Australia, Munns, Martin and Craven (2008) who rationalised their
conceptualisation of Indigenous children’s engagement with school as a move
“towards socially just outcomes from schooling” (p. 98).

1.3.1 Current policy approaches to Aboriginal education in
Australia
Within a broader platform of overcoming Indigenous social, health and
economic disadvantage, ‘closing the gap’ between Indigenous and nonIndigenous educational outcomes has been espoused by successive Australian
governments in the last decade (COAG, 2007; COAG, 2011).
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‘Closing the gap’
Most Indigenous children in Australia experience school in positive
ways and succeed in achieving their academic aspirations (Hughes & Hughes,
2012). Yet, the inequitable access, participation and achievement that some
Indigenous children experience in Australian schools are well-documented, and
recognised as critically important issues to be addressed at federal and state
levels of government (Council of Australian Governments [COAG], 2007,
2011). Currently guiding the task of overcoming Indigenous educational
disadvantage is the National Indigenous Reform Agreement (Closing the Gap)
to which the Federal Government and all States and Territories are signatories
(COAG, 2007, 2011). A number of significant educational reforms have
emerged from a committed, national approach to reducing the educational
disparities experienced by Indigenous peoples. These reforms propose to
address critiques of previous reform initiatives that highlight issues such as
poor and unsustained funding and a lack of ongoing, cross-sector support and
evaluation (Buckskin et al., 2009; Hughes & Hughes, 2012).
A clear focus on outcomes and identifying indicators to measure the
achievement of progress towards outcomes has been outlined in the Closing the
Gap reforms (COAG, 2007, 2011). The parties to the Closing the Gap
Agreement acknowledge that broad, cross-sector collaboration is required for
the success of reforms. Seven key strategic areas have been targeted for
concentrated effort: Early Childhood, Schooling, Health, Economic
Participation, Healthy Homes, Safe Communities, and Governance and
Leadership. In the education sector, access to quality early childhood education
and care and “responsive schooling” that attends to “infrastructure, workforce,
curriculum, student literacy and numeracy achievement and opportunities for
parental engagement and school/community partnerships” are priorities set by
the government for Indigenous families (COAG, 2011, p. 6). The specific
objectives set by COAG for Indigenous children and their education were the
provision of early childhood education to all four-year-olds in remote
communities by 2013 and the halving of reading, writing and numeracy gaps
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students within a decade (by 2018)
(Council of Australian Governments [COAG], 2011).
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Data that inform national and states’ progress toward literacy and
numeracy objectives for all students are obtained through a national,
standardised assessment—the National Assessment Program: Literacy and
Numeracy (NAPLAN) (Australian Curriculum and Reporting Authority
[ACARA], 2011). NAPLAN measures student achievement on standardised
reading, writing and numeracy assessments in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 of school.
This panoramic view of achievement provided by NAPLAN data is useful as
one source of data for reporting on performance on assessment tasks for
Indigenous children. However, “regional and local variations in outcomes are
not portrayed in such data” (Mellor & Corrigan, 2004, p. 2). For example, the
NAPLAN results of Indigenous students living in very remote communities
often trails those of their counterparts living in more ‘mainstream’
communities (Guenther, Bat & Osborne, 2014). Moreover, reform responses to
aggregated literacy and numeracy outcomes for Indigenous students can have
further implications for Indigenous education in that they overshadow the
successful achievements of the majority of Indigenous students. The
aggregated reporting of NAPLAN data makes sweeping representations of
Indigenous students as low-achieving. This can lead to perceptions of
‘Indigenous failure’ that perpetuate “low expectations of Indigenous students’
abilities” and lead “governments to bypass real causes of failure” (Hughes &
Hughes, 2012, p. 3). Nakata (1995, p. 55) expresses this as “culture…
becoming a way of explaining Indigenous students’ school performance rather
than recognising the myriad of factors which may influence school attendance
and achievement”. In effect, low school attainment is seen as culturally
determined and this view can deflect consideration of how schools can make a
difference for Aboriginal children through culturally responsive schooling and
educators.
‘Indigenous disadvantage’
Any consideration of Indigenous education must recognise the impact
of social disadvantage on achievement. In Australia, a disproportionate
percentage of the Indigenous population experience multiple forms of
disadvantage (Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service
Provision [SCRGSP], 2009). Complex and intersecting relationships exist
between educational achievement and the range of present and past life
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circumstances associated with Indigenous social and economic disadvantage
(SGRGSP, 2009; Western Australian Aboriginal Child Health Survey
[WAACHS], 2006). Disadvantage can be present in multiple forms in
Indigenous families and communities, thus compounding the potential barriers
to successful academic pathways and impeding opportunities to realise
educational aspirations (Malin & Maidment, 2003; SCRGSP, 2009). Research
indicates that economic disadvantage is persistent over the life course and over
generations (Johnson & Kossykh, 2008; Taylor & Nelms, 2008). This suggests
that some Indigenous children experience the challenges that can be associated
with family low-income, unemployment and lack of resources from their
earliest days.
Yet, just as seeing school achievement as culturally determined is
problematic, so too is seeing school achievement as socially determined. So,
while structural and social conditions can pose challenges for Aboriginal
students, it is equally true that what occurs in schools can buffer these
challenges for students. However, when the discourse about Aboriginal
educational achievement focuses on matters of economy, this can enable
educators to position themselves outside of the problem (J. Phillips, personal
communication, May 19, 2014). Additionally, dichotomies constructed along
structural lines, such as advantaged and disadvantaged, position Aboriginal
people as powerless, in deficit, victims (West, 2000).
Providing high quality, accessible and inclusive early childhood
education and care services is a critical part of a support network for
Indigenous children and their families (Ministerial Council for Education Early
Childhood Development and Youth Affairs [MCEECDYA] & Curriculum
Corporation, 2010; Sims, 2011). The effectiveness of early childhood programs
for Indigenous children has been examined through a series of analyses of
research considered significant to the goals of the Closing the Gap reforms.
According to these analyses, the key components of programs and support that
enable school success for Indigenous children include:


High-quality early childhood education (Dockett, Perry, & Kearney, 2010;
Purdie & Buckley, 2010);



Schools that demonstrate a strong understanding of “cultural factors in
schooling” and “employ and value Indigenous staff [who] provide ‘ready’
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links between school, families and communities” (Closing the Gap
Clearinghouse, 2011); and


Early intervention and educational approaches that address the interplay of
early life factors related to the health and wellbeing of Indigenous children
and their families (Sims, 2011).
The proposition that the family context into which a child is born will

impact both the child’s development and their opportunities and outcomes in
life is supported by a number of longitudinal ‘life chances’ research studies
(Johnson & Kossykh, 2008; Taylor & Fraser, 2002). The identification of
protective life factors has been central to this work. In their review of the
impact of the early years on life chances, Johnson and Kossykh (2008, p. 1)
reported “quality of home learning environment (HLE) and parental aspirations
[as]... particularly important for children’s development”. Parental aspirations
were found to have a mediating effect on life chances, particularly when high
aspirations are held for those children whose family characteristics are
associated with diminished life opportunities. To this end, most Indigenous
children do experience school in positive ways and succeed in achieving their
academic aspirations (Hughes & Hughes, 2012), supported by their parents’
aspirations for their children to succeed in their education and employment
(Department of Families Housing Community Services and Indigenous Affairs
[FaHCSIA], 2011; Lette, D'Espaignet, Slack-Smith, Hunt, & Nannup, 2009).
Similarly, The Western Australian Aboriginal Child Health Survey (Zubrick et
al., 2006) found that family environment and parental behaviour play a
significant role in determining Aboriginal children’s educational performance.
Parental and community involvement in Indigenous children’s
education is widely understood to promote their engagement and achievement
in school. This understanding is acknowledged clearly in statements that aim to
‘close the gap’ in educational disadvantage (COAG, 2007; COAG, 2011; NSW
DEC, 2011). For example, the Closing the Gap Agreement is explicit about
providing “responsive schooling” that attends to “opportunities for parental
engagement and school/community partnerships”(Council of Australian
Governments [COAG], 2007; 2011, p. 6). A clear commitment to collaborative
relationships amongst Indigenous families and communities and schools is also
espoused in the Indigenous Early Childhood Development National Partnership
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(COAG, 2009a) and in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education
Action Plan 2010-14 (MCEEDYA, 2011). This commitment responds to
Indigenous people’s calls for their voices to be heard on how Indigenous
culture should be embedded in teaching and learning in schools and is
underpinned by education sector awareness that respectful collaboration with
Indigenous families and communities must take place to ensure that each of the
stakeholders involved in children’s education is acknowledged for their role in
working toward educational goals (Lester & Munns, 2011).
McNaughton (2011, p. xii) contends “that achievement gaps are not
immutable and schools can have a significant role in producing more equitable
outcomes”. To this end, a range of school reform approaches have reported
successful outcomes from their particular perspectives of what constitutes and
contributes to improved educational experiences for Indigenous students.
These include, but are not limited to, a focus on educators raising their
expectations of Aboriginal children and strengthening Aboriginal identity
through building school ethos and relations with Aboriginal communities
(Sarra, 2011); promoting a strong Indigenous identity (Kickett-Tucker &
Coffin, 2011); engaging direct-instruction teaching and community capacity
building strategies (Cape York Partnerships, 2012); strengths and interests
based programs (DEEWR, 2010); and, interventions aimed at strengthening
self-perceptions (Bodkin-Andrews, O'Rourke, & Craven, 2010; Craven et al.,
2005; Ministerial Council on Education Employment Training Youth Affairs
[MCEETYA], 2006). Responding more broadly to socioeconomic issues that
can affect school success are the combined federal and state government
approaches identified in the Closing the Gap strategy that seek to address the
compounding effects of disadvantage in the pursuit of improved outcomes for
Aboriginal children (COAG, 2007; COAG Reform Council, 2011).

1.3.2 Transition to school
The construction of school entry as a transition process emerged in the
1980s to challenge enduring conventional constructions of school entry that
focus on the child’s adjustment and ability to adapt to the school as the major
determinant of early educational success. Traditional views were criticised for
narrowly focusing on the ‘readiness’ of the child, specifically the focus on
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children’s maturity and cognitive abilities, at the point of starting school
(Petriwskyj, Thorpe, & Tayler, 2005). The proposition that ‘readiness’ to start
school could be singularly defined or standardised was also contested, as was
how readiness or preparedness for school could be assessed (Meisels, 1999).
Subsequent conceptualisations of transition developed more holistic
understandings of readiness for school and acknowledged that preparation for
school involves children, families and schools in a cumulative process that
starts well before the first day of school (Ramey & Ramey, 1994; RimmKaufman & Pianta, 2000). The transition to school continues to be recognised
as “one of the few universals of childhood in our society”(Ramey & Ramey,
1994), but the pathways and the timelines for experiencing the transition
process have become widely understood as complex and subjective
(Department of Education and Early Childhood Development [DEECD], 2009;
ETC Research Group, 2011).

1.3.3 Defining transition to school
Reconceptualising transition to school as a process has had implications
for mapping the temporal and descriptive features of school transition. The
move to a new and more formally structured educational context, be it from the
home context or from a combination of home and prior-to-school contexts,
underlies most transition to school definitions (Yeboah, 2002). However, the
period of change associated with this move, including the nature of the changes
and the length of time required to adjust to the changes, feature in broader
definitions of transition. This is partly because an understanding of transition as
a change process encompasses a range of changes across social, emotional,
cognitive and physical domains that take place differently for individual
children as they adjust to their school context. Also, expressing timeframes for
making the transition in broader and more relative terms recognises the
individual and context dependent nature of the process.
Fabian and Dunlop (2002, p. 3) define transition to school as “spanning
the time between any pre-entry visit(s) and settling in, to when the child is
more fully established as a member of the new setting”. Lam and Pollard
(2006, p. 125) suggest the process is complete when “the child is adapted as a
pupil in the school context”. For these scholars, transition occurs over time and
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is ‘complete’ when the child is settled and at ease in their new setting and in
their new role as a school pupil. Notions of belonging and identity are implied
in the sense that membership in the new school is closely tied to participation
in, and becoming familiar with, the cultural activities of schools (Corsaro &
Molinari, 2000), and a sense that the role expectations (Bronfenbrenner, 1999)
attached to being a member of the school group are being fulfilled, both of
which promote feelings of acceptance and respect (a sense of belonging) within
the school. Griebel and Niesel (2002) point out the identification and affiliation
aspects of the transition process in their work which regards transition to
school as a period of development and adaptation to change that leads to
changes in identity, roles and relations. Similarly, the transition to school is a
critical time in the development of children’s beliefs about themselves as
learners as they adapt to a new social status and “cultural model” of learning
with its own set of expectations and beliefs about being a learner that are often
different from those experienced within the culture of home and other prior-toschool settings (Lam & Pollard, 2006, p. 133).

1.3.4 Conceptualising transition to school
Applying a ‘transition process’ lens
Recent understandings of transition to school acknowledge that
successful transition is underpinned by a mutual process of adaptation that is
shared amongst those involved (ETC Research Group, 2011). Accordingly,
schools have a responsibility to adapt to ensure that they are places where all
children and their families ‘feel suitable’ (Broström, 2002). This denotes a
major change in how schools approach the child starting school as they move
from a culture of ‘readying’ children for school, to schools considering the
conditions that need to be in place in the school context to promote readiness
for children, their families and communities (Dockett et al., 2010). In line with
this, schools are urged to value the attributes that children bring to school and
recognise the ways in which these can be built on in the school curriculum and
environment (Cummins, 2003). Such a shift should re-draw the image of the
child starting school and require schools to acknowledge that each child will
arrive at school with a wide repertoire of culturally acquired skills and
knowledges. From this perspective, it is imperative that schools recognise that
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they too operate at the time of transition according a particular “cultural
arbitrary” (Williams, 2007, p. 16). In this, the school setting performs, and has
responsibility for, its role as a “co-constructor” in the changing identification
and affiliation processes that children and families undergo as they navigate the
transition to school (Doucet & Tudge, 2007; Griebel & Niesel, 2009).
Many contemporary conceptual frameworks for an effective start to
school understand transition as a shared process of mutual adjustment for all
concerned (ETC Research Group, 2011; Griebel & Niesel, 2009; Ramey &
Ramey, 1994). This acknowledges that the transition to school is a personal
experience of change for all involved and that demands are placed on each of
these stakeholders. Understandings of the transition to school as a family
transition (Griebel & Niesel, 2009), coupled with those that emphasise
successful transitions as requiring collaboration amongst all of the stakeholders
involved (ETC Research Group, 2011), have instigated a reconceptualisation of
the role of parents and families in the transition process. For example, Griebel
and Niesel (2002, 2009) view families as co-constructors of the transition to
school and recognise their role as active partners in their child’s education.
Other transitions researchers have conceived the transition to school as a
shared responsibility, an opportunity for collective growth, and a time in which
collaboration amongst families and schools enhances the transition process for
all concerned (ETC Research Group, 2011).
Applying a social justice lens
Conceiving the transition to school within a social justice framework
articulates the opportunities, aspirations, expectations and entitlements of each
of the stakeholders – children, families, educators, and communities – and
advocates for their participation in education that “supports the best possible
start to school for all children and families” (ETC Research Group, 2011, p. 1).
In this sense, starting school can be seen as a ‘turning point’ at which a number
of advantages, opportunities and entitlements become available to children and
families. The availability of the benefits and entitlements of education are
particularly important for children and families who experience social and/or
economic disadvantage (Purdie & Buckley, 2010; Smart, Sanson, Baxter,
Edwards, & Hayes, 2008) or are faced with “multiple challenges...
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encompass[ing] poverty, unemployment, ill health, substance abuse,
experiences of violence or trauma, poor educational outcomes, truancy,
behavioural problems, isolation and/or responding to family members with
disabilities or special education needs” (Katz, Spooner & valentine, 2007, cited
in Dockett, Perry, et al., 2011, p. 1). For children from disadvantaged and
vulnerable backgrounds, establishing connectedness to school is related to
breaking patterns of disadvantage and improved life chances (Smart et al.,
2008; Taylor & Nelms, 2006). In this respect, positive early educational
experiences are viewed as a gateway to equal opportunity and outcomes (ETC
Research Group, 2011).
Children’s rights are often at the forefront of social justice advocacy in
education and a sense of why this might be so is captured in the Committee of
the Rights of the Child’s General Comment No. 1 which explains that “the goal
[of education] is to empower the child by developing his or her skills, learning
and other capacities, human dignity, self-esteem and self-confidence...
[through] holistic education that develops the full potential of the child”(Office
of the High Commissioner for Human Rights [OHCHR], 2001, p. 2). In other
words, children hold a fundamental right to an education that aims to enhance
their sense of self. Further, both an “enhanced sense of identity and affiliation”
are included in these aims for socially just education (OHCHR, 2001, p. 2).

1.3.5 Researching transition to school
The proposal that transition is a unique process for individuals in terms
of the challenges and growth that they experience has given rise to transitions
research approaches that emphasise seeking multiple perspectives on transition
to contribute to a greater understanding of the phenomenon (Griebel & Niesel,
2002) and a more ethical standpoint in relation to whose voice is heard and
valued in transitions research (Dockett, Einarsdóttir, & Perry, 2011). Over the
past decade, early childhood researchers have adopted methodologies and
methods that privilege children’s voices in research, and the meanings and
perceptions that children hold of their early educational experiences (Dockett,
Einarsdóttir, et al., 2011). In Australia, Dockett and Perry (2003; 2005a, 2005c)
have advocated that listening to children’s perspectives on starting school is
necessary for a fuller understanding of the transition to school experience,
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“reject[ing]...views...that children cannot provide reliable information on issues
relevant to them”(2003, p. 12). Internationally, the work of Brooker (2002),
Broström (2002), Clark and Moss (2001), and Einarsdóttir (2007b, 2011),
amongst others, has been instrumental in the development and enactment of
methodological approaches that view children “as strong, capable and
knowledgeable experts on their own lives, possessing knowledge, perspective
and interest that is best gained from their own lives” (Einarsdóttir, 2007a, p.
75).
To a substantial degree, re-framing children as reliable and competent
sources of knowledge about their own lives has been a response to shifting
sociological views of children and childhood that engage with assumptions of
children’s agency in their own lives (Dockett, Einarsdóttir, et al., 2011;
Einarsdóttir, 2007a; Vogler, Crivello, & Woodhead, 2008). Children’s
perspectives have also been sought as a reflection of their human rights such as
those espoused by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(UNCRC) (Dockett, Einarsdóttir, et al., 2011; Te One, 2011), which endorses
children’s rights to say what they think should happen and have their opinions
taken into account in decisions that affect them (United Nations, 1989; United
Nations Children's Fund [UNICEF], 2012).
A philosophical commitment to respect children’s rights and agency
has led early childhood researchers to deliberate new issues in their work such
as how to balance child-adult power relations and how to work alongside
children in research so that their participation is self-determined, comfortable
and mutually beneficial (Dockett & Perry, 2003; Harwood, 2010; Te One,
2011). Part of the debate around these two issues relates to the appropriateness
of various research methods as modes of communication and expression for
young children, and their usefulness for enabling children to contribute their
perceptions and opinions. To this end, a range of innovative methods have been
utilised to engage children and their perspectives in early childhood and
transition to school research such as “research conversations” (Dockett &
Perry, 2003, p. 13), children’s drawings (Harrison, Clarke, & Ungerer, 2007;
Jackson & Cartmel, 2010), children’s drawings and accompanying narratives
(Dockett & Perry, 2005a), children’s photographs and associated narratives
(Dockett & Perry, 2003; Einarsdóttir, 2011), persona dolls (Te One, 2011), role
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play and engaging in children’s play (Harwood, 2010), and mind-maps
(Jackson & Cartmel, 2010). Underpinning the ‘success’ of any methods used
however, is researcher preparedness to invest time into developing
relationships with children (Te One, 2011) and to listen and respond to
children’s voices (Clark & Moss, 2001).

1.3.6 Researching the transition to school for Aboriginal
children
Supporting educational transitions for Aboriginal children was flagged
as an issue to be addressed in the 1999 Adelaide Declaration (Mellor &
Corrigan, 2004). Despite this advice, few studies since have investigated the
transition to school experiences of Aboriginal children and families. The scope
of the research that has been conducted around Aboriginal children starting
school has focused primarily on their preparation for school and areas needing
improvement prior to school to achieve better educational outcomes. From this
base, Aboriginal children’s readiness for school has been a predominant
research focus (Armstrong et al., 2012; Carbines, Grieves, Robb, & Wyatt,
2008; Dockett et al., 2010; McTurk, Nutton, Lea, Robinson, & Carapetis, 2008;
Menzies School of Health Research & School for Social and Policy Research,
2007; Shepherd & Walker, 2008).
Notwithstanding the importance of research that elucidates the
conditions that contribute to Aboriginal children’s readiness for school, the
persistence of notions of readiness that focus on the shortcomings of
Aboriginal children is problematic. Mason-White & SNAICC (2013) suggest
that such research has contributed to a narrow construction of the transition to
school as a time of Aboriginal families needing support. As well, reliance on
measures that assess normative conceptions of ‘readiness’ for school require
interrogation (Mc Turk et al., 2008; Taylor, 2011). For example, Taylor (2011)
argues that a reliance on Aboriginal children’s performance on normative
testing to determine their readiness for school reinforces a deficit view of
Aboriginal children as they start school through a focus on identifying children,
or groups of children, that do not demonstrate achievement of a set of
normatively determined skills and abilities considered indicative of school
readiness. Hence, interrogation of normative assumptions about the transition
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needs of groups of children (Dockett, 2014) and the legitimacy of
understandings that have come to be taken-for-granted knowledge about
transition (Petriwskyj & Grieshaber, 2011) has been encouraged. As part of
this, reliance on standardised assessments of readiness has attracted criticism
for rendering oversimplified explanations of under-achievement as due to the
individual child’s ‘lack of readiness’ (Woodhead & Moss, 2007). Equally,
Dockett and Perry (2009) caution that readiness assessments can provide a
narrow conceptualisation of readiness within a “set of standardised
expectations or desirable attributes” (p. 20) that fail to take into account the
diverse sociocultural contexts that influence children’s development and
achievement at school. To counter this, strengths-based readings of school
readiness have identified the assets and resources that Aboriginal children hold
as school entrants (Armstrong et al., 2012; Dockett et al., 2010; McIntosh,
2012).
With the exception of a small number of studies (Carbines et al., 2008;
Dockett et al., 2008; Malin, 1994; Perry, 2011), empirical research relating to
Indigenous children starting school has predominantly utilised quantitative
measures and analyses to determine relationships between discrete variables
and outcomes such as early literacy and numeracy achievement (Frigo et al.,
2004), and physical, educational, social and emotional development
(Department of Families, Housing, & Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs (FaHCSIA), 2009; Zubrick et al., 2004; Zubrick et al., 2006; Zubrick et
al., 2005).
A qualitative approach was employed by Dockett et al. (2008) with the
purpose of examining the perceptions, experiences and contextual
characteristics of successful transition to school programs for Indigenous
children, family and community members and their educators. Others have
drawn on qualitative methodologies to explore Indigenous children’s first year
of school (Malin, 1994), evaluate approaches to curriculum and pedagogies
during the transition to school (Perry, 2011), and to report on high quality
programs that support Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children as they
start school (Mason-White, 2014). Mixed methods have also been employed to
investigate experiences of social inclusion and parent-school engagement as
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Aboriginal children start school (Bell-Booth, Staton, & Thorpe, 2012; Thorpe,
Bell-Booth, Staton, & Thompson, 2013).
Related research includes qualitative exploration of topics associated
with early childhood education such as parents’ and children’s perceptions of
enabling and constraining factors to their participation in early childhood
educational settings (Guilfoyle, Saggers, Sims, & Hutchins, 2010; Trudgett &
Grace, 2011), and educators’ perceptions of Indigenous engagement in early
childhood educational settings (Grace & Trudgett, 2012).
Literature reviews on the features of successful transition to school for
Indigenous children (Carbines et al., 2008; Mason-White & SNAICC, 2013)
and issues relating to school readiness for Indigenous children (Dockett et al.,
2010; McTurk et al., 2008) have been prepared. Carbines et al. (2008) drew on
a comprehensive review of the literature as well as quantitative analysis of
existing data and case studies to report on Indigenous children’s preparation for
school and the impact of their ‘readiness’ on their transition to school. Through
these literature reviews and a larger body of research that addresses the
influence of education on Indigenous students’ social, emotional and affective
development, a clear picture of the particular importance of promoting a strong
sense of self in relation to school is presented. Moreover, schools are seen to
play a central role in enhancing Indigenous children’s sense of self when they
acknowledge and value children’s culture and foster a sense of belonging for
Indigenous children and their families as they make the transition to school
(Dockett et al., 2010; Dockett et al., 2008).
These research understandings are echoed in the voices, experiences
and work of Indigenous scholars (Craven & Bodkin-Andrews, 2011; Gorringe,
2011; Herbert, 2000; Kickett-Tucker & Coffin, 2011; Rigney, 2010; Sarra,
2011). From Indigenous voices emerge calls for addressing the ways in which
schools and school systems understand and respond to Indigenous children’s
need to hold a strong and positive sense of self in relation to their Indigeneity
and to school. These scholars also emphasise the critical role of schools and
education in generating improved life choices and outcomes for Indigenous
peoples and view Indigenous communities as a key resource for ensuring that
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schools are providing meaningful and positive education for Indigenous
children.

1.4 Overview of the thesis
This thesis is documented in eleven chapters. In this first chapter, I
provided an overview of the key ideas and debates that form the backdrop to
my doctoral study. The research has been situated as part of several
interconnected research topics of significance, namely, transition to school,
Indigenous education, and sense of self. Chapter 1 also presents the research
questions that guide the study. Chapter 2 reviews the research and theoretical
debates relevant to children’s sense of self, particularly as they relate to
transition to school. The review highlights the distinctive nature of transition to
school approaches that support Aboriginal children’s sense of self in relation to
school. Chapter 3 introduces the Tharawal community and locates my doctoral
study within a broader study titled Gudaga goes to school: An ecological study
of school transition and the early years of school for Aboriginal children in an
urban community. I re-trace the history of the broader study to contextualise
my research and its evolution in an existing set of research processes and data.
The chapter also articulates the ethical principles observed in the broader study.
Chapter 4 explains the methodological, epistemological and conceptual
approach adopted in the research: the ways of being, knowing and doing that
were intended to guide the research. In Chapter 4, sense of self is
conceptualised as being constituted, continued and challenged in the complex
sets of relations that exist among people, places and their respective ways of
being, knowing and doing. Chapter 4 concludes with my standpoint statement.
Chapter 5 describes the research design—the ways of doing—situating my
research within the design of the broader study. This assists an understanding
of how and where this study is located within the broader project with which it
is affiliated. Chapter 6 considers issues relating to cultural standpoint and the
representation of participants’ transition to school stories. In Chapter 7—the
first of three data chapters—ways of being frame the re-presentation of
participants’ sense of self in relation to transition to school. Chapter 7 suggests
seven possible dimensions of sense of self relating to starting school. In
Chapter 8, the individual vignettes are re-configured into a collective narrative.
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This provides a context oriented approach from which to explore the conditions
that underpin the school-related, positive sense of self of children and mothers.
In Chapter 9 the beliefs and practices that are espoused by educators in their
approaches to transition are identified and the attention that is given to child,
family and community strengths and needs is detailed. Chapter 10 provides a
synthesis of the results and analysis, and responds specifically to the research
questions. The thesis concludes by summarising the findings of the study
through the conceptual lenses employed. Considerations for policy and practice
are offered and possibilities for future research and the limitations to the
research are discussed.
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature
Preface
This chapter reviews the research and theoretical debates relevant to
children’s sense of self, particularly in the context of starting school. The
chapter also situates children’s and their parents’ sense of self in relation to the
transition to school, and more specifically in relation to the transition to school
for Aboriginal children and families. This is not to suggest that broader
transition to school issues are irrelevant to Aboriginal children’s transition to
school; rather, it highlights issues that require more considered and
appropriately informed responses. The chapter includes an overview of
significant theoretical and empirical analyses conducted in the disciplines of
educational and social psychology that contribute complementary approaches
to understanding children’s self-perceptions in educational contexts.
In keeping with the methodological approach adopted by this research,
the perspectives and knowledges of Indigenous scholars and researchers were
actively sought to inform the literature review and the research understandings
that frame the study. Central to this, was attention to socio-culturally
constructed ways of coming to know, and knowing, in the research field.
Additionally, a strengths-based lens was employed in the reading of the body
of literature. This involves viewing Indigenous scholarship as “a resource (a
strength) for assisting change” (Fenton, 2008, p. 91).

2.1 Children’s sense of self – theories and research
An expansive volume of literature documents the philosophical,
sociological and psychological studies of what is widely termed the ‘self’.
Considerable diversity exists in the utilisation of terminology and theory
among these approaches. This diversity reflects the differing epistemological
foundations of each approach and consequently, their differing theorisations
and methods of researching the self and its appearance over the life course.
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Because such diversity exists in the research landscape, the following section
aims to clarify the key perspectives and their paradigmatic underpinnings.

2.1.1 Social constructivist perspectives
Social constructivists posit that children construct their sense of self
initially in the context of family, home and community, and then add to this the
contexts of early childhood settings and school as they experience these new
settings (Bodkin-Andrews, Dillon, et al., 2010; DEEWR, 2009; Lam & Pollard,
2006). Following this proposition, children bring to school, a set of meanings
about who they are, what they should be, and where they belong that have been
shaped by the expectations, values and practices of the social worlds in which
they have lived. A child’s sense of self, therefore, is not fixed. Rather, it
changes according to life course experiences, including participation in
different social and cultural spheres and their practices (Purdie et al., 2000).
From this perspective, sense of self is comprised of multiple and
sometimes conflicting self-beliefs or selves, implying that children draw on or
express different selves in different contexts and relationships (Brooker &
Woodhead, 2008; Ross, Papoulia-Tzelepi, & Hegstrup, 2005). For instance,
children might feel and act confidently and competently in one context and be
shy and unsure of their capacities in another. This multiplicity suggests agency,
as children explore and negotiate a range of possibilities available to them to
express who they are and how they want to be identified by others. However,
children’s beliefs and feelings about themselves are also shaped by many
external forces, including the pre-conceptions and expectations held of them by
others. These can act in powerful ways to enable or constrain children’s sense
of self, belonging and potentiality, as well as their agency (Brooker, 2002;
Pedersen & Dudgeon, 2003; Sarra, 2011).
In keeping with the premise that children’s sense of self is constructed
in the sociocultural contexts in which they interact, it is reasonable to propose
that starting school equates with entering and participating in a new ‘cultural’
context for children (Brooker, 2002; Lam & Pollard, 2006). This is a context to
which children bring an existing sense of self shaped by their home,
community and prior-to-school contexts, and in which, they will construct and
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reconstruct their sense of self in their daily encounters with the learning and
social expectations, beliefs, and practices of the people and settings involved
(Dockett & Perry, 2007c). As children learn about themselves in relation to
others, they develop an awareness of their own individuality, including a sense
of how they are the same or different from others. In this sense, it is vital that
the new school context is inclusive, accepting and affirming of the child’s
existing sense of self to ensure that children feel that they belong in their new
school setting (Bernard van Leer Foundation, 2008).

2.1.2 Developmental psychology perspectives
Psychologists are generally more interested in the “self as the set of
beliefs and attitudes (feelings/commitments) that we hold in relation to
ourselves” (Kristjansson, 2010, p. 181). Unlike social constructivist
perspectives of the self that emphasise social and cultural embeddedness,
psychological conceptions of the self have tended to hold to a more internalised
and discrete notion of self-construal (Kristjansson, 2010). Following this, a
child’s sense of self is described as unfolding according to internally held
attributes, developing along a pathway toward individuation and autonomy.
Contemporary empirical developmental psychology research related to
sense of self during early childhood consists of investigations in three main
areas: the developmental properties of self-related concepts in young children
(Harter, 2012; Marsh & Ayotte, 2003); the reliability and validity of selfconcept measures for young children (Marsh, Ellis, & Craven, 2002); and the
predictive nature of self-related perceptions (Baydala et al., 2009) and schoolrelated perceptions (Harrison, 2004; Hauser-Cram et al., 2007; Valeski &
Stipek, 2001). These studies have utilised standardised measures of children’s
self-perceptions and academic development and are valuable in terms of their
ability to identify the effects of isolated variables and determine causality. Yet,
they are limited in their capacity to depict the complexity or explanations of
phenomena. These limitations suggest the need for early years research that
considers contextual influences on children’s psychosocial trajectories in order
to explicate the diverse conditions and actual experiences of the self and its
development (Anning, Cullen, & Fleer, 2009; Boon, 2006; Josselson, Lieblich,
& McAdams, 2007; Margetts, 2009; Talbert & McLaughlin, 1999).
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The traditional psychological model of the self as a discrete and
autonomous entity, whilst prevalent, does not stand uncontested in the field of
developmental and clinical psychology. The emergence of a relational view of
the self (Baker Miller, 1986; Fishbane, 2001; Josselson et al., 2007) as
embedded and formed in interactions and relationships with others has
disrupted the long-held view of the self as insular and indifferent to
sociocultural contexts. Proponents of a relational view of the self emphasise
interpersonal and intergenerational contexts as those in which the self
develops, and posit the development of sense of self as increased relatedness,
rather than increased individuation (Fishbane, 2001; Josselson et al., 2007).
The relational self is primarily constructed in and through dialogue and
interaction with others and best captured through narratives or the stories that
people tell about themselves (Josselson et al., 2007).

2.1.3 Cross-cultural perspectives
Cross-cultural self research investigates self-construal across differing
cultural contexts, examining how constructions of self “are tied to the implicit,
normative tasks that various cultures hold for what people should be doing in
their lives… ” (Markus & Kitayama, 1991, p. 224). The proposal that the self is
culturally determined suggests that children’s sense of self develops according
to the value orientations of their culture. Cross-cultural researchers commonly
theorise self-construal along independence-interdependence value orientations
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Sato & McCann, 1998; Singelis, 1994), where an
independent self-construal is more widespread in individualistic (Western)
cultures and an interdependent self-construal is more prevalent in
comparatively collectivist (non-Western) cultures. Accordingly, cross-cultural
studies have raised significant questions about the validity of conceptions and
measurements of the self derived from a Western worldview (independent
orientation) in non-Western (interdependent orientation) populations. More
recently, cross-cultural theorising has considered the ways in which the sense
of self that is valued in family contexts may be undermined by opposing
culturally-oriented values that are encountered in contexts or institutions such
as schools (Kagitcibasi, 2005).
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2.1.4 Indigenous perspectives
The journey of selfhood for Indigenous children has been described as a
“progress[ion] from self-centredness toward an increasing sense of relatedness
to family, community and environmental resonance” (Townsend-Cross, 2004,
p. 3). Similarly, Martin (2005) situates the holistic nature of Aboriginal selfunderstandings and belongings in concepts of relatedness and interconnectedness, stating that Aboriginal children’s worlds are “a set of
experiences and realities of living in relatedness with others and self” (p. 28).
She writes that:
to know who you are in relatedness is the ultimate premise of an
Aboriginal worldview because this is the formation of identity. This is
acquired through being immersed in situations, contexts of people and
other elements which lead us to see and come to know, and then be part
of the relatedness through change and past, present and future. (Martin,
2005, p. 28)
Aboriginal children construct their sense of “who they are and how they
should be” through connection to beliefs and values that are passed on in
family and community contexts (Gollan & Malin, 2012, p. 152). A sense of
being Aboriginal has been described as a spiritual feeling that is felt in unique
ways (Burney, 1996). This sense of relatedness that extends to the spiritual and
physical (land and nature) realms is a dimension of self construal that rarely
features in Western frameworks (Marker, 2009; Moreton-Robinson, 2000).
Typically, notions of relationality are excluded from Western lenses and
Indigenous peoples have long endured the imposition of hegemonic self-related
constructs on their communities by Western researchers (Marker, 2009). In
Australia, researchers are familiar with applying self-constructs formulated
from Western research paradigms to the study of Indigenous students’ selfperceptions (Bodkin-Andrews & Carlson, 2014).

2.1.5 Dimensions of children’s positive sense of self
Arguably, a positive orientation toward the self is desirable regardless
of how one labels and understands sense of self. In Australia, some researchers
have drawn from children’s own understandings of their sense of wellbeing to
identify that “feeling that you are a ‘good’ or an ‘okay’ person, having a
general sense that things are going well and feeling appreciated for who you
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are, including what you do,... being given positive recognition from others...
and having a sense of belonging are crucial elements for a positive sense of
self” (New South Wales Commission of Children and Youth, 2007, p. 6). This
definition highlights the influential role of social context and relations with
others in self-construal.
Feeling positive about oneself, competent and socially accepted, as well
as having a sense of belonging, is reiterated as important to children’s sense of
self in international research and early childhood educational literatures. For
example, Brooker and Woodhead (2008) emphasise the role of early childhood
education in nurturing children’s wellbeing through promoting “positive
identities [which] are composed of those aspects of self-concept, self-esteem
and self-belief which enable a child to feel a sense of both individuality and
belonging in their social world, to develop appropriate cultural competences,
knowledge and skills, and to achieve emotional wellbeing” (p. 16).
Sense of self for urban Australian Aboriginal children has been
described in the work of Kickett-Tucker (2009). She points out that sense of
self as a part of Aboriginal children’s racial identity is highly salient to children
(aged 8-12) and youth (aged 12-17). Her study revealed seven themes relating
to Aboriginal children’s expression of their sense of self: “respect, different to
others, Indigenous, happy, pride, special, flag” (p. 123). The children in the
study generally reported positive feelings about their Indigenous identity and
highlighted the importance of their own respect for their culture, of respect
from others for Indigenous culture, and a sense that their Indigeneity was
special and a source of personal and collective pride (Kickett-Tucker, 2009).
However, Penman (2006) identified limitations in the current research
about Indigenous children’s identities, reasoning that “having a strong and
positive Indigenous identity is important to good educational outcomes, but not
by itself. The children must also have a positive self-identity as a student…it
would be good to know more about how a strong Indigenous identity is
developed” (p. 11). Kickett-Tucker (2009) also notes the paucity of research
that explores the ways in which ‘Indigenous identity’ is understood and
enacted by young Indigenous children. She contends that there are limitations
to current research understandings about Indigenous children’s identity due to a
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lack of consistent terminology being applied to Indigenous identity, as well as
inadequate consideration of what constitutes identity for Indigenous children.

2.2 Children’s sense of self and successful transition to
school
Children’s positive sense of self and feelings of wellbeing and
belonging in relation to school are key indicators of a successful transition to
school (ETC Research Group, 2011; Peters, 2010). According to Peters (2010),
several considerations should be taken up when accepting particular definitions
of successful transitions: “the theories underpinning the research and
subsequent advice…and, whose voices are heard about the experience” (p. 13).
In considering the first of these, realisation of a positive sense of self as a
marker of successful transition to school, aligns with perspectives of children
as “human beings” rather than as “human becomings”, and responds to
children as having “their own activities and their own time and their own
space” (Qvortrup, 1994, p. 4). From this perspective, children are competent
actors in relation to their own aspirations for, and experiences of, their
transition to school. As such, defining successful transition to school in relation
to children’s sense of self considers a range of factors that relate to what
children consider significant. This includes the meanings that they attach to
these factors, such as their relationships with friends and teachers and
navigating the rules, expectations and physical environments that they will
encounter (Dockett & Perry, 2005c).
Peters (2010, p. 13) notes that it is important to consider “whose voices
are heard about the experience” that informs particular understandings of
successful transition. Representation of these voices also requires consideration
as arriving at shared understandings of successful transition can be challenging
given the multiple and context-dependent ways that individuals and groups
experience transitions (Dockett & Perry, 2004b). Matters are further
complicated by the different aspects of transition that are emphasised as
important across children, parents, and educators (Dockett & Perry, 2004a).
For example, Dockett and Perry (2004a) found that friendships were prominent
for children, whereas many parents and educators placed a lower emphasis on
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activities that might promote friendships such as children having opportunities
to play with classmates.
To some extent, Aboriginal children’s and families’ perspectives have
informed current understandings of successful transition. However, MasonWhite & SNAICC (2013) highlight the lack of input into transitions programs
from Aboriginal families, claiming also that research has failed to seek a
holistic view of their experiences, expectations and aspirations relating to
starting school. The promotion of a positive sense of Aboriginal identity within
the school has been reported as a characteristic of effective programs in
research that has sought Aboriginal children’s, families’ and community
members’ perspectives on successful transition programs (Dockett et al., 2008).
Scholarly work that represents Aboriginal parents’ perspectives also suggests
that the development of a strong and positive sense of self, including a strong
Aboriginal identity, is desired by many Aboriginal families and communities
for their children (Gollan & Malin, 2012; Lette et al., 2009; NSW AECG/NSW
DET, 2004). Moreover, a consistent argument for addressing issues relating to
positive sense of self and Indigenous identity for Aboriginal children in schools
has been presented (Kickett-Tucker & Coffin, 2011; Mason-White & SNAICC,
2013; NSW AECG/NSW DET, 2004; Ockenden, 2014; Purdie et al., 2000;
Sarra, 2011). The importance of nurturing strong and positive identities among
young children who may be vulnerable to marginalisation is also reinforced in
the international early childhood literature (Brooker & Woodhead, 2008;
Vandenbroeck, 2007b).
A number of Australian studies have been underpinned by the premise
that individual self-perceptions play a significant role in school achievement
and participation, and that this role must be better understood for Indigenous
students (Bodkin-Andrews, Dillon et al., 2010; Bodkin-Andrews, O'Rourke et
al., 2010; Craven et al., 2005; Purdie et al., 2000). Whilst various terminology
has been used, such as self-concept (Bodkin-Andrew, Dillon et al., 2010), selfesteem and self-concept (Bodkin-Andrew, O'Rourke et al., 2010; Zubrick et al.,
2005), self-identity (Purdie et al., 2000), and sense of self (Kickett-Tucker,
2009), the findings overall indicate that positive sense of self underpins a range
of positive and successful school experiences for Indigenous students in much
the same way as it does for all students. However, the extent to which positive
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self perceptions are linked to educational achievement is inconclusive. For
example, general self-esteem has been found to have no predictive power for
Indigenous and non-Indigenous students (Bodkin-Andrews, Seaton, Nelson,
Craven, & Yeung, 2010), whereas “positive self-identity as a student [was
considered] likely to be associated with school success” (Purdie et al., 2000, p.
x) . What does appear to be clear is that when self-perceptions are conceived in
specific, rather than global ways, they are predictive of educational
achievement (Bodkin-Andrews, O'Rourke, & Craven, 2010; Craven & Parente,
2003; Purdie & McCrindle, 2004). Similarly, there appears to be some
variation in the ways that students’ Indigenous identity is linked to schooling
outcomes. For example, Armstrong et al. (2012) assert that positive cultural
identity is associated with patterns of resilient behaviours that support
successful educational and life outcomes for Indigenous children. In contrast,
Purdie et al. (2000) reports no clear relationship between Indigenous selfidentity and schooling outcomes. Notably, young children (aged 8 and under)
have comprised a very small percentage of the students involved in self-related
research in Australia.
To date, research has not considered Aboriginal children’s developing
sense of self through bioecological models of development. The existing selfconcept research has been a vehicle to gain an understanding of Aboriginal
children’s perceptions about themselves in their school contexts and how these
perceptions impact educational achievement. This research has generally not
been designed to take into account the influences of children’s contexts on their
developing self-perceptions. The work of psychologists has been important in
isolating variables and facets of sense of self that are related to school
achievement (Bodkin-Andrews, O'Rourke et al., 2010; Craven et al., 2005), yet
much of this research focuses on characteristics within the child. The work of
educational psychologists can be built on through the application of an
ecological model to depict a rich picture of the characteristics of individuals as
a function of their relationships and social contexts. Employing an ecological
framework can facilitate a view of children’s psychosocial development as a
“two-way process that occurs within, and is influenced by, family, child
care/early education and community environments” (Harrison, 2014).
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2.3 Children’s positive sense of self and the transition to
school – the role of schools
The nature and quality of the school context, and the relations that take
place within it, have been noted as playing a significant role in supporting
children’s connectedness to the school setting and their successful transition to
school (Dockett & Perry, 2007b). Synthesis of the transition to school
literature, including research that has considered transition to school for
Aboriginal children, suggests that the following elements of the school context
support a positive sense of self in relation to school for Aboriginal children and
their families:
1. the promotion of children’s positive identities in relation to school by
building on their strengths, establishing a culture of high expectations,
and valuing and including Aboriginal cultures in the school;
2. approaches that foster a sense of belonging to school;
3. practices that support adjustment to change and maximise a sense of
continuity between home and prior-to-school contexts and school
contexts; and
4. a focus on relationships, involvement and collaboration amongst the
stakeholders involved in transition.
Building on the theoretical literature previously presented, these four
elements will be used to guide a discussion that presents a range of research
and considerations relating to each element, as well as drawing attention to
additional considerations relating to Aboriginal children’s transition to school.
For example, the provision of each of these elements to Aboriginal children
and their families may rest on the extent to which schools recognise and act
toward overcoming barriers that impede home-school partnerships, employ
Indigenous staff, and develop the cultural competence of non-Indigenous staff
(Mason-White & SNAICC, 2013). Likewise, Perry et al. (2006) noted school
contexts that support Aboriginal children to establish positive learner identities
as those that:
tend to support Aboriginal culture and actively engage young
Aboriginal children in learning. There is often a strong Aboriginal
presence at the school—both in terms of students and teaching and
54

administrative staff. As well, strong links between the community and
the school are evident, and seen as vital to promoting a smooth
transition between home and school. (p.2)

1. The promotion of children’s positive identities in relation to
school by building on their strengths, establishing a culture
of high expectations, and valuing and including Aboriginal
cultures
Promoting positive identities – ‘two-ways’
The NSW AECG/NSW DET (2004) report on Aboriginal education
describes a “positive self-identity... as one of the most important factors related
to attachment to school and positive school outcomes for Aboriginal students”
(p. 96). For Aboriginal children, this positive self-identity includes holding a
strong learner identity as well as a strong cultural identity, and a sense that both
identities ‘belong’ together, and to school (Purdie et al., 2000; Sarra, 2011).
Kickett-Tucker (2009) and Foley (2012) suggest that Aboriginal children and
families can have unique needs in relation to their identity development and
their sense of belonging in mainstream schools and education. The implication
is that Aboriginal children have dual needs related to maintaining cultural
identity whilst incorporating new identities associated with going to school.
When schools are places in which a strong and secure cultural identity and a
personal identity as a competent and capable learner are fostered for each child,
successful educational outcomes for Aboriginal children are promoted
(Ainsworth & McRae, 2009; Craven, 2011; MCEETYA, 2006). This
competency in two cultures – home and community culture and the culture of
school – and the ability to navigate between these two cultures, is considered
integral to fostering a successful start to school for Aboriginal children
(Armstrong et al., 2012; Bamblett, 2002; SNAICC, 2012). When schools
recognise the dual identity-related strengths and needs of Aboriginal children,
they can contribute to both cultural and economic prosperity for Aboriginal
peoples (Pearson, 2011).
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Promoting positive identities – building on strengths
Affirming and building on children’s strengths and the positive
perceptions that young children hold of themselves as learners is a critical
contribution that schools can make to a successful start to school (Burgess &
Berwick, 2009; DEECD, 2009; Entwisle & Alexander, 1998; Siraj-Blatchford
& Clarke, 2000). For Aboriginal children, positive identities are promoted
through building on their strengths and assisting them to form positive
perceptions of themselves as learners as they make the transition to school
(Burgess & Berwick, 2009; DEECD, 2009; Dockett et al., 2008). However,
Aboriginal children’s strengths as they start school may not be apparent
through normative lenses (Taylor, 2011). Hence, recognising Aboriginal
children’s strengths requires the application of both cultural lenses and
strengths-based lenses (Armstrong et al., 2012; Mason-White & SNAICC,
2013). In practice, and with particular respect to recognising ‘two-way’ notions
of positive identity, this means that educators need to engage fully with
developing their own cultural competence (Mason-White & SNAICC, 2013).
The specific elements of a strengths approach in the context of Aboriginal
children’s transition to school have been identified as:


recognising and valuing protective factors for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander children, including family support and shared activities,
and strong cultural and self-identities;



cultural competence training for non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander teachers;



incorporating Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture into the
school curriculum, and building teaching resources and activities from
children’s strengths;



recognising and valuing existing skills in the community to support
children;



establishing the school as welcoming and culturally safe for family
members and community;



developing appropriate strengths-based assessments;



holding high expectations of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children, and viewing their strengths as dynamic and developing
qualities;
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fostering and valuing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander leadership
in schools and communities; and



employing innovative and dynamic school/staffing models. (MasonWhite & SNAICC, 2013, p. 21)
For all children, recognising their strengths as they start school is a

matter of ascertaining the knowledges and understandings that they bring with
them to school. One way in which educators are facilitated to identify
Aboriginal children’s strengths or prior knowledges is through the
development of a Personalised Learning Plan (PLP) (DEEWR, 2011). Through
this process students are assisted to build on their strengths and identify their
learning-related goals. The process also aims to assist educators to develop
their understanding of the optimal teaching and learning conditions from which
to support students to build on strengths and achieve goals. Family
involvement in the process, high expectations, and a belief that all children
“can learn at the same level, provided the appropriate conditions are created”
are emphasised in this approach (DEEWR, 2011, p. 2).
Promoting positive identities – high expectations and school climate
An ethos that values and affirms students’ Indigenous identity and sets
high expectations of them as learners is part of the broader school climate or
culture that supports achievement of expectations in a rigorous and positive
learning environment (MCEETYA, 2006; Sarra, 2011). To facilitate this school
ethos, “strong, proactive and informed leadership in Indigenous education is
required” (MCEETYA, 2006, p. 23).
Schools must assist “Aboriginal children [to] reflect on a more positive
Aboriginal identity, [and] be prepared to engage children in positive discourse
about what it means to be Aboriginal”, assisting Indigenous children to
challenge and dispel the negative stereotypical perceptions often held of them
by mainstream Australians (Sarra, 2011, p. 167). Likewise, Coffin (cited in
Kickett-Tucker & Coffin, 2011) challenges schools to recognise their social
responsibility to “create a different culture within a culture” by ensuring that
they are places in which Aboriginal children’s positive Indigenous identity is
promoted, “while at the same time accounting for the diversity of Aboriginal
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students’ racial identities” (p. 162). The extent to which schools should engage
in promoting positive Aboriginal identities warrants serious consideration
(Pearson, 2011). Pearson (2011) questions the appropriateness of schools as
places for endorsing Aboriginal racial identities and the efficacy of identitybased pedagogies. He proposes alternatives “lie in shifting individual
estimation from race to character” and situating the promotion of Aboriginal
identities in children’s home and community contexts (Pearson, 2011, p. 114).
The nature and quality of school climate have received limited attention
in the transition to school research. In a broad sense, school climate has been
evaluated using terms such as ‘school climate’, ‘school culture’, ‘school
context’ and ‘school environment’. School climate has been conceptualised in
empirical research in relation to affective descriptors such as a “general sense
of belonging, support, and safety within the school” (Espinoza & Juvonen,
2011, p. 749), using school institutional characteristics such as “academic
press, disciplinary climate and parental involvement” (Ma, 2003, p. 342), or
ethnic composition and perceived interracial climate (Bellmore, Nishina, You,
& Ma, 2011). School climate descriptors often have at their heart the
philosophical, ethical and values-based drivers established by school
communities to guide decision-making and define the climate in which
relations and practices will take place. Thus, both interactions and relations (or
their absence), and the attitudes and ethos that influence decisions and choices
about interactions, are considered to be important to examinations of school
climate.
From a bioecological theory perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 2005), the
nature of children’s and families’ transition experiences will be determined, in
part, by the values and ethos espoused and enacted within the school. For
example, the selection of educational programs or the disciplinary charter of
the school, why children are encouraged in some activities and behaviours and
not others, and the kinds of relationships that are valued and established are all
likely to be influenced by the philosophical values and beliefs espoused in
individual school policy. It is the last of these examples—relationships—that is
central to children’s and their families’ positive sense of self during the
transition to school. It follows that transition to school research should consider
the ways that relationships are shaped by particular features of the school
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climate. Given that little is known about what children and parents see as the
important elements of school contexts when they start school, bioecological
research is a suitable framework for generating this data.
Promoting positive identities – valuing and including Aboriginal cultures,
knowledges and ways of learning
A sense of self that incorporates strong cultural identity has been
identified by Indigenous parents as an important component of a successful
education for their children (Armstrong et al., 2012; Dockett et al., 2008; Lette
et al., 2009). However, it is common for the views and values of parents from
marginalised groups not to be taken into account in the formulation of the goals
of schooling (Vandenbroeck, 2007a). Vandenbroeck (2007a, p. 8) argues for
the “re-culturalisation” of outcomes, insisting that decisions about what
constitutes ‘desirable’ educational outcomes are informed by the aspirations
and circumstances of the children and families who stand to benefit from them.
Madrid and Fuentes (2007, p. 41) describe this as the “construction of a
common framework” that is contributed to by both educational institutions and
individuals. In an Australian context, appropriate and quality support for
Aboriginal cultures in schooling requires this level of Aboriginal community
engagement, where schools and educators must take responsibility for
providing opportunities for Aboriginal ‘voices’ to be heard (Herbert, 2011).
Indigenous determination of their educational futures is crucial to “building
school confidence and gaining insights into Indigenous parents’ needs and
aspirations” (Rigney, 2010, p. 10).
Embedding Indigenous knowledges and perspectives
It is widely recognised that valuing and supporting Aboriginal culture
in the learning environment and the wider school environment is an important
feature of schools in which Aboriginal students are engaged, achieving well,
and experiencing school as an affirmative place (Burridge et al., 2012; Dockett
et al., 2006; Ockenden, 2014). In schools, valuing and supporting Aboriginal
culture can include teaching about Aboriginal content through contextually
relevant and culturally responsive curriculum, and teaching through Aboriginal
perspectives and pedagogies. The provision of both of these is recognised as
necessary to supporting positive Aboriginal identities (Burridge et al., 2012;
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Price, 2015) and engaging Aboriginal learners (Burridge et al., 2012; Donovan,
2015; Ockenden, 2014).
Contextually relevant and responsive curriculum typically refers to the
teaching and learning of content relating to Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander histories and cultures, such as the cross-curriculum priorities approach
prescribed by the Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2013) or individual units of
work or lessons administered by teachers. Aboriginal content should where
possible, reflect the cultural, historical, and linguistic backgrounds of students
(Perso, 2012). Contextually relevant and responsive pedagogies encompass
frameworks that have been designed to guide educators to be more effective in
how they teach Aboriginal students. Examples include: two way teaching
(Bevan & Shillinglaw, 2010); 8 Aboriginal Ways of Learning (8 Ways)
(http://8ways.wikispaces.com/); and the REAP framework (Byrne & Munns,
2012) which emphasises the importance of positive relationships between
teachers and Aboriginal students. In the early childhood sector, two way
teaching that encompasses education that engages Aboriginal children in
“learning, expressing and teaching knowledge and ways of ‘doing’ Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander traditions, customs, language…while at the same
time adopting the non-Indigenous ways” is promoted (SNAICC, 2012, p. 18).
In addition, Martin (2007) has advocated for a relational approach that:
emphasises teaching-learning engagements rather than a prescribed
curriculum framework. Children are trusted to be learners and at the
same time as being teachers of teachers. Teachers are trusted to be
learners and at the same time to teach children well. (p. 19)
The inclusion or embedding of Aboriginal knowledges and perspectives
might be seen as a holistic approach that incorporates the aforementioned
approaches. Through an embedded approach it is possible for educational
settings to integrate learning Indigenous content with whole setting
acknowledgement of Indigenous sovereignty and close collaboration with
Indigenous peoples to ensure their right to self-representation (Miller, 2011).
Embedding Indigenous knowledges and perspectives also creates opportunities
for “non-Indigenous students to learn to respect Indigenous Australian
worldviews and perspectives” which is seen as critical to eliminating racism
(Bodkin-Andrews, O'Rourke, Grant, Denson, & Craven, 2010, p. 473). Central
to the effectiveness of schools’ efforts to embed Indigenous perspectives is the
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provision of educator “professional learning about Aboriginal histories and
cultures that further develop their knowledge of, and contact with, local
Aboriginal communities and the cultures they represent” (Burridge et al., 2012,
p. 142).
Respecting and valuing cultural ways of being, knowing and doing
In the context of the diverse and substantial effects of marginalisation
and disadvantage, Aboriginal culture provides Aboriginal children and families
with “strength, and acts as a protective force” (Lohoar, Butera, & Kennedy,
2014, p. 2). It is “the maintenance of connections to family and community
[that] forms the basis of the development of a child’s identity as an Indigenous
person, their cultural connectedness, and the emergence of their spirituality”
(Armstrong et al., 2012, p. 15). Schools can play a wide range of roles to
ensure that the cultural identities that Aboriginal children hold are affirmed,
respected and valued. One of the most critical initiatives that schools can
undertake to ensure their capacity to work positively with Aboriginal children,
families, communities and their perspectives is cultural competence training
(Mason-White & SNAICC, 2013). Educator cultural competency can underpin
children’s experiences of continuity between home and school and educator
capacity to recognise the strengths of Aboriginal children (Mason-White &
SNAICC, 2013). According to Perso (2012), educator cultural competence is
the basis of culturally responsive education. The relationship between cultural
competence and cultural responsiveness lies in educator capacity to apply a
“cultural lens [that] helps us to see each child and their relationships from the
perspective of their own family and community rather than our own. This
perspective ensures that cultural bias is not part of the response” (Perso, 2012,
p. 17).
The Early Years Learning Framework for Australia (DEEWR, 2009)
identifies ‘Respect for diversity’ as a key principle, and ‘Cultural competence’
as a key practice. The Educators’ Guide to the Early Years Learning
Framework for Australia (DEEWR, 2010) recognises that cultural competence
in relation to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples is distinctly
different from the broad idea of ‘respecting all cultures’. In their work towards
cultural competency, “educators need to regularly assess themselves, their
61

attitudes, their interactions and the learning environment for cultural
competence as defined by Elders and community members” (DEEWR, 2010,
p. 27). This involves educators engaging in genuine reflection about the extent
to which they:


have nurtured strong family and community partnerships



know and value the culturally specific knowledge about childhood,
children and learning that is embedded within the community in which
they are working



critically reflect on their own views and understandings of early
childhood theory, research and practice for the ‘degree of fit’ with local
understandings, experiences and expectations



use pedagogical practices that reflect knowledge of diverse perspectives
and contribute to all children’s wellbeing and successful learning.
(DEEWR, 2010, p. 27)
The appointment of Aboriginal staff to teaching and school support

roles can also be central to schools’ efforts in this respect. In particular,
Aboriginal staff can facilitate home-school linkages and Aboriginal student and
family connectedness to school (Dockett et al., 2010; Funnell, 2013; MasonWhite & SNAICC, 2013). Aboriginal Education Workers (AEWs) can act as
custodians of cultural knowledge and often support non-Aboriginal educators
in their efforts to embed Indigenous perspectives in their teaching (Funnell,
2013; Winkler, 2012). This contribution is particularly salient in light of the
issues that can arise when non-Aboriginal educators represent Aboriginal
peoples and knowledges (Harrison & Greenfield, 2011; Miller, 2011; SNAICC,
2012). AEWs can also provide an important mentoring and role model function
in schools for Aboriginal students (Byrne & Munns, 2012) and often lead
structural programs such as academic support and cultural spaces and programs
(Funnell, 2013). Research with Aboriginal young people suggests that these
dedicated spaces and programs for Aboriginal students in schools offer them an
‘escape’ from the mainstream culture of school to spaces that are more
reflective of their home and community ways of being (Donovan, 2015).
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2. Approaches that foster a sense of belonging to school
“A sense of belonging to the school community is an important
contributor to how well children and families adjust” to school (Dockett &
Perry, 2005b, p. 272). Effective transition programs are able to provide support
for children’s social and emotional adjustment during times of transition,
thereby enabling them to more readily establish a sense of belonging in their
new settings (Bulkeley & Fabian, 2006). For Woodhead and Brooker (Bernard
van Leer Foundation, 2008, p. 3), “belonging is the relational dimension of
personal identity...and is about relating to people and places, to beliefs and
ideas, to ways of dressing, talking, playing, learning, laughing and crying”.
At all stages of education, a sense that school is a place for me, as an
Indigenous person, and as an Indigenous student, is vital to Indigenous children
achieving successful educational outcomes (Ainsworth & McRae, 2009;
Craven, 2011; Dockett et al., 2008). Schools that acknowledge and value
children’s culture and foster a sense of belonging support successful early
educational experiences for Aboriginal children and families (Dockett et al.,
2010; Dockett et al., 2008; Moore & Creamer, 2009). Indigenous children’s
and families’ experiences of belonging within school contexts connect with
complex and distinctive personal and culturally understood belongings based in
Indigenous ontology, spirituality and social organisation (Foley, 2012). The
importance of identity to a sense of belonging is also acknowledged:
A lot of our people today do not know where they belong. They can’t go
forward and they can’t go back and they are becoming aggressive and
self-destructive… identity is important [because] it focuses on a personal
approach to the future by providing a sense of self that can survive
outside land and culture. (Kunoth-Monks, 2007, p. 9)
Culturally responsive education that is locally informed and relevant
has been associated with Indigenous feelings of belonging in schools (Foley,
2012; Moore & Birrel, 2012; Rahman, 2012). For example, deploying a
theoretical premise that culturally responsive education enhances educational
outcomes for Indigenous secondary school students, Rahman (2009) found an
association between reports of positive Aboriginal identity and positive
engagement and aspirations in schools. Craven (2011) and Howard and Perry
(2007) linked a sense of belonging to an affective dimension of engagement
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and highlighted the responsibility of schools to provide teaching and learning
that is culturally relevant and therefore likely to engage Indigenous students.

3. Practices that support adjustment to change and maximise a
sense of continuity between home and prior-to-school
contexts and school contexts
Children expect changes as part of the transition to school (Einarsdóttir,
2011). Significant aspects of change occur in the process of learning and
adjusting to new social roles and relationships associated with being a school
student, as well as the range of expectations held of that role by significant
others in their life (Griebel & Niesel, 2009; Lam & Pollard, 2006). Indeed,
“role expectations” are regarded as powerful environmental influences on
development (Bronfenbrenner, 1999, p. 15). They include the socially
constructed expectations attached to social roles such as ‘school pupil’ and
‘school parent’. According to Margetts (2005, p. 36), “children's adjustment is
supported when they follow directions, take responsibility for their belongings,
take turns, regulate their behaviour in response to others, and respond
appropriately to frustration”; essentially, when they learn and ‘fit in’ to the role
expectations of the school group. But, as Entwisle and Alexander (1998)
emphasise, “fitting in is a two way street”(p. 353), and educators and schools
have a responsibility to be proactive in attending to individual children’s sense
that they are welcome, accepted, and ‘suitable’ at school (Broström, 2002).
Families, particularly parents, also undergo a period of adaptation to
their new role as parents of a school student (Griebel & Niesel, 2009). They too
must negotiate the expectations and demands attached to their new role, and
their capacity to cope with and adjust to change is also key to successful
transition to school (Griebel & Niesel, 2009). Parents, like children, need to be
supported in their adjustment to the changes associated with starting school.
Parents’ expression of their need for social support is indicated in the work of
Dockett and Perry (2004a, p. 9), who reported that children and parents share a
preference for transition “activities...[that] have a strong focus on the social
adjustment of parents and children to the school setting”. The welcoming
practices and programs that facilitate school familiarity and participation for
both children and parents were rated by parents in the study as the most
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desirable activities for teachers to engage in to support children’s transition to
school.
For children and families whose social and cultural beliefs and practices
differ significantly from those of school, perceptions of change may be
heightened by the potential incongruence they experience between expectations
and practices of home and school (Fluckiger, 2010). Ashton et al. (2008)
contend that when educators hold strengths-based understandings of children
and families that are informed by home-school dialogue, they facilitate the
shared understandings necessary to “ensure a balance between new and
continuing experiences” (p.14) and optimise transition success.
Entwisle and Alexander (1998) portray starting school for children
from marginalised family backgrounds as entering a landscape where their
sociocultural backgrounds are “made to matter” – made to matter in the sense
that, in contrast to family, teachers “respond to children’s social class and
ethnicity” (p.353). Further, as children from marginalised backgrounds begin
school, the messages conveyed about ‘what matters’, or not, become part of a
discursive backdrop that has implications for how children come to understand
themselves and their world (MacNaughton, 2009). Misperceptions of
Aboriginal children that result from cultural dissonance between teachers and
Aboriginal children, and teacher failure to recognise the presence of racial
stereotypes in their expectations of Aboriginal children, send negative
messages about Aboriginal learners to these children themselves and to their
non-Aboriginal peers (Malin, 1997). Brooker (2002) found that when students
were not members of the dominant culture to which the school was oriented,
they faced inequitable access to curriculum and difficulty navigating the social
and behavioural expectations of school. Unable, and not supported, to decipher
and meet the teachers’ and school’s expectations, children from marginalised
backgrounds experienced less rewarding, and frequently demoralising
experiences of school.
Post-colonial theory examines the ways in which Aboriginal children
may experience discontinuity when they are positioned as ‘other’ through
discursive and educational practices. From this perspective, ‘othering’ practices
influence children’s identity and school achievement and participation
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(Cannella & Viruru, 2004; Davis, 2007; Smith, 1999). Davis (2007) reminds
educators that:
understanding, recognising and challenging the othering of Indigenous
Australian cultures and peoples by non-Indigenous adults and children
within early childhood is important in order to seek educational pathways
that move members of Australian non-Indigenous communities beyond
building narrow understandings of the self/other that are influenced and
constructed within and through colonisation. Through this recognising
and challenging of othering, spaces are created that allow for alternate
and multiple identities to be constructed in ways that challenge dominant,
narrow and oppressive colonial identities. (p. 21)
Transition to school is characterised as a time of flux in relation to
identity and status for children and families as they encounter the new ‘cultural
context’ that school represents (Griebel & Niesel, 2009; Lam & Pollard, 2006).
Starting school is also conceived as a time that provides particular
opportunities for existing positive identities to be nurtured (ETC Research
Group, 2011). However, at school Aboriginal children may encounter what
Gorringe (2011) discusses as the impact of deficit and difference discourse on
Aboriginal identity. He proposes that too many Aboriginal people have
internalised the language of deficit and difference discourses and are
perpetuating stereotypes and expectations held by mainstream Australia. This
creates issues for behaviour and performance when Aboriginal students
internalise these perceptions as part of their cultural identity. This would
suggest that there is a strong basis for transition to school as a time when
negative perceptions of Aboriginal students can be buffered, through respectful
and affirmative interactions and relationships.
Kunoth-Monks (2007) counselled that both continuity and change are
vital to sustaining strong identity as an Aboriginal person. Continuity is seen as
recognising and retaining the “symbolic importance” (p. 8) of traditional
ontological beliefs and practices within a process of change that is a form of
adaptation to reality. For Kunoth-Monks (2007) these are the two elements
necessary to sustaining Aboriginal people and their Aboriginal identity. She
also sees the potential that individuals have as agents of change as crucial, and
questions reliance on cultural practices, in their traditional form, to construct
Aboriginal identity, cautioning that this historicises and romanticises
Aboriginal identity and constrains individual capacity to re-construct identity
as a response to change (Kunoth-Monks, 2007).
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4. A focus on relationships, involvement and collaboration
amongst the stakeholders involved in transition, including
the provision of effective relational support
Strong and positive relationships amongst children, parents, educators
and school, and communities, facilitate connectedness among stakeholders and
the collaboration and capacity-building that supports a successful transition for
Aboriginal children (Dockett et al., 2008).
Student-teacher relationships
There is strong evidence for the interactions and relationship between
teacher and student as fundamental to all students’ positive experience of
school (Curby, Rimm-Kaufmann, & Ponitz, 2009; Gonski et al., 2011; Hattie,
2009). Positive student-teacher relationships can be related to what is occurring
at “socio-cultural and pedagogical levels” (Byrne & Munns, 2012, p. 333).
Student-teacher relationships are viewed as complex and operating within
broader social, cultural and political discourses. Following this, teachers need a
strong understanding of how their own cultural location impacts their
pedagogy, and in turn, their relationships with students. A focus on caring,
responsive, reciprocal, authentic, connected, and positive relations is required
to engender respectful relationships. Donovan (2015, p. 620) noted the
significance of student-teacher relationships that were characterised by these
qualities, describing them from a Gumbaynggirr1 perspective as
“girrwabugany (gear-wa-boo-gany), or family-like”, in that ways of relating
resemble kinship relationships. Harrison (2007) and Burgess and Berwick
(2009) also highlighted how the personal qualities of individual teachers and
their relationships with Aboriginal children can significantly affect the ways in
which individual children form their school related self-concepts and act in
relation to their pursuit of education.

1

The author cited is a member of the Gumaynggirr Nation from the north coast of NSW,
Australia (Donovan, 2015).
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Peer relationships
Research that has gathered children’s perspectives about transition to
school has highlighted the prominence of friendships (Corsaro, Molinari,
Hadley, & Sugioka, 2003; Dockett & Perry, 2004a; Jackson & Cartmel, 2010;
Peters, 2003). As well as being important to children, friendships have been
linked to positive perceptions of school and beneficial to their academic
achievement (Ladd, 1990; Peters, 2003). Conversely, making friends and peer
conflict have been found to adversely affect children’s adjustment to school
(Ladd, 1990; Peters, 2003). Recognising the importance of children’s
friendships as supportive during the transition to school, a number of studies
have inquired into transitions practices that enable children to establish and
maintain positive relationships with peers (Corsaro et al., 2003; Jackson &
Cartmel, 2010; Peters, 2003). Parents, siblings and teachers are all considered
able to play a role in facilitating children’s friendships.
Home-school relationships
Home-school relationships are often conceptualised as partnerships
between parents/families and educators (Arndt & McGuire-Schwartz, 2008;
Ashton et al., 2008; Daniel, 2011; Epstein, 2011; McLaughlin, Whatman, Ross,
& Katona, 2012; Pianta, Kraft-Sayre, Rimm-Kaufman, Gercke, & Higgins,
2001; Rothe, Urban, & Werning, 2014; Siraj-Blatchford, 2004). Across this
literature there is a broad consensus that the relationship between a child’s
family and the child’s school holds enormous potential to support children’s
learning and development.
There is also a notable body of literature that theorises the transition to
school as developmentally significant for parents and families of children who
are starting school (DeCaro & Worthman, 2011; Dockett et al., 2012; Griebel
& Niesel, 2009). While a number of theories could be employed to view parent
or family development, much of the literature has been grounded in a
bioecological perspective of development; that is, the premise that family
development is shaped within the complex systems in which families exist.
Following this, positive relationships between families and schools are
recognised as important to supporting families to manage the changes and
68

demands associated with transition to school (Griebel & Niesel, 2009). Griebel
and Neisel (2009) propose that home-school relationships should be reflective
of a partnership between parents and educators that engages both in supporting
children as school entrants. This partnership encompasses parent involvement
in children’s education that emphasises the diverse ways in which parents play
a role in their child’s learning and development.
Parental involvement
It is well-established that parental involvement in school is positively
related to children’s achievement (Daniel, 2011; Epstein, 1996; Galindo &
Sheldon, 2012; Nguon, 2012). For example, Galindo and Sheldon (2012) found
parental involvement in school to be positively associated with student
achievement in maths and reading; Nguon (2012) highlighted parents’
involvement in school as providing a physical and economic resource that
promoted student achievement; and parental support for children’s sporting
activities correlated positively across a range of social and academic outcomes
(Janus, 2011). However, the research is less informative about how parental
involvement might contribute to children’s and parents’ positive sense of self
and school belonging in the context of a successful transition to school. Hughes
and Mac Naughton (2001) found that, despite the generally understood reasons
for parental involvement in children’s early education, educators reported the
process to be problematic. Competing interests about whose knowledge had
authority in relation to young children’s education were barriers to shared
understandings and successful provision of continuity for children’s transitions.
Parental involvement in the transition to school
In general, children benefit when their family is involved in maximising
a sense of continuity between the practices of home and school (Ashton et al.,
2008). Close contact between parents’ and their child’s educators has been
associated with each group holding more compatible views about children’s
transition to school (Griebel & Niesel, 2002).
An expansive body of literature can attest to how parents conceive
school readiness (Barbarin et al., 2008; Hatcher, Nuner, & Paulsel, 2012),
parents’ beliefs about school transition (Dockett & Perry, 2004a, 2004b,
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2005b; Dockett, Perry, et al., 2011), and what they are concerned with as they
prepare children for school (Wildenger & McIntyre, 2011). Fewer studies have
considered the self-related perceptions of parents with the view of
understanding the context for their perceptions of their own child’s
preparedness for school and their preparedness activities (see Arndt, Rothe,
Urban, & Werning, 2013; Rothe et al., 2014). It is well-established that
families play a pivotal role in children’s preparedness for school (Dockett et
al., 2012; Mason-White & SNAICC, 2013). However, families’ and individual
family members’ sociocultural location can influence the ways in which the
transition “is perceived, …[and] prepared for” (Doucet & Tudge, 2007, p. 307),
both of which have implications for children’ sense of self as they start school.
Parental characteristics and parental behaviours both affect children’s
school related development (Taylor, Clayton, & Rowley, 2004). Taylor et al.
(2004) also contributed two additional considerations to conceptualising
parental influence on children’s school preparation. First, recognition of
parents’ own experiences of school as an important influence on parents’
perceptions and behaviours relating to school and, second, the ways in which
parents’ preparations for school can be construed as deficit against the values
and priorities associated with mainstream educational contexts. More recently,
qualitative research has further contributed to the nuanced ways in which
parents’ school related experiences impact their transition preparations
(Turunen & Dockett, 2013).
Aboriginal parent and family involvement in children’s education
Re-engaging Aboriginal parents and caregivers as educators of their
children in the first five years of life is critical if there is to be a
strong relationship between home and school that can be utilised to
develop common understandings, shared knowledge and mutual
support in developing approaches to improving educational
attainment. Aboriginal parents have always valued education. They
want their children to succeed in mainstream education and have the
same employment opportunities as other Australian children whilst
retaining their cultural integrity. (Zubrick et al., 2006, p. xii)
A welcoming and affirmative school environment is central to
promoting both Aboriginal student and family participation in school (Dockett
et al., 2008; Guilfoyle et al., 2010; Hayes, Johnston, Morris, Power, & Roberts,
2009). Aboriginal family and community involvement in the transition to
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school strengthens connectedness to school and the positive relationships that
sustain continued involvement with schools (Dockett et al., 2008). The Review
of Aboriginal Education (NSW AECG/NSW DET, 2004, p. 80) found that
“Aboriginal parents... want to be involved in all aspects of their children’s
education”, but other research indicates that parents are often not included in
the substantive work of schools (Luke et al., 2013). Parent involvement can
require schools to ensure that “parents feel that they have a stake in the school
and confidence that the arrangements in the school will realise or enhance this
stake” (McLaughlin et al., 2012, p. 181).
Positive relationships between educators and Aboriginal children and
families are critical to supporting positive transitions and educational outcomes
for Aboriginal children (Dockett, Perry, Mason, & Simpson, 2007; NSW
AECG & NSW DET, 2004). While this is true of positive transitions for all
children, positive relationships with Aboriginal parents may require educators
to:


know who their Aboriginal students are and know their families



have deep knowledge and understanding of their Aboriginal students



know their local Aboriginal community’s relationships



make links with Aboriginal community people and work with
Aboriginal education workers, and



form authentic partnerships with Aboriginal workers and parents.
(NSW AECG & NSW DET, 2004, p. 78)
Hayes et al. (2009, p. 62) reported “that the amount and type of

[Aboriginal] parental participation in schooling is highly dependent upon
school related factors”. For example, physical aspects of the environment, such
as reception areas, acted as barriers to parent participation in schools when they
were perceived as intimidating by parents. Further barriers presented when
parents sensed that school staff were not committed to understanding
Aboriginal cultural practices and engaging Aboriginal children, and when a
lack of communication was demonstrated by school staff (Hayes et al., 2009).
The failure to substantially engage with Aboriginal parents and community
members about school processes has also been identified as a problematic
school-related factor – one that often results in positioning parents as unable to
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make a meaningful contribution to school processes (Luke et al., 2013). Similar
findings have been identified in studies where Indigenous parents’ perceptions
of culturally inappropriate programs and interactions were recognised as
barriers to their participation in early childhood educational settings (Guilfoyle
et al., 2010; Purdie & Buckley, 2010; Sims, 2011; Trudgett & Grace, 2011).
For example, Grace and Trudgett (2012) investigated early childhood workers’
perspectives on Indigenous families’ participation in early childhood education
and care services. A range of barriers to engagement were drawn from their
review of the existing literature and categorised into three themes:
“undermining of family; undermining of culture; and general racism” (p. 11).
Zubrick et al. (2006) have emphasised the centrality of Aboriginal
parents’ engagement with their children’s education to realising successful
outcomes. They also stipulate that gaining Aboriginal parents’ involvement
with schools requires the implementation of welcoming and inclusionary
practices that go beyond providing a welcoming school environment.
Conclusions drawn from The Western Australian Aboriginal Child Health
Survey (WAACHS) urge that more specific practices are required to address
the alienating effects of past experiences of exclusion and discrimination
within education systems on parents’ present attitudes toward their children’s
schooling (Zubrick et al., 2006). Prior to school participation in programs that
facilitate parent and caregiver understanding of the expectations and practices
that operate in schools can reduce some of the obstacles created by parents’
negative experiences of school (NSW AECG & NSW DET, 2004). This
approach recognises the importance of parental engagement and participation
to their children’s education, yet acknowledges that the degree to which this is
achieved is influenced by a range of factors including those related to
individual parents’ dispositions and beliefs (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Johnson
and Kossykh (2008) found support for this proposition, concluding that
parents’ attitudes toward education are predictive of their children’s
achievement at school, and parents’ aspirations for their children’s future are
associated with children’s educational outcomes.
Vandenbroeck (2007a) urges that educators and policy makers critically
account for how structural inequalities contribute to the diversity of families
and “avoid the pitfall of making structural discriminations into issues of
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cultural diversity” (p. 9). This has implications for understanding the
complexity of why families may not pursue opportunities to be involved with
schools. Vandenbroeck (2007a) cautions that issues are complex and cannot be
attributed by default to sociocultural categories. Parents’ knowledge and
contribution to their children’s care and education may be viewed by educators
as unequal to that of professional knowledge, and this imbalance diminishes
opportunities for parental involvement (Hughes & MacNaughton, 2000).
Recognition that Aboriginal families play a significant role in their children’s
transition to school represents a more positive framing of preparation for
school and promotes a view of Aboriginal parents as children’s first teachers –
this recognition has been noted as particularly important for Aboriginal
families (Craven, 2011; DEEWR, 2011).
Collaboration amongst families, communities and schools
Educational success during transition to school is underpinned by
collaboration amongst stakeholders that facilitates “children’s positive
approach to school and a sense of belonging and engagement” (ETC Research
Group, 2011, p. 1). These stakeholders include the transitioning child, the
child’s family, educators (both prior-to-school and early years of school) and
community, as well as relevant community and health service providers.
Schools play a central role in the careful and coordinated planning and
engagement that is needed to accomplish collaborative relationships amongst
the numerous parties involved in successful transitions (Dockett & Perry,
2007b). Collaboration among settings and organisations significantly
influences the transition experience and the degree of compatibility and
continuity between home and school environments that underpins a positive
experience of starting school (Barblett, Barratt-Pugh, Kilgallon, & Maloney,
2011).
Collaboration amongst Aboriginal families and communities and schools
Current Indigenous education policy is detailed and emphatic about the
desirability and benefits of Indigenous parents’ and community involvement in
their children’s education (COAG, 2009a; COAG, 2011; MCEECDYA, 2011).
Building a supportive school climate that reflects the needs and aspirations of
all concerned with successful transition to school for Indigenous children
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should involve collaboration amongst children, parents, communities and
educators (Carbines, Grieves, Robb & Wyatt, 2008; Dockett et al., 2010). In
“schools in which Aboriginal children are achieving to their potential...strong
links between the community and the school are evident, and seen as vital in
promoting a smooth transition between home and school” (Perry et al., 2006, p.
2). However, Dockett et al. (2008) note that collaboration toward locally
responsive and relevant programs is an important, but often absent, feature of
successful transition to school programs for Aboriginal children. Collaboration
with Aboriginal families and communities can promote shared understandings
from which to provide culturally appropriate and relevant education for
Aboriginal students (Buckskin et al., 2009; Burridge et al., 2012; Howard &
Perry, 2007; Watego, 2005). Developing culturally relevant programs for
children and families and achieving responsiveness to Aboriginal diversity are
understood as some of the challenges that schools face (McTurk et al., 2008).
Creating an effective and supportive school climate that reflects the
needs and aspirations of all concerned with Aboriginal children’s early
education involves collaboration among children, parents, communities and
educators (Carbines et al., 2008; Dockett et al., 2010; Guilfoyle et al., 2010).
Ensuring a sense of cultural security through the provision of a welcoming and
affirmative school climate is held to be central to Aboriginal student
engagement and participation (Dockett et al., 2008; Guilfoyle et al., 2010;
Hayes et al., 2009). Davis and Grose (2008) explain the potent symbolic
message that practices such as Yarning circles send to Aboriginal families and
communities, particularly in urban communities where Indigenous student
enrolments may be small in number. Engaging in respectful consultation with
Aboriginal community members, particularly on cultural matters, was a critical
turning-point in the process of Indigenous education reform in Western
Australia (Somerville, 2009). However, there remain significant challenges to
creating school climates that ensure all Aboriginal children and their families
feel welcome, respected and empowered (Hayes et al., 2009; Lette et al., 2009;
McTurk et al., 2008; Thorpe et al., 2013).
In a nationally representative study, school-community collaboration
was identified as a valued feature of schools that were perceived positively by
Indigenous parents and community members. Such collaboration was found to
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be more prevalent in schools where higher literacy and numeracy outcomes
were recorded for Indigenous students (Frigo et al., 2004). Collaboration
strengthens educator understandings of the aspirations and needs of individual
children and families which, in turn, facilitates schools’ ability to develop and
provide educational experiences that are responsive and appropriate to
individuals and their diverse social and cultural contexts (Rigney, 2010).
Collaboration with communities was a central pillar of action-learning
projects established in 20 Australian schools in the Quality Teaching
Indigenous Project (Burridge et al., 2012). The study found that the
involvement of members of the local Aboriginal community in teachers’
professional learning of Aboriginal cultural knowledge increased teachers’
preparedness to meet the needs of Aboriginal students and to engage in
teaching and learning in partnership with Aboriginal families and community
representatives. Engagement among teachers and local Aboriginal peoples was
also reported to “deep[en] teachers’ respect for Aboriginal cultures,…[which]
in turn sent strong messages to local communities that Aboriginal people were
not only welcome to the school but also had a critical role in the education of
their children” (Burridge et al., 2012, pp. 45-46).

Chapter summary
Sense of self has been presented as multidimensional and socioculturally embedded. For Aboriginal children, Aboriginal identity has been
identified as a desirable dimension of sense of self that has implications for
wellbeing and school success. The view that successful transitions are
characterised by a positive sense of self in relation to school is underpinned by
a conceptualisation of the transition to school as an ongoing, holistic and
shared process or experience that is enhanced when those involved work
together toward success (ETC Research Group, 2011). There are parallels
between the school context characteristics that contribute to all children’s
positive sense of self during the transition to school and those that have been
identified as salient to Aboriginal children’s successful transition.
Collaboration amongst Aboriginal families, community and schools is a vitally
important component of successful transition to school for Aboriginal children.
Additional considerations relate to relationship building, two-way identities,
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relational teaching and learning, strengths approaches, educator cultural
competence, and the inclusion of Aboriginal perspectives in all aspects of
school life.
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Chapter 3
Gudaga Goes to School
Preface
The purpose of this chapter is to describe the research context of my
study. I begin by providing an account of the broader study within which my
independent doctoral research project is embedded. The broader study, titled
Gudaga goes to school: An ecological study of school transition and the early
years of school for Aboriginal children in an urban community (known as
‘Gudaga goes to school’), provided my entry point to researching with
Aboriginal communities. However, I arrived relatively late to the important
work that underpins ethically and methodologically sound research in
Aboriginal communities. Gudaga goes to school (Gudaga-GtS), as I found it,
had already been established in, and shaped by, this work. In this chapter I retrace the history of Gudaga-GtS to contextualise my research and its evolution
in an existing set of locally-grounded relational and research processes. To do
so, I draw on a number of scholarly works published and produced by the
Gudaga-GtS research team. I also bring to this account my learning from
numerous formal and informal conversations that transpired in locations such
as campus board rooms and kitchens, cars while travelling, school offices and
school yards, and Aboriginal community events in the research site.

3.1 The Gudaga Study
‘Gudaga goes to school’ and my doctoral study build on an earlier
longitudinal study titled the ‘Gudaga study’ (‘Gudaga’ meaning healthy baby
in the language of the local Tharawal people) (Knight et al., 2007). The
Gudaga study was established by a team of researchers from the University of
New South Wales (UNSW) who were interested in identifying and mapping
the health needs of Aboriginal infants and mothers living in the south-west
urban fringes of Sydney. However, the Gudaga study of 2007 was first
imagined ten years prior in conversations on the verandah of the local
Aboriginal Community Health service. These imaginings were the fruit of
listening to Aboriginal Health Workers’ (AHW) concerns about the health and
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wellbeing issues that needed to be addressed to support mothers and their
young children in the local Aboriginal community. For the AHWs and the
research team, a vision for early and accessible maternal and infant health care
became the impetus for exploring possibilities for a culturally safe home
visiting service (Knight et al., 2007).
Against a backdrop of historical experiences of state-sanctioned
removal of Aboriginal children, concerns were raised that a home visiting
service might be feared by families “as a vehicle for allowing welfare officers
to take their children” (Knight et al., 2007, p. 3). As a provisional step toward
assessing the feasibility of a home visiting program, funding was secured to
administer a pilot project. As an initiative of researchers from the UNSWhoused Centre for Health, Equity, Training and Research Evaluation
(CHETRE), an Aboriginal home visiting program was launched in 2000. It was
positively received by the mothers in the project; the program continued and
became the Aboriginal Home Visiting Service. Over time it became apparent to
the research team that extending the work of the Aboriginal Home Visiting
Service and advocating for improved health services for the community was
constrained by the lack of data on the health care and prevention needs of the
region’s Aboriginal infants (Comino et al., 2010; Knight et al., 2007).
The Gudaga study was conceived primarily to describe the health,
development and service use of Aboriginal mothers and their infants, thus
providing the epidemiological data needed to drive service provision. At its
inception in 2003, the study proposed to follow children’s progress from birth
to one year. This was later extended in 2005 with subsequent funding enabling
the project to continue working with families and children until they turned
five years of age (Comino et al., 2010). The Gudaga study became the first
research project to employ a longitudinal research design with an urban
Aboriginal birth cohort in the eastern states of Australia (Comino et al., 2010).

3.1.2 The Gudaga cohort and their community
This research was conducted on the land of the Tharawal (also
Dharawal, which is commonly used when referring to the traditional language
spoken in this region) peoples which is located in the state of New South Wales
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(NSW). In 2011, 202,674 Aboriginal people, or 32% of Australia’s total
Aboriginal population, lived in NSW (Biddle, 2012) giving NSW the highest
population of Aboriginal peoples of all Australian states (ABS, 2011a). Just
under half of the Aboriginal population of NSW live in the urban areas of
Greater Sydney (ABS, 2011a). The Aboriginal population in Australia is
relatively young compared to non-Aboriginal Australians and, in NSW, more
than half the population is represented in the 0 – 24 years age group, compared
to almost one-third for the non-Aboriginal population (Biddle, 2012).
The Tharawal nation extends from the southern parts of Sydney, to the
north of the Shoalhaven River, and west to include areas now known as the
Campbelltown and Camden Local Government Areas (LGA) (Tharawal Local
Aboriginal Land Council, 2014). Families participating in the Gudaga study
reside in the Campbelltown LGA. The boundaries of this area, for statistical
and demographic purposes, can be seen in Figure 1 (ABS, 2011c). The total
population for the Campbelltown area in 2012 was 152,612, with 4729
Aboriginal residents (ABS, 2011c). This equates to 3.2% of the population
identifying as Aboriginal, compared to approximately 2.5% for the NSW and
national populations (ABS, 2011a). According to the local council website
(Campbelltown City Council, 2015), “Campbelltown has one of the largest and
fastest growing populations of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders in NSW”.

Figure 1: Campbelltown LGA (ABS, 2011c)
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The collective post-colonisation experiences of the Tharawal peoples
bear similarity to many of the Aboriginal groups living on tribal lands within
close proximity to the White colonialist incursion. Dispossession, disease and
conflict in the late eighteenth to early nineteenth centuries have taken their toll
on the traditional culture, languages, and ties to Country and lineage in the
Aboriginal communities that now comprise Greater Sydney (Bursill, Jacobs,
Lennis, Timbery-Beller, & Ryan, 2001; Central Australian Aboriginal Media
Association (CAAMA), 2014; Karskens, 2009). Whilst significant losses have
been incurred, for example, the last corroboree2 was in the 1850s and there are
now few speakers of the Dharawal language3, important events, lore and
ceremonies have been passed on through art, music, dance and storytelling to
descendants of the Tharawal peoples (Bursill et al., 2001; CAAMA, 2014).
The Aboriginal community of Campbelltown are supported by a range
of local services including the Tharawal Aboriginal Corporation (TAC) and the
Tharawal Aboriginal Land Council. TAC acts as a hub for a range of services
for Aboriginal individuals and families including: medical, dental, paediatric,
childcare services, the Brighter Futures early intervention program, and a
mothers and babies program. Tharawal Aboriginal Land Council offers general
support services and assistance relating to land, housing, employment, access
to services, conservation of heritage sites and fostering cultural development
(Tharawal Local Aboriginal Land Council, 2014).
According to 2011 Census data, the Campbelltown LGA has a slightly
lower level of relative advantage and disadvantage than the mean index for
relative advantage and disadvantage in Australia and in NSW. Within
Australia, the Campbelltown LGA is situated in the 4th decile on the Socio-

2

The corroboree, as it is commonly known in contemporary Australia, or carribberie in
Dharawal, is “an extension of their oral tradition with the music/song/dance being learnt by
imitation and passed on to the next group by initiation and strict instruction from the owner
of the song/dance” (Bursill et al., 2001, p. 22).
3
Data from the Second National Indigenous Languages Survey (NILS) reported gains in
estimated speakers of the Dharawal language, rising from four in 2005, to 50 speakers in
2014. All 50 speakers were in the age group 0 – 19 years (Marmion, Obata, & Troy, 2014).
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economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA)4. In NSW, the Campbelltown LGA is
ranked in the 3rd decile. However, significant variation can be observed when
comparing smaller statistical boundaries (Statistical Area 2 [SA2]) of the
Campbelltown LGA to the rest of Australia. For example: inner Campbelltown
(SA2 123021437) sits on the 4th decile; the outer south-east Campbelltown
suburbs (SA2 – 123021436) are indexed in the 1st decile; and the outer northwest Campbelltown suburbs (SA2 – 123021438) are ranked in the 2nd decile
nationally (ABS, 2011b). These variations suggest distinctively different levels
of “access to material and social resources, and…ability to participate in
society” (Pink, 2011, p. 3) may exist for research participants in their various
communities across the research site.

3.1.3 Principles guiding the Gudaga study
A defining feature of the Gudaga study is the strong stakeholder
support for the research that has been gained from prolonged community
engagement. Recognising that meaningful connections take time to evolve, the
research team were committed to engaging in ongoing and open conversations
amongst Aboriginal community members, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
health professionals and researchers. Such conditions as adequate time and
culturally apposite locations were conducive to mutuality, relationship building
and dialogue. In turn, the investment of time to establish and sustain trusting
relationships has enabled community ownership of the project and a sense that
family and community voices and concerns guide the research.
Methodologically, establishing a research partnership with Aboriginal
community stakeholders based on a strong foundation of two-way processes of
engagement and negotiation has enabled the Gudaga study to develop a
number of procedures and mechanisms that were endorsed locally and were

4

SEIFA measures the relative advantage and disadvantage of geographically bounded areas
across Australia. Using this score, areas are ordered from lowest to highest scores, with low
scores indicating greater levels of disadvantage and high scores indicating greater levels of
advantage. The lowest 10% of areas are given a decile number of 1, the next lowest 10% are
given a decile number of 2 and so on, up to the highest 10% of areas which are given a decile
number of 10 (Pink, 2011).
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also consistent with nationally recognised principles for research with
Aboriginal communities5. These include:
•

a leadership team made up of both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
academics and health providers;

•

initial and ongoing consultation with Aboriginal community
stakeholders to ensure the research is addressing local concerns and is
useful and beneficial to the community;

•

drawing on and contributing to local community knowledges and
capacities through employment of community members. For example,
the study employed mothers who were themselves members of the local
Aboriginal community to recruit participants and visit families for
follow-up assessments;

•

data collection methods that are sensitive and respectful to the concerns
of mothers participating in the study;

•

the use of methods that are flexible and adaptable to the specific needs
of mothers and children;

•

data collection that recognises mothers’ aspirations for their children’s
futures and their perspectives on how these can be realised; and,

•

standardised instruments that are appropriate for, and acceptable to, the
Aboriginal community.

A testament to the distance travelled in terms of the trust, respect and
reciprocity accrued amongst the Gudaga research stakeholders is apparent in
the relatively low attrition rates over time. Ten years on from its inception,
nearly 80% of the children recruited to the original cohort are still participating
in the studies (E. Comino, personal communication, 08 May, 2013).

5

These principles commonly include: reciprocity, respect, equality, responsibility, survival and
protection, and spirit and integrity – these are detailed in The National Statement on Ethical
Conduct in Human Research (National Health and Medical Research Council [NHRMC] the
Australian Research Council and the Australian Vice-Chancellor's Committee, 2007); Values
and Ethics: Guidelines for Ethical Conduct in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health
Research (National Health and Medical Research Council [NHRMC], 2003) and, The NHMRC
Road Map II: A strategic framework for improving the health of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples through research (National Health and Medical Research Council [NHRMC],
2010).
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3.1.4 Gudaga study methods
Recruitment of participants for the Gudaga study took place via a
survey of all mothers of newborns at a district hospital in south-west Sydney.
Aboriginal infants were identified by responses to a standard question used in
the NSW Population Child Health Survey: ‘Are you of Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander origin?’ and ‘Is the father of your baby of Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander origin?’ Mothers of infants with Aboriginal parentage were
invited to participate in the study. During the 18 month recruitment period, a
cohort of 159 mothers was established through the survey. Some early attrition
of mothers from the research program occurred, resulting in the final
recruitment of 125 mothers and their children for the Gudaga study and the
unique opportunity to track the health, development and service use of urban
Aboriginal children from birth to five years of age (Comino et al., 2010). Data
have been collected during home visits to primary carers conducted at six
monthly intervals. At each visit a structured questionnaire is completed which
seeks information on the health and development of the children. The children
received a full health and development assessment conducted by a paediatric
registrar at ages 12 months, 3 years, 4 ½ years, and 7 years.

3.2 Gudaga Goes to School (Gudaga-GtS)
In 2011, as the Gudaga children were approaching their start to school,
funding was secured to continue the Gudaga study research program and to
expand the program to include exploration of the children’s experiences of
school. This component of the study was funded by an ARC Discovery Grant
(DP120100828) and was titled Gudaga goes to school: Understanding the
health, development, and early education experiences of Aboriginal children in
an urban environment.
The Gudaga goes to school (Gudaga-GtS) project team brings together
Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers from health and education
backgrounds to build on the important work and relationships established
within the Gudaga study to explore school transition and early years of school
for a cohort of urban-living Aboriginal children and families. Under the
leadership of UNSW, Gudaga-GtS brings together researchers from several
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universities. As a collaborative project, this research has a unique opportunity
to draw on an established cohort and the longitudinal data gathered in the
Gudaga study to contribute information about children’s early life experiences
to the analysis of early school experiences. The research is supported by the
NSW DET, the NSW AECG and local Aboriginal community health and
education organisations (Kemp et al., 2011). Notably, the strong community
stakeholder support and the collaborative research relationships that have been
established over time between the Gudaga families and the local Aboriginal
community and the Gudaga research team continue to underpin the success of
the research.

3.2.1 Aims of Gudaga-GtS
Gudaga-GtS aims address an identified gap in the research field,
notably the lack of detailed data relating to urban-living Aboriginal children
and their experiences of the early years of education. The stated aims are to:
1. describe the transition and early education experiences for a cohort of
urban Aboriginal children up until the end of Year 2 from the perspectives
of children, family members and educators;
2. examine potential relationships between school achievement for urban
Aboriginal children and early childhood health, development and service
participation;
3. understand what constitutes successful school transition for urban
Aboriginal children by exploring child, teacher, family and community
views; and
4. explore the aspirations and expectations for urban Aboriginal children held
by key stakeholders and examine the relationships between these variables
and school performance and engagement. (Kemp et al., 2011, p. 5)

3.2.2 Conceptual framework
The Gudaga-GtS study employs “multidimensional and multitheoretical frameworks” to explore the complex issues inherent in school
transition for urban Aboriginal children and their parents and teachers (Kaplun
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et al., 2016, p. 1). Key elements of the design of the Gudaga-GtS project, such
as the pursuit of multiple perspectives and the use of multiple methods of data
gathering, are responsive to this model.

3.2.3 Design
A longitudinal, mixed methods design has been employed using
multiple strategies for collecting data about the children’s progress from
Kindergarten to Year 2. Commencement of data collection began in 2011 for
the first cohort of children starting school in that year. Another cohort started
school in 2012 and the final cohort commenced school in 2013. Data collection
continued until the end of 2015 as presented below in Table 3.1.
Table 3.1: Gudaga-GtS timeline

2011
School
cohort

2011
Kindergarten

2012
Year One

Kindergarten

2012
School
cohort
2013
School
cohort

2013
Year Two

2014

Year One

Year
Two

Kindergarten

Year
One

2015

Year
Two

Concurrent health and development assessments in the Gudaga study research
program

3.2.4 Methods6
Gudaga-GtS utilises diverse data sources to generate data to respond to
the research aims and questions. This section summarises participant selection,
6

The information provided in this Methods section describes the participants, procedures and
timeline, and measures employed by the Gudaga-GtS study. These procedures were
established by the Gudaga-GtS team and were already being implemented when I began my
doctoral research. Additional data collection conducted for my doctoral study will be
described in Chapter 4. Many of the procedural elements of my doctoral study aligned with
those utilised in the Gudaga-GtS study. To avoid duplication, this procedural information is
presented only once in Chapter 3 but will be referred to in Chapter 4. Information has been
drawn from relevant sections of the Protocol Document for the Gudaga-GtS study (Knight,
2013).

85

the qualitative and quantitative techniques used to generate data, and phases of
ethics and data collection processes in the Gudaga-GtS study.
Participants
Gudaga cohort (n = 115 children and 115 + parents/carers)
The children and their parents/carers of the Gudaga Study were invited
to participate when the children reached 4 ½ years old.
New participants (n = approximately 30 and 30+ parents/carers)
In keeping with the philosophy of inclusion that has guided the
Gudaga-GtS project, all Aboriginal children who commenced school at the
same schools and in the same years as the Gudaga Study children were invited
to participate.
Early Childhood Educators (n = approximately 80)
Where relevant, parents were asked to identify the preschool/child care
teacher that was most involved in the prior-to-school education and care of
their child. Approximately 30 early childhood educators were identified for
more than one child participating in the study.
Teachers (n = approximately 70)
The Kindergarten, Year One and Year Two classroom teachers of all
participating children were invited to participate. Approximately 40 teachers
taught more than one participating child in their class.
Aboriginal community leaders (n = approximately 10)
Aboriginal community leaders were consulted on the design and
maintenance of the research. This group included representatives from the
Tharawal Aboriginal Corporation (TAC), the Tharawal Land Council, the local
Aboriginal Health Service, and the Aboriginal Education Consultative Group
(AECG).
Participating/Target schools (n = 10)
In 2011, the decision was made to select a reduced number of schools
from the participating 22 schools for the qualitative component of the research.
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Five of the 22 schools were not considered for targeting as they were outside of
the Campbelltown Local Government Area. Of the remaining 17 schools the
following variables were considered: their representativeness of the level of
socioeconomic disadvantage in which Gudaga families lived based on SEIFA
Index; the size of school according to total number of enrolments (small,
medium or large) was proportionately represented; and, the number of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children enrolled was proportionately
represented.
Children attending participating/target schools
In 2011, the number of children attending Kindergarten in target
schools was 21. In 2012, the number of children attending the target schools
was 43, comprising 22 in their Kindergarten year and 21 in Year 1.
Measures
A range of measures was utilised to gather information about the
participant children’s transition to school (see Table 3.2). Qualitative data have
been gathered predominantly through in-depth interviews with child, family,
educator and community participants, as well as child-produced photos and
accompanying narratives. Quantitative data derive from the use of standardised
instruments and surveys designed to assess children’s academic achievement,
social skills and self-concept as well as their classroom environment. As well
as concurrent data collection, the health, development and service use data
collected over the period from the children’s birth to 2015 is available to
inform analysis of the relationship between early life factors and later
education experiences.
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Table 3.2: Overview of measures used in Gudaga-GtS by participant group
Participant group

Measure

Children

Qualitative measures
Interview (Target schools only)
Photos and recorded discussion about photos
Quantitative measures
Annual educational assessments
Woodcock Reading Mastery
Peabody Picture Vocab Test (PPVT-4)
Renfrew Language Scales
I can do maths
ASK-KIDS
Annual collection of writing (K-2) and maths (Year 12) samples
Annual attendance records
Best Start (pre-Kindergarten) and NAPLAN (Year 3)

Parents/carers

Qualitative measures
Interviews/School readiness survey (Target schools
only)
Quantitative measures
Annual completion of SDQ

Teachers

Qualitative measures
Interviews/survey (Target schools only)
Quantitative measures
Annual completion of demographic data, SDQ and
SSIS

Early childhood
educators

Qualitative measures
Interview/survey

Classroom groups

Quantitative
CLASS

Interviews
Interviews were conducted in environments convenient and familiar to
participants. A schedule of broad topic areas for discussion and related
questions and prompts was prepared to guide interview sessions so that
conversations responded to the issues relevant to the research aims as
determined by Gudaga-GtS. (See Appendix A, B and C for interview schedules
and protocols). The questions and topics for discussion provided a framework
for the interviews and helped to stimulate conversation, but great care was
taken to maintain an informal conversational style and remain open-ended so
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as not to limit or devalue the contributions instigated by the participants.
Interviews were transcribed for qualitative analysis.
Child Conversational interviews
Child interviews gathered data relating to the children’s experiences of
school including: feelings and expectations about school; school and classroom
participation; social aspects of school; and their personal aspirations.
‘Meaning-making’ artefacts such as child-produced photographs and children’s
narratives about their photographs and tour of the school were gathered to help
understand children’s perceptions of the school environment and places of
personal significance in the school. A combination of one-to-one interviews
and small group interviews where there was more than one study child
attending the school were conducted.
Parent/carer interviews
One-to-one interviews were conducted with parents/carers to explore
their views on: their expectations held about school and of their child starting
school; parent-teacher relationships; family engagement with the school; the
extent to which the school is a ‘good fit’ for their child and family; and their
aspirations for themselves and their child.
Educator interviews
In-depth interviews with teachers gathered their perspectives on:
expectations of themselves, the children and the families; parent-teacher and
teacher-child communication and relationships; their aspirations for the child;
the culture of the school; and the inclusion of Aboriginal culture and
knowledges in their teaching. Interviews with teachers were conducted twice a
year. The interviews took place on school grounds or via phone at a time
nominated by teachers.
Aboriginal Community Leaders
The views of Aboriginal community leaders were sought through
interviews relating to the engagement of school with the local Aboriginal
community and the capacity of the community to support the learning and
development of the children.
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Child Educational Assessments
Research Assistants completed each of the following educational
assessments on every child in Term 4 of each year:


Woodcock Reading Mastery Tests (Woodcock, 2011): measures basic
reading skills, reading comprehension and total reading achievement.



Peabody Picture Vocab Test – 4 (Dunne & Dunne, 2007): a
standardised, norm-referenced assessment tool that aims to measure
receptive vocabulary.



Renfrew Language Scales (Renfrew, 2010): assesses a child’s speech
and language across aspects of grammar usage, answer-response items,
re-telling a story, and vocabulary.



I can do maths (Doig & De Lemos, 2000): provides information about
children’s numeracy development in Kindergarten to Year 2 of school.
It utilises multiple choice and open-ended question formats.



ASK KIDS Self-concept inventory (Bornholt, 2005a): this measure
applies a multi-dimensional model of self-concept that integrates
children’s academic self-concepts about academic, social and physical
activities and attributes with children’s self-knowledge about their selfefficacy in relation to these activities.



The Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) (Pianta, La Paro,
& Hamre, 2008): gathers data on the children’s classroom environment
and their relations with the classroom teacher/s.
Child socio-emotional development
Parent/carers
At the end of each year, parents/carers were asked to complete the

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) (Goodman, 1997) to contribute
to quantitative data about the behaviour, relationships and emotional wellbeing
of their child. The questionnaire was posted to parents in Term 4 along with a
reply-paid envelope for return of the completed questionnaire.
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Educators
In Term 4 each year, classroom teachers were asked to complete the
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) (Goodman, 1997) as well as
the School Skills Improvement System (SSIS) Rating Scales (Gresham &
Elliot, 2008) (Academic Competence subscale only) to contribute quantitative
data about the study children’s reading and mathematics achievement and
motivation to learn.
Procedures
Ethics
Gudaga-GtS holds ethics approvals from the South Western Sydney
Local Health Network (SWSLHN), the NSW Aboriginal Health and Medical
Research Council (AHMRC), the University of NSW Human Research Ethics
Committee, the NSW Department of Education and Training State Education
Research Approval Process (SERAP), and the Wollongong Diocese for the
Catholic Education Office. Managers of early childhood centres/preschools and
principals of Independent schools were approached individually to request the
involvement of their school in the research.
Partnerships with schools
Apart from parent interviews and the meetings with Aboriginal
community leaders, all of the research data were gathered in the school
environment, with child data gathered within school time. This required
extensive collaboration and consultation with every participating school to
ensure that the requirements of the research interfered as little as possible with
classroom activities and demands on the teacher’s time. Ten schools (target
schools) were involved in this research. At the commencement of the GudagaGtS research, a meeting of primary school principals and other stakeholders
was convened to develop a specific research implementation plan. Protocols
for ongoing liaison between the research team and principals and other key
staff were established.
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Children
Once children started school they were invited to participate in
individual interviews, or where there was more than one participating child in
the year level, group interviews. Child interviews took place twice a year at
school, during the school day (see Table 3.3). As part of the interview
procedures children were asked to give the researcher a tour of the school and
take photographs of things and places that were important to them. The
conversations during and about the tour and about the photographs were
recorded. The photographs were used during interviews to scaffold discussion
around the children’s experiences. Around the time of the interviews at the end
of the year children were asked to complete the standardised measures outlined
in Table 3.2. In addition, children participated in three short researcher
observation sessions during regular class time as part of the CLASS
Assessment (see Table 3.2).
Parents/Carers
Parents/carers of the 2012 and 2013 cohort were interviewed prior to
their child starting school. Once their child had commenced school, parents
were interviewed and surveyed once per year either face-to-face or over the
telephone at a time and place convenient to participants. Researchers supported
parents in the completion of child assessment measures as required, depending
on parent literacy levels.
Teachers
Interviews with teachers were conducted twice a year. The interviews
took place on school grounds or via phone at a time nominated by teachers.
SDQ and SSIS forms were posted to teachers. The forms were to be completed
and returned to researchers at the second interview in the year.
Aboriginal community leaders
Focus groups with Aboriginal community leaders took place each year
at a convenient location in the community.
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Table 3.3: Overview of Gudaga-GtS data collection schedule (adapted from
Gudaga-GtS Protocol document).
Child School

Child
health/
development

Parent

Teacher

Prior
to
School
Year

Target:
Interview

Target:
Interview

Term 1

Target:
Interviews K,
1, 2

Target:
Interviews
K a, 1

Target:
Interviews K

Target:
Interviews
Yr 2
All:
SSIS and
SDQ

Target:
Interviews K,
1, 2
All:
SSIS and
SDQ

EC
Teacher

Target:
Interviews
for those
who started
school

Term 2
Term 3

Target:
CLASS

Term 4

Target:
Interviews K,
1, 2
All: (within
Campbelltown
area):
Education
Assessment
Collection of
writing
samples K, 1
and 2
Collection of
maths samples,
Yrs 1 & 2

Ongoing

All:
Gathering of
Best Start
results
Attendance
data

All:
Health
survey /
contact every
6 months
All at 7 – 9
years:
Development
assessment
Health
assessment

a

The Gudaga-GtS study interview schedule indicates that School entry
interviews were conducted in Term 1 of the school year. In 2011, the timing of
School entry interviews was delayed to allow for organisation and resources to
be secured in the Gudaga study’s commencement period early in 2011.
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Chapter summary
This chapter has described the place and the people involved in the
broader research project in which the doctoral research reported in this thesis is
embedded. The approach taken to establish a birth cohort of Aboriginal
children has been outlined to contextualise the impetus and design of a
longitudinal research program that explores the health and development of
urban Aboriginal children. An overview of the research aims and program of
an additional study that explores the transition to school experiences of the
Gudaga cohort has been provided. It is within this latter study that the doctoral
study reported in this thesis was undertaken. With this grounding in mind,
Chapter 4 will turn to the methodology of this doctoral study, detailing the
paradigmatic and conceptual framework adopted by the doctoral research.
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Chapter 4
Protocols guiding ways of knowing
and doing
Preface
This chapter provides an explanation of the methodological approach,
epistemic locations, and research standpoint I have employed in the doctoral
research. The first part of this chapter articulates the stance adopted and the
motivations to draw on multiple epistemological and methodological
perspectives. This is followed by an overview of the two conceptual
frameworks within which I have located the study: the bioecological model of
development (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006), which
provides a model for examining the mutually effectual influences of the
individual and contextual characteristics of the child on their development; and
The Cultural Interface (Nakata, 2007b), which theorises the nature of
exchanges between Indigenous and non-Indigenous/colonising peoples and
their respective knowledge systems. The ways in which bringing these two
knowledges together creates complementarity and tensions are explored, as are
the strengths and limitations of the theories individually and in collaboration
with each other. The conceptual terrain is then expanded to include the
construct of relatedness, or relationality, as depicted through Aboriginal
worldviews. Methodological considerations are discussed before I share my
personal standpoint statement.

4.1 Locating the paradigm - a paradigm dialogue
Articulating a call for socially just research, Denzin and Giardina
(2009, pp. 17-18) speak of a “new paradigm dialog...which...honors inclusion
[and] a coloring of epistemologies... [and] moves forward under a spirit of
cooperation and collaboration”. Their advocacy for a “new paradigm dialog”
has acted as both the impetus and meta-narrative for the methodological stance
adopted in my research. Multiple perspectives have informed the
epistemological and methodological commitments that underpin my study.
95

Each has been employed for its capacity to expand the validity and integrity of
the research, therein expanding capacity for learning more about complex
social worlds. Each has enabled both knowledge production and representation
to be inclusive of multiple construals of reality and alternative sets of meanings
from which the world is understood.
Greene (2012, pp. 757-758) explains that:
the mixing in a mixed methods study can be conducted at the level
of method, methodology, or paradigm/mental model...the mental
model construct subsumes paradigmatic philosophical assumptions,
alongside disciplinary and theoretical predispositions, wisdom born
of life experiences, values and beliefs, and other important
influences on one’s methodological commitments.
In my research, Greene’s (2012) ‘mental model’ encompasses the intersection
of epistemological and methodological frameworks with the aim of generating
dialogue incorporating multiple perspectives and their location as well as
acknowledging the effect of their location. In this, the location, or ‘complex
self’, of the speaker is acknowledged in the research as embedded in culture,
language, gender, life history and beliefs (Greene, 2012).

4.2 Locating the methodology - ways of coming to know
at a knowledge interface
Transdisciplinary Aboriginal research is characterised as research
“which has credibility both within the academy as academic research, and
within the Aboriginal world as respectful, respectable, and useful” (Christie,
2006, p. 80). Distinguishing between interdisciplinary knowledge and
transdisciplinary knowledge, Christie (2006) argues that Aboriginal research
should be located in a transdisciplinary space where Indigenous knowledge
practices can meet and collaborate with Western academic knowledge practices
without being defined or subsumed by the dominant Western framework. Here,
Aboriginal knowledge practices are characterised as derived from, and
performed in, ontologically, socially and physically specific contexts. When
engaged in transdisciplinary Indigenous research, their use is always
conditional for those situated outside of these contexts (Christie, 2006).
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Jones and Jenkins (2008) make a similar case for transdisciplinary
research, but also problematise the collaborative process to signal how an
unintended reinforcing of colonialist worldviews can occur when collaboration
is pursued as a means to reach a place of shared and mutual understandings.
The problem, occurs when ‘Otherness’ is “erased, softened, denied, consumed,
expanded, homogenized, and romanticized” in the quest to bridge the complex
space between the Indigenous-Colonialist positions (Jones & Jenkins, 2008, p.
473). With this in mind, the transdisciplinary approach underpinning the
research reported in this thesis recognises the existence of different worldviews
and offers an optimistic view that ‘difference’ need not prevent research
partnerships between differently raced scholars, or the possibilities for
collaboration. The research does not attempt to ‘close the Coloniser-Indigenous
gap’—the ‘Other’ gap—rather, it attempts to meet in the gap, with a preference
for viewing the space as a knowledge interface that opens up possibilities for
new ways of seeing (Nakata, 2007b). This chapter articulates the protocols for
that meeting. While this understanding represents an endpoint, I first turn to
introducing the theoretical predispositions that form the conceptual landscape
for this project.

4.3 Locating the conceptual framework
4.3.1 A bioecological model of human development
A bioecological model of development (Bronfenbrenner, 2005;
Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) contends that development occurs within a
web of intricate reciprocal interactions that take place between the individual
and their environment over extended periods of time. The model puts forward
four elements and their interplay as key factors in development: Process;
Person; Context; and Time (PPCT).
Process
Processes are the primary focus of the bioecological model. These
“encompass particular forms of interaction between organism and
environment, called proximal processes, that operate over time and are posited
as the primary mechanism producing human development” (Bronfenbrenner &
Morris, 2006, p. 795). For this study, the Process focus directed towards
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interactions perceived by participants to contribute positively toward the sense
of self of the children and parents making the transition to school. Examples of
these include interactions that promote shared understandings, feelings of
mutual respect and trust, and a sense that schools and educators are committed
to meaningful consultation with parents and/or community about children’s
education and cultural lives. These interactions occurred between Aboriginal
children and their families and a range of people, objects and symbols that
were part of the school context.
Person
In the bioecological model, the quality and nature of interactions, and
their effects on development, vary according to characteristics of both the
individual and their environment (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Therefore, “both the
events within and without the individual” act as reciprocal forces in an
individual’s psychosocial development (Cairns & Cairns, 2005, p. 20).
Individual, or Person, characteristics are those that an individual brings with
them into their environments which are considered to have an influence on
interactions. These are described as disposition/force, resource and demand
characteristics (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Genetic and biological
characteristics such as age and gender are common Person characteristics of
interest in bioecological research, but Bronfenbrenner’s focus was not on the
inherent differences that can be attributed to these characteristics. Rather, it
addressed the variability in meaning that derives from the sum of all of the
individual’s experiences, including the meanings attributed to an individual’s
personal characteristics by others (Darling, 2007).
As Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006) note, very little of what can be
observed as an interaction or event can be described purely by way of attention
to objective properties. Dual emphasis is made in bioecological theorising on
both the objective and subjective experiencing of the individual. Experience of
transition then, is shaped by the child’s and other stakeholders’ own particular
equation of “biopsychosocial” (Bronfenbrenner, 2005) characteristics. This
equation includes what individuals bring in the form of self- beliefs, (including
expectations and aspirations), and dispositions to their school-related
interactions. These self-beliefs and dispositions can act as developmentally
generative and/or developmentally disruptive forces in children’s learning and
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development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006, p. 810). This study considers
the mutually effectual influence on interactions of the beliefs and dispositions,
as Person characteristics, of the participant children and their family members.
Bronfenbrenner (1988, p. xiv) contended that “recognition of the belief
systems of self and other are crucial both to the scientific understanding and
the social harnessing of the forces that shape human development” noting that
“how persons perceive themselves and others play[s] a significant role in
shaping, impeding, or accelerating the course of behaviour and development”.
This aspect of the bioecological model requires the researcher to adopt a
phenomenological approach to understand individuals’ perceptions of
themselves and their settings and to engender the meanings of the phenomenon
from their particular perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1988). However,
Bronfenbrenner (1988, p. xiv) also proposed that “the power of belief systems
is recognised only through their translation into overt behaviour, as human
beings confront, cope with, alter, and create objective conditions and events”.
That is, it is the actual, observable interactions and events that can be attributed
to development, not the beliefs and perceptions underlying them.
Context
The Context component of the bioecological model is conceived as
multiple layers of embedded contexts, as well as the interrelationships that
exist between these contexts. First and foremost, those contexts described by
Bronfenbrenner (1977) in the early stages of developing his ecological model
as microsystems, are held to be the most influential in children’s development.
Home and school are understood as microsystems – key contexts that influence
children’s development “not only in terms of the resources that they make
available, but also in the degree to which they provide stability and consistency
over time” (Bronfenbrenner, 1999, p. 23). Other developmentally influential
dimensions of the microsystem include the Person characteristics of the
significant others with whom the child interacts, as well as children’s
interactions with objects and symbols (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).
Interactions within microsystems, and between them, are factors in
development. Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) conception of the mesosystem
represents the inter-relationships between microsystems. This is an important
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contextual layer for the proposed research as interactions in the home-school
mesosystem and the level of match and mismatch between home and school
experienced by children and families are likely to be influential in how
children, and families perceive themselves in relation to school (Doucet &
Tudge, 2007; Lam & Pollard, 2006).
A bioecological model compels researchers to attend primarily to
children’s interactions in their local, social and cultural contexts as those that
directly influence their development, but also to more remote social and
cultural conditions that can indirectly influence experience and development.
The first of these wider influences on children’s development is the exosystem,
which is comprised of contexts that children do not necessarily spend time in,
but which can have an influence on their development. Examples include
parental workplaces, children’s neighbourhoods and community, the media,
and a range of governing bodies and organisations (Bronfenbrenner, 1977).
The final systemic layer is the macrosystem which includes social, political,
economic and cultural systems that can influence development through their
influence on the more immediate settings of the child. The scope of the
proposed study is unlikely to allow for an investigation of the full range of
distal contexts that will be relevant to the children’s development. Hence, the
study has been necessarily selective in its attention to the exosystem and
macrosystem contexts as conceived by Bronfenbrenner’s model.
Time
Social contexts and personal characteristics are seen as dynamic aspects
of the bioecological model. Thus, change over time is assumed, with changes
likely to influence the development of the individuals within them. Time is
conceived at three levels: microtime; mesotime; and macrotime. Microtime
denotes “continuity versus discontinuity” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006, p.
796) within or during interactions and events. Mesotime refers to regularity of
interactions and events across broader time periods, such as days and weeks.
Finally, macrotime is the extent to which “changing expectations and events
within the larger society, both within and across generations…affect and are
affected by, processes and outcomes of human development over the life
course” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006, pp. 796-797).
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This study addresses the Time component of the PPCT model by
examining data collected at different time points to investigate the influence,
over time, of interactions and events (Processes), and their reciprocity with
individuals’ characteristics (Person) and the school environment (Context), on
the development of children’s and families’ sense of self in relation to school.
In summary, the primary aim of this study is to understand participants’
positive sense of self and belonging in relation to school, as a function of the
quality of school climate and participants’ self-beliefs, expectations and
aspirations.

4.2.2 Locating transition to school within a bioecological
research model
Transitions between microsystems such as home and school or
preschool and school mark an ecological transition whereby the child’s
movement between settings requires adaptation and accommodation of new
roles, expectations and activity (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). These changes impact
the transitioning child, as well as those involved in the transition by way of
their role in children’s microsystems. For example, families adjust routines and
activities to accommodate the changing status and activity of their child
starting school. How the transition to school is managed in the child’s
immediate settings (microsystems), and between microsystems (mesosystem),
and the child’s experience of this management, influences their transition to
school and can “ have significant impact on children's views of themselves,
children's interest and motivation to be at school, and on their future school
success” (Dockett & Perry, 2002, p. 1).
Relationships are central to successful transitions. Relationships include
the nature of family, peer, and educator involvement in supporting adjustment
and maximising continuity of experiences. How parents, peers and educators
interact with the child and each other shapes the transition experience (RimmKaufman & Pianta, 2000). The quality and nature of relationships between
home and school over time are significant as both processes and products of
successful transition and viewed as central to ecological investigations of
transition to school (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000).
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4.2.3 The Cultural Interface
The second theoretical construct underpinning the research reported in
this thesis is Cultural Interface theory (Nakata, 2007b), which conceptualises
the “complex or contested” spaces in everyday life in which Indigenous and
Western ways of knowing meet. Relationships, integral to everyday life,
amongst people and contexts, constitute, and are constituted in, these spaces.
Here, relations are viewed as an interface of multiple and dynamic
intersections. Nakata (2007b) argues that such a view broadens understandings
of how Indigenous peoples experience their “lifeworlds as a complex terrain of
political and social contests” (p. 197). Thus, the Indigenous position operating
at the Interface is not a simple binary to the non-Indigenous or Western
position, as Indigenous peoples “exist, live and are positioned in a particular
relation to other knowledge, interests and people” (Nakata, 2007b, p. 198).
The Cultural Interface is conceived as a space where the processes of
recognition and collaboration can lead to the construction of ‘new’ and
transformed ways of knowing that incorporate both Indigenous and Western
ways of knowing. This transformative process entails the practice of contesting
adherence to knowledge that suppresses rather than honours diverse ways of
knowing and the privileging of previously unheard voices and unvalued
knowledges. However, this process of creating new understandings is not
without tension and struggle, for the Cultural Interface is a complex and
contested space, created as a result of the intersection of differing histories,
worldviews, aspirations and positionings (Nakata, 2007a, 2007b). In part, the
tension is attributed to the struggle for recognition and authority from ‘new’
voices which present a challenge to the position and knowledge systems of the
dominant voice, or, the “Western order of things” (Nakata, 2007b, p. 196).
Nakata (2007b) argues that viewing relations as an interface of multiple and
dynamic intersections broadens understandings of how Indigenous peoples
experience their “lifeworlds as a complex terrain of political and social
contests” (p. 197).
Nakata (2007a, 2007b) makes clear the difficulties that occur when
knowledges come into direct contact at The Cultural Interface. These
difficulties have been foregrounded for Aboriginal peoples and voices in a
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variety of Australian school contexts (Hayes et al., 2009; Kearney, McIntosh,
Perry, Dockett, & Clayton, 2014; Williamson & Dalal, 2007). Despite the
tensions operating at the Cultural Interface, Gorringe and Spillman (2008)
suggest that transformative intercultural dialogue and understandings can and
should occur in this space between knowledges. Likewise, Yunkaporta (2009)
foregrounds the reconciliatory nature of this space over the oppositional nature
of post-colonial positions.

4.2.4 Expanding the view: Locating the research at a knowledge
interface
A bioecological model has been critiqued for privileging a normalised
conception of development that has its roots in Western, white, middle-class
values systems (Preston, Cottrell, Pelletier, & Pearce, 2012). These
universalising constructions of development are problematic when employed to
interpret children’s development in diverse contexts with unique childenvironment interactions (Petriwskyj, 2014). It is in this respect that Cultural
Interface theory complements a bioecological model by theorising the
complexity of the forces that constitute and complicate person-environment
interactions, thus creating different meanings of interactions for individuals.
Importantly, different meanings can then be seen as not deriving from
biological characteristics of the person, but from the “histories, politics,
economics, multiple and interconnected discourses, social practices and
knowledge technologies which condition how we all come to look at the world,
how we come to know and understand our changing realities in the everyday”
(Nakata, 2007a, p. 9). The complementarity of bioecological and Cultural
Interface theory has allowed this project to embed itself into the structure
provided by the Process-Person-Context-Time, but with particular sensitivities
to, and awareness of, the historical and sociocultural circumstances that are
critical to the experiencing of the participants within the model.
The bioecological model views the interplay of an individual’s personal
characteristics such as beliefs and dispositions, with their environments as an
important influence on the processes and interactions that drive development
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). The individual’s own perceptions of these
interactions and of their environment are paramount to understanding
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development; thus a phenomenological stance is required from the researcher
(Bronfenbrenner, 1988). Bronfenbrenner conceded the limits of the
researcher’s capacity to derive “a complete picture of the research situation as
perceived by the participants” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 48). My research
endeavours to address these limitations consciously and critically by engaging
Cultural Interface theory to uncover the everyday perceptions that Western
scholars rely on to make sense and meaning of Indigenous families’
experiences. As Nakata reminds his readers:
Once others speak of and explain [Indigenous peoples] they are
involved in the ongoing practice of shaping understanding about
who and what [Indigenous peoples] are and how we can be
understood. In that process they shape conversation and dialogue
with an allegiance to their own ways of understanding and making
sense of the complex, which in turn shapes any transformation of
practice. (Nakata, 2007b, pp. 199-200)
The proposition that Cultural Interface theory can be aligned as a
‘critical lens’ into the bioecological model of human development is an
acknowledgment of the unique sociohistorical forces and experiences that
shape the ways in which the researched and the researcher make meaning. It is
an acknowledgement of the difference and the diversity that exists amongst the
cultural locations of those engaged at the research interface. With this in mind,
Nakata’s portrayal of the complexity that exists in the everyday experience of
interactions between diverse peoples, knowledges and practices simultaneously
broadens and cautions imagination of Indigenous peoples in this research.
Cultural Interface theory, applied as a lens through which interactions
can be viewed, also broadens how ‘Person characteristics’ are conceptualised
in the research. Person characteristics, rather than being viewed as internalised
qualities that individuals bring to this research, are viewed as being constructed
in the relational spaces between individual and others. In this construction,
person characteristics, such as dispositions and beliefs are subject to the same
positioning and tensions in relation to dominant, Western knowledges. By the
same token, transformation of taken-for-granted ways of knowing dispositions
and beliefs is possible, as well as the ways in which these personal
characteristics are construed as influencing perceptions of reality: “The idea is
to provide some analysis of why and how these complex sets of relations [as
construed by Cultural Interface theory] construct or give rise to different
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‘realities’ for the collective of (Indigenous peoples) as compared with other
Australians as well as the diversity within the collective” (Nakata, 2007b, p.
209). Toward this end, Nakata (2007b) compels acknowledgment and analysis
of the ‘tensions’ experienced by Indigenous people as they encounter
“Indigenous - non-Indigenous dualities” at the Cultural Interface (Nakata,
2007b, p. 216). In other research utilising this standpoint, Hayes et al. (2009)
studied home-school-community conversations about school, conceptualising
them as Indigenous - non-Indigenous encounters and a potential experience of
“difficult dialogue” for Indigenous participants.
Bessarab (2000, p. 80) has suggested that there is a need to “‘widen the
view’...allowing for additional cultural information and meaning to be
considered and integrated” when working with Aboriginal families. From a
social work perspective, Bessarab proposes the application of a ‘cultural lens’
to provide the bigger picture necessary for non-Aboriginal peoples to recognise
how cultural context can impact the individual experiences of Aboriginal
people. Bioecological theory does not inherently offer such a lens; indeed its
Eurocentric origins would suggest its incompatibility with culturally apposite
Aboriginal research (Preston et al., 2012). My doctoral research has aimed to
address this inadequacy through the application of Cultural Interface theory as
its ‘cultural lens’. In doing so, I propose that bioecological theory does and can
facilitate the kind of cultural sensitivity that Bessarab advocates. Here, I take
up Pence (1988, p. xxiii), who hails Bronfenbrenner’s theoretical approach as
conducive to diversity, which has been in turn, enriched by the ‘difference’
characteristic of the research it has generated. A fundamental tenet of
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory is that diversity and complexity exist in
social worlds and should be ‘representable’ (Pence, 1988). This principle aligns
with Nakata’s (2007b) call for openness to diversity and for sensitivity to the
nature of knowledge construction as ongoing and dynamic. In this vein, Pence
(1988) argues that both possibility—through compatibility with a range of
methodological approaches—and opportunity—for new understandings of
development in context to be constructed in relational ways—are inherent to a
bioecological approach.
My doctoral study proposes not only to ‘widen the view’, but also to
deepen it by engaging Cultural Interface theory (Nakata, 2007b). To achieve
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this, I aim to engage in scholarship that looks further than ‘face value’ at
Processes and Contexts to consider the complexity that exists when
interactions are conceived as “the dynamic relations constituted by the
intersections of time, place, distance, different systems of thought, competing
and contesting discourses within and between different knowledge traditions,
and different systems of social, economic and political organisation” (Nakata,
2007b, p. 199). This means remaining vigilant to how Aboriginal engagement,
both past and present, in dominant culture and practices might influence the
self-representations of the participants in this study.
As well as theorising the lived reality of the research participants,
Cultural Interface theory (Nakata, 2007b) also creates the conceptual space in
which multiple perspectives and their locations intersect in this research. In this
space, and in the context of intersecting knowers and ways of knowing, they do
so with a view to shift and transform identities and positioning toward
mutuality. Toward this end, my research engages Indigenous and Western
voices and their respective ways of knowing in cross-cultural dialogue toward
new ways of seeing and new ways forward that are a product of the deeper
meanings that arise from the engagement of multiple perspectives in dialogue.

4.2.5 Expanding the view: Locating sense of self at a knowledge
interface
Taking up the possibility for transdisciplinary knowledge construction
that is ongoing and dynamic, the present research engages possibilities for
knowledge production at an interface of knowledge systems; that is, knowledge
that is produced at an intersection of Indigenous ways of knowing with
Western knowledge systems to create new ways of seeing and thinking. An
expanded and holistic reading of sense of self in relation to starting school is
proposed. In this, the transition to school is conceived as a time when
children’s and families’ established ways of being, knowing and doing,
interface with those expected and promoted in schools. As such, transition to
school constitutes a new set of relations (with potential to act as proximal
processes), that expand the quantity and diversity of sources through which
children learn about who they are. In and through these relations, new
dimensions of self are constructed in relationships with others, and the ‘self’
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that children bring with them to school is expanded. In this context, this study
is concerned with exploring participants’ perceptions of positive exchanges
over time and the ways in which these contribute to realising a positive sense
of self as a marker of successful transition to school.
Employing the Cultural Interface as a lens creates a unique vantage
point from which to view transition to school. First, it serves to frame
successful transition to school as a relational construct. That is, the positive
sense of self taken up as a marker of a successful transition to school can be reframed as a positive sense of “self-in-relation” (Josselson et al., 2007, p. 4),
and the interconnected child held in focus, rather than the theoretically
separated child at the centre of ecological research. Following this, children’s
sense of self is constructed in and through everyday interactions and exchanges
amongst people and contexts and is contingent upon these same processes.
Second, a Cultural Interface lens resets the aperture on the transition to school
experience to admit complexity and difference, not just along cultural
trajectories, but to accommodate the “many shifting and complex intersections
between different people with different histories, experiences, languages,
agendas, aspirations and responses” (Nakata, 2007b, p. 199). Whilst
recognition of difference and diversity are consciously taken up in this
research, Nakata’s theorisation of the Cultural Interface engages the research
more critically in its exploration of how and where Aboriginality is positioned
and deployed during the transition to school.
Through this lens, the self-presentations and the representations of the
participants are constituted, continued and challenged in relation to the people,
places and their respective ways of being and doing that are exchanged during
transition to school. This has significance for reading the self-construal of
others in this study at two levels. Firstly, at an analytical level, individuals are
positioned as agents, self-presenting as actors in the construction of their sense
of self, yet this agency is juxtaposed against the complex sets of relations that
work to “shape how we can speak of ourselves and of each other” (Nakata,
2007b, p. 199). Second, in the context of research that speaks about Aboriginal
people, it highlights that Aboriginal peoples’ self-presentations, and the ways
in which others represent them, can be read as shaped by personal, local,
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global, historical and contemporary conceptions of what it means to be
Aboriginal.

4.2.6 New ways of seeing - Knowing through Stories of
relatedness
In expanding my mental model and the conceptual terrain for the
research, I now offer a view of sense of self that has arisen from my reading of
Aboriginal ways of knowing who you are and where you belong7. In her
articulation of an Indigenist research paradigm, Martin (2008) advances
relatedness as the “sets of conditions, processes and practices that occur
amongst and between” the components of Quandamoopah worldview8. ‘Stories
of relatedness’ constitute ways of coming to know Quandamoopah worldview
and learning one’s place within its depths. This is a fluid state of knowing that
evolves over the life course and is informed by knowing the Stories9 of the
present, which exist in relatedness to Stories of the past and the future (Martin,
2008). Stories of relatedness detail the being ‘amongst and between’ (Martin,
2008) of the human world and view the intended trajectory of self-knowledge
as growth and expansion in relatedness. Stories of relatedness also assume
connectedness to the Ancestral or spiritual world and the physical or natural
world. Within this web of interconnectedness (Moreton-Robinson uses the term
‘relationality’) “one experiences the self as part of others and others are part of
the self; this is learnt through reciprocity, obligation, shared experiences,
coexistence, cooperation and social memory” (Moreton-Robinson, 2000, p.
16). It follows then that to learn about sense of self and the processes through
which it is formed, this research should attend to the individual and collective
Stories that people tell about themselves and their relations to others and to the
elements of their world.

7

I refer here to two authors that have been central to my thinking – Professor Karen Martin
and Professor Aileen Moreton-Robinson. Their writings about Aboriginal ways of knowing
about self have at times resonated with other representations of Aboriginal worldview (see
Foley, 2003; West, 2000), but I am mindful not to suggest that there is a single Aboriginal way
of knowing or one distinctive way that Aboriginal peoples might come to know themselves.
8
Martin (2008) emphasises that her Indigenist research theory emanates from her particular
lived experience and interpretation of the ontological and epistemological systems and
traditions of her People, the Noonuccal People of Quandamoopah.
9
Out of respect, I follow Martin’s practice of capitalisation when referencing her articulation
of Stories as ways of knowing in Quandamoopah worldview.
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To be clear, I do not claim a premise of relatedness as my source of
knowing and interpretation – such things are not transferable. Rather, I include
it as an opportunity to learn from and through an Aboriginal way of knowing
and constructing the world and to “work more strongly from within an
Aboriginal knowledge framework [and] using Aboriginal terms of reference”
(Martin, 2008, p. 147). Equally, including relatedness as part of the conceptual
terrain has merit by virtue of its strength as a relevant and valuable knowledge
perspective, with which the relational nature of the self, and the relational
processes through which sense of self might be constructed, can be elucidated
and portrayed. In this respect, Martin’s and Moreton-Robinson’s illustrations
of relatedness and relationality highlight the conditions and processes through
which the self unfolds in Aboriginal terms of reference. Their depiction of a
relational self and its formation makes visible an intersection of ways of being
and knowing that may constitute a layer of complexity for Aboriginal people at
the Cultural Interface (Nakata, 2007b).
It is in this sense that I claim to engage a second knowledge interface at
which I bring notions of ‘relatedness’ into relation with the other elements of
my mental model (Greene, 2012) and seek to undertake research which “works
‘both ways’”(Christie, 2006). As an enduring feature of Indigenous worldviews
and social organisation (Martin, 2008; Moreton-Robinson, 2000), relatedness
adds another facet to my interpretive lens and brings into view, albeit partially,
aspects of Aboriginal participants’ social worlds imperceptible to Western
lenses. To a fuller extent than possible without this lens, alternative
interpretations that gaze beyond “observable behavioural traits” (West, 2000)
can be sought. That said, there are limitations to my view through a relatedness
lens as I cannot fathom the depths of relatedness that emanate from an
Aboriginal standpoint. What I have sought to do in this research is to invoke
relationality as a condition for coming to ‘know’, as well as seeking to ‘tell’,
participants’ stories. My understanding of relatedness then, has guided my
interpretation and re-presentation of participants’ stories, and in this respect it
again complements the constellation of methodological considerations taken up
in the research.
Additionally, taking up relatedness as an epistemological lens has
served to fortify the relational framing of sense of self adopted by the research.
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In other words, it makes sense to bring a knowledge framework that embodies
a relational understanding of the self and its construction to the interpretive
resource pool being utilised in this study. It also makes sense in this study that
relatedness is couched within “Aboriginal terms of reference” (Martin, 2008, p.
141), and is positioned at the centre of knowledge production amongst ways of
knowing produced through Western modes of thinking. Yet, I must
acknowledge the inherent danger of misappropriation and subjugation that
exists at the interface of Indigenous and Western ways of knowing (MoretonRobinson, 2000; Nakata, 2007b). So whilst I have endeavoured to attend to
participants’ stories through a ‘relatedness lens’, the ‘seeing’ is shaped by my
own social and cultural reality and the particular knowledge assumptions that
emanate from that reality. On the back of this acknowledgement then is an
awareness that my attempts to be inclusive of Indigenous knowledges and
perspectives can only be partial and always conditional because of the
‘incommensurability’ of white and Indigenous subjective positions (MoretonRobinson, 2000).

4.3 Locating the researcher at a knowledge interface
4.3.1 Decolonising ways of knowing and doing research
The embeddedness of academic knowledge and research in the forces
that have colonised Indigenous worlds has enabled the on-going colonisation
and subjugation of Indigenous knowledges (Smith, 2012). The project of
decolonisation challenges the domination of knowledges and research
methodologies that are rooted “in a global system of imperialism and
power…[and] sets out ways to proceed in a colonizing world” (Smith, 2012, p.
ix; xii).
Decolonising methodologies can be employed to guide research with
Indigenous communities (Perry et al., 2006). Acknowledging the necessity of,
and in an effort to achieve, balanced power relations and collaborative
meaning-making, Perry et al. built recognition of difference into their
methodology in their desire to “work with difference and celebrate this
difference whenever possible and from as many perspectives as possible” (p.
5). Bessarab’s (2000) notion of ‘widening the view’ was operationalised in the
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Perry et al. (2006) study by establishing reference points that were informed by
decolonising guidelines (Smith, 1999; Swadener, Kabiru, & Njenga, 2000).
The reference points presented the research team with ways to direct the
research on issues of collaboration, power, and diversity in ways of knowing,
being and doing. Following the initiative of Perry et al. (2006) the following
reference points have guided the stance that I have taken toward knowledge
production and claims in the research reported in this thesis. I have
endeavoured to:


be informed by and respond to Indigenous sources and accounts of

Indigenous knowledge – Indigenous knowledge that is not re-framed by
Western knowledge traditions (Nakata, 2007b);


attend to accounts of past and present events and current affairs that are

provided from an Indigenous perspective and build an understanding of
what Indigenous people are saying and feeling about their lives and
circumstances as they speak from the side of race relations that is essential
to turning the lens on to whiteness as a racialised category (MoretonRobinson, 2000);


maintain vigilance to the embeddedness of researcher and researched

ways of knowing and act on this towards representation that honours the
diversity of participants’ ways of knowing;


be mindful that each individual’s experience of their culture will be

different and that ‘Aboriginal culture’ will have different meanings for, and
influences on, each child (Perry et al., 2006);


consider how both Indigenous and Western ways of knowing and doing

can intersect and complement each other to inform the research design,
research relationships, and knowledge production (Nakata, 2007b);


be attentive to the importance and value of reflexivity and a critical

stance in relation to knowledge construction and issues of power to analyse
the cultural location of the researchers’ voices and the situatedness of the
researchers’ knowledges in the construction of the participants’ experience
of transition to school;
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draw together the participants’ stories of successes and struggles to

shape a re-telling that honours their strengths, capacities and knowledges
(Nakata, 2007b; Smith, 2012);


be mindful that the position of story-teller holds particular

responsibility for decision-making about what does, and what does not,
make it to the storying process. This is a filtering, and possibly silencing
process that must be as transparent as possible and open to critique
(Nakata, 2007b); and


listen to and be cautioned by “the critique of Aboriginal scholars”

(Martin, 2008, p. 57) to reveal the ways in which colonising strategies are
inherent in Western knowledge practices.

4.3.2 Researcher impact on the research
Here I take up Nakata’s proposition that Indigenous representations of
self can be read as arising at an intersection of Indigenous self-descriptions
with Western inscriptions (Nakata, 2007b). With this is in mind, I undertook to
make explicit, and address the limitations where possible, the layers of Western
inscriptions that required disentangling during this research. This required me
to recognise the multiple and inescapable Western inscriptions that I brought to
the interpretive framework and consider these as researcher impact on the
research. One layer of inscription related to assumptions about ‘self’ that
cohere with the views of Western developmental psychology that have
historically underpinned definition and study of the ‘self’. While the rise of
critical theorising has challenged the agenda of these views, they continue to
shape discursive practice in ‘self’ research. In this sense, a relational view of
the self, challenges and resists traditional conceptions of Western
developmental views.
Other attempts to disentangle the ways in which researchers “come to
form the understandings and work from the assumptions that they do” (Nakata,
2007b, p. 197) can be found throughout this thesis including: the predilection
of Western scholarship to compartmentalise knowledge (see Chapter 5);
employing a stance that infers that the researcher can come to understand
another’s lived experience through Western-based lenses (see Expanding the
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view: Locating the research at a knowledge interface – this Chapter); and, the
white researcher’s prerogative to speak for Indigenous peoples (see Chapter 5).
My personal life and research journeys constitute another set of experiences
that impact the research and I recognise their influence in my standpoint
statement (Locating the researcher – this chapter).

4.3.3 New relationships to research
With relatedness as the premise and impetus, there is no such thing as
an Outsider, or Other, but of Another. (Martin, 2006b, p. 8)
For Martin (2010, p. 96), “researcher relationships are underpinned by
relatedness”. By engaging with Aboriginal peoples and coming to be known,
non-Aboriginal researchers can be included into Aboriginal systems of
relatedness through a process of “coming amongst” and “coming alongside”
Aboriginal peoples. This is seen as a process by which the non-Aboriginal
researcher is re-positioned from Other to “another...[by] fulfilling conditions of
honesty, co-operation and respect, and at the same time maintain[ing] their
own identity and autonomy so that relatedness is expanded, not diminished or
replaced” (Martin, 2006b, p. viii). So whilst my researcher subjectivity
emanates from my own Place (Phillips, 2012b), I aim to be responsive to these
conditions and to Aboriginal philosophies of relatedness in the conduct of the
research. I endeavour to come “alongside…as ‘another’” (Martin, 2006b, p. 6),
with my own ways of understanding the world, seeking “to engage research as
an interface where conceptual, cultural and historical spaces come alongside
each other based on new relationships to knowledge, to research and to self”
(Martin, 2006b, p. ix).
On a similar level, and again drawing on the work of Martin (2008), a
new relationship to self engendered by my engagement in this research is
proposed in the following section of this thesis. It would seem impossible to
not have the deeper meanings of my own and Indigenous ways of being in the
world that I have gained from this research play out in my own sense of self
and view of the world. In order to provide a sense of transparency for the
reader, I provide the following account of my own biography and identities
before, during and after my research journey.
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4.3.4 Locating the researcher - My Stories of relatedness
The only story that I can tell with any sense of ownership is that of my
own thinking and experiences. I am compelled to make these explicit as a way
of reflecting on my impact on the research, in particular the presence of my
own positioning, history and beliefs in this research. The compulsion to do this
comes from several sources of learning: an understanding gained through
previous research experience of how the self is present and influential in
research; engaging with the writings of researchers about how the researcher
shapes the research process and meanings produced (Clandinen & Connelly,
2000; Nakata, 2007b); and listening to the voices of scholars about the need to
acknowledge that which is our source of knowledge and interpretation – our
‘Place’ (Phillips, 2012b), or our ‘relatedness’ (Martin, 2005).
My Place as the researcher is changing – it has been a continually
evolving story of changing identities, reflecting a transition process into a new
role and expectations. Much like the transition to school experience, I have also
been experiencing a major transition. It has been a journey that has changed my
identity not only as a researcher, but also as a mother, teacher, and partner.
Some things will not change, and those are the experiences and stories that are
my past, but contribute to who I am today. Engaging with Indigenous (Torres
Strait Islander and Aboriginal) worldviews has given me a new perspective on
this sense of connection with my past. I am aware of my past and the narratives
of my forebears playing out in how I negotiate my new ‘self’. This is an aspect
of my identity – my migrant heritage – that I became acutely aware of during
my Honours research and an opportunity to work as a Research Fellow in
museum and heritage practices. The most significant learning that I gained
from this time was about the power of story – for learning, for teaching, for
understanding about self and others. I have carried this past learning forward
and it underpins an expanding understanding about knowing through story, as I
read and learn about the place of stories and storytelling in Torres Strait
Islander and Aboriginal knowledge systems. Even though I came to this study
having engaged with story as a potent teaching and learning tool, I knew little
about how my handling of stories could diminish or subvert their power. To the
greatest extent possible, I have always listened to and treated the stories that I
was told with respect, but I thought little about what I was being told as
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embedded in, and shaped by, the relations between and amongst the positions
and worldviews of the researcher and the researched. What I have learnt about
seeing and knowing in relational ways has shaped and re-shaped my ways of
knowing and interpreting the world and its presence can be found in this thesis.
I have a ‘new identity’ to negotiate as a result of my journey as a
researcher – an identity that has been made visible through the experience of
seeing myself through Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander lenses (MoretonRobinson, 2000). Looking through these lenses has enabled me to see my
position as white Australian and my implication in an agenda that has been
resisted by the first peoples of this country for centuries. My journey has made
me more acutely aware of how my work as a researcher and academic are not
only tied to our own ‘order of things’, but how closely and invisibly it is tied to
the ‘Western order of things’. When I think back to the decision-making
process that I undertook when I was invited to join this research project I recall
that I questioned my experience as a researcher, and I questioned my ability to
meet the time and energy expectations that would be required, but I never
questioned my cultural location, or realised that it was in fact the most limiting
aspect of my personal equation. I started my research journey imbued with a
sense of authority invisibly attached to a history of a white prerogative to speak
for Indigenous peoples.
I try now to challenge myself in the everyday of life to consider how I
‘see’ people and circumstances through my particular cultural standpoint and
contemplate the view from a standpoint different to my own. Once, before this
research journey, I might have thought it possible for a place of ‘no standpoint’
to exist, but I realise now that there is no such place. This makes me
apprehensive as I cannot take up a position that frees Indigenous peoples from
a Western gaze (Smith, 2012). Already, it seemed, my endeavour to realise just
outcomes for the children, families and communities involved with this
research was compromised. Indeed, I was keenly aware of the view that argues
“that Indigenous Australians are the only people who can legitimately speak
about matters pertaining to Indigeneity” (Palmer & Groves, 2000, p. 19). In the
context of this ideology, I felt ‘paralysed’ by my white middle class subject
position (Moreton-Robinson, 2000), and embarrassed by my naivety, and my
lack of questioning of my capacity to contribute a legitimate voice to this
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research. Then, I am reminded about why I have been in the past, and continue
to be, so exhilarated by my experiences of returning to study and so thankful
that my life has led me to that opportunity. It is the learning – the engaging
with new and different ways of thinking about the world and my place in it –
and the sense that this engagement has somehow transformed me and made a
better person, a better teacher, a better parent and partner. This PhD journey
was also an opportunity to contribute to more than my own learning and life
experiences. I am now positioned to create new knowledge under the banner of
my academic license and to negotiate how I do that. I have an opportunity to
take this form of privilege, that has been enabled by a history of defining
knowledge production through a Western lens, to consider what has been lost,
devalued and misconstrued by Western scholarship (Spivak, 1990). With a
strong sense that learning, and ‘un-learning’10, are constructed through, and
take the form of a dialogue, that is what I have sought to do – create a dialogue.
In particular, a dialogue that aims to create the conditions for multiple voices to
be heard and for their cultural locations to be recognised. Whilst I am now
more aware of my limitations, I am also no longer paralysed. I am compelled to
act, to learn, and to participate in the ‘difficult dialogue’, according to my own
resources and capabilities, and the new understandings that I am gaining each
day.

...we looked up to the velvety night sky and were greeted with the
stars, the Milky Way. We stood looking up in awe at the range of
different stars, their age, their lore, their mythologies and their gifts
to the night. We marvelled at how much there was to learn about the
world, and that the Milky Way gave us so many different
opportunities to consider knowledge. (Giugni & Mundine, 2010, p.
3)

Expanding the research narrative: Ways of knowing and doing
at a knowledge interface
This chapter draws attention to the paradigmatic, methodological and
theoretical underpinnings of this research; the ways of being and knowing of
10

My use of un-learning derives from the writings of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. The term
arises in the context of naming intellectual privilege and position as that which has been
enabled by particular forms of knowledge production at the expense of others. Spivak sees
her post-colonial work as “the project of un-learning that privilege as a loss” (Spivak, 1990, p.
9).
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the research and the researcher. The discussion lays a foundation for the
conceptualisation of sense of self as shaped in relation by people, contexts, and
over time. Arrival at this point has been influenced by key tenets of
bioecological theory (Bronfenbrenner, 2005) and Cultural Interface theory
(Nakata, 2007b). Viewing sense of self as a relational construct has enabled
this study to consider the interactional nature of sense of self. The nature of the
interactions as complex and contested has been made visible through a Cultural
Interface lens. This constitutes the first knowledge interface at which ways of
knowing converge in this study. In the following chapter—Chapter 5—I
describe the design and methods utilised by the doctoral study.

117

118

Chapter 5
Ways of doing – the design of the
doctoral study
Preface
Chapter 3 described the existing research landscape at the
commencement of my study. Chapter 4 articulated the epistemological and
conceptual framework employed by my doctoral study. While this framework
has evolved in some different directions to the conceptual framing of the
Gudaga-GtS study, it still retains elements of it. That is, the significance of
processes, context and time to children’s development underpin the research
design, techniques and procedural elements adopted in the Gudaga-GtS study
and my doctoral project. My doctoral study draws on data collected by the
Gudaga-GtS research team according to those elements, but ultimately only
draws on specific data for a subset of the participant children. In the following
chapter I explain the processes of embedding an independent doctoral study
within the existing Gudaga-GtS research and data. These processes include the
formulation of the research aims, recruitment of additional of participants, and
the data collection procedures and measures employed to contribute to my
doctoral research.

5.1 Locating the doctoral study in a broader research
program
The need for the doctoral research to align with the existing GudagaGtS study presented both challenges and opportunities. For example, I was
cognisant of contributing to the broader project’s aims and developing research
questions that could be answered within the scope of the existing data
collection methods. While I had a degree of latitude to develop an independent
inquiry, I was conscious that merging with the existing design would benefit
my own research and the broader project. Further, the existing aims and design
were grounded in consultation with the Tharawal community, thus I needed to
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ensure that I attended to them. The alignment of this study to the broader
project is reflected in the following diagram (Figure 5.1). The outer boxes
contain statements about the aims of my doctoral research as related to those of
Gudaga-GtS represented in the inner circle:

Figure 5.1: Relationships between the aims of Gudaga-GtS and the aims of the
research reported in this thesis.

5.2 Research design
My doctoral study employed a longitudinal design to learn from
children, families and educators about what constituted and contributed to a
positive sense of self in the context of starting school. In keeping with the view
that the self is socially constructed (Moreton-Robinson, 2000), qualitative data
and analyses were utilised to represent the social lives of the participants.
Talbert and McLaughlin (1999) stipulate that starting bioecological research
with a qualitative approach supports validity by ensuring that the researcher is
portraying the environment according to participants’ descriptions of it, rather
than as the researcher expects it to be. Therefore, in the first phase (Phase 1 –
see Figure 5.2) of the research, the salient features of the transition to school
experience that related to participants’ sense of self were derived from
participants’ own accounts of their experience. This reflects Bronfenbrenner’s
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(1979, p. 4) early work that suggests that “What matters for behavior and
development is the environment as it is perceived rather than as it may exist in
‘objective’ reality”. However, bioecological theory reflects a particular
culturally constructed view of development. This limits the ways in which it
can be employed to explain phenomena across the diverse cultural locations
from which the world is experienced (Petriwskyj, 2014). Thus, Indigenous
epistemologies are engaged in the pursuit of more adequate explanations of
phenomena and experience and to sensitise the research to the excluding and
silencing nature of Western knowledge systems (Nakata, 2007b).
In the second phase (Phase 2 – see Figure 5.2) of the research, a
narrative case study design was adopted to study in-depth the cases of “special
interest” (Stake, 1995, p. xi). The qualitative methods that were used in Phase 1
continued to be used in Phase 2. However, in Phase 2, the analytical focus
shifted to participants’ accounts of their ways of being, knowing and doing as
inter-related narratives. Qualitative methods enabled me to pay particular
attention to the self-related representations of the children, families and
educators in the study. Attention centred on the narratives heard in interviews
over time and analysis was concerned with the uniqueness, agency and
complexity in personal and social experiences (Chase, 2011) as well as the
historical, cultural, social and personal processes that operated to co-construct
participants’ sense of self.
Document analysis was incorporated in Phase 1 and 2 to contribute data
from a range of sources to identify conditions, events and processes
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005) occurring in the children’s school settings. The
methods and procedures planned for each phase of this research are detailed in
the next section of this chapter. The following figure (Figure 5.2) represents
how the research was designed to answer the research questions, namely:
1. What are the ways of being, knowing and doing through which
Aboriginal children and their mothers represent positive expressions
of self in relation to school? Under what conditions are they
represented?
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2. What are the ways of being, knowing and doing that are represented
by educators as promoting a positive sense of self in relation to
school for Aboriginal children and their families starting school?
3. How do ways of being, knowing and doing intersect to promote a
positive sense of self in relation to school?

Figure 5.2: Research design

5.3 Methods
Underpinned by dialogic and narrative approaches, my doctoral study
primarily employed qualitative data collection and analysis techniques
consistent with these approaches. The principal sources of data contributing to
the doctoral research were the texts that were generated through interviews
with participants. All interviews with the participant children, their mothers
and classroom teachers were conducted by the Gudaga-GtS research team in
accordance with the methods outlined in Chapter 3. To avoid duplication,
procedural information relating to data collected in the Gudaga-GtS study has
been presented only once in Chapter 3. Additional participants (school
principals and Aboriginal Education Workers) recruited for my doctoral study
and the data collection techniques employed to seek their perspectives are
outlined in the following sections of this chapter. Finally, the data analysis
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section describes the analytic framework applied to data collected by the
Gudaga-GtS team and the additional data gathered as part of this doctoral
research (see Tables 5.1 and 5.2).

5.3.1 Participants
Gudaga-GtS cohort (n = 17 children and 17 parents)
This thesis is built on the stories of 17 of the children and their
parents/carers who participated in the Gudaga-GtS study. All children and their
parents were invited to participate in the Gudaga-GtS when the children
reached 4 ½ years old. Children were selected for inclusion in the study
reported in this thesis based on a range of considerations detailed in following
data analysis sections.
Teachers (n = 25)
The Kindergarten and Year 1 classroom teachers of all 17 participating
children were included in this research. Seven teachers taught more than one
participating child in their class and one teacher taught one child in both
Kindergarten and Year 1.
Principals/assistant principals (n = 6)
Following the selection of case study children, school principals or
assistant principals or other relevant leadership staff members at the schools of
the case study children were invited to participate.
Aboriginal Education Workers [AEWs] (n = 4)
The participation of school staff members who worked in a range of
support roles to Aboriginal students and families at the schools of the case
study children was invited via school principals.
Participating Schools (n = 6)
The 17 children selected for in-depth study in this research were
enrolled across seven schools. These seven schools comprise the participating
schools in the research reported in this thesis.
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5.3.2 Procedures and Timeline
Ethics
Whilst ethics approval was secured for the Gudaga-GtS research (see
Chapter 3), my role in data collection presented unforeseen elements to the
research program which needed to be addressed externally through an
extension to the current ethics approvals. This related to consent for the
principal and AEW participants, which had not been addressed in the initial
ethics proposals. Extension to the ethics approvals granted by South West
Sydney Local Health Network (SWSLHN), Aboriginal Health and Medical
Research Council (AHMRC), the NSW State Education Research Approval
Process (SERAP) and the Wollongong Diocese Catholic Education Office to
Gudaga-GtS, and one additional approval from Charles Sturt University
Human Research Ethics Council were applied for and granted. (Copies of
relevant approvals are included in Appendix D). At a more individual level, I
also considered ethical conduct in relation to the interpersonal interactions and
exchanges arising from my involvement in data collection activity.
Ethical considerations
Recruiting participants for my study presented three key ethical
considerations. These were informed consent, risk to participants and
confidentiality. Potential participants were provided with a written information
statement detailing the nature of the research and asked to sign a consent form
(see Appendix F). Consent for the interviews to be recorded was also sought.
Informed consent from the participants was sought through full disclosure of
the nature of the research, including its purpose, procedures, expectations and
the possibility for incurring risk or harm through participation (Coady, 2010).
The potential risks of participation for principals and AEWs in the research
were considered very minimal. The option to withdraw freely from the study at
any time was articulated clearly in the written information as was the guarantee
that decisions not to participate would be fully respected. Contact procedures to
discuss any issues with me or the Project Manager of the Gudaga-GtS study
were provided in information and consent documentation. Arrangements were
made for documentation for my study to accompany usual Gudaga-GtS
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communications with schools to provide reassurance that the additional data
collection was affiliated with the Gudaga-GtS study. All interviews with
principals and AEWs were conducted in their school settings.
The anonymity and privacy of participants has been respected through
the use of pseudonyms in the thesis and related publications. Data have been
kept secure in locked storage with access only available to researchers
authorised according to the ethics approvals. Confidentiality procedures were
detailed in the written information provided to the participants.
Procedures11
Principals and AEWs
Once ethics approvals were granted, information letters and consent
forms (See Appendix F) were sent to principals at case schools. The letters to
principals requested them to identify appropriate staff members in schools to
participate in the study and to forward information letters and consent forms to
these staff members. The choice of a face-to-face or telephone interview at a
time and place convenient to each participant was offered.
Interviews with principals and AEWs were conducted once during Phase 2 of
my study. One telephone interview and five face-to-face interviews were
conducted. In two of the five face-to-face interviews, the principal and AEW
participants opted to be interviewed together. At the time of arranging the
interview, a request was made for documents and artefacts that provided
information about transition to school related programs and policies. A Reply
Paid envelope and folder was provided to educators to return the information
once gathered.

11

Refer to Chapter 3, Section 3.2.4, for details of the procedures and measures relating to
child, parent and educator participants.
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Table 5.1: Timeline for Phase 1 and Phase 2 data collection in the doctoral
study12

2012
Term 4

Ongoing
GudagaGtS data
collection
Doctoral
study
Phase 1

2013
Term
1

Term
2

Term
3

2014
Term 4

Term
1

Term
2

Term
3-4

See Chapter 3 for details of research activities across this period

Research
Proposal
approved

Ethics
Obtain
application consent
Analysis of GudagaGtS data.
Case study selection

Doctoral
study
Phase 2

Data
collection
in schools
(see Table
5.2).
Analysis
of
GudagaGtS data

Data transcribing and
analysis

Writing
for submission
2016

5.3.4 Measures
Interviews
In-depth interviews with AEWs and school principals were conducted
to gather their perspectives on: expectations of themselves, children, families
and educators; communication and relationships amongst stakeholders in
transition to school; their aspirations for transitioning children; the culture of
the school; the inclusion of Aboriginal culture and knowledges in the
curriculum and school environment; engagement with the local Aboriginal
community; and the capacity of the community to support the learning and
development of the children.

12

Table 5.2 (located after Measures section) provides a schedule for collection of data that
pertained to the doctoral study. The purpose of the Table 5.2 is to indicate where new data
collection measures associated with the doctoral study were introduced to the program. The
schedule in Table 5.2 identifies researcher responsibilities in relation to each measure being
used.
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As an interviewer, my main priority was to learn from the school
principals and AEWs about how they experienced transition to school. While
possible interview questions were initially formulated, I was conscious not to
signal that the interactions should be a mechanical or interviewer-led process. I
explained the research focus to participants at the start of the interview and
emphasised to each participant that my intent was for the interview to proceed
as a conversation about the research focus. Hence interviews were
characteristic of unstructured or conversational interviews (Glesne, 2011). The
dialogue proceeded with me telling my own research story, which introduced
me and my research-related aspirations with the intention of signalling the
interview as a space for others to tell their stories. Although I asked questions
and raised topics for discussion, my work as the interviewer was much more
about listening than interviewing.
Vigilance to the intersubjective relationships amongst participants
recognises that “the subjectivities of all involved guide research process and
content” (Glesne, 2011, p. 158). In keeping with decolonising principles, I was
conscious of how I would be read by interviewees in my position as the
researcher and sought to reposition myself in my relationship to interview
participants. In interviews I endeavoured to disrupt power differentials, by
articulating my role as the learner in a conversation with more knowledgeable
others. I refrained from ‘interviewing’, removing potential barriers such as my
interview schedule and deferring to participants’ stories to guide the interview
rather than pre-determined interview questions.
Intersubjectivity was particularly important in the two schools where
principals and AEWs had opted to participate in a combined interview. I was
aware that interviewing the principal and AEW in the same space would shape
the content of the interview and potentially recreate the power differential that I
was attempting to deconstruct. While I was concerned at the time that the
combined interview was not ideal, upon reflection I feel that the interviews
took place in an atmosphere of mutual respect and openness toward each other
and the matters discussed. I continued to position myself as listener, but also
assumed responsibility for ensuring that there was space in the discussion for
both the principal and the AEW to be heard.
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Documents and texts
In addition to documents requested of principals/assistant principals in
interviews, unobtrusive methods were used in Phase 1 and 2 to collect
documents and texts relating to the schools attended by the case study children.
These included documents and texts available via Internet searches of school
websites such as Annual School Reports and webpages that provided
information about school context such as enrolments, policies, programs,
funding and school initiatives.
Table 5.2: Schedule for data collection

Time
Period

Gudaga-GtS Measures that
contributed data to doctoral
study

Doctoral study
measures

Term 1 2011  Child Interview/Focus Groups
 Parent Interview
 Teacher Interview
Term 2 2011 No data collection
Term 3 2011 Data collected but did not contribute
to doctoral study
Term 4 2011  Child Interview/Focus Groups
 Parent Interview
 Teacher Interview
Prior to
 Child and parent interview
school year
Term 4 2012  Child Interview/Focus Groups
 Parent Interview
 Teacher Interview
Data collected but did not contribute
Prior to
to doctoral study
school year
Term 1 2013  Child Interview/Focus Groups
 Parent Interview
 Teacher Interview
Term 2 2013 No data collection
Term 3 2013 Data collected but did not contribute
to doctoral study
Term 4 2013  Child Interview/Focus Groups
 Parent Interview
 Teacher Interview
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Principal and AEW
interviews
Documents and texts

5.4 Data Analysis
To enable me to undertake the thorough analysis that was required to
study the interaction of ‘who people are’, ‘what people know’, and ‘what
people do’, data analysis needed to evolve in two distinct phases. In the first
phase, I worked descriptively to identify the units of analysis (Cohen, Manion,
& Morrison, 2005) with the intention of reducing the 43 cases (the total
number of children attending target schools – see 3.2.4 Methods) comprising
the 2011-2012 Gudaga-GtS cohort to a smaller sample of children, mothers and
schools. This stage established my familiarity with the children, their families,
their experiences, and the data they had contributed to the Gudaga-GtS study.
The second phase continued this descriptive work, but with a smaller sample.
In this second phase I was able to listen more intently to participants’ stories
about their self-related perceptions in their everyday experiences.

Phase 1
Phase 1 data analysis utilised a range of tools and strategies advanced
by Miles and Huberman (2014) to engage closely and thoroughly with the
qualitative data while the data collection process was being undertaken. My
first cycle of engagement with the data was also my first ‘encounter’ with the
research participants, so my focus was on listening to the audio transcripts of
interviews with the 2011 cohort of children and families. Listening to
participants’ accounts of their experiences was a holistic ‘introduction’ to the
children and families in the study and enabled me to gain familiarity with the
nature of the interviews and those present at the interviews. I compiled some
initial information about children and families in the form of attribute codes
(Miles & Huberman, 2014). These highlighted basic characteristics of children
and their families such as family composition, school attended, and significant
life experiences. Visual maps were utilised to display these codes and build a
picture of the contextual details and significant relationships for each of the 21
children in the cohort that started school in target schools in 2011. This work
was instrumental to later analyses as it enabled me, having had no prior
knowledge of the study families, to link information across family members
and peer groups and organise my ideas about their contexts.
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I shifted from working with audio recordings to working with
transcripts (provided by the Gudaga-GtS team) for the interviews conducted in
2012. From this point forward, I listened to audio recordings when there was
ambiguity in the meanings of words and phrases in transcripts and where
possible I cross-checked context and meanings with researchers from the
Gudaga-GtS team. To assist with the organisation of interview data, I created a
database utilising NVivo10 (QSR International Pty Ltd, 2010). Case nodes
were created within NVivo 10 for each child. All interviews (child, parent and
educator) relating to each child were linked to a child case node to form a case
based around each child. Interview transcripts of children’s and mothers’
interviews were entered into the database for the 21 children who started
school in 2011 and 22 children who started school in 2012. Attribute codes
assigned previously were transferred to NVivo and became attributes for
children’s case nodes.
The preliminary coding of interviews using NVivo 10 was descriptive,
working to derive themes from a close reading of the data (Ryan & Bernard,
2003). Themes were constructed through an inductive approach, as well as by
employing a priori concepts emanating from empirical and theoretical
knowledge bases (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). To create a preliminary coding
framework, themes were aggregated into primary codes. In this process, five
new primary codes and their respective subcodes emerged in the broad picture
of the participants’ experiences and these were added to the coding framework
(see Table 5.3). The first three rows in Table 5.3 (Rows 1 - 3) outline
descriptive codes based on a priori constructs drawn from the central
components of the PPCT model: Child and family characteristics; Processes;
and School context. Emergent themes from document analysis of school
website materials also informed the third of these codes - School context.
Transition characteristics encompassed participants’ descriptions and thoughts
about their experience of their own or another’s transition to school. I
employed Cultural Interface theory to examine emergent themes relating to
participants’ expressions of complexity. These were formulated and added to
the coding framework as a set of one primary code and four subcodes (see
Complexity in Table 5.3).
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Table 5.3: Provisional descriptive primary codes and subcodes.
Primary codes

Subcodes

Child and family
characteristics

Aspirations
Expectations
Health and wellbeing
Learning strengths and challenges
Attendance at preschool
Relationships – family, friends, community
Sense of self
Thoughts and feelings about school and
schoolwork
Aboriginal education
Challenges, issues and/or life stressors
Aboriginal identity
Actions
Events and activities
Interpersonal interactions
Inter-setting interactions
Total enrolments
Aboriginal enrolments and staffing
Transition programs/activities
Expectations of Aboriginal children and
families
Aspirations for Aboriginal children
Aboriginal education/cultural program/group
Extra-curricular activities
Pastoral care and outreach
Connections to Aboriginal community
Relevant funding and professional
development
Positive
Prepared for school
Concerns or issues

Processes

School context

Transition characteristics

Complexity

Dialogue
Contestations
Collaborations
Intersections

A cross-case meta-matrix (Miles & Huberman, 2014) was created to
display information about the attributes of interest for 43 children and their
family and school contexts. This information was gathered and mapped to
enable “forecasting [of] the order and size of the parts of the story” (Stake,
2005, p. 457) and to inform decision-making toward a reduced database for
more focused coding in Phase 2. Seventeen cases were selected for Phase 2. In
contrast to the de-selected cases, these 17 cases were deemed to contain
sufficient references to ‘self’ or ‘self-in-relation’, and “to a world of actors,
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places and events… that opens this world for the analysis of the theme, or what
the story is about” (Bamberg, 2012, p. 101). The process of case study
selection was also subject to dialogue and negotiation with the Gudaga-GtS
team.
Throughout the analytic process I also produced memos that noted
commonalities and divergences between children’s, mothers’, and educators’
experiences of interactions and events and drafted my initial thoughts and
questions for ongoing consideration during the construction of narratives.

Phase 2
The transition to a narrative approach to analysis of the data represented
an intention to work in more detailed and holistic ways that preserve each
participant’s story, rather than the thematic analysis across cases used in Phase
1. Narrative analysis was employed to re-assemble the coded data to allow for
more sequential and consequential thinking about participants’ own
expressions of sense of self. In particular, each individual’s accounts of their
sense of self in relation to people and places were intentionally brought
forward to respond to the research questions. The shift to a narrative approach
also engendered a stronger emphasis on self-reflexivity and critical reflection
on the influence of the researcher position and on acceptance of normalised or
naturalised ways of being, knowing and doing (Bold, 2012). A narrative
approach promoted far greater attention to the ethics of ‘being in relation’ as
researcher (Clandinen et al., 2010), thus I could depend on this approach to
scaffold my positioning as listener and story re-teller and toward reminding
readers of the multiple locations of the researcher and the researched. Here, the
presence of the author and researcher in the account of the research can evoke
self-reflexivity for readers (Jipson, 1995).
Narrative analysis
Narrative analysis acknowledges that “the self can only be studied as a
whole when past, present, and future are understood as integrated into a whole
through narrative” (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005, p. 126). Narrated stories are
also understood as context-dependent, therefore attention is given to cultural
and historical contexts and discourses as well as more specific everyday
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contexts, including the social situations and practices that shape the stories
people tell (Chase, 2011). A narrative approach to experience considers
“intimate relationships, local cultures, occupations and organizations” as part
of the narrative environment and assumes a “relationship between people’s
narrative practices and their local narrative environments” (Chase, 2011, p.
422). Narrative analysis resonates with the particular types and influences of
inter-related systems outlined in Bronfenbrenner’s model (Bronfenbrenner,
1977; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) and is attentive to the relational spaces
central to Cultural Interface theory. Narrative exploration can be understood
“as a relational research methodology” (Clandinen, Murphy, Huber, & Murray
Orr, 2010, p. 81) that is consonant with principles of sustaining and
maintaining relatedness (Martin, 2008). Moreover, narrative analysis can
incorporate conceptually sensitive lenses (Creswell, 2013), thus making it
useful for this study which intends to render the relational nature of the
construction of self in the everyday (Nakata, 2007b).
An understanding of narrative environments can be extended through
content analyses of relevant documents and texts when opportunities for
gaining ethnographic understandings are limited (Chase, 2011). As a strategy,
content analyses of key documents such as school newsletters, school policy
and values statements, and school websites, provides a window into how the
narrative environment may shape “what does and doesn’t get said, about what,
why, how, and to whom” (Chase, 2011, p. 422).
Writing the narrative case studies
The analytic intention to return to each individual’s accounts of their
sense of self in relation to people and places meant returning to the interview
transcripts to draw on participants’ accounts of their everyday experiences to
construct individual narratives that depicted children, parents and educators in
their local contexts (Bold, 2012; Chase, 2011; Josselson, 2011). Analysis could
then consider participants’ self-representations in the context of their everyday
experiences and in relation to local and distal sociocultural conditions.
In this layer of analysis, participants’ own expressions of sense of self
were collated around statements containing personal and collective pronouns.
These statements formed the basis for addressing my first research question,
133

namely, What are the ways of being, knowing and doing through which
Aboriginal children and their mothers represent positive expressions of self in
relation to school and under what conditions are they represented?
Participants’ self-related statements formed the basis for thinking about
children’s and mothers’ sense of self and were depicted as a series of seven
narratives of transition to school (presented in Chapter 7). The narratives
emerged from a process of clustering (Miles & Huberman, 2014) and naming
participants’ expressions of ‘being’ in relation to transition to school. This
involved continued referencing to the full dataset in NVivo 10 for statements
containing pronouns and constructing interim case narratives around the
children and their mothers to pre-empt “the story they have to tell, a
chronology of unfolding events, and turning points or epiphanies” (Creswell,
2013). The assemblage of participants’ self-related statements into discrete
narratives was not to essentialise participants’ accounts of themselves and their
experiences, but rather to signpost the ways in which commonalities were
heard in the self-representations of children and mothers. Beyond the narrative
headings, I aimed to re-present the multiple and intersecting expressions of
self, or a sense of ‘being’ this or ‘being’ that, which emerged from participants’
own descriptions of self and experience.
A case narrative approach was also employed to re-assemble the school
related data for the seventeen case children. Utilising the data coded at attribute
and descriptive codes in Phase 1 (see Table 5.3, Row 4), Phase 2 analysis
listened for what educators’ stories were about (Chase, 2011). Transcripts of
interviews with school teachers were contributed by the Gudaga-GtS team. I
transcribed the interviews with principals and AEWs (see Appendix G for
transcription conventions used in this thesis).

Expanding the research narrative: Ways of doing at the
interface of two research projects
In summary, the design of this doctoral study drew on bioecological
principles. Qualitative data were collected from multiple sources and
interpreted via a case narrative method to generate participants’ representations
of their ways of being, knowing and doing during transition to school. These
ways of doing were in some ways ‘inherited’ from the broader study in which
134

my doctoral study is embedded. The ways of doing in my study also depart
from the broader study, primarily in response to different emphases, and in
turn, influences, of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives. In
keeping with this study’s recognition of collaboration between and amongst
cultural worldviews, Chapter 6 explains how knowledge principles are engaged
at an additional knowledge interface to further expand the interpretive
framework utilised in this research.
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Chapter 6
‘Speaking with’ – Ways of re-telling
Preface
An important focus for this study is its intent to listen, and be
responsive to, multiple voices. Before presenting the voices of the research
participants in the following analysis chapters, I wish to ‘bring into view’ the
key voices that have informed my approach to the analysis and representation
of the participants’ stories. This has been a vital component of the research,
reflecting a long and difficult process of grappling with the fraught practice of
speaking about and for others (Martin Alcoff, 2009). This process has entailed
constant mindfulness of the immense complexities of the relationship between
researcher and researched, particularly given the privileged position that I hold
in relation to those whose stories I am representing.

6.1 Locating a speaking position – ‘speaking with’
When we sit down to write, or get up to speak, we experience
ourselves as making choices. We may experience ourselves as
having fear from being criticized or from fear of exacerbating a
problem we would like to remedy, or we may experience a
resolve to speak despite existing obstacles, but in many cases we
experience having the possibility to speak or not to speak.
(Martin Alcoff, 2009, pp. 121-122)
I was indeed faced with, in Martin Alcoff’s words, the experience of
having the opportunity to speak or not to speak. Limited by my white
subjectivity to represent the experiences of the Aboriginal children and families
in this research, yet having accepted the task, I have given great care and
considerable effort to matters of self-reflexivity and self-positioning. I
therefore start by simply acknowledging that I speak from a white position and
will speak differently on matters of Aboriginality from Aboriginal Australians.
That said, I will also speak differently on this topic from other white
Australians and this has been my challenge – to engage critically with the
historical construction of my position and to unlearn my privilege by learning
to learn from the Other (Spivak, 1990). In this regard, I am concerned not to
speak for the children and families, but rather to speak with, and as fully as is
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possible, to convey their Stories. To support this process, I have applied
culturally sensitive lenses to envision diverse experiences and to aid critical
interpretation of the layers of complexity and circumstance not always
accessible, or other times misconstrued, when mainstream understandings of
the transition to school are employed.
I first acknowledge that there is a growing discourse, largely
contributed by Indigenous scholars, that problematises the white researcher’s
prerogative to speak for Indigenous peoples (Blodgett, Schinke, Smith, Peltier,
& Pheasant, 2011; Marker, 2009; Martin Alcoff, 2009; Moreton-Robinson,
2000; Nakata, 2007b; Smith, 1999). To speak for, and to speak about,
Indigenous peoples has been described as at best unethical and illegitimate, and
at worst, “epistemic violence” (Marker, 2009) and “irretrievably harmful”
(Martin Alcoff, 2009, p. 121). The dangers of speaking across difference,
particularly when power imbalances are apparent, are increasingly obvious, yet
it can be a contested space within which there is little agreement on an
acceptable position for a white researcher engaging with Aboriginal people in
research. Legitimacy, authority, representation and voice are all issues to be
addressed. These have been central to my thinking about my work alongside
Aboriginal children, families and communities.
The criticism of non-Indigenous analysis of Aboriginal matters, and the
claims that both Indigenous and non-Indigenous voices should be heard in
research, should be recognised in an analysis of “history, hegemony and self”
(Marker, 2009, p. 33). In locating my methodological position in Chapter 4, I
have cited writers who refer to the kind of research that is possible in the
spaces between cultural locations (Christie, 2006; Jones & Jenkins, 2008)
where Indigenous knowledge practices meet and collaborate with Western
academic knowledge practices without being defined or subsumed by the
dominant Western framework. But this is a complex and conflicted endeavour,
and having registered the critics’ words, it is replete with self-questioning and
doubt as I constantly probe for unintended reinforcing of oppressive discursive
practices. My attempts to disentangle my misgivings and tensions to find a
space from which to ‘speak’ has taken me on a journey of cycling through
feelings of paralysing intellectual trepidation to “that small space of discursive
agency we all experience, however multilayered, fictional and constrained it in
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fact is” (Martin Alcoff, 2009, p. 121). As well as this, I feel a very real and
strong sense of the goodwill that the Gudaga Study has accrued working
amongst and alongside the Aboriginal community and families participating in
the research. I have faith in the ongoing consultation processes; confidence that
the research is built on trust, reciprocity and respect; and a belief in the
usefulness of the research. It is this knowledge that compels me to speak—as
accountably and transparently and respectfully as possible.
To this end, I have learned from many ‘voices’ from the literature that
have informed my practical and conceptual navigation of how to represent
participants’ telling of their experiences. My examination of my role as
interpreter, filterer and potentially silencer, are presented first. These voices
have guided me beyond noticing ‘race’ as an intellectual endeavour associated
only with my work as a researcher, to an understanding of the centrality of race
to my ways of being and knowing in all aspects of my life (Martin, 2010;
Moreton-Robinson, 2000). With this consciousness of my own racial
subjectivity, I have endeavoured to expand my identity, in its individual,
collective, personal and intellectual modes to recognise and acknowledge
whiteness, and the privileges13 that it confers, in my own and other white
positions in this research. Crucially, I then bring this recognition to the research
interface to make whiteness visible in my own impact on this research and to
interrogate its presence in the everyday experiences of the research
participants.
Jones and Jenkins (2008) remind non-Indigenous researchers that
reflexivity cannot and will not ‘qualify’ them to represent some form of
hybridised Indigenous - non-Indigenous understanding or position. Equally,
they argue that the interpretation and account of the research, while
intentionally sensitive to, and respectful of, the Indigenous participants they are
learning from, will always emanate from a place of ‘difference’. Jones and
Jenkins (2008) express this as an “uneasy, unsettled relationship, based on
learning (about difference) from the Other, rather than learning about the

13

In the context of the research, I read privilege as relating to my own and others’
membership of the dominant race and class in Australia. The flow on of this, particularly in
academic spheres and knowledge construction processes, is an affiliation with dominant
knowledge practices and the ‘authority’ and mobility they confer.
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Other” (p. 471) that recognises and engages diversity, and enables multiple
voices from various standpoints to be heard.
The ‘voice’ that emerges in what Jones and Jenkins (2008) term the
‘Coloniser - Indigene hyphen’, should never be represented in ways that blur or
subsume the identities of the contributing collaborators. That is, it should not
be represented as ‘our’ voice for this diminishes the multiple and complex
experiences and subjectivities that each individual brings to the collaborative
space. In this vein, Bailey (2001) also problematises representation across
researched - researcher divides and recommends constant mindfulness for the
complexities and uncertainties that are the inherent, but sometimes unspeakable
or unrelatable moments of experience and reality. These are moments that are
“beyond description and comprehension” but their telling is important, for they
“offer a bridge of understanding for those with whom we share our stories as
they seek to find a vehicle for their own impossible stories” (p. 296). Following
Jones and Jenkins (2008) and Bailey (2001) then, I am reminded to defy
explication of experience and reality for Aboriginal research participants and
acknowledge that my account of the research, by virtue of my cultural
standpoint, will be incomplete or partial because of the ‘unrelatable’ moments
that cannot be heard or conveyed from that position. This is akin to Luke’s
(2012), description of learning from Indigenous peoples, as a constant
concession of “what I don’t know”, and to Gorringe and Spillman’s (2008)
openness to spaces of ‘not knowing’ as necessary in inter-cultural
collaboration.
Drawing on the work of Nakata, Martin (2006b) likens research to
engagement at an interface of complex and intersecting histories and
standpoints. “Amongst” and “alongside” as a researcher position facilitates
listening, hearing, and seeing experiences in context, that is, in their state of
relatedness and reflective of the worldview from which they derive. It is a
place of simultaneous interpretation and explaining, and challenging and
interrogating, where the research conversation needs to be more transformative
than informative (Martin, 2006b). I speak as one voice in that conversation,
‘alongside’ many others, all of which are culturally-located, but can come
alongside to engage in the processes of transformative dialogue. The decision
to speak is a commitment to remain ‘alongside’, rather than ‘step aside’, from
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the pursuit of social justice, although I acknowledge that such intentions, by
virtue of their ‘nobility’, do not legitimate or authorise speaking for others. No
matter how noble my intentions or intellectually rigorous I endeavour to be, my
interpretation will always be unavoidably inadequate, yet I hope that this
becomes part of an ongoing conversation towards transformation. While I have
strived to identify the effects of my cultural location on the research and be
accountable to decolonising principles, I still speak from a privileged position
so I acknowledge that the dialogue needs to continue to move forward in any
genuine sense. It is this openness to hearing what is ‘spoken back’ that Martin
Alcoff (2009) argues must form part of the accountability processes of those
who experience the privilege of speaking.

6.2 Locating the research participants - Vignettes
To facilitate speaking with in the following chapters I come ‘alongside’
participants’ voices, and weave in my voice as collator, interpreter and narrator
to convey the ways of being, knowing and doing that have emerged from
participants’ portrayal of their transition to school. Here, the narratives of each
child and their parent about their experiences and interactions during the
transition to school are re-told and discussed. Where possible, I bring
participants’ voices to the writing, providing italicised text to highlight
individuals’ accounts of their experience. My intention here is to capture
culturally specific and symbolically rich language and, in the process, enable
readers to engage with participants’ self-representations from their own
cultural standpoint (Spivak, 1990). Presenting individual narratives also
recognises the diversity across participants’ selves and multiplicity within each
individual’s sense of self, thus tempering the Western prerogative to
homogenise Aboriginal lifeworlds.
In the first of two data chapters in this thesis, I follow the practice of
Ely, Vinz, Downing, and Anzul (1997) seeing vignettes as “compact sketches
that can be used to introduce characters, foreshadow events and analyses to
come, highlight particular findings or summarise a particular theme in analysis
or interpretation” (p. 70). I present possible ‘portrait vignettes’ (Blodgett et al.,
2011; Ely et al., 1997) that re-present children’s and their mothers’ sense of
being during school transition. The vignettes piece together children’s and
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families’ self-descriptions as provided in semi-structured interviews. The
purpose of each vignette is to weave together children’s and their family
members’ self-descriptions with relevant contextual and temporal details such
as characteristics of, and relatedness between, people, places, and processes, as
well as indications of change and continuity in children’s and families’ sense of
self over time.
The use of vignettes is my medium for working in a transdisciplinary
space. In keeping with my methodological approach, the vignette aims to be
dialogic and polyvocal – that is, informed by the researched, the researcher and
the voices from the literature previously highlighted as instrumental to the
representational work of this thesis. To this end, the vignette method enables a
number of voices and the Stories they tell to be woven together and re-told in a
way that reflects an oral language narrative where the storyteller’s voice is
heard (Blodgett et al., 2011), as well as the location of all informants. In this
sense, I acknowledge that I am present in the vignettes, but in the position of
learner and storyteller and not authoritative and distant author. I have also
endeavoured to locate participants within their own various webs of
relatedness, emphasising each individual as part of their particular set of social
and cultural arrangements (Martin, 2012). In taking up the premise of
relatedness as part of this study’s interpretive framework, I have adopted an
approach whereby the stories and the knowledge and meanings produced
cannot be separated from their context or location. That is, they do not exist in
isolation as pieces of data, and as such, must remain in, and strive to sustain,
their ‘relatedness’ to the lifeworlds of research participants (Martin, 2008).

Expanding the research narrative: Speaking ‘with’ and
‘alongside’
This chapter has discussed the ethical tensions inherent in researcherresearched divides in the context of the implications of a white researcher
speaking on behalf of Aboriginal research participants. Researcher positions of
speaking with and alongside have been conveyed as alternatives to speaking
about and for. In keeping with this, a relational rendering of the data analysis
section—the re-presentation of children’s, mothers’, and educators’
narratives—will be framed by terms of reference that appear in a number of
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texts authored by Aboriginal scholars (Martin, 2003, 2008; Phillips &
Whatman, 2007; Yunkaporta, 2009). Here I am referring to ways of being,
ways of knowing and ways of doing as encompassing the diverse ways in which
participants expressed their experiences of transition to school.
In Chapter 4, sense of self is conceptualised as being constituted,
continued and challenged in the complex sets of relations that exist among
people, places and their respective ways of being, knowing and doing. Chapter
7 is specifically directed at an exploration of this conceptualisation of sense of
self, that is, sense of self as dynamic, coexisting states of ‘being in relation’. To
communicate this exploration, participants’ own representations of their sense
of being have been organised and re-presented as a series of ‘being’ narratives.
In the analysis chapters, a poly-vocal and context-dependent approach to representing participants’ accounts of their experience constitutes a particular
way of going about re-presenting the data that aims to honour the “individual
and communal Stories through…[which]…identities unfold” (Martin, 2008, p.
72).
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Chapter 7
Re-presenting sense of self –
Children’s and families’ ways of
being
Preface
This chapter reports on children’s and mothers’ expressions of sense of
self in relation to the transition to school. It also considers the characteristics of
school contexts that urban Aboriginal children and their mothers perceive as
valuable for promoting their positive sense of self. The chapter presents
composite portrait vignettes (Ely et al., 1997) that gather together the selfrelated representations of children and their mothers. Narratives compiled for
17 children and their mothers constitute this chapter.
Following this preface, a brief introduction to the children, their
families, and their schools is provided in Tables 7.1 and 7.2. In Table 7.1,
pseudonyms are given for children and their mothers, and generic descriptors,
rather than names, are provided for family/members of the household who have
not contributed to interviews. Table 7.1 indicates the Aboriginal or nonAboriginal identity of adult caregivers, based on information provided in
interview conversations. The tables are intended to provide a backdrop to the
rendering of individual and collective stories re-presented in the data analysis
chapters.
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7.1 Introduction to participants
Table 7.1: Participant children and their households at age 5 years
Child

Adult caregivers
Interviewed
caregiver

Siblings

Tayah

Marita (N)

Other adults living
with child (not
interviewed)
N = Non-Aboriginal
Father

Piper

Tracey (N)

Father

1 older

Kira

Donna

Grandmother (N)

None

Brooke

Tanya

Father

2 older, 1

N = Non-Aboriginal

1 younger

younger
Jamie

Lateisha

None

1 older, 1
younger

Aspen

Kate (N)

Father

2 younger

Casey &

Terri

Father

None

Justine

Father (N) &

1 older

Jayden
(siblings)
Jye

Grandfather
Jordyn

Tamara (N)

Mother’s partner

1 older

(identity not specified)

Ryan

Anita

Father

9 older, 1
younger

Tori

Andrea

None

1 older, 1
younger

Kayla

Shae (N)

Father

2 older, 1
younger

Marlee

Sasha

Father (identity not

1 older, 1

specified)

younger

Jakob

Julia (N)

Father

3 older

Luca

Anne

Father (N)

1 older

Korey

Melinda (N)

Mother’s partner

2 younger
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Table 7.2: Participant children and their schools 2011 – 2013

Child

School

Cohort

Burraji Park Public School
2011
2012

Tayah
Piper
Curreena Public School

2011 (transfers out of area
in 2012)
2012
2012
2012

Jordyn
Ryan
Tori
Kayla
Arunda Lakes Public School

2011
2011
2011 (transferred to a
different target school mid
2012)
2011

Kira
Jamie
Aspen

Brooke
Yarimbah Public School

2011

Jye
Parramurra Catholic School

2012
2012
2012
2012

Marlee
Luca
Korey
Jakob
Narrigo Public School

2011
2012

Casey
Jayden

7.2 The narratives of being
The structure of the vignettes reflects seven distinct, but related, aspects
of children’s and mothers’ narrated experience of transition to school. These
seven narratives of being were the primary focus of analysis for this section
and are as follows:
1. Being prepared for school
2. Being with others at school
3. Being a learner at school
147

4. Being an Aboriginal child at school
5. Being a school parent
6. Being a parent of an Aboriginal school child
7. Being aspirational
These vignettes were informed by topics of conversation that were
elicited by interviewers, as well as conversations that evolved as a result of
particular situations or events arising in participants’ experiences. However,
there were lines of questioning drawn from the interview schedules (see
Appendix A-C) that facilitated the seven narratives reported in this chapter.
These narratives are outlined below.
Being prepared
These narratives draw on conversations with mothers that constituted
their sense of being prepared to start school. The interview data are drawn from
conversations about the time leading up to school starting, as well as instances
of reflecting back to the time prior to starting school. The narratives presented
here are informed by parents’ replies to direct questions about their child’s
school preparedness (see Appendix B) as well as their comments and reasoning
relating to their child’s preparedness to start school. Responses that indicated
parents’ expectations of their child’s performance at school, such as expecting
their child to meet, or not meet, the expectations of school, also added to the
picture of preparedness held by parents. For some mothers in the study, their
child’s transition to school represented their first experience of primary school
education since their own. For others, this experience had already been had
many times over.
Where used, terminology such as ‘ready’ and ‘readiness’ reflects the
language that both interviewers and mothers used in interview conversations.
The construct of ‘readiness’ was often presented in the first instance by the
interviewers through their questions. For example, ‘What did you do to get
[your child] ready for school?’ or ‘Do you think [your child] was ready for
school?’. ‘Being prepared’ is an interpretive and analytical term that I have
employed to encompass parents’ expressions of knowing and doing in relation
to starting school. The decision to use this term was also political, seeking to
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engage with a counter-narrative that displaces problematic ‘readiness’
discourses (Taylor, 2011).
Being with others
Narratives of being with others were conveyed in responses to
interview questions that asked children about their interpersonal relationships.
Children were asked to tell something about their friends at school. They were
also asked if there were children at school with whom they were not friends.
While questions about teachers were not included in the interview schedule,
children were frequently asked about their teachers during the course of
conversations about school. More generally, children were asked about what
made them feel good, or not feel good, what bothered them about school, as
well as what they liked or did not like about school. Children’s accounts during
photographic tours and relating to the photos taken by them also contributed
data about children’s relationships with others.
Being a learner
The data for these narratives were drawn from questions that elicited
dialogue about the children’s expectations and knowledge as they looked ahead
to starting Kindergarten, Year 1 and Year 2. Children shared what they knew
about, and expected of, school, sometimes relating the ways in which they
came to think and expect the way that they did. As well as looking ahead,
interview questions at the end of Kindergarten and Year 1 stimulated
retrospective conversations in which children were asked to reflect on their
expectations, their learning, and the changes to them over time. Children were
asked about: what they knew or needed to know about school; what they
thought about their schoolwork; what they had been learning at school; what
they knew they were good at and not good at, at school; and, who helped them
to learn. The conversations recorded during photo tours and about children’s
photographs provided some data about children’s sense of being a learner.
Being an Aboriginal child at school
Being an Aboriginal child at school conveys the narratives generated by
reference to the Aboriginal flag. Typically, children were shown the Aboriginal
flag during their interview and asked if they knew what it was. They were also
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asked if they recalled seeing it at school. When children recognised the
Aboriginal flag, they were prompted by the interviewer to think about why the
flag might be important and if they had seen other Aboriginal items at school.
In many interviews, the Aboriginal flag prompted children to speak about their
experiences and understandings about being Aboriginal. Typically, these
conversations related to children’s ways of knowing about being Aboriginal,
the activities that they were involved in at school that related to being
Aboriginal, and the people they had relationships with because of their
Aboriginality. Child-led photographic tours also contributed data to this
narrative. Some children took photos of places and symbolic artefacts,
identifying them as ‘Aboriginal’ and shared stories of their own and others’
links to these as Aboriginal people.
Being a school parent
These narratives were informed by questions that elicited mothers’
thoughts about their child’s transition to school over time. The narratives of
mothers include their preparation for school through to their appraisals of their
child’s transition and progress through the early years of school. Mothers were
asked about their expectations and perceptions of teachers and schools and
what they thought schools’ expectations of children and parents were. Mothers
used the interviews to tell their stories about the roles, responsibilities, rewards
and challenges of being a school parent as well as those associated with
supporting their child’s positive start to school.
Being a parent of an Aboriginal school child
Narratives of being a parent of an Aboriginal school child convey the
relationships among mothers’ own and their child’s Aboriginal sense of self
and the Aboriginal people, places and practices in their child’s school These
narratives are informed by responses to questions about the Aboriginal
education program and the AEW at the school, as well as questions that elicited
mothers’ perceptions of the value and importance of these. Mothers’ narratives
about their prior experiences relating to being a parent of an Aboriginal child
were activated in this process. Likewise, perceptions of culturally responsive
education and beliefs about identity formation and construction were provided.
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Being aspirational
These narratives re-present the aspirations held by mothers for their
children. These were expressed in responses to direct questions about what
mothers’ hopes were for their children in the future. Mothers also shared their
plans and related strategies for supporting their children to realise the hopes
that were held for them.

7.3 The vignettes
The remainder of chapter 7 re-presents 17 composite vignettes, ordered
according to the children’s attendance at the six schools listed in Table 7.2.
These vignettes provide an opportunity to re-present each child’s start to school
in a way that views them as embedded in family and community contexts.
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Child: Tayah
School: Burraji Park PS (2011 – 2012)
Being prepared for school
Tayah was the first child in her family to go to school. Her mother Marita, who
was a teacher, thought that Tayah was very well-prepared to start school,
having learned what to expect at school in her prior-to-school education and
care settings.
Being with others at school
Tayah’s friends from preschool did not go with her into her new Kindergarten
class. At first, she felt shy but she was able to make new friends by introducing
herself to other children. Tayah felt shy again going into Year 1 and Year 2,
but she knew how to, and did, make friends. Tayah felt happy about starting
school even though she felt shy. In Kindergarten and Year 1, having lots of
friends made her feel good about school.
Being a learner at school
In Kinder Tayah thought that she was good at everything. In Year 1, it was
reading and writing that she thought she was good at, but not maths, explaining
that even though I’m in the highest group, I’m still not that good ‘cause…all
the other people… are better than me and I’m the only one that’s on the lowest
maths. She remembered the playground equipment at school being really scary
at the start, until she figured out all by [her]self how she could play on it. In
class, her teacher and her friends helped her to learn. On several occasions she
talked about being a very good helper who helped the teachers and helped
other children with their schoolwork. For Tayah, being given a lot of hard
work at school and being able to do it made her feel really clever and proud.
Being an Aboriginal child at school
At the start of Kinder, Tayah recalled her Mum sometimes called her
Aboriginal girl. When asked who was Aboriginal in her family, Tayah
indicated that all of her family were Australian. By Term 4, Tayah had learned
a lot at school about being Aboriginal and she had many Aboriginal friends.
She described learning about being Aboriginal in a special group and how one
day I will go with my Uncle and brother to our country and look after that
country, ‘cause that is what Aboriginal people should do.
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Being a school parent
Before school started, Marita organised for Tayah to take an IQ test, which
confirmed her exceptional intelligence. Marita was a keen observer of Tayah’s
progress and activity at school and could discuss these at length, drawing on
professional and interpersonal knowledge, to trace and explain the ebbs and
flows of her own and Tayah’s sense of self in relation to school. Due to chronic
illness, Marita had retired from teaching when Tayah was three years old.
Marita tried hard to not let her illness pervade how she and her family went
about their daily lives, but she acknowledged that Tayah starting school had
placed extra demands on their morning routine that were difficult to manage. A
great deal of planning had preceded Tayah’s start to school. For example,
Marita explained that Burraji Park was chosen for its close proximity to
Tayah’s grandparents’ home, which meant that they could be involved in
before and after school routines. At times, Marita’s health deteriorated and it
was then that she found it really difficult to keep up with everything that Tayah
needed for school and she felt disappointed in herself. She tried to hide her
background as a teacher from Tayah’s teachers because she did not want them
to have preconceived expectations of her and Tayah. Over the course of her
interviews, Marita maintained an overall sense of being connected to the
school, capable of advocating for Tayah, and a belief that her voice was being
heard by the school. At the same time she expressed concern, worry and doubt
about Tayah’s safety and wellbeing at school. For example, Tayah had a severe
nut allergy and had to be very careful at school. Early in her Kinder year she
had a reaction and the school did not provide her medication as had been
agreed. Extremely angry, Marita took her concerns directly to the principal.
Marita could see that Tayah was very scared of eating lunch in her classroom
for a while after that. The school responded really well, and with Marita’s help,
they restored Tayah’s sense of feeling safe at school. Despite this, Marita still
dealt with the knowledge that being at school did pose a risk to Tayah’s safety.
Being a parent of an Aboriginal child
Marita described Tayah’s father as very proud to be Aboriginal and descended
from the same clan as Arty Beetson. However, beyond knowing this and being
formally identified as Aboriginal in the local community, Tayah’s father had
found it difficult to learn about his Aboriginal heritage. His own nonIndigenous father never really wanted him to identify as Aboriginal and his Pop
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found it too difficult to speak about the past. From Marita’s perspective, both
she and Tayah’s father valued the opportunities that the school provided for
Tayah to learn about Aboriginal culture because they had found it difficult to
provide this within their own family circumstances. Marita thought that Burraji
Park was a really good school for Aboriginal kids.
Being aspirational
Marita wanted Tayah to be happy and healthy and be able to choose what it is
that she would like to do in the future.
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Child: Piper
School: Burraji Park PS (2012 – 2013)
Being prepared for school
Prior to the start of school, Piper’s mother Tracey did not know how Piper was
going to go at school. Tracey commented on Piper’s reluctance to go to
preschool and school, noting that attending the school’s transition program had
not improved the situation. Tracey was confident that Piper knows the school
really good. Commenting that she’s fine now and she’s doing all right,
Tracey’s concerns about Piper’s preparedness to start school had been put to
rest early in Term 1 of Kindergarten.
Being with others at school
When Piper started school, her older sister was in Year 2. Prior to starting
school, Piper maintained that she had no friends from her preschool group and
had not made any friends during her transition sessions. In Term 1 of Kinder
and Year 1, Piper had identified one friend in her class. By Term 4 of both
years she said she had no friends in her class. She talked of playing mainly
with her sister and her sister’s friends in the playground and indicated that
playing was what made her feel good at school.
Being a learner at school
When asked what she could not do well at the start of Kinder, Piper responded,
I can’t read. However, she did think that she would be able to read when she
was a big kid and that her Mum and her Pop would help her. In Term 4, she
was finding the work easy in Kinder and enjoying school. She liked her teacher
and saw her as someone who helped her learn. She was good at writing but
explained that, compared to the way she could help herself from her cupboards
at home, she was not good at helping herself at school. Expecting the work to
get harder in Year 1, Piper believed that she would manage because she would
be a bit older.
Being an Aboriginal child at school
In Kinder, Piper recalled seeing an Aboriginal flag but did not think it was at
school. In Year 1, she could identify the Aboriginal flag in Term 1, recalling
seeing it at her Nan’s but not at school. In Term 4 she indicated that she did not
recognise the Aboriginal flag and had not seen it at school.
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Being a school parent
Feeling very uncertain about Piper’s preparedness to start school, Tracey
enquired about holding her back for a year. Informed by the school that she
needed to start her and it’s better off to get her in, Tracey reluctantly did so,
but otherwise wouldn’t have. Tracey expected that Piper would need to repeat
Kinder if she struggles and considered this a reasonable option.
Tracey went from being confident that Piper was going really well in Term 1 of
Kinder to wanting her to see the school counsellor in Term 1 of Year 1 because
she is struggling; she’s behind in schoolwork and socially she’s not going well.
She wondered why the teacher had indicated at parent-teacher night that Piper
was fine, when she wasn’t, and why she had not recommended that Piper repeat
Kinder, which she [Tracey] would have preferred. Tracey was getting upset
each time Piper said that she would play with no one and felt that her teacher,
who had been Piper’s teacher in her Kinder year also, was unaware of most of
the social issues happening in the playground. Tracey acknowledged that Piper
should have her own friends, but she saw that most of Piper’s difficulties
started when the teachers were trying to split [Piper and her sister] up, [and]
now poor Piper is on her own and not coping.
Tracey attended information nights and parent-teacher interviews but had not
really [been] asked to get involved in school. She acknowledged that going
into the school was difficult with a newborn. Although concerned for her
daughter, Tracey was happy with the school, often referring to the support her
older daughter had received at the school and the progress she had made
because of that support. Tracey conceded that there is a lot going on at home
and that Piper had been unsettled, but despite this she was always eager to do
homework and her reader. At school Tracey knew a few of the mums but
added: I keep to myself a bit – I’ve learnt to over the last couple of years
because it just got too much – people got nosy and interfered when I trusted
them.
Being a parent of an Aboriginal child
Tracey spoke positively about her daughter’s involvement in the school’s
Aboriginal group, affirming several times that they love it! She was pleased
with the kinds of activities they were doing and the occasional excursions to
Tharawal community events. Several times she had accompanied her older
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daughter on these. When asked if there were any challenges associated with
being an Aboriginal child at school, she said there were none.
Being aspirational
In Kinder, Tracey was hoping for something big for Piper and had started to
put away a little bit of money to help her achieve her career-related goals in the
future. In Year 1, Tracey was less sure about her aspirations for Piper, seeing
her initial challenges as needing to be met first before she could head for
whatever she wants.
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Child: Kira
School: Arunda Lakes PS (2011 – 2012)
Being prepared for school
Donna described Kira as ready to go to school. She attributed her easy
transition to her experience at preschool; in particular, she saw preschool as
providing the groundwork for Kira’s adjustment to separating from her and
being in the care of others. For Donna, Kira’s successful adjustment to a new
set of out-of-home care relationships was a marker of her preparedness for
school.
Being with others at school
At the start of Kinder, Kira confided: I feel lonely when sometimes friends
don’t play with me but added I just find someone to help when it happens. By
the end of the year she described herself as having lots of friends and named
one boy as her best friend. In Year 1 she continued to have many friends, some
of whom were her friends from Kinder, but also named several new friends.
Over the two years, she spoke of particular children that she avoided playing
with because they annoyed her.
Being a learner at school
At the start of Kinder, Kira explained that she did not really like doing work at
school ‘cause I get tired, although she did think that she was good at maths.
She was pleased that she was being good and told of her own experiences of
going on the happy face, and going on the sad face and what they meant at
great length. She expected to go good in Year 1 and not go to time out, but had
felt sad to leave [her Kinder] teacher because I never went to time out in
Kinder. At the start of Year 1 she thought that she was good at playing and by
the end of Year 1, she was eager to report that she liked school and had
received a silver award. In Kinder the teacher and the people that sat next to
her helped her to learn and in Year 1, her Mum helped her to learn.
Being an Aboriginal child at school
In Kinder, Kira recognised the Aboriginal flag and had seen it on the flag poles
at school. She could associate it with where people live and the language
people talk. In Year 1, she made a more personal connection, stating that the
Aboriginal flag means you’re Aboriginal if you’ve got it - I’m half Aboriginal.
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Being a school parent
Donna saw Kira’s transition to school as easy and she drew on many sources of
knowledge to confirm her belief that Kira was doing fine at school. She could
name her daughter’s friends and described her teacher as a lovely lady who
loved Kira. She spoke highly of Kira’s Year 1 teacher and held a strong sense
of her daughter’s competence and popularity at school. She described how she
gets on with quite a few of the parents, seeing them regularly at school and at
children’s birthday parties. Donna recalled being invited to help out in the
classroom with reading and stuff like that but explained that she could not
commit herself because of the demands of caring for her mother and her need
to be available to accept casual work when she was offered it. At school pick
up she made an effort to ask Kira’s teacher if she could help with anything like
one-off activities and supplies for the classroom.
Being an Aboriginal school parent
Donna described her own family, including her parents and siblings, as a mixed
bag of brown and fair skin – with Donna and Kira falling into the latter. Donna
talked at length about the stigma that comes with being Aboriginal and having
fair-skin. She remembered what it was like being fair and growing up and
saying that you are Aboriginal and they are going, well you don’t look
Aboriginal. She was concerned that this could happen to Kira, but also felt
assured that the parents at Kira’s school knew who her family was and that she
would not be questioned by them. Donna believed that Kira did not identify as
Aboriginal because of her skin, because my daughter is very fair and a red
head, but she valued Kira’s participation in the school’s Aboriginal program
and felt that it was good for any Aboriginal kids to learn about their culture.
Donna felt that she had lost much of her connection to her Aboriginal family
from being spread all over the place and was pleased that Kira could learn
about Aboriginal culture at school.
Being aspirational
Aware of Kira’s plans to become a teacher, Donna described telling Kira that
you can be whatever you want to be. You know you can be a doctor, you can
be a pilot, as long as you do well at school. You can achieve anything.
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Child: Jamie
School: Arunda Lakes PS (2011 – 2012)
Being prepared for school
Jamie’s mother Lateisha drew on many sources of information about her
daughter’s aptitude in relation to school and was confident that Jamie was 100%
ready for school.
Being with others at school
Even though she felt lonely on her first day, Jamie associated playing with and
being with friends with what made her feel good about school in Kinder. She
recalled making friends in her class with Aspen and Brooke on their first day of
school and in Kinder she listed them as her closest friends. She loved her
teacher and did not feel ready to go into Year 1. In Year 1, Kira and her own
older sister were amongst her many friends at school.
Being a learner at school
At the end of Kinder, Jamie was learning to read, ABCs, books, and painting,
noting that schoolwork had been good and a little bit hard and easy, and that
big numbers were hard, but writing was easy. Jamie held an expectation that
Year 1 would be hard homework but she expected to go good, remarking that I
get hard work and I can do it easy. In Kinder, along with her friends, she listed
painting, cutting, pasting, colouring in and sticking as what she was good at. In
Year 1 she thought that she did really well at art and she liked reading.
Being an Aboriginal child at school
When Jamie was asked about the Aboriginal flag in Kinder, she associated it
with the homework group that Aboriginal children attended after school. She
later referred to this group as the friendship group and remembered seeing the
flag in the school buildings. In Year 1 she explained that the flag meant that
you’re good Aboriginal and you actually know the Aboriginal in the flag and
continued by detailing the meaning of the three colours that make up the flag.
In the context of talking about being teased about being Aboriginal, she told of
how she was teased by her cousin at home and at school for being black and
being Aboriginal. Jamie explained the taunts as her cousin just wanting to tease
me because I am six. She told of her response which was to threaten to tell his
friends that he is Aboriginal if he did not stop the teasing.
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Being a school parent
Lateisha was proud of her independence as a single mother. She described how
her parents supported her 100% and were frequently involved in Jamie’s
school and home life, with her father acting as the father figure in Jamie’s life.
Despite facing disapproval from her parents, Lateisha sent Jamie to the public
school she herself had attended. She was very happy with the school. She felt
the school made learning fun and offered a rich variety of activities and
provided her with ample evidence that Jamie was doing well at school. She
referred to this as the reason why she heard little from the school and why she
had no need to go to the school, other than attending bi-annual parent-teacher
sessions. Facing the prospect of being relocated from their suburb during its
redevelopment, Lateisha had decided that Jamie’s next school would be a
private school. Lateisha described Jamie’s strong independence as a learner at
home, particularly when the homework became harder at the end of Kinder.
Feeling concerned that the difficulty of the homework was stressful for Jamie,
she set in motion several strategies—including speaking with the teacher—that
appeared to have had positive implications for Jamie’s sense of competence in
relation to doing hard work.
Being an Aboriginal school parent
Knowing how much Jamie had enjoyed the Aboriginal program at Arunda
Lakes, Lateisha felt that is was something that she would seek out in a school.
She was pleased with the support that the Aboriginal group offered Jamie to do
her homework and could list many activities such as Aboriginal art and
boomerang throwing that Jamie had continued to enjoy at home after learning
them in the school’s Aboriginal program. As an Aboriginal child, Jamie
participated in additional academic assessments at school and Lateisha
attended a follow up interview with the AEW at which she was told that Jamie
did not need any assistance in any areas of her learning. Towards the end of
Kinder, Jamie started catching a bus home which meant she could no longer
attend the homework program after school.
Being aspirational
While Lateisha hoped Jamie would do anything that she’s happy doing, she
was adamant that she had to go through school. Lateisha regretted that she
didn’t go through school, commenting: so that’s one thing I’ll be making my
kids do.
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Child: Aspen
School: Arunda Lakes PS (2011 – mid 2012); Karoah PS (mid 2012)
Being prepared for school
As the eldest child in her family, Aspen was the first to start school. Her Mum,
Kate, was expecting her to do well at school because she could see that Aspen
knew how to be the perfect student at preschool and she was confident that she
would be able to be the same kid at school.
Being with others at school
Aspen made new friends in her Kinder class and playing made her feel good
about school. Her closest friends were Aboriginal, and her cousin, who also
started school with Aspen, was one of her many playmates. Aspen got along
well with other children but there were some children at school who she
considered mean and they were not her friends. Her Kinder teacher made her
happy at school and Aspen felt good about her teacher. At her new school,
Aspen made new friends and playing with friends made her feel good at school.
She thought the move to her new school was a good thing as there had been
mean children at her previous school.
Being a learner at school
In Kinder, Aspen thought she was she was good at colouring in and in her
special group that she went to outside of her class, she was good at everything,
especially writing sentences. She had a strong sense of the things that she did
well in her special group and although the work continued to be very, very hard
she was finding that the work was getting easier in class. Aspen recalled
learning numbers but indicated that she had found everything hard and that she
had not coped with the hard work. She thought Year 1 was going to be pretty
easy and fun, but also wanted to stay in Kinder so that she could teach [her]
little sister, who was about to start school. Her teachers and a few friends
helped her learn. She expected Year 2 to be a little bit hard, with some work
being too hard and sometimes not.
Being an Aboriginal child at school
When Aspen was shown the Aboriginal flag in Kinder she could associate it
with the school’s Aboriginal homework club. When asked if she had seen it at
school she recalled seeing it on the wall outside, but did not know what it
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meant. In Year 1, she described the flag as the sun with red and black around it
but did not know what it was called.
Being a school parent
Kate loved Arunda Lakes. She was impressed by their attention to children and
how they got straight onto any problems, including having services to work
one-on-one with children to respond to their needs. She felt comfortable that
the school would let her know if Aspen was experiencing any problems. This
was a good fit with Kate, as she said she was not the sort of person to remain
quiet about a problem. At the end of Kinder and the start of Year 1, Kate was
concerned that Aspen was being bullied. She could see that Aspen was upset
by the children making fun of her. Even though Kate had spoken to the school
and the issue had been dealt with, she was not convinced that the teasing had
stopped. Kate had confidence in her daughter’s abilities and had this
confidence was affirmed by Aspen’s Kinder teacher as well as by Aspen’s
exceptional progress in the school’s merit award program. Kate told of getting
to know some of the other mothers at Arunda Lakes and gathering for a chat
when picking up Aspen from school. A change of school became necessary
when Aspen’s family chose to leave intolerable housing and neighbourhood
circumstances. In Year 1, Aspen and her family moved in with Aspen’s
grandmother as they looked to re-locate to the area in which she lived. Kate
was pleased to find a school that offered a strong sporting program and felt that
this would cater to Aspen’s strengths. Kate did not expect Aspen to have any
problems with starting a new school and thought that Aspen adjusted straight
into the new routine and did it all by herself.
Being a parent of an Aboriginal child
Kate thought that Aspen was unsure about her Aboriginal identity in her first
two years of school, saying she knows she is Aboriginal but she doesn’t fully
understand. She is only little, and doesn’t understand what it all is. While it
was not important for Aspen’s parents that her Aboriginal identity was made
known to her school, it was important to Aspen’s paternal grandmother and her
wishes were respected by Aspen’s parents. Kate knew about the Aboriginal
homework club after school, but Aspen had not attended as their after school
commitments, such as soccer training were a higher priority for the family.
Being aspirational
Kate wanted Aspen to be happy in the future.
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Child: Brooke
School: Arunda Lakes PS (2011 – 2012)
Being prepared for school
Tanya felt she had no reason to worry about Brooke’s start to school. She knew
that she was ready for [school]. Tanya reflected on how good Brooke had been
when she attended the school’s transition program and described how the
family had built [starting school] up for her during drop off and pick up times
for Brooke’s older sister.
Being with others at school
Being lonely at playtime when her sister or other children did not play with her
made Brooke feel sad at the start of Kinder. Despite recalling times of
loneliness, Brooke indicated that she had friends throughout Kinder. She
named Aspen and Jamie and her cousin as her friends, but also revealed that
some kids were mean and were not her friends. Playing, colouring and her
teacher made her feel happy, but the noise and fighting in the doll’s corner in
her classroom bothered her. In Year 1 she indicated that she had three friends,
one of whom was her cousin. While her friends talked about being scared of
going into Year 1, Brooke did not, announcing: Not me, because I was in [my
teacher’s] group last year.
Being a learner at school
At the end of Kinder, Brooke was learning letters, painting, drawing, and
reading. She described the work as good, easy and hard and identified her
teacher as the person who helped her learn. Brooke felt good about going into
Year 1, but felt scared about having to do hard work. She knew that in Year 1
she would be expected to show respect, be good and sit up nice and straight.
At the end of Year 1, she confidently introduced herself at the start of her
interview as Brooke, and I do hard work. Over the year she found maths hard
and was good at art and at being good on the floor [for which she] got lots of
stickers. By the end of Year 1, no one helped her learn and she was expecting
Year 2 to be harder because she saw her cousin’s hard work.
Being an Aboriginal child at school
Brooke associated the Aboriginal flag with the after school homework group
that she attended. Towards the end of Year 1, she identified as half Aboriginal
and indicated that people can be Aboriginal and be black or white. She
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continued by explaining that some people tease black people. She told of how
her sister teases her about being Aboriginal despite her declaration—I’m
white—and that her retort was to say to her sister you’re black and white.
Being a school parent
Tanya gave a long account of the ways in which her family had experienced
homelessness, lack of income, and family conflict prior to and during Brooke’s
first years of school. Tanya had noticed the impact of the stress on herself and
also believed that it contributed to Brooke developing a stutter prior to starting
school. She spoke of doing the best she could to help Brooke, but had limited
resources to do so. Tanya was satisfied that her children were doing pretty
good at school and felt that there’s really no need for me to go up there or to be
in contact with the teacher. She had been informed by the school that their
records indicated many unexplained absences, but she did not think that the
school’s records were correct and acknowledged that she would have to go in
to talk to school about it. Tanya conceded that attending events at school had
been difficult as her youngest child was a handful. She did not feel the need to
engage socially at school, noting her inclination to stick to myself. Tanya spoke
highly of the school and the school principal, regarding him as someone who
dealt with problems quickly. She noted that the family’s before school routine
was stressful and felt that the bus service offered by the school was a good fit
for their family.
Being an Aboriginal school parent
Tanya did not think that Brooke identified as Aboriginal. She saw any sense of
being Aboriginal that Brooke held as a reflection of her inclination to copy her
older sister who did identify as Aboriginal. Tanya explained that her mother
had not learned anything about her Aboriginality because both Tanya’s nonAboriginal father and maternal grandmother didn’t want nothing to do with it.
In Tanya’s family, her maternal Aunty had found out a lot about [their]
ancestors and history and got all the proof and everything we needed…helped
me get my papers…without her I wouldn’t know a damn thing about anything.
Tanya spoke of her desire to know more than she had been told. Even though
Tanya identified the school’s Aboriginal group as a homework program, she
believed that her eldest daughter had learnt a lot about Aboriginal culture
through the program. She felt that a separate program for Aboriginal children
was important for some of the kids who need help to learn and perceived the
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one-on-one support provided something that teachers can’t really do in a
classroom.
Being aspirational
Tanya hoped that Brooke would have a good job and a good career – one that
she’s happy doing. She stated that she did not want any of her children to be
like her and that her goal was for Brooke to do things that I never did and make
something of herself before she settles down with kids.
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Child: Jye
School: Yarimbah PS (2011 - 2012)
Being prepared for school
Aside from requiring occupational therapy to strengthen his wrists, Jye was
considered to have the prerequisites that his parents wanted him to have to start
school. The Aboriginal preschool program that Jye had attended had met their
expectations and they were reassured by his occupational therapist that he was
fine to start school.
Being with others at school
Each time Jye was asked about his friends, he indicated that he had a lot of
friends. He had not started school with friends from preschool, but had many
social connections through his family’s soccer club. He talked about liking his
teacher and making new friends and keeping old friends at the start of Year 1.
Over time, playing with friends was a prominent topic of conversation for Jye
in his interviews. Through Kinder and Year 1 very little bothered Jye.
Being a learner at school
At the start of Kinder, Jye did not like being at school and wanted to go back
home. By the end of Kinder, he liked heaps of stuff at school, having
discovered that he can do lots of things like go to the canteen and do banking.
In Kinder, he did not like books because he could not read them, but he knew
that reading in groups helped him to read better. By the end of Kinder he was
good at playing outside and in Year 1, writing was what he was good at. Jye
liked learning and knew that he was learning to write and spell at school. For
Jye, schoolwork was hard and easy and his teachers helped him to learn. Each
year he expected the work to get harder the following year, but was confident
that he would manage.
Being an Aboriginal child at school
In Term 1 of Kinder, Jye spoke of his Mum as a Koori but when asked if he
was a Koori kid, he responded: No, I’m an Aborigine. When first asked about
the Aboriginal flag at the start of Year 1, Jye associated it with Australia. At
the end of Year 1, Jye self-identified as Aboriginal and had a sense that he was
one of the few people that are Aboriginals [at] school. He referred to the
Aboriginal flag and recalled seeing it at preschool but not at school.
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Being a school parent
Justine believed Jye was going really well at school. Jye had received a few
yellow slips for behaviour but Justine was not concerned, seeing the behaviour
as just boys being boys and the yellow slips as the school’s way of settling
them in to the rules. She believed that the school would let her know if there
was a problem. At her first teacher-parent interview, Justine got a little bit
defensive because the teacher raised the quality of Jye’s handwriting as a
concern. She felt that the teacher’s expectations were too high, too early. From
Justine’s perspective, Jye was meeting their family expectations and she was
happy with the progress he had made that year at school. The degree to which
Jye’s parents’ were able to interact with other parents and educators at
Yarimbah was limited by their busy work schedules. They did not believe that
the school had any expectation that they would be more involved. Jye’s older
sister, who also attended Yarimbah, and his grandfather who regularly stayed
in the family home, provided support for before and after school routines, as
did an Aunty who lived near the school. Acknowledging the demands of their
work, Jye’s parents focused on making time for family.
Being an Aboriginal school parent
The difference between the approaches to Aboriginal education of the
Aboriginal preschool that Jye attended and the school he attended were a big
issue for Justine. Full of praise for the Tharawal preschool, Justine spoke of
how proud she was of the positive sense of being a Koori kid and the cultural
knowledge that he had gained at Tharawal. She noted how the preschool’s
cultural program provided the whole family with opportunities to learn about
Aboriginal culture. She perceived that schools generally were unable to
provide the kind of cultural education and experiences that she valued and felt
very aggrieved that Aboriginal culture had not been valued in Australia. Her
feelings bore a strong connection with her father’s Stolen Generation history
and her perception of ‘loss’ and ‘despair’ in relation to the absence of
Aboriginal culture in educational curricula and in relation to past and present
circumstances for Aboriginal peoples in Australia: So, it’s really sad that
everyone else gets to keep their culture…but we don’t. Like we never got the
chance, I feel very ripped off about that. Justine told of how her children
benefited from her father’s long affiliation with local Aboriginal community
members and the great respect that he held in his role in the community. He
168

had also been reconnected with his real mother later in life which had given
Jye’s family the opportunity to learn of their ties to family and Country.
Being aspirational
Justine thought that Jye wanted to join the police force, which she was so
proud of, noting that she would definitely encourage him to do that if that’s
what he continues to want to do. In Year 1 she added that she wanted him to
get through life ok and have strong values.
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Child: Jordyn
School: Curreena PS (2011)
Being prepared for school
Jordyn’s mother, Tamara, knew that academically Jordyn would be fine at
school. She was unsure about how Jordyn would manage socially and
emotionally, because she had started to notice that Jordyn was different from
other children at preschool in the way she made friends and played. Tamara
was concerned that Jordyn’s experience of domestic violence in Tamara’s
relationship with Jordyn’s father was impacting on her emotionally.
Being with others at school
Jordyn had an older sister in Year 2 when she started school. According to
Tamara, the two girls were very close and Jordyn’s sister was the one person
who could calm her down when she was upset at school. Jordyn described her
teacher as beautiful and kind and as someone who likes us. Jordyn had two
friends in Kindergarten, one of whom was a special friend from preschool.
Everyone being kind to her at school made her happy. In Kinder she was sad
when friends did not play with her. In Year 1 she did not like it when kids were
fighting, kicking and bullying. She looked to the teachers at school to help her
sort out any problems in the playground. In Year 1 her friends looked after her.
Being a learner at school
Jordyn thought she was going good at school in Kinder. In Term 1 she loved
going to school and liked everything about school. She knew that she was
being a good listener and only needed five more stickers to receive a medal.
She also knew that she was good at schoolwork and could do it all by herself.
In Term 4, she really liked and was good at drawing and colouring and
continued to enjoy lots of things about school. She learned to do work like
maths and her teacher helped her to learn. Jordyn expected that the work in
Year 1 would be much like Kinder and that she would do well.
Being an Aboriginal child at school
Jordyn remembered seeing the Aboriginal flag in one place at her school but
did not think that there were any other Aboriginal things around her school.
Being a school parent
Tamara worried a lot about Jordyn in her first year of school. She was proud of
all of the awards that Jordyn had been getting at school, but she worried about
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how Jordyn would be able to succeed at school with the social and emotional
hurdles that she believed her daughter would face. She felt very sad that Jordyn
did not seem to have friends, especially in comparison to her very social, oldest
daughter. She worried about some of her behaviours at home and started to
seek professional help. She found all of the appointments and testing to be
really stressful and felt like little progress was made. Tamara described herself
as running a tight ship at home where routine and structure were paramount
and all instructions from Jordyn’s doctors were carried out, down to the letter.
Tamara did not care to get to know the other parents at Curreena. On occasion,
she talked to a few of the other mums but for the most part avoided social
interaction because she didn’t like school politics. She also had many friends
and strong family support around her. Tamara spoke highly of Curreena,
describing the school as great. She felt that she could call there whenever she
had any worries and that she was never judged by the staff. To her, the school
offered support for her children as well as herself. She was very clear about her
own role in raising her children to be of good character and felt that the school
valued children’s efforts and also encouraged them to have a strong character.
She had received many affirmations of her children as learners from the school
and was very proud of them both. Tamara was the first to admit that her
children would miss Curreena, but was convinced that her family would need
to move away to another area to feel safe again after their experiences of
violence in their home and neighbourhood.
Being a parent of an Aboriginal child
Tamara believed that Jordyn did identify as Aboriginal and that it was good for
her to learn about her Aboriginality at school. To her, the school was doing a
good job providing opportunities for her children to learn about Aboriginal
culture. She also noted that contact with family cultural heritage was something
that she could, and did, give her children outside school. For Tamara, cultural
heritage was a central part of self-knowledge:
Not everyone pushes for people to know where they come from but,
because I’ve got so much different background between English,
Scottish, German, Irish…I know their great grandmother was full blood
Aboriginal, and to me, that means they’re Aboriginal and as far as all
the Aboriginal people around here are concerned, they’re Aboriginal
and I’d like them to hold onto that…it’s just where they come from.
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Being aspirational
Tamara wanted Jordyn to go to university for a minimum of four years—as she
had done—to gain what she believed was a valuable asset—a qualification. She
believed that Jordyn would be able to succeed at school but worried that she
could struggle if she did not learn to manage her emotions.
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Child: Ryan
School: Curreena PS (2012)
Being prepared for school
Ryan’s mother Anita was confident in her knowledge of her eleven children,
and had concerns about sending Ryan to school too early. Anita had not
enrolled Ryan for school, believing that it would not be the right decision to
send him due to his small size for his age. In a plan that involved the preschool,
school, family and child working together, Ryan gradually transitioned from
the co-located preschool to his Kindergarten classroom over the first two terms
of the 2012 school year.
Being with others at school
Ryan appeared to have many friends, reeling off a long list of names when
asked. He played with the children in his class and got along well with friends.
When asked about his first day at school, he said he felt proud 'cause I made
new friends. He spent his first year being happy that he was not getting into
trouble, being friendly and playing soccer and getting good at it. In Year 1,
free play was a time when you get to do fun stuff and it made him feel good at
school. Everyone getting along and being friendly also made him feel good at
school.
Being a learner at school
Ryan thought that school will be fun. He expected to play with toys and play
sport. He knew his uniform and did not expect there to be anything scary at
school. Ryan expected that he was going to go good in Kinder. He thought that
racing was something that he was not good at, but indicated that he was good at
soccer and football, reading, writing and playing nice. He seemed to have a
strong sense of expectations such as being nice, sharing and not getting angry
at school and of his own success with meeting these, commenting that he gets
stamps from the teacher for being good. At the start of Kinder it was his
teacher who helped him learn. By the end of the year he said he was managing
alone. He found the schoolwork easy in Kinder, but expected that some work
would be easy and some harder in Year 1. Ryan thought that Year 1 was just
the same as Kindy – even easier. Looking ahead to Year 2, he thought that the
work was going to be harder but he expected to go good.
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Being an Aboriginal child at school
In Kinder, Ryan self-identified as Aboriginal and recognised the Aboriginal
flag and the several places in the school that he had seen the flag. He identified
the Aboriginal flag as important cause it’s only for Aboriginal people and
thought that maybe some teachers are Aboriginal. He talked about going to the
AEO’s room and playing the didges. In Year 1 he continued to recognise the
Aboriginal flag and commented that he had seen it everywhere at school. He
referred to Aboriginal people as the other Aboriginal things he had seen at
school.
Being a school parent
Anita felt good about Ryan’s start to school. Central to this was her knowledge
that he had big brothers and sisters to look after him and school staff and
teachers that look out for my kids. This was important to Anita who had lost
some faith previously in the school after two of her older children had been
injured at school and she had not been informed. The situation had warranted a
contract between Anita and the school which articulated how the school would
keep her children safe. She spoke of arranging school staff to keep an eye out
for her children if she thought that a little bit of extra support was going to be
needed. Anita acknowledged that the school had catered well to her children’s
strengths and interests – strengths and interests that Anita portrayed as being
learned in their home context. All but one of Anita’s children had gone through
Curreena. Anita felt that she got on pretty well with the school and had a strong
sense that she was understood and accepted for who she was: They know what
I’m like, I’m pretty up front…they know me properly. Catching the bus to
school with her children and talking with their teachers was an everyday event
for Anita, as was making sure the teachers actually saw that she brought [her
children] to class. The workers in the canteen knew Anita’s morning routine
and had an order ready for her and her children when they saw [them] coming.
She held numerous roles within the school, including being on the P & C
Committee, which engaged her actively in classroom activities and social
events at school. Anita remarked that the teachers at the school were always
insisting that she get involved at school.
Being an Aboriginal school parent
Anita valued several features of Curreena as doing a lot for Aboriginal kids
and families. She felt that the AEO’s room and its program of activities
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signalled the school’s commitment to the Aboriginal community. Anita
commented that the school offered lots of opportunities for [her] kids. In
particular, Anita’s children had been able to affirm and develop their strengths
and gain recognition in a wider context with the school’s assistance to access
programs that were specifically for Aboriginal children.
Being aspirational
Anita hoped that Ryan would be happy and safe and be able to do whatever he
want[ed] to do, noting that she would be there behind him.
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Child: Tori
School: Curreena PS (2011 - 2012)
Being prepared for school
Andrea described Tori as definitely prepared for school. Her strong sense of her
child’s preparedness for school was accompanied by expressions of her own
sense of preparedness which she attributed to feeling well-informed about the
setting that Tori was to attend.
Being with others at school
Despite starting school with friends from preschool and being familiar with the
school, Tori recalled feeling scared when she started school because she did
not know the teachers. In Kinder, playing was her favourite thing to do at
school – inside and outside, but she found the playground and the classroom
noisy and this made her tired. Across Kinder and Year 1, she felt good about
her teacher and went to her for help when other children bothered her. Getting
friends and playing featured as the things that made Tori feel good at school.
Being a learner at school
On her first day, Tori remembered how to get to her classroom from her visits
during the transition to school program. She also recalled learning about the
canteen during those visits and thinking that it was good because if you don’t
have much food, you can get some. In Kinder she learnt numbers and letters
and recalled that teachers and Mums helped her to learn. She knew that she
was good at numbers, writing, colouring, pasting and reading and, in Year 1,
she added maths and making friends to this list. She expected to go great in
Year 1 and that the work would be easy. She noted that times tables were hard
for her but she had been practicing by playing maths games at home with her
Mum and sisters.
Being an Aboriginal child at school
In Term 1 of Kinder, Tori self-identified as Aboriginal. To her, Aboriginal
meant being black and was the reason she was allowed to go to [the AEO’s]
room. When asked how someone knows they are Aboriginal, she explained
that you know because your Mum knows. She talked about the AEO’s room as
being Aboriginal and explained that the colours and the animals made the
room Aboriginal. In Kinder and Year 1, she could identify the Aboriginal flag
and said that she had seen it at school and knew that it told people that they are
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Aboriginal. She regarded the AEO’s room as a place that she liked to go to
with her friends.
Being a school parent
As a single mother of three girls and expecting her fourth child, Andrea
appreciated that she was well-supported by her children’s father and her
family, commenting we support each other on everything. Andrea regarded all
of her children as highly capable, encouraged them to be independent, and was
proud of their ability to do everything themselves. Andrea saw the school’s
placement of Tori in a Kinder/Year 1 composite class as evidence of her
independence. She had heard nothing but praise for Tori from her teachers and
the three awards that she had brought home already in her first three weeks of
school were further affirmation of how perfect she was at school. In Year 1 she
described Tori as a child who loves work and learning new things and, as she
had expected, Tori’s transition to Year 1 had been easy. Andrea described
herself as always involved with the school, taking opportunities to help with
fund-raising and reading in the classroom and going to every special event. At
home, she and other family members were always helping [Tori] with her
schoolwork and even though she knew Tori could do it by herself, she made a
point of being involved because she liked to help and believed she could. She
acknowledged that perhaps her expectations of her children’s learning were too
high, commenting: I get told not to push [by teachers] because I usually push
them to do their schoolwork. She was friends with other parents at school, felt
very positive about Tori’s teachers, and felt comfortable to share her thoughts
in the school as they know me so I voice whatever I have to say.
Being an Aboriginal school parent
Andrea spoke very positively about the AEO and Aboriginal program at
Curreena, commenting that being an Aboriginal child at the school would be
easy for Tori, like it was at preschool because they’ve got [the AEO] there and
she’s tops...she’s always there for the kids. She told of how welcome she had
been made to feel when she approached the AEO for assistance with school
uniforms and spoke appreciatively about the impact the AEO had on her elder
daughter’s social development. Andrea did not consider the family home as a
place where Tori was exposed to Aboriginal language and culture.
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Being aspirational
Andrea held high aspirations for a good career for Tori and promoted an
understanding that doing well at school, completing high school and going on
to university were a necessary part of achieving a good paying job to get her
where she wants to go. Perceiving Tori as a highly capable student; she could
see her achieving her aspirations because she’s all about school.
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Child: Kayla
School: Curreena PS (2011)
Being prepared for school
Kayla’s mother Shae was confident that Kayla was definitely ready for school.
Shae saw Kayla’s eagerness to go to school and that she was coping well with
going to preschool five days each week as evidence of her preparedness. In
comparing Kayla to her older siblings, Shae commented: I do not think I’ll
have any trouble with Kayla.
Being with others at school
Kayla knew that she would be starting school with lots of friends from her
preschool, but still felt a little bit worried. Playing was what she did with her
friends. This made her feel good at school throughout Kinder and Year 1.
While getting along with others at school made her feel good, she did speak
about some children being mean to her at the end of Kinder, feeling annoyed
with some people in Year 1 and described lots of friends fighting at school. She
had a range of strategies for dealing with these children and situations, each of
which she generally regarded as effective.
Being a learner at school
Kayla thought that school was going to be a combination of fun, work and play
and knew what school looked like from being there with her elder siblings. She
saw herself as a being good at many activities at school: drawing, colouring,
writing, maths and scripture in Kinder, and everything in Year 1. In Kinder she
had learnt to write [her] name, words and numbers, maths, and cleaning. At
the start of Year 1, she knew that she would learn writing, and by the end, had
learned maths including counting by tens. She had indicated that she was not so
good at maths at the start of Year 1 but by the end of the year she thought she
was going good at maths and that there was nothing that she was not good at.
Across Kinder and Year 1, her teachers helped her to learn.
Being an Aboriginal child at school
Each time Kayla was shown the Aboriginal flag, she recognised it and recalled
seeing it at school including in the AEO’s room and at the entrance of the
school. Several times, the flag prompted her to indicate: I am Aboriginal as
well as to state that there are other Aboriginal people at her school. When
asked, she said she did not know why the flag was important.
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Being a school parent
With two of Kayla’s older siblings enrolled there, and Shae having been a
student there as well, Kayla’s family had a long history with Curreena. Shae
indicated that she was happy with the school, based on the experiences she had.
However she felt that changes to the demographics and housing in their suburb
had led to a fall in enrolments and losing a lot of teachers and [now] a lot of
composite classes which she saw as a downfall. She gave an impression that
the school was making necessary decisions, but conceded that she was yet to
find out whether they were a good or a bad thing. Shae had a strong sense of
Kayla’s aptitude for school and felt that Kayla was meeting the school’s
expectations of her. She made herself available for little chats after school with
Kayla’s teacher and received positive feedback from her. She was confident
that the school would have made her aware if she was not meeting
expectations and drew on her own experiences as a school parent to conclude
that Kayla was not struggling with it at all. Shae found it difficult to get
involved at school with a young child to care for, but thought that having a bit
of engagement at the school would probably help her children to do well.
Socially, Shae explained that she knew many families at school but she kept
the school community separate from her private life, as she found that there
was lots of bad gossip going around the school.
Being a parent of an Aboriginal child
While Shae generally regarded Kayla’s involvement with the Aboriginal
activities at Curreena during her transition from the co-located preschool to the
school as positive, she commented: I don’t really think that she needs any sort
of different learning to a normal child of her age. She felt that while it all
helps, I don't think it’s any more than they should give any child that's starting
school. Shae explained that she and Kayla’s father were reluctant to claim
entitlement to any services that were free to Aboriginal people, based on their
strong conviction that we are not any different from anybody else. She
reiterated her reluctance to consider Aboriginality as difference in her
interview when Kayla was in Year 1, and added that Kayla was proud of who
she was and knew she was Aboriginal but [did] not talk about being an
Aboriginal child. Shae could not think of any substantial ways in which Kayla
experienced Aboriginal culture prior to school in their home.
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Being aspirational
In Year 1, Shae conveyed that school completion was part of what she
perceived to be a realistic aspiration for Kayla: I don’t expect her to become the
Prime Minister. I want her to achieve a sound level of education [finish year
12]. But just to be happy, [have a] good education and a good job before
starting a family.
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Child: Casey
School: Narrigo PS (2011 - 2012)
Being prepared for school
Before Casey started school, her mother Terri had felt concerned that Casey’s
hand-writing was below the school’s expectations. Terri had been told by
Casey’s prior-to-school educator that Casey had been having some difficulty
concentrating at preschool, but she had also been told that Casey was clever so
she did not have any serious concerns about Casey starting school.
Being with others at school
Casey was the first in her family to start school. In Kinder, she made only two
friends. She thought they were nice and were nice to [her]. In her Term 4
interview, she told of having a bad time at school because of people being
rude, hurting and hitting her because they hate me and didn’t want me to play
with them. To Casey, they [had] a lot of friends and I don’t. I’ve only got two
friends. She felt that she did not have any friends in [her] class, it’s a smarty
class. Casey’s social experiences at school seemed interspersed with ups and
downs across Kinder and Year 1. Despite this, she felt happy at school and
liked her teachers. At the start of Year 1, she had missed her Mum which made
her cry, and missed Kindergarten because it was so easy. She felt like she could
go back to Kinder because her little brother was there.
Being a learner at school
In Kinder, Casey reported being good at rules - she could sit quietly at writing
time and not yell when kids were reading. The only schoolwork that she found
hard was writing. The start of Year 1 was a mixture of feeling like I don’t learn
anything at school, liking writing and being good at it, and expecting to do well
generally. She recalled not knowing what Year 1 was going to be like, but
explained that it had turned out to be fantastic. She was helped to learn by her
friend, her teacher, and her Mum. She had learned to go to her teacher when
kids were mean to me and hit me, but commented that they can’t do anything,
whereas the big kids were able help her. Her friends told her that Year 2 was
going to be harder, but Casey knew that she can do hard things, so she decided
that she was going to get on with it. At the end of Year 1, Casey was learning
lots, but did not like her new medication (for ADHD) because it made her feel
sick.
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Being an Aboriginal child at school
When asked about the Aboriginal flag in her interviews, Casey did not know
what it was or recall seeing it anywhere.
Being a school parent
Terri’s first communication with Casey’s Kinder teacher was about the
difficulty Casey was having with learning in class. She expressed shock and
anger upon hearing the teacher’s opinion that Casey could have ADHD.
Feeling lost and very upset, she sought help from Karina, a Research Assistant
from the Gudaga Study14. Casey underwent many tests, yet no answers were
forthcoming. It was a really confusing and stressful time for Terri. She tried to
help Casey with her homework, but described Casey’s variable behaviour as
really getting to me. Terri found it difficult to come to terms with Casey’s
troubles and felt like none of her immediate family understood her situation or
offered support. She also indicated that Casey’s teacher was of little help. Terri
was happy that Casey had lots of friends at school and that she seemed to be
loving school. She thought that school had been a really positive social
experience for Casey, believing her to be well-liked at school. Terri had started
to form some connections with other parents, which had required a concerted
effort as they were new to the area. In mid-Year 1, Terri met with Casey’s
teacher and they agreed that she was behind in her schoolwork and that it was
time for more tests. Terri expected that the doctors would want to medicate
Casey to help her focus at school. The idea of medicating Casey was upsetting
to Terri but she accepted the advice because she did not know what else to do
to help Casey.
Being an Aboriginal school parent
Terri had not heard of any Aboriginal educational programs happening at
Narrigo. She would have liked the school to have a program recalling: I had it
when I went to school and it was good for me. For Terri, her experiences as a
child and as an adult with Aboriginal people and services were always helpful
and she wanted Casey to have those connections too. Terri described her and
Casey’s father’s connection to Aboriginality as way back in their family
14

This Research Assistant is a member of the local Aboriginal community and has had a long
involvement with Gudaga children and families in her role in the Gudaga Study. Her close
connection to many children and families in the study will be discussed in more detail in
Chapter 8.
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history. She believed that Casey did not know what it is like to be Aboriginal
and that her only experience of being Aboriginal was through her involvement
with the Gudaga Study.
Being aspirational
Terri hoped, and was going to make sure, that Casey would finish school, that
she goes somewhere, and does better than she had.
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Child: Jayden
School: Narrigo PS (2012 - 2013)
Being prepared for school
Knowing that Jayden was really wild and didn’t listen, Terri was not 100%
sure that Jayden was ready for school. She explained that she had always
expected to have trouble with him as doctors had signalled the possibility given
his difficult birth. Terri indicated that her experience with Casey’s learning
challenges had affected her confidence to identify Jayden as ready for school.
Being with others at school
In Kinder, Jayden had one friend with whom he played cars and football in the
playground. He named two boys who were not in his class as his friends at the
start of Year 1, and at the end of Year 1 he talked about five friends he played
with at school. Jayden had been experiencing some conflict with other children
in the playground each time he was interviewed. He mentioned punching,
fighting and swearing as incidents that had been bothering him. He knew to tell
the teacher to make them stop. At the end of Year 1, Jayden was feeling good
about his teacher and his classmates.
Being a learner at school
Jayden described what he did in Kindergarten as we do some work, then you go
out in the playground. In Kinder, Jayden thought that he was good at writing
but was having trouble with homework. He described his year as being easy
and expected that he would continue to find it easy. When asked at the start of
Kinder if someone helped him to learn at school, Jayden responded No and
commented: no one has to tell me. In Term 4 of Kinder, Jayden talked about
playing ball, writing and colouring in as things that he had done at school.
With the exception of writing, which he was finding hard, he liked these
activities. Other than the tadpoles that he has seen in the classroom, Jayden did
not think that Year 1 was different from Kinder. He thought he was good at
handwriting in Year 1 but was finding speech and spelling hard. He knew that
he had been learning his sounds in Kinder and letters in Year I, but did not see
anyone as helping him with his learning.
Being an Aboriginal child at school
In Kinder, Jayden did not recognise the Aboriginal flag or recall seeing it at
school. In Year 1 Jayden recognised the Aboriginal flag as an Aussie flag and
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recalled seeing it in the hall at school. When asked about other Aboriginal
things at school he remembered that they had done some dot painting.
Being a school parent
Terri conveyed that her sense of knowing what to expect of Jayden at school
was influenced by her experience of all the trouble Casey had been having at
school. She understood that Jayden was trying and making progress with his
learning and his writing was really good but all in all, she did not really know
if he was doing what he was expected to be doing. Terri indicated that she
often communicated with Jayden’s teacher. She had spoken with Jayden’s
teacher at her parent-teacher meeting and learned that she was worried about
him not recognising numbers. Terri took away from the meeting some
strategies to support Jayden’s learning at home and recounted that after we did
that he was all right. With two lots of homework to complete, Terri admitted
that after school routines were difficult to manage. She found her children’s
behaviour when they arrived home from school challenging, describing them
as running riot, and would sometimes take them to their grandparents’ home
where there was a yard for them to play in. Terri recalled that the teachers had
spoken to her every now and then about getting involved in the parent
committee, but that she had not become involved.
Being an Aboriginal parent
Terri did not think that Jayden recognised himself as an Aboriginal child at
school because they don’t really have much Aboriginal stuff there. She
elaborated, indicating that she thought an Aboriginal program that involved
Aboriginal children in cultural experiences would be valuable:
Terri:

Interviewer:
Terri:
Being aspirational

They don’t really have – like, when I was at school they
had Aboriginal things where they took the Aboriginal
kids out. They did, like, Aboriginal lessons and stuff and
they don’t have that anymore.
Would you like them to have that more?
Well if it was – I enjoyed doing it when I was at school.

Terri hoped that Jayden would make more of his life than she felt she had with
her own. She hoped he would not just be like me and be nothing and get
through school and be a good kid, go somewhere.

186

Child: Marlee
School: Parramurra Catholic School (2012 – 2013)
Being prepared for school
Sasha believed Marlee to be ready for school but recognised that she might
experience some challenges with the behavioural expectations of school. She
also fully expected that Marlee would adjust with time. Looking back, Sasha
felt that Marlee had settled in well and was confident that she had been well
prepared for school.
Being with others at school
Throughout Kinder, playing with friends made Marlee happy at school. At the
start of Kinder, Marlee described her cousin as her special friend, but indicated
that she did not have any friends in [her] class. She recalled when: friends had
been mean to me and made me sad and my sister and cousin and a big girl
helped me to feel better. At the end of the year, she was adamant that she did
not have any friends and played with no one, although she had mentioned
playing group games during breaks at school. At the start of Year 1 nothing
made Marlee feel good at school and she felt that no one was her friend,
adding: myself are my friends. However, when asked she did name one girl
who she played with at school. By the end of Year 1, Marlee gave several
reasons why she was no longer played with this girl and named one boy in her
class as her one friend, although she could not recall what she would do with
this friend.
Being a learner at school
In Term 1 of Kinder, Marlee was finding the work a bit hard and was getting
tired. However, she thought it would get easier. She had expected schoolwork
to be hard because she had been told that it would by her sister. At the end of
Kinder, she was expecting schoolwork to be easy in Year 1, although this
changed in Term 1 of Year 1 when her expectation was for hard work and she
was finding that this was the case. While she did not think that she was going
to learn anything in Year 1, she did have a sense that teachers helped her to
learn and that she was good at reading and colouring in. At the end of Year 1,
she was good at writing and brought her writing, adorned with stickers from a
number of teachers, to her interview.
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Being an Aboriginal child at school
Marlee recognised the Aboriginal flag as she had seen it at her Mum’s work but
had not seen it or other Aboriginal things at school. In Kinder, she knew that it
[the flag] means you’re a Tharawal person and, in Year 1, she described its
importance as: Because when you're white, if you're white you can still be
black because everyone is black even if they're white, they're still black, ‘cause
they came from a black country. She knew that the flag was in the playground
but had not seen other Aboriginal things.
Being a school parent
Sasha believed that pursuing a Catholic education was part of what she could
do to be a good provider for her children’s future. Providing her children with a
proper education was tied to her conception of education as a time of
opportunity and investment. She had secured scholarships for both her
daughters to attend the Catholic school, but alluded to this being a source of
pressure for her and her children. Sasha was working full-time when Marlee
started school and Marlee attended a before school and after school care
service, which would drop her off and pick her up from school. Sasha tried to
attend parent-teacher nights to find out how her children were going at school.
She talked of having good relationships with the parents of her children’s close
friends. Beyond these parents, she kept to herself so that she could keep [her]
head on straight and manage her flat out, busy life. She had some concerns
about the big boys and girls at school but knew that Marlee’s older sister and a
friend she had grown up with would support Marlee if needed.
Being an Aboriginal school parent
Being seen as equal and treated equally were recurring expressions in Sasha’s
interviews. Past experiences of having her children’s Aboriginality questioned
in educational settings formed a backdrop to these expressions. Sasha had
perceived unsupportive responses from educators to her and her family’s
concerns, and the implications of this played out in her feelings about her
children’s cultural safety at school. These expressions also arose for Sasha
when she learned that Marlee had been treated unfairly by a teacher. When
Sasha approached the teacher about her concerns, she implied that Marlee had
lied. Too overwhelmed by this situation, Sasha arranged to take her concerns to
the school principal, to seek assurance that her children are safe in that place.
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However, she remained unhappy about the incident, feeling that the issue had
not been resolved.
Being aspirational
Sasha described how she had chosen a path to make sure that her babies go
somewhere, which included choosing an education that would prepare
[Marlee] to know where she wants to go. Although she was not so sure what to
expect, she could see Marlee being successful and running her own business
when she’s older. Sasha saw her own opportunities to study at TAFE as
valuable and aspired to keep educating herself to further her career in
Aboriginal health.
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Child: Luca
School: Parramurra Catholic School (2012 – 2013)
Being prepared for school
Observing that Luca had grown more positive about going to school in the
months leading up to starting school, Liana believed Luca to be prepared for
school. She knew that school would present Luca with some challenges,
particularly in relation to his needs as a child with Autism Spectrum Disorder
(ASD), and was concerned about how Luca would manage these.
Being with others at school
Luca got to know a few of the children with whom he started school when he
changed preschools in the second half of the year before he started school. He
named several boys as his friends in Term 1 and Term 4, and he identified
playing with friends as what he liked about school, what he was good at and
what made him feel happy at school. In Kinder, the teachers yelling at me and
the big girls who take over the place where he and his friends played, bothered
him. Luca recalled feeling scared starting Year 1, but overcame this when he
discovered that his new teacher was really nice. At the start of Year 1, Luca
commented: I don’t have much friends anymore, I’ve only got one. He spoke of
his one friend again in Term 4, but conveyed a general sense that he had more
friends that were fun to play with outside than he did in Term 1. He told of lots
of people bothering him at school at the start of Year 1, and of being teased by
the Year 2 students in Term 4.
Being a learner at school
Luca indicated that he did not know anything about school in Term 1 of
Kinder, although he did know that he would play at school. He expected
Kinder was going to be a hard year. At the start of Kinder he knew that he was
good at running training and, in Term 1 and 4, that he was good at playing.
Commenting that he was good at everything in Kinder, in Year 1 he considered
that he was not good at writing at the start of the year and maths at the end.
Across the two years, Luca identified his teachers as the people who helped
him learn.
Being an Aboriginal child at school
Throughout Kinder and Year 1, Luca described the colours of the Aboriginal
flag and variously associated the flag with its symbolism such as the sun and
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Aboriginal people. In Term 4 of Kinder, he attributed its importance to its
symbolic representation of Aboriginal people and all the people that aren’t
with us. He knew that the flag was in the church and the playground, but he
had not seen other Aboriginal things until Term 4 of Year 1 when he
commented that he had seen a teacher that’s Aboriginal.
Being a school parent
Liana was well-informed about what Luca’s needs were and relied confidently
on her own assessment of Luca’s experience in various educational settings.
When she did not feel that his needs were met adequately, she acted to source
alternative services, people and settings that would address this. She sensed
that Luca was happy at school and felt that Luca’s teacher had a good
understanding of his ASD-related needs and had done remarkable things with
him. When Luca started school, Liana was already involved at the school in
various ways, including regularly volunteering for the school’s clothing pool,
the Parents and Families’ Committee. Acknowledging her gratitude to the
school for her children’s scholarships, she saw her participation at school as
her way to say thank you. Liana had made a few connections with other
families through her involvement at the school, but noted that she was not one
of those parents that stand around at drop-off. She also noted that other than
PTS settings, her children were not cared for by others as they had no family
living nearby.
Being an Aboriginal school parent
Liana believed that Luca identified as Aboriginal, but she had noticed that his
expression of his identity had lessened since leaving the Aboriginal preschool.
She was grateful for how much Luca had learned about Aboriginal culture
when he was attending the Aboriginal preschool and wished that he could have
similar experiences in his other educational settings. She felt that Luca’s
school do a lot for Aboriginal students, and recounted a range of activities that
had been available for her older daughter and for her as an Aboriginal school
parent. She mentioned the role of Sister Mary in promoting the school’s
engagement with Aboriginal community events and was aware of the gettogethers at the school for Aboriginal parents, but had been unable to go along
because of her work commitments. Liana acknowledged that she relied on her
children’s educational settings as places for them to learn about Aboriginal
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culture as she had little contact with her Aboriginal father and was raised by a
white person [her mother] which made it hard for her to give it to them.
Being aspirational
A good job and to be smart were among the aspirations that were held for Luca
in his Kinder year. Liana responded: You always want better for your kids than
what you had, so as long as he’s smart. Early in Year 1, Liana’s aspirations for
Luca’s future focused on his progress at school: I just hope he can get through
school and stay in mainstream.
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Child: Korey
School: Parramurra Catholic School (2012 – 2013)
Being prepared for school
Melinda cited Korey’s bored[om] at day-care and at home as contributing to
her belief that he was prepared to start school. She had observed him to be a
child who always wanted to do something like learning and who knew how to
write his name by the age of four and was starting to read books and he just
wanted to learn more.
Being with others at school
Korey did not know any of the children he started school with, but spoke of a
special friend in Term 4 and indicated that helping my friend was what made
him feel good at school. He expressed concern about other children making
body contact and situations where children had been hurt. At the start of Year
1, he named several friends who he play[ed] games with outside. He felt that
the children that he did not play with were not his friends. In Year 1, Korey
felt awesome about his first day back at school and his best friends made him
feel good at school.
Being a learner at school
Although Korey thought he knew nothing about school, he did recall in Kinder
that he knew about eating [his] sandwiches first. In Term 4 of Kinder, Korey
thought that he was good at soccer and that there was nothing that he was not
good at, but he declared school to be boring because of all the work. Looking
ahead to Year 1, he expected to do easy work. He knew that he needed to know
not to do body contact with other children, which among other things, meant
no hitting to Korey. He also specified that he had to learn to be good which
meant you listen to your teacher and help other people when they’re hurt and
to use your manners and he indicated that he had managed to achieve this. For
Korey, his teacher was his source of information for what he knew about Year
1. When it came to learning in class, he said no one helped him. He knew,
because his teacher had told him, that he was really good at reading books, but
he explained that listening was an area where he was not so good. Korey
expected to be good in Year 2 and indicated that he would do what the teacher
told him and sit still.
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Being an Aboriginal child at school
Korey did not appear to have much interest in the Aboriginal flag. He
recognised it once as an Aboriginal flag at the start of Year 1 and associated it
with the Australian flag and his knowledge that each country has its own flag.
In Kinder he recalled seeing it in the church and, at the end of Year 1, thought
that it was on the flag poles at school. He did not remember seeing any other
Aboriginal things at school until the end of Year 1, when he recounted a time
when they did a painting for the Aboriginals.
Being a school parent
Stipulating that she wanted Korey to have a good start in life, Melinda
explained her decision to send him to a private school. More than this, she
expressed her disfavour for her local neighbourhood and explained her decision
to choose a private school that was in a different area from where the family
lived (and that two of Korey’s cousins attended). Melinda recalled that, despite
being unsettled for the first few weeks of school, Korey no longer behaved the
same way and happily went to school. She explained his early resistance to
school as part of his realisation that school was all learning and no more
playtime. In Kinder, Melinda knew that Korey had made a few friends, but had
also had some conflict with other children at school. Melinda was happy with
Korey’s teachers, perceiving them to have a mix of desirable attributes as
teachers and as people she felt comfortable talking with. She liked that she felt
welcome to stay longer in Korey’s classroom in Kinder, and explained that
during this time had formed a positive impression of what Korey’s time at
school was like. In Year 1, Melinda expressed a strong sense that Korey was
successful at school. She saw Korey as a willing learner and felt that their
homework routine was a positive experience. Melinda saw the opportunity to
learn as the best thing about school, adding that she kept telling Korey: if he
wants to get a good job when he’s older he needs to keep going and learning.
Being an Aboriginal parent
Melinda was not aware of an Aboriginal program or AEO at Korey’s school.
She acknowledged that she would ask for Korey to attend an Aboriginal
program so that he can learn more about Aboriginality, but indicated that it
was not a big concern if such a program did not exist. She knew that there
were other Aboriginal children at the school because of the Aboriginal
scholarship that was offered by the school. In Year 1, she offered her
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understanding that Korey knew he was an Aboriginal child, but that this had
little bearing on his day-to-day life.
Being aspirational
Throughout Kinder and Year 1, Melinda expressed her hopes that Korey would
finish school because it was something that she had not done herself. She
planned to push him in this respect so that he would have a good job and
succeed in life. She emphasised her wish for him to just to do whatever he
wants to do, as long as he’s happy and he’s got a roof over his head – that’s all
I can ask for.
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Child: Jakob
School: Parramurra Catholic School (2012 – 2013)
Being prepared for school
Julia, Jakob’s mother was confident that he was prepared to start school. She
reflected on his willingness and confidence, believing that he knew everything
he needed to know—his alphabet, letters and numbers—to be prepared for
school.
Being with others at school
Jakob had an older sister at school, but none of his friends from preschool went
to his school. He named two friends he played with at the start of Kinder and,
when asked about friends at the end of Kinder, he indicated that his older
brother (aged 16) was his special friend. Although he mentioned that he played
with no-one at the start of Year 1, he later mentioned several friends, but
specified that Luca was not his friend as he would annoy him when he was
trying to listen to the teacher. Playing featured strongly as what made Jakob
feel good at school. He had encountered some conflict in the playground and
these interactions were what bothered him about school.
Being a learner at school
Throughout Kinder, Jakob described himself as good at playing, maths and
mass (church) and could not identify anything that he was not good at,
declaring that he was good at everything. When asked what he was good at in
Year 1, he recalled that his teacher had told him that he was talented enough to
work on different words. He recognised that he was not good at writing some
letters in his name and, at the end of Year 1, thought that he was not good at art
because he kept getting it wrong. According to Jakob, his teachers helped him
in Kinder and, in Year 1, his teachers and classmates helped him learn. He
expected that the work would be hard in Kinder, super easy in Year 1 and hard
again going into Year 2. Jakob thought he was smart like a Year 2 and said that
if he could not do the work, he would practise.
Being an Aboriginal child at school
Each of the times Jakob was shown the Aboriginal flag, he responded with
excitement that his Dad had a tattoo of an Aboriginal flag on his arm. In
Kinder, Jakob demonstrated his knowledge of the symbolic nature of the
colours of the Aboriginal flag and recalled seeing the flag in the church at
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school. In Year 1, Jakob tried to articulate the importance of the flag and again
the meaning of the flag’s three colours were seen as significant. He
remembered seeing an Aboriginal flag in Kindy and on the flag-poles at school.
At the start of Year 1, Jakob told of his real Aboriginal flag and he and Korey
tried to recall a song that they associated with the Aboriginal flag. At the end of
Year 1, Jakob gave a long account of his didgeridoos and boomerangs when
asked about other Aboriginal things he had seen.
Being a school parent
Noting that she was not too keen on the local school in the area in which the
family lived, Julia had explored other options for schooling for her children.
For her, Parramurra was a good fit because it was close to her work and offered
low student—teacher ratios and additional classroom support for students. She
described how Jakob was comfortable being at school and had, very early in
the term, requested to be dropped off at the gate and walk into school on his
own. Julia thought that Jakob had made friends, as he spoke of several friends
at school. She had met a few families from Jakob’s year and had friendships
with other families who had children attending the school. Julia recalled
speaking with Jakob’s Kinder teacher at an information night for parents and
took the opportunity to talk to her about his speech. Julia felt that the teacher
was responsive and was aware of Jakob’s history with speech pathology and
was able to advise Julia that he was going quite well [and] sounds like most
other kids in his year. Having an older child attending the school, Julia had
volunteered her help where parent involvement had been invited for activities
such as social events and the canteen. As a working parent, she found that she
could only be available for activities that took place outside of her work hours.
Jakob’s grandparents were regularly involved in his before and after school
routines and Jakob spent time at their house while Julia was at work.
Being a parent of an Aboriginal child
Julia believed that Jakob identified as Aboriginal, mentioning that she tells him
that he is. She was not aware of an AEO at the school, but she acknowledged
that they do support the Aboriginal community. Julia knew that there were
other Aboriginal students at the school and that at the beginning of the year
they send letters out to the parents of the Aboriginal children to have a
morning tea and to meet the others. Julia saw the practice of thank[ing] the
original people from the area in their morning prayers as another aspect of
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supporting the Aboriginal community. Julia felt that these activities were quite
important so that at least then [Aboriginal children] can know more about
where they’ve come from.
Being aspirational
When asked what she hoped for Jakob, Julia responded that she would like him
to choose a job that he really likes to do, but he has to work. I just want him to
be happy.
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Expanding the research narrative: Children’s and mothers’
ways of being
In this chapter, individual children’s and mothers’ sense of self in relation to
school are re-presented as narratives of being. That is, sense of self is represented through children’s and mother’ sense of ‘being, or not being, this or
that’. An overview of the ways in which children and mothers made particular
self-related statements and gave descriptions of their own and others’ being
during school transition is provided in Table 7.3. Chapter 8 will describe
children’s and their families’ ways of knowing and doing in relation to their
sense of being during the transition to school.
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Table 7.3: Overview of ‘self-related’ statements that contributed to
participants’ narratives of being.
Ways of
being
Being
prepared for
school

Child expressions

Parent expressions

Being with
others at
school

I am/we are among/not
among friends.
I can/cannot make friends.
I am/am not among people
I like and who like me and
help me.
Sometimes others bother
me/us.

Being a
learner at
school

I know/do not know about
school.
I am/am not learning.
I am/am not good at…
I am/am not being good.
I can/cannot do hard work.
I learn with/without help.

Being an
Aboriginal
child at
school

I am/we are Aboriginal.
We are/are not among
other Aboriginal people,
places and things.

My child is/I am prepared.
My child knows how to ‘be’ at
school.
She/he/we know what to expect.
She/he/we will/will not meet
expectations.

My child is/is not doing well at
school.
We are/are not meeting
expectations.
I am/we are known here/I can be
myself/voice myself.
I am/we are helping my/our child.
My child is safe at school.

Being a
school
parent

Being an
Aboriginal
school
parent/parent
of an
Aboriginal
child

Aboriginal identities are wellrespected.
There are people I/we can trust.
I value/do not value/would change
how the school promotes
Aboriginal identities.

Being
aspirational

I/we see opportunities and
possibilities.
I/we hope for something better.
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Chapter 8
Children’s and their families’ ways of
knowing and doing
Preface
This chapter describes children’s and mothers’ ways of knowing and
doing in relation to their sense of being during the transition to school. In this
respect, this chapter explores children’s and mothers’ ways of knowing
themselves, and the contexts in which they are these selves. The same seven
narratives identified in Chapter 7 are drawn on to re-present the knowledges
and actions that children and their mothers engage as co-constructors of sense
of self during the transition to school. However, this chapter re-presents seven
collective narratives, interwoven with specific individual experiences and
expressions that signal the commonalities and differences among the
participants. The responses of 17 children and their mothers are re-presented,
although not all children and parents provided data that related to each
narrative or sub-narrative. This was typically because a child or mother was not
asked all of the questions on the interview schedule. In some cases, child
interviews were ended when a child was disinterested or requested to stop or
leave the interview.
This chapter shows how children’s and parents’ ways of knowing and
doing in relation to school pre-exist, emerge, are cultivated and change when
children start school. It also portrays the relationships, processes and contexts
that this group of urban Aboriginal children and their mothers perceived as
effective or valuable for promoting their positive sense of self. Intersections,
convergences and tensions in the complex sets of relations among participants’
ways of being, knowing and doing are explored to describe:


the ways of knowing and doing through which Aboriginal children and
their mothers represent positive expressions of self in relation to school;
and



under what conditions they are represented.
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8.1 Being prepared
Overview
This section draws on conversations with mothers to convey what they
knew about their child’s preparedness for school and what they did in relation
to that knowledge to prepare for their child’s positive start at school. In sharing
their views on their child’s preparedness to start school, mothers told of the
indicators and sources of knowledge that informed their views, and the actions
they undertook towards facilitating preparedness. Affirming and destabilising
processes and relationships are also foregrounded.
Where used, terminology such as ‘ready’ and ‘readiness’ reflects the
language that both interviewers and mothers used in interview conversations.
The construct of ‘readiness’ was often presented in the first instance by the
interviewers through their questions. For example, ‘What did you do to get
[your child] ready for school?’ or ‘Do you think [your child] was ready for
school?’. ‘Being prepared’ is an interpretive and analytical term that I have
employed to encompass parents’ expressions of knowing and doing in relation
to starting school. The decision to use this term was also political, seeking to
engage with a counter-narrative that displaces problematic ‘readiness’
discourses (Taylor, 2011).

8.1.1 Ways of knowing in relation to children’s preparedness
for school
Most mothers conveyed a sense of being confident and positive about
their child’s preparedness to start school. They did this in relation to a
combination of children’s attributes and their behaviours at home and in PTS
settings, namely their positive attitude to being in an educational environment.
Children’s enthusiasm for school was seen by several parents as their child
engaging in their own preparedness process. For example, Donna saw Kira as
engaging in her own self-preparation when she expressed her anticipation of
school:
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…it was like every month or so she was saying “When do I go to big
school, when do I go to the big school?” You know she was preparing
herself more or less.
Andrea noted that her role was uniforms, shoes, and lunches – that’s all I had
to do…she [Tori] did the rest, she is pretty smart. More generally, children who
displayed interest in learning, an ability to write and read letters and numerals
and who coped with the demands of their prior-to-school settings, were seen to
be adequately prepared for school. For mothers of these children, the initial
transition into the school setting was described as easy and smooth for them
and their child.
Mothers who expressed preparedness had a strong sense that their
children were good at school; in other words, the children knew how to ‘be’
and ‘do’ at school. For example, Kate saw Aspen’s behaviour at her PTS
setting as a demonstration of her being highly adaptable to the expectations of
school. She credited Aspen’s smooth entry to school to her capacity to adopt
the role expectations of school successfully:
I was expecting it, only because she’s a totally different person at
preschool to what she is at home. So I knew that when she went to
school, she would be the same kid that she was at preschool at school,
and the same kid at home that she was before. When she is at school
she is Miss Prim and Proper, she’s got the manners, she has got the
whole lot. She is the perfect student. At home she’s the perfect so and
so.
Similarly, Andrea’s sense of preparedness was drawn from her knowledge that
Tori had always been good at school. In this respect, narratives of preparedness
drew on a strong maternal impression that their child could maintain a certain
set of appropriate behaviours while they were at school. Mothers related their
child’s capacity to meet the expectations of school with children’s qualities and
dispositions as mature, smart, confident, and independent.
Many of these mothers also commented, sometimes lamented, that their
children did not exhibit these attributes at home. For some, home was not seen
as a place requiring the same sort of behavioural expectations and, perhaps,
even a place for releasing pent up energies from being good all day at school.
This contrast between the ways of being and doing between home and school,
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and children’s ability to regulate their behaviours across contexts resonates
with notions of “two ways learning” (Armstrong et al., 2012, p. 31) and
“culture-switching” (Fluckiger, 2010, p. 101). Parents’ association of this
capacity with their children’s dispositions suggests that children’s
characteristics are a powerful driver of their ability to successfully negotiate
expectations across school and home settings. Given that several mothers—
Andrea, Lateisha, Melinda—spoke of valuing and actively promoting
resilience and independence in their children, it is likely that for these children,
their autonomy was a resource that had been accrued over time in their home
context.
Tracey responded with mixed feelings and a high level of uncertainty
about Piper’s ‘readiness’ to start school. Her view that Piper was not prepared
for school was based on Piper’s unwillingness to go to school, a delay in being
able to write her own name, and concerns about her ability to get along with
others. In contrast, Piper knew about homework and the home reading from her
older sister and this and her constant boredom at home were put forward as an
indicator of her being ‘ready’ for school. The family’s mixed feelings
emanated from comparisons to the ‘school readiness’ of their older child and
from having had a teacher, who had met Piper at the school’s orientation
program, discuss her concerns about Piper’s emotional behaviour with the
family. Tracey described the teacher’s words as one minute she is fine, the next
she is not. Different moods every week. She is different. Tracey questioned the
teacher’s observation of Piper, noting that she felt her behaviours were not that
different from those of other children. The school’s orientation sessions, whilst
perceived to be really good in terms of quantity (every Friday morning for two
terms), were not seen by Tracey as being particularly helpful in relation to
easing Piper’s reluctance to start school.
Despite their general feeling that their child was ready for school, six
mothers mentioned one or more concerns that they held, or challenges that they
felt their child had faced in their early experiences of school. Among these
parents, three (Tamara, Marita, Liana) described their children as very strong
academically but felt that their child had been experiencing some difficulty
with the social and emotional demands of school.
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Five parents expressed some uncertainty about their child’s adjustment
to the expectations of school and concern about how their child’s behavioural
tendencies would be perceived at school. For Sasha, this related to believing
that Marlee would need time to adjust to the expectation of sitting and listening
for periods of time. She noted her concern about what they [school] will think
about her daughter during this adjustment period. Liana worried that Luca’s
ASD-related behaviours would not be understood at school and would lead to
him being seen as the naughty kid. Tamara was worried about Jordyn’s highly
emotional responses at school and at home: she's as bright as a button, that's
not a problem. It's just her emotional handling of things and social skills that
I'm really worried about. Anita was not sure about how Ryan would go at
school ‘cause he’s so moody and slow but she drew confidence about Ryan’s
preparedness for school from her experience as a mother: I’ve got 11 kids, if I
thought they had a problem I would have picked up on it. In contrast, Terri’s
experiences as a mother had destabilised, rather than enhanced, her confidence
in Jayden’s preparedness for school:
Interviewer:

Do you think Jayden was ready for school?

Terri:

Yeah. At first I wasn’t 100% sure because I thought I’d
have trouble with him. Just because he’s just really wild
and stuff and he just didn’t listen so I was thinking – I
don’t know ‘cause ever since he was a baby I thought I’d
have trouble with him – and I thought Casey [older
sister] would breeze through school. But it’s just the
opposite. And he’s just doing really well. Like, his
teacher’s happy with him.

For Liana and Sasha, who perceived their child’s ways of being at
home as a mismatch to those expected by schools, the thought that their child
would be assessed too early against school readiness expectations was a source
of concern. These parents did not suggest that the expectations of school were
too high, but they were conscious that their child would need time to adjust to
school expectations. Here, parents were nervous about the first impressions that
teachers would form about their child and how these impressions might impact
their child’s opportunities to grow and adjust in their own time and to have
their needs met. Liana, Sasha and Anita all hoped that their child would be
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granted time as they worked toward learning and adapting to the expectations
of school.
Various sources of knowledge impacted on mothers’ general sense of
confidence in their child’s preparedness for school. Five mothers relied on their
own observations of their children in PTS settings and at home to ascertain
their readiness for school. Only Sasha gave an account of collaborating with a
PTS setting to ensure that Marlee was prepared for school. She described how
she made the approach to Marlee’s PTS educators:
She was in childcare so at the beginning of last year I said [to the
educators], look she will be attending Kindergarten next year, she will
be going to a Catholic school, which is a private school and I want to
make sure that she’s ready to go onto that school and that she’s not
embarrassed about her knowledge, about anything, common sense and
whatnot. So they at preschool they prepared her for the whole year all
last year…and they arranged for a portfolio for her, for it to be given to
me at the end of the year and showed how she was progressing, ‘cause
they asked exactly what I wanted done with her, I said I want her to
know her name; her last name; count to certain numbers; know her
ABCs and know how to write her ABCs and to know how to write up to
15 – I just wanted to make sure she was pre-prepared for that.
Six parents drew on a combination of their own and others’ knowledge to
engage allied health services prior to the start of school to address their child’s
learning-related needs. In general, mothers appreciated identification of their
children’s needs and heeded advice from early intervention professionals.
However, Anita disregarded an assessment of Ryan, deferring to her own
knowledge and experience as a more legitimate measure of his capabilities.
Connections to TAC and the Gudaga Study aided five parents to seek and
obtain support through allied health services for their children prior to their
start at school.
Four mothers believed that these services had met their child’s needs in
terms of preparation for school. Jakob’s mother felt that surgery and
intervention had resolved hearing and speech issues for Jakob and had boosted
his confidence for his entry to school. Justine had found that the Occupational
Therapist (OT) support provided for Jye had improved particular areas of
concern and resulted in a positive report on Jye’s readiness for school. Liana
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spoke of the progress that Luca had made by working with his special needs
case worker to overcome challenges such as wearing shoes before he went to
school. She too had benefited from the relationship with the case worker,
gaining valuable knowledge about Luca’s school transition support needs.
Tracey attributed Piper’s academic progress to having had access to several
months of occupational therapy in the mid to late months of the year prior to
school and reported at the start of Kindergarten that Piper felt very proud of
herself because she’s fine now. Support for Ryan’s hearing and Jordyn’s
behavioural and emotional symptoms were ongoing.
Mothers reflected on activities and services that were seen to prepare
children for school. One of these was attending a PTS setting. Three mothers
highlighted how experiences in these settings had assisted their children to
become accustomed to making regular transitions into non-parental care and to
the expectations of school, particularly associated with knowing letters and
numbers and counting. Five mothers acknowledged that their children’s
preparedness attributes resulted from their participation in the transition to
school programs that were offered by PTS settings and/or schools. The range
of attributes referred to included: learning to write their name; learning selfhelp and social skills; gaining familiarity with the new school setting; and
getting to know their teacher and other children who would be in their class.
With regard to the last two points, parents noted that the transition to school
programs offered enabled children to gain valuable experiences within their
new school setting. For Ryan and Brooke, who did not attend a PTS setting in
the year before starting school, but did attend their schools’ transition to school
programs, these sessions were reported as playing a significant role in
preparing them for their start to the school year.
Not all of the mothers reported that all of the transition activities were
valuable. For example, Sasha felt that her own preparation strategies had been
more effective for Marlee than the meet and greet nature of the transition
program:
I think she was definitely prepared for the day – she probably had a
perspective of knowing what was going down because of how much I
just drilled her head with it, she knew what she was going to be
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stepping into – if there was something that she was wary about she’d
definitely ask me about it so she was well prepared.
‘Readiness’ as a topic of discussion was often initiated by the
interviewer. However, notions of ‘readiness’ also featured in unprompted
conversations about starting school, indicating that readiness language had
become part of the vernacular among mothers when talking about their child
starting school. The expectation of getting and being ready appeared to be
widely accepted as a part of starting school and was for the most part
unquestionably negotiated by parents.
While families often did employ readiness discourses to guide their
own assessment of their child’s preparedness to meet the school’s readiness
expectations, they did not define their children as ‘not ready’. All parents saw
their child as having some readiness attributes, and where concerns were noted,
the passage of time was noted as the necessary condition for their adjustment to
the expectations of school. Sasha exemplified this knowledge in relation to
Marlee’s transition:
I think she’s definitely ready and even if she’s not ready she will
definitely adapt to the environment that she has to go into…I think her
first probably two months…will be a big hiccup for her because she’s
probably just settling in – she’s just focussing, “Hey, it’s not all about
fun and games like it is outside school”.
In this sense, families did not perpetuate ‘readiness’ as a binary notion that can
narrowly depict children as ‘not ready’ and therefore position them in deficit as
they start school. Rather, mothers took account of the sum of their children’s
strengths and their challenges and, where it was considered necessary, they
mobilised support for children before starting school. In this way they
recognised and acknowledged the progress made as part of their sense of theirs
and their child’s preparedness for school.
Mothers also constructed their view of their child’s readiness attributes
in relation to the attributes of a sibling at the time of their transition to school.
Experiences with older children were influential in mothers’ sense of being
prepared for subsequent children. Being a parent of a child starting school did
not necessarily become easier the second, third or even tenth time around,
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despite school being a seemingly chartered territory for these families.
Generally, experiences with older siblings provided reassurance and
confidence about subsequent children’s readiness. However this was not
always the case. For example, Terri’s experience of Casey’s unexpected
learning difficulties had evoked uncertainty about Jayden’s preparedness for
school. Typically, parents who had previous experience and relationships with
school were well-positioned to contribute to their child’s preparation for school
and meet challenges where they existed.

8.1.2 Ways of doing in relation to children’s preparedness for
school
Thirteen mothers were asked about what they had done to prepare their
child for school. All indicated that they had employed a range of strategies as
preparatory activities. Seven mothers reported that preparation for school also
involved other family members—including siblings and grandparents—taking
up roles as preparers of children for school and working in collaborative ways
with parents and educators.
In general, mothers in the study held a strong sense that expectations
surrounded children starting school and were keenly aware of their role as
preparers of their children. In particular, preparedness activities that mothers
instigated at home with their school entrants indicated that they did feel and
were responding to new expectations. The preparation activities undertaken
most often by mothers were talking to children about aspects of school,
purchasing uniforms and supplies, and academic activities.
The salience of the first of these activities for mothers reflects previous
research (see Dockett & Perry, 2004a). Mothers reported talking about aspects
of school where they expected their child to need support. For example, Sasha
described how she countered the unrealistic experience of school that she felt
Marlee gained through the Orientation sessions by repeatedly depicting school
as:
about sitting and quiet and listening. It’s all ears and it’s about
listening and you’re going to put your listening ears on and you’re
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going to look at the teacher and you’re going to listen to what she’s
saying and talking to you. And that’s what I tell her….
Topics for discussion also arose in emergent ways. For example, Sasha recalled
that Marlee had not been prepared for the school’s policy of separating the
younger and older students and was upset on her first day to only be able to see
her sister through a fence. When faced with Marlee’s concern at not being able
to play with her sister and her plea that she didn’t have any friends, Sasha told
of her perception that school was a place that would require Marlee to be more
independent in order to negotiate the social aspects of school. Her approach to
supporting Marlee to understand how social relations might operate at school
involved her and Marlee’s big sister telling stories to Marlee about what to
expect at school:
I let her know a heads up because she says, “Mum I don’t have no
friends, how do I make friends,” and I said, “You know what my girl,”
I said, “You can smile,” she says, “Yeah,” and I said, “You can talk,”
she says, “Yeah, and that’s how you get friends baby girl”, she goes,
“Oh yeah mum.” So I just gave her the heads up of what she will be
experiencing and what sort of a world that she’ll be going into.
Six mothers practised academic skills-based learning with their
children, including reading, writing, and counting. This appeared to be
associated with providing skills that parents expected their child should be able
to demonstrate at school. Following the logic that parents’ preparation
activities flow from their beliefs about school readiness, the prevalence of
academic skill practice suggests that these mothers held a belief that their child
needed to have these skills to be ready for school. Barbarin et al. (2008, p. 693)
similarly found that “nominal knowledge” was a recurrent feature of readiness
among the parents in their study.
In addition to preparing children for the academic expectations of
school, a number of mothers were focused on preparing their child for the
behavioural expectations of school. In line with previous research, the most
notable area of concern for parents related to their child’s behaviour
(Wildenger & McIntyre, 2011). Four parents had elevated concerns about their
child meeting the behavioural expectations of school and had employed
activities and talk as strategies to support their child to meet these expectations.
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For two parents, Tracey and Terri, these concerns were dispelled soon after
their children started school.
The mothers were generally pleased with the ways in which schools
were working to prepare children for school. However, one mother, Liana, was
disappointed when the school did not follow through with support plans, and
two other mothers indicated that Orientation sessions had not met their
expectations. Previous studies have reported a heightened sense of parental
expectation relating to their child’s learning in the lead up to starting school,
noting that this can, in turn, increase parents’ expectations of schools (Rothe et
al., 2014). This appeared to be evident in this study when parents held
particular concerns for their child’s adjustment to school. In many cases,
parents had not waited until children started school to arrange support for their
child and effective strategies were already in place and taking effect by the
time children started school. In this respect, PTS settings and community
connections had been more instrumental in preparation for school processes
than the child’s prospective school.
As parents spoke about being prepared and preparing in relation to their
child starting school, they revealed a moment of decision-making and action
that implied that they perceived starting school as a significant milestone in
theirs and their child’s lives – one that required new ways of being and doing.
Six parents spoke of making decisions that pre-empted their children starting
school. Sasha made clear that her priorities were her children’s wellbeing. To
promote this, she had felt the need to make changes to her working hours to
respond to the different role she believed she needed to take up as a parent of
school children:
Well I’ve actually cut my hours. When she does go back to school I’m
starting at 10 o’clock and finishing at 3 because I just want to be able
to…It’s more about – that’s the whole point why I come to work is to –
is for my babies so now my kids are ready to go up in school I’m going
to make sure that I’m going to be there 100 percent. And then I’m going
to make sure – I want to make sure that she is getting well looked after
like everybody else’s. And not – I don’t have any special needs but to be
equal and everybody to treat her equally.
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Implicit in her comments is Sasha’s sense of responsibility to ensure her
children’s wellbeing. Sasha spoke of a sense of purpose that anticipated her
children starting school, that is, going to work was part of her strategic
approach to being well-prepared for school. Having worked in the lead-up to
her children’s school years, she was setting herself up to be able to attend to
her priorities as a parent of school children. In the following excerpt, Sasha
continues to portray her actions as preparatory: setting herself up to be able to
attend to her priorities. These priorities relate to her aspirations for her children
to attend a school of her choice which, in turn, represented an opportunity for
her to provide an education for her children that was different from her own:
I went to the preschool there so if any of you know, I wouldn’t mind my
kids going into the same preschool as me but, I come into the workforce
to make sure that my kids get a proper education, I want to make sure
that they, that I fulfil their dreams and I’ll put them in the best school
that’s appropriate for them.
Making decisions regarding school choice also formed part of
Lateisha’s, Julia’s, Melinda’s and Liana’s narratives about preparing for their
child to start school. Lateisha recounted how she went against her parents’
wishes for Jamie to go to a private school by choosing instead to send Jamie to
the public school that she had attended as a child. Melinda and Julia described
purposeful and strategic decision-making about school choice that was driven
by a desire to seek opportunities for their children that were not seen as
available in their neighbourhood schools:
Interviewer:
Melinda:

So how did you choose the school that he went to?
Because, I live in a crappy area and I didn’t want him to
grow up with the kids around this area and be crappy
like they're going to be, pretty much. I want him to have
a good start in life, so I put him in a private school.

Julia:

Where we were living before we moved, I wasn’t too
keen on the local school in the area. I didn’t like the
area that we were in. So I looked at my options, and with
me working in the same area that the school’s in – it’s
still close to home…
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Liana was aware that providing Luca with a sense of structure and
predictability was critical to his preparation for school. This led to a decision to
change preschools towards the end of the year prior to school:
He used to go to [PTS setting] but we changed September last year. He
needed to go to after school care because he needs the structure of
knowing, so I decided to move him in the September so he would know
the preschool, because the vacation care after school care is the same
people but they have three classrooms next to the school. So he’s gone
there. That seems to have worked.

Summary
Getting prepared, being prepared, or not being prepared in relation to
starting school, were pervasive storylines in the ways that mothers narrated
their experience of school transition. Lending support to previous research
(Brooker, 2002; Dockett et al., 2012), this study found that preparedness
narratives were used to describe: the roles and responsibilities that the mothers
took up as their children approached school entry; what mothers knew about
their children as school entrants; and their decisions and actions as they and
their children were preparing for and making the initial transition into their
school environment. Mothers reported actively seeking out and drawing on a
wide range of knowledge sources to inform their sense of their child’s
preparedness for school. Equally, they told of purposefully employing
strategies in a range of contexts to prepare their child for school. Overall,
mothers positioned themselves as knowers and actors in relation to their child’s
start to school, depicting themselves as co-constructors of their child’s
preparedness for school.
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8.2 Being with others
Overview
In this section, analysis reflects on children’s sense of self in relation to
their social relationships during their transition to school. Children’s narratives
about their social relationships are read as being useful to gaining insight about
the people and the patterns of interactions that shape their sense of self in their
school setting.
Among their responses, particular emphasis is placed by children on
their interactions with other children. To a lesser degree, teachers were also
mentioned. Responses indicated both positive and negative experiences of
being with others, including a range of feelings about their relationships with
the people they interacted with at school.
Children’s expressions of being with others in their school settings at
five time points are re-presented in two main areas: relationships with other
children and relationships with educators (see Table 8.1). Children’s narratives
about relationships with other children contained two sub-narratives: being
friends with others and being in conflict with others. In the former, children
spoke about who their friends were and were not, their attempts at making
friends, and the feelings and activities that friendships engendered. In the latter,
children shared their perceptions of social experiences that bothered them or
evoked negative feelings about school and their responses to these interactions.
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Table 8.1: Number of child respondents across time points according to
narratives and sub-narratives
Interview time point
Prior-to-school

School entry – start
of Kindergarten

End of Kindergarten

Start of Year 1

End of Year 1

Narrative or sub-narrative
Relationships with other
children
 Being friends with others
Relationships with other
children
 Being friends with others
 Being in conflict with
others
Relationships with educators
Relationships with other
children
 Being friends with others
 Being in conflict with
others
Relationships with educators

No. of respondents
4
13
13
8
12
17
17
12
9

Relationships with other
children
 Being friends with others
 Being in conflict with
others
Relationships with educators

17
17
10

Relationships with other
children
 Being friends with others
 Being in conflict with
others
Relationships with educators

16
16
13

6

14

8.2.1 Relationships with other children
Being friends with others
Before starting school, Marlee, Kayla and Ryan each knew that they
would have friends at school. Marlee and Ryan knew that a particular close
friend would be at school and, for Kayla, it was all my friends. Piper indicated
that she did not have friends at school. In her interview, any suggestion of her
having made friends during Orientation sessions by her mother was adamantly
denied by Piper.
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At the start of the Kinder year, ten children named two or more friends.
Four of these children (Tayah, Jye, Ryan, Kira) described themselves as having
lots or heaps of friends. A further four children (Marlee, Kayla, Jayden, Piper)
identified one particular friend. Playing with friends was associated with
positive feelings at school for six children, and, for one child, learning with
friends made them feel good at school. There was no correspondence between
the presence of prior friendships when children started school and the
children’s perceptions of having friends at this time point. Eight (one was not
asked) of the nine children who did not start school with existing friends
indicated that they had friends at the start of the year. However, four of the
children who started school without friends were in the group of seven children
who recalled feeling lonely or sad because they did not have friends to play
with or perceived that their friends did not want to play with them. For
example:
Interviewer:
Jamie:
Interviewer:
Brooke:
Interviewer:
Brooke:
Kira:
Interviewer:
Kira:
Interviewer:
Kira:

Some kids feel really excited when they start school, and
some feel--I felt lonely ‘cause I didn’t have no friends there.
So Jamie was feeling lonely. Did anybody else have any
feelings on that day?
My friend Elsie, she was feeling lonely too but she
doesn’t feel lonely anymore
Do you still sometimes feel lonely?
Yeah, I do when no-one plays with me.
When no-one plays with me, I always feel alone.
Does that happen a lot of times?
Only sometimes, maybe five times.
When you are feeling like that is there someone who will
help you?
I just find someone.

Despite their recollections of feeling lonely, children appeared to draw
effectively on their own resources to instigate positive experiences of making
friends soon after starting school:
Jamie:
Brooke:
Jamie:
Interviewer:

Yeah ‘cause she was in the first day wasn’t you Brooke?
Yeah and I saw you at school.
‘Cause remember we [were] not friends, then we ask the
name, then we are friends.
So how did you make friends?
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Casey:

I said politely and they said, “Yes, you can be my
friend.”

Interviewer:
Tayah:

Where did you meet your friends?
I met Bella because we made friends and because you
know how we made friends? ...we made friends because
we were doing a sheep. This is funny, how to make
friends, because we were doing a sheep and I had to
help her and then we came out to go home and then
Bella was like “You want to be best friends forever?”
I’m like “Okay”, ‘cause I helped her.

In contrast, Marlee’s response to the question, What would you tell other kids if
they were coming to this school? revealed that she could not rely on the same
strategies that appeared to work for Jamie, Brooke, Casey and Tayah. This
would appear to reflect her broader experience of rejection by her classmates:
Marlee:
Interviewer:
Marlee:
Interviewer:
Marlee:

Interviewer:
Marlee:
Interviewer:
Marlee:
Interviewer:
Marlee:

I would tell them, “Can you play with me?” and they
say, “No, ‘cause we don’t even know your name”.
Would you tell them your name?
Yes, and they said, “So what? We don’t want to play
with you.”
Does somebody say that to you, do they?
All the people in my class and who is not in my class
don’t play with me. That’s where I get my three big girls
to play with me.
So, have you got any friends in your class?
No.
You only play with the big kids, with your sister? How
do you feel about that?
I feel sad, when I was crying, I was going like, crossing
my legs and putting that, like that--Putting your head down?
---and when my sister found me, the three girls seen me
and they came and said, “What’s wrong?”…I telled
them what happened…and they cuddled me and they
were making me laugh. Sissy holded this hand, my
cousin holded this hand and Callie holded my feet and
they were swinging me round like that.

At the end of Kinder, more children reported having many friends than
at the start of Kinder. Eight children named many friends (four or five or more)
or described having lots of friends. Casey, Jamie, Brooke, Aspen, and Jordyn
each named two or three friends, with both Brooke and Aspen each naming a
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cousin as one of their friends. Casey’s two friends were not in her class. She
described how nobody in [her] class was her friend because it’s a smarty class.
Korey and Jayden indicated that they had one special friend, as did Jakob and
Piper, yet their one special friend was a sibling – in Jakob’s case, his older
brother and in Piper’s, her older sister. Piper specified that no one else was her
friend. She told of playing with her sister and her sister’s friends at lunchtime
and of not making any friends in her class. Marlee insisted several times that
she played with no one and that other children did not want to play with her,
but she had indicated that she did play group games with children during break
times at school which she expressed as an enjoyable experience for her. Marlee
did propose that Jakob was her friend. Jakob, also present in the interview,
denied being Marlee’s friend, which could indicate a lack of reciprocity or an
absence of friendship (Bagwell & Schmidt, 2011b). For 14 children, playing
with friends, helping them, or getting along with them made them feel good at
school. For two children, it was simply their friends that made them feel good
at school.
At the start of Year 1, Tayah, Jamie, Brooke, Aspen, Kira, Ryan, Tori,
Kayla, and Jye continued to identify themselves as having many friends. For
Tori, finding friends was what she was good at. Brooke and Aspen included a
cousin, and Jamie included her sister, as one of their many friends. Casey,
Jakob and Korey shifted from naming one or two friends to speaking of many
children who were their friends. Jayden and Jordyn named two friends and
Luca and Piper spoke about one special friend. Luca seemed to lament that
there had been a change to the number of his friends, as well as to the
conditions he had encountered in Year 1 that further impacted his diminishing
sense of being with friends: I don’t have much friends any more. I’ve only got
one, that’s all. But we’re not allowed to sit next to each other in class because
we’ve been naughty. Marlee continued to represent herself as not having
friends, but indicated that she had one playmate. Ten children referred to
playing with friends as what made them feel good at school; having friends
made two children feel good at school; and, one child felt good when she was
being helped by friends during classroom learning activities. Jordyn told of
what she did with her friends: I play with my friends in the playground. They’re
nice to me if I fall over. One looks after me. The absence of play was definitive
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of friendship for Korey who stated: Children I don’t play with are not my
friends.
At the end of Year 1, the list of children who indicated having many
friends remained similar to previous time points. Fourteen of the 17 children
interviewed at the end of Year 1 named three or more friends, as they had in
previous time points. Aspen described feeling good because she had made new
friends at her new school and, when later asked, what she was good at, she
responded: Making new friends. Luca and Marlee named one friend. At the
time of his interview Luca noted that his friend was away and that he would
not have anyone to play with. Marlee told of one boy who was her friend,
although she did not name him or could not recall what they did together. Piper
stated that she had no friends and played with her sister and her sister’s friends
during recess and lunch breaks at school. When asked if she had any friends in
her class, Piper responded: [they] don’t really be my friend because they never
play with me. They run away when I try to play with them. Several children
again explained that they were not friends with some children because they did
not play with those children. Jakob exemplified this when he described a boy
who helped him with his schoolwork in class but was not really a friend
because we don’t play together.
Being in conflict with others
At the start of Kindergarten, eight children indicated that particular
interactions with other children had been bothering them at school and/or did
not make them feel good at school. Getting hurt in the context of play, the
noisiness of children in the classroom and playground, and hitting (Kira) and
punching (Jayden) were all mentioned as negative experiences of being with
other children.
By the end of Kindergarten, 14 children spoke of their experiences of
negative interactions with other children. These were described as noisiness,
bossiness, rudeness, meanness, hitting, unfairness, being annoyed by one or
more other children, or being excluded from play. Jordyn typified this last
experience with her comment: I get sad when friends don’t play with me. Casey
also told of being excluded from playing with other children. Brooke, Aspen
and Jamie all agreed that some kids are mean and they are not friends, and
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when Casey was asked why she was having a bad time at school, she indicated
that there were other people [other than her friends], who hit her because they
hated her.
Issues relating to break times and play mates continued to be a
challenging for several children as they started Year 1. Jayden, was not able to
find his friends in the playground and Luca recalled being bothered by lots of
people. Five children recalled experiences of physical forms of aggressive or
violent behaviour such as getting hurt during rough play or being involved in,
or an observer of, fighting amongst children. Children’s reports of these
episodes indicated that these experiences were typically not interactions
between friends. On the other hand, relational aggression (Burr, Ostrov,
Jansen, Cullerton-Sen, & Crick, 2005) such as exclusion of others from play
and meanness were interactions that were experienced among friends,
particularly female friends. Bullying was mentioned once by Jordyn and was
associated with fighting and kicking and other children getting hurt.
At the end of Year 1, 14 children told of experiences with other
children that bothered them or did not make them feel good at school. Six girls
reported that other girls’ behaviours bothered them at school. These behaviours
included stealing, bothering for money, meanness, fighting, bossiness,
rudeness, and yelling. Tori reported that people tease her and won’t let her play
with them. Marlee described no longer playing with the girl who was her play
partner at the beginning of the year because of her bothersome behaviour. She
added that her mother had planned to have her placed in another class to this
particular girl and that she did not want to be in her class in Year 2. Two of the
girls, Jamie and Kira, noted that they no longer played with a previously named
friend as they felt that they were no longer liked by this girl. Aspen also spoke
about her experience of a change in a friend: Molly was my friend but she
turned into mean. Kayla told of her annoyance with her friend getting into
fights and her strategy to act like I’m not playing with her to avoid getting
involved. Tayah noted that one friend’s jealousy was behind her rudeness. Her
preference was to seek a solution and maintain friendships:
Tayah:

Some girls that are actually my friend are being bossy to
me, like Ava is my second main but she’s always rude to
me.... But we’re still friends because like Lara is always
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Interviewer:
Tayah:

with me and she gets upset and jealous because Lara is
never with her…. And then I’m like okay, I’ve got to sort
all this out because they’re both fighting and I can’t do
anything so I’ve got to sort it out.
So how do you sort that?
It’s easy, like I just get them both together, I get them to
go on the oval, “How about you both go on the oval
together and play? There you go, Ava, now you’re not
going to be rude to me”, and then she’s still rude to me
because I get a token and she doesn’t. That’s something
silly to fight over.

Jakob named one boy whom he perceived to be inviting himself into
games when it was not his turn. Jakob described how he tried to explain that
the unfairness of an additional player in the context of having equal numbers of
players in the game, but was overruled by the teacher in the end. Luca told of
being teased by the Year 2s. He described the teasing as directed at his size and
appearance and his strategy for dealing with it:
Interviewer:
Luca:
Interviewer:
Luca:
Interviewer:
Luca:
Interviewer:
Luca:
Interviewer:
Luca:
Interviewer:
Luca:
Interviewer:
Luca:
Interviewer:
Luca:
Interviewer:
Luca:

What do you do when they do things like that?
I just do it back to them.
Do you tell anyone or let anybody know that they're
bothering you?
Yeah. Then my friends come along and then they start
helping me.
So what do your friends do to help you?
Bother them.
Do you tell anybody else that's happening?
No.
Do you ever go and ask the teacher about it?
No.
And do the older kids go away then when your friends
come along?
No. They just get their friends.
So then what happens?
Oh, they just tease some more and more and then they
just start telling.
Who do they tell?
The teacher.
And then what happens when the teacher gets involved?
Normally they can't find us because we run away. They
never find us.

In their first years at school, children told of various strategies that they
had for successfully averting or dealing with the unwanted behaviour of other
children. When children were faced with being annoyed or bothered by another
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child or children, a common approach was to avoid interaction. For example,
Tori stated that when my friends are nasty to me – I have to walk away and Jye
noted: I stay away from kids I don’t get along with. While most children spoke
of employing passive strategies for dealing with conflict, Ryan told of his
intention to bash anyone who teased my little brother. Children tended to rely
on telling their teachers as their way to deal with behaviours that involved
more physical aggression.

8.2.2 Relationships with educators
Reflecting on their start to school, four children recalled having some
knowledge of their teacher or a memory of their teacher. Jayden indicated that
he knew his teacher when he started school. He recalled that he was told who
his teacher would be by his Mum. Tori viewed not knowing her teacher as
what made her feel like she did not want to go to school and scared at the start
of the school year. Remembering his first day at school, Ryan recollected that
his teacher acknowledged him and knew who he was. Two children were asked
at the start of Kinder, What is your teacher like? Jayden responded that he
didn’t know and Jordyn described her teacher as sometimes nice and sometimes
cranky…she be nice when people listen.
Although not asked direct questions about their teachers, twelve
children talked of their relationships with their teachers. For example, five
children indicated the significance of teachers by taking photos of them on
their photo walk. In other examples, Korey, Jayden, Marlee, and Casey
associated being helped by their teachers with issues in the playground. For
Casey, the association was also with rules that are intended to keep you safe,
and for Ryan, his teacher was the person who helped him to know how to be
good at school. Kira added her teacher to her list of friends after telling the
interviewer about how her teacher helped her with her lunch.
Interviewer:
Kira:
Interviewer:
Kira:

Who usually helps you with it?
Miss Tan. Oh! (excitedly) I’ve got one last friend!
Who is it?
Miss Tan.

Jordyn suggested that other children don’t listen to their teachers. Identifying
the fault in this, she positioned herself as not like these other children.
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Interviewer:
Jordyn:
Interviewer:
Jordyn:
Interviewer:
Jordyn:
Interviewer:
Jordyn:

So what mostly happens in this school? What are all the
kids doing?
Um, they don't listen to their teachers.
Are kids supposed to listen to teachers?
Yes.
Why are they supposed to, do you know?
Because they have to do what they're told.
Right. Do you do what you're told?
Yeah.

Following on from her description of her teacher as being nice when people
listen, Jordyn conveyed that her self-perception that she did listen and had her
teacher’s favour, which was reinforced by the teacher’s rewards.
Jordyn:
Interviewer:
Jordyn:
Interviewer:
Jordyn:
Interviewer:
Jordyn:

I always go [crosses arms and actions closing lips].
So you always cross your arms and close your lips.
Well, I bet she's glad you do that.
Yes. She is. I've got five more stickers to go.... Even I got
an award for helping and good reading.
Oh, very good, Jordyn. And were you proud of yourself?
Yeah. I was even smiling on my thing.
You were smiling. So do you think you're good at
school? Like, good at doing the work?
Yep.

Kayla and Tori also associated teachers with rewards and punishment, seeing
their teacher as determining who was being good and who was not, and
identifying with being the recipients of the rewards for good behaviour:
Interviewer:
Kayla:
Tori:
Interviewer:
Tori:

What does [the teacher] do when you get in trouble?
Tell them to stop it.
She – to sit near the door.
What happens if you're good then?
Then you – we get a sticker when we’re sitting on the
floor.

Marlee indicated her teacher’s behaviour management practices when
asked what she did not like at school: she did not like getting on the yellow or
red apple because it says that I had a sad day. To the same question, Luca
replied, I don’t like the teachers yelling at me.
Nine children were asked about their teacher at the end of Kindergarten.
All nine indicated that they felt good and/or liked their teacher. Aspen, Jamie
and Brooke agreed that their teacher made them happy. Jamie announced that
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she loves her teacher and, in this context, Jamie and Brooke both agreed that
they did not want to go to Year 1 yet. Jordyn described her teacher as someone
who is kind to us…and likes us. Casey thought that her teacher was happy, and
when asked if she thought her teacher was happy with her, she replied yes.
Casey, Tayah, Kayla, and Tori indicated that teachers helped them
when other children bothered them, or in conflict situations with other children.
Jordyn told of seeking and finding such help from the principal at her school.
When asked if she wanted to add anything to her interview, Brooke chose to
make known that her teacher helps [her]. Children noted things that their
teachers did for them like helping them to source food if they forgot food from
home, writing them special notes, and giving them presents. One child, Kira,
noted the context-dependent nature of her teacher’s disposition:
Interviewer:
Kira:
Interviewer:
Kira:
Interviewer:
Kira:
Interviewer:
Kira:
Interviewer:
Kira:

And how do you feel about Ms. Landy. What’s she been
like this year?
Cranky and good.
Why does she get cranky?
Because people be naughty.
And when’s she been good?
When people are not naughty.
Has she been cranky at you?
No. Only once because I was looking at Jackson’s head
and [Ms. Landy] yelled at me.
How did you feel when she yelled at you?
Sad.

Kira also spoke about her experience of not meeting her teacher’s expectations.
Given the experience had occurred early in the year, her representation of this
as her first memory of what had been happening during the year at school
would suggest that this was a salient experience for Kira.
Interviewer:
Kira:
Interviewer:
Kira:
Interviewer:
Kira:
Interviewer:
Kira:

Tell me what’s been happening this year for you at
school?
That once I didn’t bring my home reader and then I got
on the sad face.
And what happened then?
I had to stay on the carpet.
And how did you feel about that?
I can’t remember.
And when did that happen?
A long time ago.
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Interviewer:
Kira:
Interviewer:
Kira:

So you remember it even though it happened a long time
ago you – it’s still clear in your mind is it?
Yeah.
So, was it not a very good thing to happen?
No.

When asked if any good things had happened, Kira announced: Yes, that two
days in a row a long time ago I went on the happy face. She continued by
recounting the awards she had received and her progress-to-date in the school’s
merit award system.
Jordyn was asked for her thoughts about her teacher at the start of Year
1. She felt positive about her teacher, elaborating that she liked her teacher
because we do handwriting and we have free play every Friday. Similarly,
Tayah indicated that she felt good at school because my teachers make us do
sometimes easy stuff and sometimes not. Three children mentioned their
teachers in relation to the transition from Kindergarten to Year 1. Two children
expressed feelings of missing their Kindergarten teacher. While both children
were positive about going to Year 1, Kira said she was sad to leave my teacher
because I never went to time out in Kinder and Casey recalled that she was
happy, but all I know is to go back to Kindergarten ‘cause it was so easy with
my other teacher. The third child, Aspen, indicated that, unlike her friends, she
was not scared about going into Year 1 because she had spent time in her Year
1 teacher’s group (remedial literacy group) while she was in Kindergarten.
Three children talked about their teachers in the context of being helped to
resolve conflict or problems. Tayah described how she would talk to her
teacher about things that are worrying her and it makes her feel better. Jordyn
spoke about being helped by teachers to deal with playground conflict but
Casey pointed out that the teacher never does nothing to stop the children who
bother her when she is trying to learn.
At the end of Year 1, 14 children were asked for their thoughts about
their teacher. All 14 children, in various ways, were positive about their
teacher. For example, children described their teachers as good, kind, very nice,
and awesome. Four children liked their teacher and Marlee love[d] her teacher
so much because she’s the best teacher. To the question, What makes you feel
good at school? Brooke replied, the teachers are nice. Children liked their
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teachers for a range of reasons. Luca liked that when it rains or gets hot, she
gets the toys out and Tori liked that her teacher smiles and gives us easy work
and lets us play the computer and play her phone. Korey’s teacher was nice
because sometimes she plays games with us and sometimes we play games with
her. Tayah acknowledged that she did not want to leave. Cause it’s fun in Mrs
Hart’s class.
As with other time periods, teachers were associated with solutions to
social conflict. Nine girls and one boy indicated that they told the teacher when
children at school bothered them or excluded them. For example, Tayah
described how the teachers help her to find friends to play with when she was
excluded by her peers. Kira, Brooke and Jamie all noted that they could also go
to the principal whenever their efforts to solve their issues had been
unsuccessful.

Summary
In relation to being with others, children talked predominantly about
being with friends. Thirteen children identified themselves as having friends at
each time point. Most of these children (Ryan, Jye, Tayah, Korey, Kira, Jamie,
Brooke, Aspen, Tori, Kayla, Jordyn) spoke of having a group of friends over
time. The formation of new friendships appeared unchallenging for these
children. For Jakob, Korey, Kira, Brooke and Jamie, friendships established at
school entry continued throughout the study. Siblings and cousins featured
among the list of friends for Brooke and Aspen. According to the children,
attributes that friends had were being nice, caring and protective. A number of
children spoke of being altruistic towards their friends and of valuing their
friends for their altruistic qualities. Eight of these children stated at two or
more time points that their friends, and interaction with their friends (typically
play), made them happy at school. Tayah and Tori indicated this at each time
point. The children’s narratives suggest that experiences of friendship were
fulfilling and accompanied by play. Such relationships are likely to contribute
positively to their learning and development (Lillemyr, Sobstad, Bang, Marder,
& Flowerday, 2007; Peters, 2003). The larger numbers of friends and the ease
with which these children made friends is likely to have a positive impact on
their perception of school (Ladd, 1990).
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Luca, Piper, Casey, and Marlee nominated having friends across the
two years. However, the number of friends was generally small—often only
one friend—or sometimes no friends. At times they referred to a sibling (Piper)
or cousin (Marlee) as their friend. While being with their friends was a positive
and play-filled experience over time for these children, challenging experiences
of being with other children were more prevalent in the narratives of this group
than the group of 13 whose experiences were generally more positive. For
these children, reports of peer conflict and disaffection were more common
than they were for the other children and were indicative of higher levels of
victimisation and lower levels of friendship quality (Bagwell & Schmidt,
2011a) which may place them at risk of poorer academic outcomes and
adjustment to school (Ladd, 1990). Of more concern may be the children
whose narratives told of not having friends (Piper and Marlee). Whilst their
narratives were inconsistent in this respect, research suggests that an inability
to form friendships with other children during their early years of school places
them at risk of future lower levels of social and academic competence at school
(Palmen, Vermande, Dekovic, & van Aken, 2011).
Many of the children who reported having friends also indicated that
there were children who were not their friends. Children’s narratives suggested
that some of their relations with other children, including friends, were
characterised by disaffection and insecurity. Piper, Marlee, Jordyn, Tori, Tayah
and Casey all recounted experiences of exclusion from the play of other
children. While this form of relational aggression can be common in young
children and would suggest the presence of conflict, research using children’s
self-reports has found that the incidence of relational aggression is associated
with close and secure dyadic friendships (Bagwell & Schmidt, 2011a).
For around half the children, it was the experience of a negative
interaction that defined another child as not a friend. Children’s responses
suggested that it was possible for friends to be annoying, noisy, bossy or rude
and still remain classified as a friend. However, unfair play, meanness and
hitting were generally the actions of children who were not considered friends.
The instigators of the latter seemed to be children from classes or year levels in
the school other than the study children’s own.
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8.3 Being a learner
Overview
This section explores children’s ways of knowing and doing as learners
before starting school and during Kindergarten and Year 1 through the retelling of three main narratives: knowing about school; expectations relating to
schoolwork; and knowing about self at school at five different time points (see
Table 8.2). Children’s responses in the prior to school interviews are
encompassed in the narrative knowing about school. At subsequent time points
the narrative knowing about school includes children’s expressions of what
they know about school and what they expect in relation to their experience of
school. The narrative, knowing about self at school, captures children’s selfreported strengths and challenges, their sense of what they have learned at
school (at the end of each year interview), and who helps them to learn. This
section discusses children’s responses according to these aspects of children as
knowers and learners.
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Table 8.2: Number of child respondents across time points according to
narratives and sub-narratives
Interview time point
Prior-to-school
School entry – start
of Kindergarten

End of Kindergarten

Start of Year 1

End of Year 1

Narrative or sub-narrative
Knowing about school
Knowing about school
Expectations relating to
schoolwork
Knowing about self at school
 Learning strengths and
challenges
 Who helps me learn
Knowing about school
Expectations relating to
schoolwork
Knowing about self at school
 Learning strengths and
challenges
 I am learning at school
 Who helps me learn
Knowing about school
Expectations relating to
schoolwork
Knowing about self at school
 Learning strengths and
challenges
 Who helps me learn
Expectations relating to
schoolwork
Knowing about self at school
 Learning strengths and
challenges
 I am learning at school
 Who helps me learn

No. of respondents
4
11
5

11
8
6
13

17
17
15
10
16

17
16
13
16
16
14

8.3.1 Knowing about school
Three of the four children interviewed prior to school gave some
indication of what school would be like. Children’s responses emphasised play
and included references to playing with toys, with friends and playing sport.
The centrality of play for children starting school has been highlighted
previously in transition to school research (Kaplun, 2013; Mirkhil, 2010).
Other aspects of children’s knowledge prior to school included physical aspects
of school, particular activities they expected to do at school, and which friends
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would also be starting school. Dancing, craft, writing your name and sport
were mentioned as activities that children expected to happen at school. Kayla
indicated that she knew what the school looked like and Piper referred to the
big park, the monkey bars, and that there were no swings as aspects of the
school context that she knew about. Only Kayla indicated a sense that school
entailed [school] work. Children cited their sources of knowledge as siblings
and Orientation sessions.
At school entry, the emphasis on play shifted, with only two of the 11
children who reported knowledge about school at this time referring to play.
Facets of schoolwork emerged in children’s responses with counting, tracing
and learning mentioned by three children. References to knowing about
teachers were made by two children. Children again expressed their knowledge
as familiarity with physical aspects of the school, but at school entry a stronger
sense of the “regulative discourses” (Brooker, 2002, p. 107) of school emerged.
For example, being good appeared salient for Marlee, Jye and Ryan. A further
six children had learned that the rules at school were important to know and
Marlee identified the disciplinary practice of red and green cards as important
to know:
You can’t get a red card…‘cause if you get a red card, it has a sad
face…. And your mummy and daddy get sad, and when you get a green
card, it says, “I had a nice day.”
At the end of Kinder, four children revealed strong knowledge about
the rules attached to particular places in the school. Kayla and Tori described at
length the rules about what they could and could not do in the AEO’s room,
and Casey articulated a number of rules that she had learned in her first year
about how to behave in the classroom. Jayden described learning the rules of
games as part of his learning in the classroom. Some children also reflected on
knowledge gained about school in relation to their recollections of their sense
of self at the start of Kinder. Two children described changes characterised by
overcoming their negative feelings through building their familiarity with
school. Jye indicated that school was a place where he now wanted to be
because he could do many things such as work, and have recess and lunch, get
lunch orders and buy things at the canteen. Tayah talked about feeling shy at
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the start of the year and how she had overcome her shyness by the end of the
year:
Interviewer:
Tayah:
Interviewer:
Tayah:

Interviewer:
Tayah:
Interviewer:
Tayah:

So how did you get over that shyness?
I got used to the school.
How did you do that?
‘Cause I played a lot and then later on after that in the
middle of the year on Mondays and Fridays I went on
the equipment and I wanted to go down those two poles
and I was like looking down, holding on and I was
going, ‘Hmm, I’ll leave’. But now I love it, I put my legs
on and then I have my hands behind and then I go
“Weee” and I always, always go like that.
So did anybody help you get over your shyness?
No.
It’s just a matter of you doing it yourself, was it?
Yeah.

Tayah and Jye expressed a sense of empowerment at the end of Kinder which
contrasted with their reported vulnerability at the start of the year. Similarly,
Marlee identified that her new knowledge about drawing was a marker that she
was ready to make the transition to Year 1.
Children’s knowledge of what was important as they started Year 1
highlighted their growing understanding of the role expectations of being a
good student or learner. Five responses provided further evidence of children
learning the importance of the social requirements at school such as knowing
the Five Ls and having manners. The importance of attributes such as being
smart and being good at hard work were also heard in six children’s responses.
Jamie said she knew Aboriginal songs. This prompted Jamie, Brooke, Kira and
Aspen to ask if they could sing a song in Aboriginal language for the
interviewer. Four children indicated that the rules were important to know
because they keep you safe. Korey and Jacob mentioned knowledge that was
particular to them as individuals: that is, they both had to know how to not
make body contact with others. Korey was quite specific about what he had to
know for Year 1: I had to learn to be good which means you listen to your
teacher and help other people when they’re hurt and use your manners. Most
children conveyed a sense that they knew where to go in terms of making their
way to their Year 1 classroom. Some children explained that they just knew
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where to go and others recalled being told by teachers. Three children indicated
that they did not know anything about Year 1, with Luca adding to this that not
knowing who his teacher was going to be made him feel scared.

8.3.2 Expectations about schoolwork
Children were asked about their expectations of schoolwork in their
Kinder and Year 1 interviews. Most expected schoolwork in Kinder would be
hard. Expectations of schoolwork as hard or getting harder were less prevalent
at the end of Kinder and the start of Year 1, but became the dominant view
again as children looked ahead to Year 2. Only one child reported a sense that
schoolwork would be easier going into Year 2. Children spoke of acquiring
these expectations from a range of sources including older siblings and cousins,
visits to Year 1 classes and their teachers. These responses indicate that
children expected to experience change in the schoolwork that they would be
doing from year to year, as well as within the course of a single year.
Research has shown that expectations for hard work are typically a part
of children’s imaginings of what school will be like and that concern and worry
often accompany these expectations (Sanders et al., 2005). However, while the
results reported in this thesis support the presence of notions of hard work as
part of what children expect from school, they are less supportive of these
expectations being concerning for children. Rather, the children’s expectations
for hard work in this study were more likely to be accompanied by a positive
outlook for the year ahead and dispositions and strategies that indicated
children’s sense of being able to manage the harder schoolwork. For one child
this self-knowledge was part of her positive sense of self as a learner:
Interviewer:
Tayah:
Interviewer:
Tayah:
Interviewer:
Tayah:

And is it like what you thought it would be so far? Has it
been hard in Year 1?
Yes. Very hard. But all the – the maths questions, got
them right.
So it’s hard, but you can do it?
Yeah.
And how does that make you feel?
Good and clever.

Less positive expressions about harder schoolwork were also present in
children’s responses, as a small number of children at each time point
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expressed concern and uncertainty about how they would manage the hard
work they were expecting. At the start of Year 1, Casey and Marlee appeared
to hold low expectations of their capacity to learn, voicing their expectation
that they would learn nothing.

8.3.3 Knowing about self as a learner
Learning strengths and challenges
At the start of Kinder, children’s self-reported strengths and challenges
were varied, with equal emphasis on indoor academic activities and outdoor
game and play-based activities. Four girls and two boys indicated that their
strengths lay in academic, classroom-based activities such as writing, numbers,
reading and drawing. Three boys and one girl identified being good at play,
including playing with toys and playing games with other children in the
playground at school. Two of these boys also mentioned outdoor-based,
physical activities such as running, training, soccer and football. Five children
reported schoolwork related activities that they perceived themselves to be not
good at. Luca and Jakob declared that they were good at everything and Jordyn
reported that nothing is hard. I can do it all by myself. Marlee reported not
knowing what she was good at or not good at, at school.
By the end of Kinder, children’s list of self-reported competencies
tended more towards academic learning activities in the classroom, such as
knowing sounds, writing, reading, drawing/colouring and maths. Some
possible gender-related patterns emerged with six girls and no boys specifying
drawing and/or colouring-in as their particular strength. Being good at the
rules, packing away and being a helper were also reported by four girls.
Playing and physical activities such as sport were reported by three boys. Five
children identified quite specific areas of ability relating to soccer (Korey),
playing (Luca and Jye), and religious activities (Jakob and Kayla). Most of the
12 children who were asked what they were not good at responded that there
were not any activities that they were not good at. Piper conveyed a sense of
loss of independence at school when she added: [I’m] not good at helping
myself. I help myself at home – I help myself in the cupboards. Casey and
Jayden identified writing, and Jye spoke about reading, as activities that they
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were not good at because they were finding them hard. Expressions of finding
some aspects of schoolwork hard were common among children, yet except for
Casey, Jayden and Jye, these expressions were not attached to children’s selfperceptions of what they were not good at. Jayden and Jye both spoke of the
activities that they were not good at as things that they did not like about
school. Jye indicated his sense of being more and less successful as a reader in
different contexts by explaining that he liked reading in groups because it made
him read better.
Starting Year 1, most children continued to nominate academic,
classroom-based activities as areas in which they considered themselves
competent. Ten children indicated literacy activities such as writing, reading
and words and two specified maths. Kira and Piper saw themselves as good at
playing and Kayla, Aspen, Ryan and Jamie regarded themselves as good at
everything. Four children drew on an external frame of reference to selfappraise their performance, referring to a teacher’s appraisal, reading level, or
knowledge of the accomplishments of a group. The majority of those children
who identified an activity that they were not good at offered an academic
activity. However, seven of these eight children recognised the contingent and
unfixed nature of their experience of these activities. For example, Piper
commented that when the teacher helped her she did not get writing wrong and
that she was getting glasses to help her see small writing. Luca included
writing as both a strength and a challenge noting that he sometimes could not
think of the words and this was the part of writing that he was not good at.
Marlee and Jordyn indicated that there was nothing that they were not good at.
Literacy and numeracy featured as self-reported strengths for many
children at the end of Year 1. By this time, play was no longer regarded as a
relevant competency. The steadily growing prominence of writing at each time
point peaked with half of the children responding that they were good at
writing. The salience over time of writing for children in this study may
provide some insight into the learning journeys of school starters, suggesting
that being a writer is a significant feature of children’s experiences of
themselves as learners. Eight children specified art-based activities as their area
of strength and one, Aspen, referred to making friends as what she was good at.
This perhaps was salient for her as she had recently changed schools, and
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according to her mother, had found making new friends easy. Brooke indicated
that she was being good on the floor and had got lots of stickers for doing so.
Complexity and contingency were notable again in children’s indications of
their sense of self as learners. For example, Tayah’s numeracy self-concept
reflected her negative experiences with maths activities at school and her
comparison of her maths abilities to her high-achieving peers, rather than her
maths competence at a high level in general:
Interviewer:
Tayah:

Interviewer:

Tayah:

Interviewer:
Tayah:

Is there anything that you are not good at, at school?
Maths. Even though I’m in the highest group, but I’m
still not that good ‘cause, all the other people are better
than me, and I’m the only one that’s on the lowest
maths.
But you are in the higher group, but you are on the
lower end. So what do you think it is that you have
trouble with in maths?
Say if we got cards, like we had to choose three and then
add on that number that we get the fourth card, he’d
[another child in group] just be calling it out every time
and he wouldn’t let anybody else have a go. So say I’d
do an easy one…. So 10 and the next person pulls five
out, he’d go, “15,” as soon as I’m going to say it
though…. And he’s always calling out, “Easy, I can do
that,” and then he calls it out straight after he says that
and [the teacher] has said, “Let other people have a
go,” and then he’s still calling out.
So how does that make you feel?
Makes me feel that I’m not good at maths ‘cause it
makes me feel much more bad.

Similarly, Korey’s sense of what he was good at arose in relation to what he
found challenging. That is, he first identified what he found challenging—
which was writing—but then explained that he was good at doing the drawing
that needed to accompany his writing.
I am learning
Children first reported their sense of what they had been learning at
school at the end of Kindergarten. Eighteen children reported learning
classroom-based academic activities such as writing, letters and sounds,
reading and numeracy. Casey was the only child to refer to non-academic skills
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and concepts. She listed the number of rules that she had learned and told of
her sense that she was good at rules. Particular subject areas and processes
such as Religious Studies, Inquiry and Needs and Wants that children had been
learning were also identified. Tayah recounted what she had learned in the
Aboriginal cultural program at school:
Tayah:
Interviewer:
Tayah:

I’ve learned about what Aboriginals do.
Oh okay. So what’s it like when you go there?
It’s like we learn about what Aboriginals do and a place
called Arnhem Land in Australia, what Aboriginals own,
which I own that place and I have to take my brother up
there with my uncle because my uncle is Aboriginal and
I am. So my uncle will give Liam some information and
then we can go in there.

For almost two-thirds of the children, there was a relationship between
the academic activities in which they felt a sense of competency and the
activities in which they identified their learning.
At the end of Year 1, 14 children indicated literacy and/or numeracy as
areas of learning. Art-based activities were identified by three children and
cooking by one child. Two children, both of whom attended a Catholic school,
responded that they had been learning religion-related concepts. Areas of
learning identified by the children were again consistent with their selfreported competencies. Six of the nine children who indicated aspects of
literacy as areas of learning had also identified their literacy competence, and
all five children who identified their learning in maths reported maths as an
area of competence. While eight children had reported competence with
drawing/colouring activities, only two described this as an area in which they
had been learning.
Who helps me learn?
As children started school, they were just as likely to identify parents or
family as helping them to learn as their teacher. In Kindergarten and the start of
Year 1, children’s perceptions of who helped them learn continued to include
parents and family members but in smaller proportions, as the emphasis on the
teacher increased. By the end of Year 1, 13 children identified their teacher as
the person, or one of the people, including parents/family (five children) and
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peers (three children), who helped them learn. This increasing salience of the
teacher and peers in children’s perceptions of learning may signify the
children’s growing identification as school students and members of a
classroom learning community. At each time point, some children indicated
that no one helped them to learn. The number of children giving this answer
ranged from one to five across the Kinder year. Children often qualified this
response by adding that they did not need help to learn and could do their
schoolwork all by themselves. This may further reflect children’s growing
sense of being a competent as a learner.

Summary
Prior to school, children’s knowledge about school encompassed
playing, friendships and physical aspects of the school (Mirkhil, 2010).
Children placed little emphasis on the academic nature of being and doing at
school, regardless of their parents’ and other family members’ focus on
engaging them in a range of academic-related activities prior to school. Early
in their Kinder year, children’s knowledge about school shifted markedly from
play to knowing codes of conduct expected of school students. Likewise,
knowledge about rules and processes for being a good student such as
listening, being good, working hard and having manners featured in children’s
ways of knowing about school in Year 1. Most children spoke of mastering
these codes. While several boys knew the code of conduct for the playground,
they saw themselves as still having work to do to master the appropriate
behaviours.
At the start of Kinder, children identified equal numbers of play-related
and academic-related competencies. By the end of Year 1, all of the
competencies that children reported, except Aspen’s (making friends), were
academic-related. Over the course of the study, children increasingly referred
to their strengths as writers, readers, spellers, drawers and mathematicians.
These positive self-perceptions about academic work are predictive of future
positive engagement with literacy and numeracy learning (Marsh & Craven,
2006). Coupled with their expectations that they can manage hard work and
perceptions that they were learning at school, most children held a strong sense
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of themselves as competent learners. Two children reported having lowered
expectations about their learning as they considered their transition to Year 1.
When asked about what they were learning, children saw themselves as
having been occupied in primarily academic learning endeavours. Children
seemingly did not associate learning with play-related activities. In this respect,
being a learner meant knowing and doing literacy and numeracy. Other less
common reports of learning referred to art or craft or colouring-in, religion,
rules, Aboriginal studies, cooking and cleaning.
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8.4 Being an Aboriginal child at school
Overview
In many interviews, the Aboriginal flag prompted children to speak
about their experiences and understandings about being Aboriginal. Typically,
these conversations related to children’s ways of knowing about being
Aboriginal, the activities that they were involved in at school that related to
being Aboriginal, and the people that they had relationships with because of
their Aboriginality.

8.4.1 Children’s ways of knowing: Being an Aboriginal child
Responses to the Aboriginal flag
At school entry, six children were asked about the Aboriginal flag.
Ryan, Tori and Kayla (who all attended Curreena Public School), recognised
the flag as the Aboriginal flag and recalled seeing it at school. All three
children said that they saw the flag in Miss Linda’s room (the AEO’s room)
and conveyed that it was important. Referring to the Aboriginal flag outside the
AEO’s room, Ryan spoke of it as just Aboriginal. It’s only for Aboriginal
people, and Tori emphasised that there was to be no touching or taking it off
and that the colours of black, red and yellow were significant. Kayla and Tori
also responded that they were Aboriginal. They were asked how they knew that
they were Aboriginal. Tori said: because your Mum knows and that was why
they were allowed to go to Miss Linda’s room. They described the significance
of the AEO’s room as a place to play. None of the children recalled seeing
other things that were considered Aboriginal at school but Ryan suggested that
maybe some teachers in the office are Aboriginal.
Korey, Luca and Jakob (who all attended Parramurra Catholic School)
shared what they knew about the Aboriginal flag. Jakob’s response was to link
it to his Dad’s tattoo, adding the sun to the question Do you know what it
means? Luca added that he knew about the sun and the blood. Only Korey
recalled seeing the Aboriginal flag in the church at school. Jye and Tayah were
not shown the Aboriginal flag but were asked about being a Koori kid, which
gave rise to them providing some facets of their sense of being Aboriginal.
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Jye:
Interviewer:
Jye:

My Mummy is a Koori.
Are you a Koori kid?
No, I’m an Aborigine.

Tayah:

Sometimes my Mum says when she calls me she says,
“Hey, Aboriginal girl.”
So is your Mum Aboriginal or your Dad?
My Dad and my Mum and my brother are Australian.

Interviewer:
Tayah:

Sixteen children were asked about the Aboriginal flag at the end of
Kindergarten. Casey, Jayden, Korey and Aspen did not recognise the flag, nor
could they place it at school. Seven children recognised the flag and identified
it as the Aboriginal flag. Of these, one child could not recall seeing it at school
and five children recounted one or more places that they had seen it at school.
Kayla had seen it at school and other Aboriginal people and Aboriginal stuff
although could not say why it was important. In addition to recognising the
Aboriginal flag, five children shared their thoughts about its meaning and
significance. Tayah offered her understanding of the symbolic meaning of
colour—red means blood, yellow means sunshine and black means skin—and
remembered seeing it at her preschool, but not at her current school. Likewise,
Luca emphasised the colours of the flag—red, black and yellow flag—and
suggested it was important because this is all the people that aren’t with us.
Luca knew that he had seen the Aboriginal flag with other flags around the
school but did not recall seeing anything else ‘Aboriginal’. Marlee had not seen
the Aboriginal flag at school but noted that she had seen it at my Mum’s work.
It means you’re a Tharawal person. Recalling the Aboriginal flag was at the
school gates, Tori thought that it was important because it tells people that they
are Aboriginal. Seeing the Aboriginal flag prompted Ryan to refer to himself
as Aboriginal followed by an explanation of the role that his family plays in his
ways of knowing about his Aboriginality:
Interviewer:
Ryan:
Interviewer:
Ryan:

How do you know you're Aboriginal?
'Cause my mum said.
Because your mum said.
All my family's Aboriginal.

He recalled seeing it in Miss Linda’s room and in his classroom, which he
followed with a recount of going to Miss Linda’s room to play the didges
[didgeridoos].
241

Of the four children attending Arunda Lakes Public School, Jamie and
Brooke, who attended the Aboriginal homework club, associated the
Aboriginal flag with the Aboriginal group that met after school, but they did
not name it as Aboriginal. Aspen was also in the interview with Jamie and
Brooke, but did not attend the homework club. She indicated that she did not
know what the flag was and had not seen it around the school. The fourth child,
Kira, was interviewed separately. She did recognise the Aboriginal flag, and
conveyed its association with countries and languages. She had seen it on the
flag-poles at school but indicated that she did not know of anything else
‘Aboriginal’ at school.
In a narrative about being an Aboriginal child at school that was not
evoked by the Aboriginal flag, Tayah described learning about what
Aboriginals do as what she was learning in the Aboriginal group at school (see
Section 8.3). She was then asked about what it means to her to be Aboriginal:
It means – it feels like it’s like my own country and all the Aboriginals
own their own place and that all the Aboriginals get to look after their
place.
Based on this quote and her learning as she described it in her narrative about
being a learner, Tayah would appear to hold a strong sense of collective
identity, and of the roles and responsibilities relating to that identity that she
might engage with as a member of her family and her cultural group. Her
narrative about being Aboriginal is also aspirational – aspirations that are likely
to have been co-constructed in her home and school contexts. However,
Tayah’s descriptions of her cultural ‘knowledge’ about Arnhem Land (see
Section 8.3) derived from her school context may warrant examination as it
may be based on her non-Aboriginal teacher’s imagined, rather than an actual,
connection to Country (Langton, 2003; L. McIntosh, personal communication,
2014).
Early in Year 1, 12 children were asked about the Aboriginal flag.
Aspen, Jye, Luca and Jayden offered snippets of knowledge about the
Aboriginal flag. Jayden knew he was looking at a flag and that he had seen it in
the hall. Similarly, Luca indicated he was looking at a black and yellow flag
but did not know what it stood for or whether he had seen it around. Jye
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associated the flag with Australia but said he did not know why it was
important or anything about it. Korey knew the Aboriginal flag and recalled
seeing it but thought that the Aboriginal flag looks like it’s a different country
flag. Marlee, Piper and Korey recognised the Aboriginal flag. They did not
recall seeing the Aboriginal flag at school but had reference points for it in
their family contexts. Marlee noted again that she had seen it at my Mum’s
work. Piper recalled seeing it when we go to Nan’s—they got it hanging up—
but did know its significance. Jakob again referred to his Dad’s tattoo and
added: I’ve got a real one of it. He recalled seeing it at Kindy and tried to
respond as to its importance: because it – it’s part of, um, Australia’s most, um,
church. The interview discussion did prompt Jakob and Korey to try to recall a
song that they associated with the flag.
Kayla, Ryan, Tori and Tayah added their understanding that there were
Aboriginal people and places at school to their recognition of the Aboriginal
flag. Tori, Ryan and Kayla all called out in unison their recognition of the
Aboriginal flag. Noting that she had seen it [the Aboriginal flag] in Linda’s
room, Kayla described also seeing: People. People are Aboriginal. Ryan knew
the meanings attached to the colours of the Aboriginal flag: red is blood,
yellow’s the sun, black is the people and added that he had seen it everywhere
at school. When asked about other Aboriginal things at school he replied: Us
[referring to himself, Kayla and Tori]. Tayah also expressed a positive sense of
a collective Aboriginal identity and told of her awareness of the Aboriginal
flag, its features and what they symbolised, and its location in the school. In the
following excerpt, Tayah seems to understand her Aboriginality as a distinctive
and privileging attribute in her school context that bestowed upon her
membership to a special group:
Interviewer:
Tayah:
Interviewer:
Tayah:
Interviewer:

What does it [the flag] mean?
That it has our culture on it and it has the part of us on
it.
What do you mean by that?
The black is skin. The red’s blood. And the yellow’s the
sun.
And do you see that around your school anywhere, the
flag?
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Tayah:

Interviewer:
Tayah:

Interviewer:
Tayah:
Interviewer:
Tayah:
Interviewer:
Tayah:
Interviewer:
Tayah:
Interviewer:
Tayah:

In my class. There’s a special room in there too for the
Aboriginal people there. There’s one right in our block
and it’s got our flag right – it’s on the door.
So this special room, what do you do in there?
That’s our [Aboriginal group] room and our teacher,
Ms Young, she does all about Aboriginal stuff with all
the other Aboriginal kids in our school.
And do you like going there?
Yep.
Can anybody go there or only Aboriginal children?
Only Aboriginal children because it’s special. My
friends always ask me and I say, “No.”
Tell me all about this room? I want to hear more about
this.
It’s where Ms Young teaches us, and the fun thing we
are doing is we are learning another language.
What language you learning?
We are learning an Aboriginal language.
Wow, is that a local language to here, to this area?
No, but it’s – it’s hard to say but it’s – it’s we actually
have to sing it in the Australian anthem with these
words.

Prompted by thinking about what they needed to know coming into Year 1,
Aspen, Kira, Brooke and Jamie were all proud to show that they could sing an
Aboriginal song in their interview.
Four children (Casey, Jye, Piper, Aspen) continued not to see the
Aboriginal flag at school at the end of Year 1. After recognising the Aboriginal
flag, Jye conveyed a sense of his marginality at school when asked about other
Aboriginal things at school:
Interviewer:
Jye:
Interviewer:
Jye:

Do you see this around the school anywhere?
Only in pre-school.
Only in pre-school. Are there any other Aboriginal
things around the school?
Me, there's only a couple of people that are Aboriginals
in this school.

Casey, Piper, Aspen, and Jayden did not recognise the Aboriginal flag. Jayden
identified the Aboriginal flag as an Aussie flag and recalled seeing it in the
hall. He also recollected that he had done a dot painting at school. While Tori,
Kayla and Korey could not elaborate on the importance of the Aboriginal flag,
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they recognised it and knew of its locations at school. Korey had seen it on the
poles and on the wall in Kinder and other Aboriginal things such as the
painting we did for the Aboriginals. Both Tori and Kayla referred to Linda’s
room when asked about other Aboriginal things at school. In the discussion,
Kayla self-identified as Aboriginal and Tori described going up there (AEW’s
room] to play with her Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal friends.
Eight children shared facets of meaning and significance relating to
their recognition of the Aboriginal flag. Tayah and Jakob related the symbolic
meaning of the colours of the flag and recalled seeing the flag at school, but
were unable to suggest why the Aboriginal flag was important. Jakob again
noticed that it was the same flag as his Dad’s tattoo but said he did not know
what country it was. When asked about other Aboriginal things at school,
Jakob gave a long account of his didgeridoos and boomerangs and suggested
that he had brought them to school. Ryan proposed that the flag was important
because the Aboriginal people were the first ones on this land. He again
recalled seeing it in Miss Linda’s room as well as Aboriginal animals painted
around the school.
Luca indicated that the flag was important for Aboriginals and that he
had seen it on the flag poles in the playground. When asked about other
Aboriginal things he offered an account of knowing that a teacher was
Aboriginal that drew on skin colour as a determinant of Aboriginality. Despite
skin colour being Luca’s first reference point for assessing that this teacher was
Aboriginal, he also conveyed his understanding of Aboriginal diversity:
Luca:
Interviewer:
Luca:
Interviewer:
Luca:
Interviewer:
Luca:
Interviewer:
Luca:
Interviewer:

Uh, I can see myself.
Yeah? Anything else?
There's a teacher that's Aboriginal.
How do you know she's Aboriginal?
She's brown.
Are all Aboriginal people brown?
No. I'm Aboriginal and I'm skin colour.
So you can be different coloured skin and still be
Aboriginal.
Mmm. You can even be skin colour on one side and
brown on the other.
Oh, okay. So do you see other Aboriginal things around
the school as well?
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Luca:

No.

Marlee, too, had seen the Aboriginal flag in the playground at school but not
anything else ‘Aboriginal’ at school. Like Luca, references to physical
appearance also arose in Marlee’s thinking about the importance of the
Aboriginal flag but her words conveyed her interpretation that shared
Aboriginal ancestry determined Aboriginality rather than skin colour:
Interviewer:
Marlee:

Do you know why it’s [the Aboriginal flag] important?
Yes. Because when you're white, if you're white you can
still be black because everyone is black even if they're
white, they're still black, ‘cause they came from a black
country.

In their interview, Kira, Brooke and Jamie all announced their
recognition of the Aboriginal flag together. To Kira, the flag meant that you’re
Aboriginal if you’ve got it, to which she added: I’m half Aboriginal. Following
suit, Jamie declared, I’m half and Brooke stated: I’m all. To Brooke the
Aboriginal flag meant that this is Australia, but it’s actually Aboriginal. She
then began singing the Aboriginal song, joined by Jamie and Kira. The three
girls talked about learning Aboriginal songs in their group to sing at their
school assemblies. Jamie said that the flag meant that you’re Aboriginal and
you actually know the Aboriginal flag and, prompted by the interviewer, the
three girls shared their knowledge about the symbolic meaning of the colours
of the flag. The three girls then engaged in an interview conversation in which
they made assertions about their particular way of identifying themselves in
relation to being Aboriginal and the central theme of being teased about being
Aboriginal:
Kira:

Interviewer:
Jamie:
Brooke:
Interviewer:
Brooke:
Interviewer:
Jamie:

Guess what? I know what it really means. It means that
if you’re black, it doesn’t have to be – you don’t have to
be. If you’re black or white, you don’t need to tease them
because they’re Aboriginal.
Do people tease you here?
Yes.
Some people tease black people…I’m white.
Do they tease you because you’re Aboriginal?
Yeah.
Who teases you because you’re Aboriginal?
My cousin. Because he says, “You’re Aboriginal. Ha ha.
I’m not.”
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Interviewer:
Jamie:
Interviewer:
Jamie:

Interviewer:
Brooke:
Interviewer:
Jamie:
Kira:
Interviewer:
Kira:
Interviewer:
Kira:
Interviewer:
Kira:
Interviewer:
Brooke:
Jamie:
Kira:
Interviewer:
Jamie:

Brooke:
Interviewer:
Brooke:
Interviewer:
Brooke:
Interviewer:
Kira:
Jamie:

Does he do that at school or at home?
At home and school.
And what do you say to him, when he does that?
I said, “Ha ha. You’re Aboriginal too.” Because he is.
He just wants to tease me because I’m six, and he comes
to my house and when he wrote a note the other night
and he came down and he said, “Ha ha, you’re
Aboriginal. Go away, you’re not my cousin. I hate you.”
He said that.
Brooke, who teases you because you’re Aboriginal?
Oh, my sister.
What about you, Kira?
Your sister is Aboriginal.
Layla and Brooke.
People here?
Yeah.
And what do they say?
And they say, “Ha ha. You’re Aboriginal. And they’re
Australia.”
They’re Australian?
I’m half Aboriginal. And they say I’m half Australia, but
I’m not half Australia.
So did people used to tease you last year?
Yes.
Yes.
Um, yes.
And how do you deal with this? What do you do?
We just say, “Stop it. I don’t like it.”…Otherwise I will
tell the teacher.” And then my cousin keeps on saying it
to me. I go and tell the teacher, the teacher says just
walk away. But he keeps on coming to me. So I just go
and - I just hit him.
I say, to my sister, “You’re black and white.” That’s
outta the song.
What about the kids at school.
Oh. Tease. Tease. Tease. Tease.
Do you just – do you just go and tell the teacher, do
you?
No, I tell the Principal. And they get in big trouble. Bit
fat trouble.
So did they stop teasing you?
Er No.
Ah, my cousin did when I wrote him a note. I said, “Stop
calling me Aboriginal. Or I will come and tell your
friends.[singsong voice] Ha ha. You’re Aboriginal.”
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Interviewer:
Jamie:
Kira:
Brooke:
Kira:
Jamie:

Interviewer:

Jamie:

Interviewer:
Jamie:
Interviewer:
Jamie:
Interviewer:
Jamie:

Does it worry you, that they say things like that to you?
Yes.
Yes.
Yep.
Mmhmm. It makes me a little bit scared if they say
something very scary.
Ah, sometimes, they laugh when I’m with my friends
because then they don’t play with me, because they don’t
like Aboriginal people and they don’t want them to
know.
But they usually do play with you. So how could they not
like Aboriginal people? What makes you think they don’t
like Aboriginal people?
Yeah, because once I heard them discussing, “I don’t
like Aboriginal people.” And then I just don’t tell them,
but when someone says it meanly, I just walk away and I
say I’m not Aboriginal, so they play with me.
Okay. So what happens if they find out that you are
Aboriginal? Do they know you are Aboriginal now?
No.
What about when you go to Aboriginal Group? What do
they think then?
They think, why are they – why is she going to
Aboriginal, when she is not Aboriginal.
So they’re a bit confused about the whole thing, are
they?
Yeah. Because the teacher doesn’t tell them.

As these children tell, being teased or excluded for being Aboriginal
was a part of their individual and shared experience in their home and school
contexts. In both contexts the children engaged particular strategies to deal
with the situation they faced – strategies that they saw as effectively
discouraging the teasing or exclusion. It is possible to draw on research in
Aboriginal communities in central and northern Australia (Townsend-Cross,
2004, p. 5) that describes how Indigenous children are “taught to…deal with
being teased by others”, to interpret the children’s agency in dealing with the
teasing. The children’s strategies might also be indicative of the presence of
negative connotations of Aboriginality that serve to disempower Aboriginal
peoples. For example, taunting back ‘You’re Aboriginal’, threats to reveal their
tormenters’ Aboriginality, and denial of being Aboriginal, rather than affirming
it when faced with exclusion, might suggest that perceptions of Aboriginality
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as something undesirable have filtered into the children’s narrative of being
Aboriginal (Kickett-Tucker, 2009; Pedersen & Dudgeon, 2003). At another
level, the strategy to deny being Aboriginal or half Australia or the
classification as either black or white (you’re black and white) could be read as
the girls’ positioning themselves in relation to their self-description as half
Aboriginal or having white skin, and may be reflective of the identities that
they ascribe for themselves (Goodyer & Okitikpi, 2007). Indeed, Kira’s insight
in her first comment suggests that colour does not define her. Notwithstanding
this, it remains a concern that this particular set of new relations that Jamie and
her friends have encountered as they start school are more likely to disaffirm
than affirm their sense of what it means to be Aboriginal.

Summary
One group of study children consistently recognised and could place the
Aboriginal flag in their school context. Most of these children showed a level
of awareness that the Aboriginal flag represented Aboriginal people. Over
time, this group of children’s awareness surrounding the Aboriginal flag
increased. They offered increasingly knowledgeable theories about the
importance of the flag, showed greater awareness of it in their school contexts,
and shared more complex insights about their experiences of being Aboriginal.
Another, smaller group of children, neither recognised nor attached any
meaning to the Aboriginal flag and had not seen it at school.
For most children, seeing the Aboriginal flag was an entry point into
sharing their understandings about being Aboriginal. Over the course of the
study, nine children explicitly self-identified as Aboriginal (see Table 8.3). In
this study, statements such as I am Aboriginal were taken to be selfidentification. Two of these children deflected descriptions as Koori and none
of the children used the term Indigenous. Thus, Aboriginal was the preferred
term of reference used by children in this study, although two children
positioned themselves as half Aboriginal. Ryan, Kayla, Tori, Jye and Tayah
identified as Aboriginal in Kinder and continued to do so in Year 1. Luca, Kira,
Brooke and Jamie first offered an explicit representation of themselves as
Aboriginal in Year One. Jakob, Marlee, Jordyn and Piper offered implicit
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messages about their identity as Aboriginal and their experience of being an
Aboriginal child in their school context.
Table 8.3: Schools attended and respondents’ self-identification in relation to
Aboriginality
School

Aboriginal

Curreena PS

Ryan; Kayla; Tori

Arunda Lakes PS

Brooke; Jamie;

Implicit
Aboriginal
identity
Jordyn

Did not identify
as Aboriginal

Aspen

Kira
Narrigo PS

Casey, Jayden

Yarimbah PS

Jye

Parramurra CPS

Luca

Jakob, Marlee

Burraji Park PS

Tayah

Piper

Korey

As has been found previously (Kickett-Tucker, 2009), family was the
main contributor to children’s Aboriginal identities. In particular, mothers were
deemed by children to know about being Aboriginal. Children’s experiences in
spaces and learning dedicated to Aboriginal students at school also contributed
to children’s sense of being Aboriginal as facilitating engagement with
Aboriginal cultural knowledge and relationships among Aboriginal children.
The people and knowledge that children interacted within these spaces, as well
as similar interactions in PTS settings, were influential contributors to
children’s sense of themselves as Aboriginal children.
There were also clear associations between children’s self-identification
as Aboriginal and their responses to the Aboriginal flag. Of the nine children
who self-identified as Aboriginal, eight of these consistently recognised the
Aboriginal flag and recalled seeing it at school along with other Aboriginal
people and places. Jye was an exception to this pattern, reporting that he had
not seen the Aboriginal flag or other Aboriginal ‘things’ at school and offering
mixed responses when asked if he recognised the Aboriginal flag. Of the eight
children who did not explicitly identify as Aboriginal, three (Casey, Jayden,
Aspen) reported not recognising the Aboriginal flag at each interview, and
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Casey and Piper had no recollections of the Aboriginal flag at school. Marlee,
Jakob, Korey, Luca, Jayden and Aspen had mixed recollections of seeing the
Aboriginal flag at school. On the one occasion at the end of Kinder that Jordyn
was shown the Aboriginal flag she recognised it and recalled seeing it in one
place at school.
Children’s assertions about their own Aboriginality and what makes
someone Aboriginal both resisted and conformed to categorisation according to
skin colour (Skattebol, 2003). For the most part children understood that
Aboriginal people can have differing and same skin colours to each other and
to non-Aboriginal people. Children also revealed their capacity to draw on or
express different selves in different contexts and relationships, revealing the
situational nature of their sense of being Aboriginal.
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8.5 Being a school parent
Overview
This section charts transition to school experiences from the study mothers’
perspectives. It continues the narratives of mothers from their preparation for
school and continues through explorations of their appraisals of their child’s
transition and progress through the early years of school. As this section
reveals, mothers used the interviews to tell their stories about the roles,
responsibilities, rewards and challenges of being a school parent as well as
those associated with supporting their child’s positive start to school. In doing
so, mothers revealed aspects of what they saw as important for their child to be,
know, and do during this period of time – providing a sense of their goals and
expectations for their child as they started school, and thus presenting
something of what they perceived as constituting successful transitions. The
stories showed some of the experiences that shaped mothers’ goals and
expectations and the characteristics of people and places that that enabled and
constrained parents’ efforts to support their own, and their child’s, positive
sense of self in relation to school.
Parents’ views are re-presented under the following narratives: Ways of
knowing; Ways of being and doing; and Relationships and processes that
support positive sense of self. All of the study mothers were interviewed while
their child was in Kinder. In Year 1, Sasha, Julie and Terri (Jayden only) were
unavailable for interview.

8.5.1 Ways of knowing as a school parent
Over the course of their child’s first two years at school, twelve
mothers expressed the same confidence in relation to their child’s transition to
school as they had in relation to their child’s preparedness to start school.
These mothers gave similar accounts of their child’s first year at school and
transition to Year 1: doing fine, going really good, no concern/issues. They
were confident that their child was meeting the academic and behavioural
expectations of school, with half citing progress in the school’s merit award
program as verification of their knowledge. Many mothers told of receiving
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affirmations from teachers at parent-teacher meetings and via comments on
their children’s schoolwork. Several parents spoke of how these affirmations
had contributed to their child’s sense of self in relation to school:
Andrea:

Interviewer:
Andrea:

I knew that she would go and fit in well, she would just
slide through like smooth into it. But I didn’t think she
would be bringing awards home or anything.
What does she think about it?
What does she think – she thinks she is the best. She is
like I have got three awards and I am going yeah you’re
clever. She goes I am too clever.

Several parents spoke of their sense of realising and valuing how much their
children had learned and accomplished over their first year of school:
Melinda:

[Korey’s] my first child, so I’m just really proud of how
much he’s achieving so far in just one year at Kindy and
then a couple of months here already.

Mothers in this group also told of how well their child was faring
socially at school. They considered their child to be well-liked by their teachers
and peers, and able to make friends easily. They saw this as enabling their child
to overcome experiences such as having to form new relationships when they
made the transition to Year 1.Tanya and Marita were pleased that their child’s
confidence had grown and felt that this was contributing to more positive
experiences at school for their daughters. According to the mothers in this
group, their children liked their teachers, and in general, mothers themselves
were positive about their child’s teacher. They saw their child’s teachers as
capable, easy to communicate with, and trusted them to inform them if any
issues or concerns arose relating to their child. Several mothers did tell of
concerns and issues such as episodes of bullying or their child’s learning or
safety needs not being addressed. All mothers felt that the school had
responded appropriately and, with the exception of two, were satisfied that the
issues had been resolved. Kate and Melinda had felt that their child had been
mistreated by another child at school and that the issue had not been dealt with
adequately by the school.
Tracey, Tamara and Terri shared narratives of theirs and their child’s
experience of school that were characterised by concern and uncertainty. Each
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had in various ways appraised their child as prepared for school at a previous
time, although two (Tracey and Tamara) had sought specific assistance for
their child to support their transition to school (see Section 8.1). Each was
engaged in a range of roles and processes with the intention of supporting their
child. While doing so often contributed to the demands of parenting a school
child, they all conveyed a sense of their willingness to cooperate and be guided
by educators and health professionals towards meeting their child’s needs.
Terri told of her experience of knowing that Casey would need
additional support at school in the second half of Kinder. Recounting that she
had been having issues ever since [Casey] started school, Terri described in
detail her experience of trying to understand and assess the learning issues that
Casey was displaying at school. Her first communication with Casey’s teacher
had been a letter about Casey’s reading level, followed by a conversation
which left Terri struggling to make sense of Casey’s needs:
I was thinking that maybe the teacher is not explaining things properly
to her, or whatever…I have spoken to Miss Kay…it was the very first
term, she comes to me and she was just like blah, blah, blah with all
this stuff about Casey and I was, hang on a second, it was like she was
picking at my daughter. So I got really, not angry but I was angry and I
was like no give her a break, she has only just come from preschool
after kindy, like she is going to need a little bit more time…. And then
she came really good, she is still getting awards, but before she was
getting on heaps of like time outs. She was actually on detention. She
has calmed down a bit now.
While these mothers had different experiences of working with others
towards supporting their child’s needs, they each conveyed their feelings of
being helpless and unable to gain perspective in relation to the immediate and
future path for their child. Terri described her devastation and lack of direction
after a meeting with Casey’s Kinder teacher as part of the school’s usual
parent-teacher meeting process:
Well straight way she just said to me ADHD. And then I’m like well
what do I do? And she said “I don’t know”, that’s exactly what she
said to me, “I don’t know”. I was like, well that really helps me. You
are telling me there is something wrong with my daughter but she
doesn’t know what I have to do. So that's when I called Karina
[Research Assistant with Gudaga-GtS]...I am like you have to help me;
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there is something wrong with my daughter. And it was just so
devastating, I was just constantly crying. I couldn’t come to terms with
it, that there was something wrong with my daughter. And then
everything came back fine and I was like well, what is it – what’s going
on? I don’t know. So I have seen– she got tested – they wanted me to
re-test her for school again. I got all that done – she got tested by a
speech therapist too. Heaps of things. I have all the reports.
While all three mothers recounted feeling frustrated and challenged,
Terri and Tracey felt particularly so in relation to teachers’ advice, and then
lack of advice, and the resultant attempts to understand and assess their child’s
learning difficulties.
Expectations
Fifteen mothers were asked about their school’s expectations for
parents to be involved at school. Eleven described various forms of helping at
school, such as volunteering to help in the canteen or class or with activities
and events such as concerts or excursions as what the school expected of them.
Four mothers indicated that they had helped with excursions, and three (Anita,
Andrea, Liana) conveyed that they were involved in a range of activities on a
regular basis at school. Four (Anita, Andrea, Marita, Tamara) of these seven
mothers had been mainly involved with Aboriginal events and excursions.
Eight mothers expressed that it was hard for them to be involved in
school activities because of their work and/or family commitments, and five
had not managed to do so for these reasons. Mothers reported having mixed
feelings about not being able to help at school. For example, Shae described
feeling bad that she could not help with a lot at school. She explained that
helping at school was too difficult with young children and that if she had the
free time she would gladly go up there to help. Justine and Tamara, on the
other hand, thought that their schools understood their reasons for not being
involved and as such, felt that there was no expectation for them to be
involved. Sasha perceived school attendance at events like Kinder Orientation
and parent-teacher interview was what the school expected of her, and Tanya
indicated that she had not been asked to be involved in [anything] except kid’s
stuff such as assemblies and concerts. Likewise, Tracey said she had not been
given any information about parent involvement at school. Lateisha and Julia
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indicated their understanding that there were opportunities to help out at school
but that they had not been needed due to a surplus of parent volunteers.
Mothers’ spoke of their motivations and return on their experiences of
being involved at school. Anita conveyed her sense that she would be helping
kids to read which she saw as a more rewarding role than helping in the
canteen. Shae told of how she enjoyed the good company of other parents in
the canteen. Liana indicated that she ran the clothing pool and was on the P &
C Committee as a way to say thank you for her children’s fee-supported
education, but she also expected that her efforts could be reciprocated:
Well, I do a bit at the school, okay. I run the clothing pool at the school,
but sometimes I just think – I had to chase them for the extra
[transition] time because they told me they thought he needed it and
then I’m chasing them saying, “Look, school finishes next week. What’s
the story?” He got his days. I think the communication can be a bit bad
sometimes, but I just keep pushing it.
Sasha was asked about her expectations of Marlee’s teacher. While she
indicated that she had none, she did voice her concerns about the school’s
expectations of Marlee: In a Catholic school, probably more my worry is what
they would think of her. She also implied that she was concerned about what
Marlee might be expecting in the context of explaining that both of her
daughters have had their Aboriginality questioned in education settings. In this
respect, Sasha felt reassured that Marlee would not have the same experience
in the school community that her older daughter had:
See there was a bit of dramas here and there. She [older daughter] was
questioned of her Aboriginality by the kids…. So, it was full on for her
but knowing that her sister’s already been through that experience, the
majority of the kids do know who her sister is so when her little sister
does come up in school that she’s not going to get the same treatment
that her sister got as she first come into school.
When asked about her expectations in relation to Kayla’s progress at
school, Shae called on her own experiences of school and indicated that her
role was to safeguard her children’s academic progress:
If my kids are just average in the class, I'm happy. As long as they're
not falling behind. I don’t expect them to be A+, top of the class sort of
kids, but I do not want them to fall behind…. I guess that's my concern,
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that they're going to be let fall behind. Because a lot of the time, you
don’t even realise until they're definitely falling behind. Yeah, I think,
there's a lot of things that they could've picked up with me at school
that I could see. But I think it’s just, they have so many kids in a
class…. So that's the main thing; trying to keep up with that, making
sure that everything is happening as it should be at their age.

8.5.2 Ways of doing as a school parent
Mothers’ narratives revealed aspects of accepting new roles as a parent
of a schoolchild and their engagement in processes with the intention of
supporting their child’s wellbeing, learning and safety at school.
Advocacy
Many mothers spoke about taking up an advocacy role to support their
child starting school. On several occasions, mothers seemed confident in their
observations that their child’s needs or strengths had gone unnoticed or had
been misunderstood by their teacher. Likewise, they seemed confident in their
approach to teachers about such matters. Liana, Justine, Marita, Lateisha,
Melinda, Sasha, Tracey and Anita spoke of their advocacy efforts to ensure that
their child’s needs were being recognised and responded to, and that their
wellbeing and safety were attended to at school. For example, following
Tayah’s Best Start results, Marita was concerned that Tayah’s abilities had
gone unrecognised by her Kinder teacher. Marita felt that this had impacted on
Tayah’s confidence at the start of the year. So Marita raised her concerns with
Tayah’s teacher. In another example, Sasha reduced her work hours to be an
advocate for her children’s cultural needs in a school environment that she
perceived to be unfamiliar and potentially culturally unsafe. As well, Tracey
understood that she would have to take up an advocacy role if she determined
that Piper needed learning support at school:
Janie [Piper’s elder sister] needed some assistance last year with her
reading, she needed to do Reading Recovery and she picked up really
well and I’m thinking maybe Piper might need that but we’ll see how
we go. I’ve spoken to a few other teachers there and they said that if I
feel that Piper needs some extra help that I need to push it through so
they do help her…because normally they were just pushed aside and
they just say, oh she’ll pick up and then Piper will be left struggling, so
I’ve got to really push it and push it.
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Liana also exemplified the advocacy role and drew on her past experience
when it looked like Luca would not receive additional support he was entitled
to for his transition to Year 1. Liana described how she did not let it go as she
had in the previous year, and arranged for the support to be forthcoming.
Reflecting back on the end of Piper’s Kinder year, Tracey recounted
how her concerns about Piper not having friends had peaked. She resolved that
once Piper was settled into Year 1, she would seek support for her. She noted
that she had seen little improvement in Piper’s progress on issues that had
emerged in Kinder and that her role in relation to Piper’s education was to help
her to get on top of these issues she is having. Tracey and Piper’s teacher
agreed to involve the school counsellor in assessing Piper’s academic and
social needs. Tracey was eager for this to happen and to get the feedback and
know what’s going on.
Communication
The expectations and ways of doing of mothers in relation to their need
for communication with and from school varied considerably. In general,
parents expected and valued a proactive approach to communication about
their children’s needs from teachers and other relevant school staff.
Expectations for communication were heightened and mothers were more
sensitive when learning needs and safety needs were evident. Mothers did not
expressly talk about expecting communication from teachers about their child’s
strengths but for several (Andrea, Donna, Marita), hearing praise for their child
was commonplace:
Andrea: When I pick her up I say how was she, and [the teacher] was
“Oh she is such a great child”. And I am like yeah you don’t know her
at home. It’s always – that’s all I get is that she is such an excellent
child, that’s she is so independent. That’s all I hear, so I am like yeah
you can come and live with me for the night.
Marita acknowledged that, even though it had been hard for her to get
to the school, she always found a way to go up to the school to talk to the
teacher a few times a week. She spoke of meeting with the principal on two
occasions where she had concerns about an incident at school and spoke
favourably about the outcomes. Tamara, Andrea and Anita conveyed their
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sense of being able to speak their mind readily at their school and indicated that
their opinions or concerns would be respected. In particular, Tamara articulated
her perception that communicative exchanges occurred among equals,
regardless of the ‘status’ of the parties involved:
If I have any worries whatsoever, all I have to do is pick up the phone
and call the office down the front. And I say, "Can I get an interview
with the principal, deputy, class teacher"? "Not a problem. When
would you like it? They're free this time – come on up." And it's
completely informal, it's lovely. They are so non-judgmental, they are
so great and especially coming from an area like this, where a lot of
judgment can be thrown around. It isn't there. Everybody is equal in
that school – kids, parents, teachers, everybody is equal.
Justine, Tanya, Liana, Kate and Tracey conveyed that they expected
and trusted teachers to initiate contact with them should there be any concerns
or issues with their child at school. Conversely, they expected to be able to
approach the school if they felt the need. Tracey described how she positioned
herself to be available for this to happen:
I sit where if she [Piper’s teacher] needs to speak to me in the
afternoon she can just, you know sing out and I’ll go over and speak to
her, that’s what I did with Janie [Piper’s older sister]. So that I make it
that the teacher knows who I am, that I’m their Mum and if they need to
speak to me they come over and then normally I just go to the parent
teacher interviews and speak to them for the half-yearly.
Three mothers (Lateisha, Liana, Tanya) were happy to assume that all was as it
should be if they did not hear anything to the contrary from their child’s
teacher. Despite Liana commenting to this effect, she instigated the use of a
communication diary when her work hours were increased so that she and
Luca’s teacher could share aspects of his day. She noted the multiple benefits
of doing this as she no longer had to be told more often than she liked about
Luca’s ‘bad days’ and she avoided being seen by others as “Oh God, she
always talks to the teacher every day.” When Terri’s concerns about Casey’s
progress at school first arose she indicated that her communications with
Casey’s teacher were unconstructive but nonetheless her perception was that
she was required to communicate often.
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Noticing
Mothers were keen and insightful observers of their children, noticing
the subtle signs that their child was making a positive transition to school. In
this regard, all mothers gave examples of observations that they had made of
their child and had drawn on to inform their sense that their transition was
going well. For example, Julia commented on her surprise at Jakob’s attitude
on his first days of school. She noted the contrast between his happy and
comfortable outlook and her daughter’s sadness and clinginess on her first day
of school. She commented that Jakob had many strengths, including maths, his
intelligence and his personality. Also illustrative of this role, Liana noticed the
progress that she saw Luca making, commenting that he seemed to be thriving
on the intellectual challenge that school, rather than preschool, offered him.
She sensed that Luca was happy in the different kind of place that school was
compared to home – a place where he could be and do without parents and
sisters. Several parents (Melinda, Sasha, Justine) saw their child’s adjustment
to school as a process of realising that it’s not all about play as it was in PTS
settings and school is more about learning.
Mothers noticed their child’s successes, as well as their support needs
during transitions or to cope with challenging situations. For example, Kate
described Aspen’s strong attachment for her Kindergarten teacher and knowing
that she was going to be upset by the reality that she would no longer be with
her teacher in Year 1, she had been taking up opportunities to prepare Aspen
for the change. Marita, Tamara, Tracey and Lateisha had all observed that
changes or problems at home had influenced their child’s behaviours.
Educating
Some mothers’ narratives revealed continued recognition of their role
in promoting their child’s academic learning. Fourteen mothers who were
asked about homework acknowledged that they should, and do, play a role in
homework routines although the degree of involvement varied. The more
typical approach of parents was to assist children to follow a homework routine
and to be available to explain what to do if needed. Melinda, Shae and Andrea
indicated their greater levels of involvement in doing homework with their
child. For example, Melinda explained her sense of learning alongside Korey:
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I love sitting down doing the homework with him every night and he
will come home, like, ‘cause he goes to a Catholic school, telling me
stuff about Jesus, and I don’t know anything about that so he’s teaching
me something new every day as well. So we’re having fun together.
Andrea described herself as always helping her read, she reads to me and I
help her with her homework. We do everything together. However, she added
that Tori doesn’t need help and that she points out to Tori “You don’t really
need me, do you?”. Many of the mothers acknowledged their child’s
independence with their homework and noted that their role was often minimal
because of their child’s competence. Several parents encouraged their child to
do their homework independently. For example, when she asked for help, Kate
had a way of pretending to help Aspen so that she would then realise that she
did it by herself. Six mothers told of their use of strategies at home that
reflected ways of doing at school such as ‘sounding out words’(Terri), using
flash cards (Donna), testing comprehension (Liana), and ‘look, cover, write,
check’ (Justine).
Mothers were clear about their role in supporting their child in other
ways to acquire dispositions and values that would serve them at school and in
life. This included promoting school as a place to learn, valuing an education,
discouraging individualism, encouraging healthy lifestyles, manners and
respect, reciprocity, and independence. For example, Marita helped Tayah with
the things that she was interested in, like physics, but also encouraged her to go
outside and play and to teach her that she doesn’t have to be so competitive and
achieve her best at everything, just to try her best.

8.5.3 Relationships that support positive sense of self
Caring
Overall, mothers conveyed positive perceptions of their child’s
teacher/s and felt comfortable to approach them to talk to them about their
child. This suggests that an important foundation for building relationships
with teachers had been established (Griebel & Niesel, 2002). Some mothers
mentioned particular characteristics of teachers that had impressed them, such
as caring and affectionate interactions:
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Marita: When they awarded Tayah the runner up the assistant principal
got really emotional, like a bit teary so it kind of made me feel really
proud that they do really care and love their students.
Tanya: The teachers look after them well, they encourage them and
help her [Brooke] do stuff, when she gets stuck and that kind of stuff. If
she gets annoying they just settle her down without doing it in a nasty
way.
A sense that teachers could be entrusted with the care of children was of
particular importance to Anita and Sasha. Anita conveyed her sense of
reassurance knowing that school staff and teachers look out for my kids and
Sasha highlighted that her main concern was that the teacher was someone who
would care for her child.
Supportive
Mothers spoke of supportive relationships that aided them in supporting
their own child’s transition and enabled parents to manage the demands and
expectations placed on their family. Eight mothers acknowledged the support
provided to them by extended family members such as grandparents, uncles
and aunties. Justine, Marita, Julia and Melinda had been able to rely on their
children’s grandparents to assist with before and after school routines and, as
single mothers, Lateisha and Donna relied on male family members to fulfil
roles that fathers might play to support their child starting school. Andrea
described feeling very supported by family and noted that her family members
shared her feelings of excitement about Tori going to school. Melinda and
Marita noted grandparent support with communications between home and
school, and Tayah’s grandmother, who regularly dropped off and picked up
Tayah from school, had also formed connections with other parents that
facilitated Tayah’s and Marita’s connectedness to school and other families.
Conversely, Tanya, Liana, and Terri lamented not having family nearby and
while not directly referring to supporting their child at school, they did identify
that they sometimes felt constrained because they had no family support at
times of need.
Three parents (Tamara, Terri, Marita) noted that their involvement in
the Gudaga research, in particular their relationship with one Aboriginal
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research assistant, had provided them with support. Marita felt that the program
should be widely available:
it’s good as a study but I think in terms of assisting children I would
like the government to roll it out to all, having a support person in
those early days, someone coming and checking… and I think it’s really
important, support from the day that you leave hospital. If people want
to be involved with it I’m not saying that you should, some Mums don’t
want to be involved but just having those support services there.
Safety
Marita, Anita, and Sasha gave accounts of destabilising and stabilising
events and relationships contributing to their sense that their child was safe at
school. Marita and Anita spoke of the school’s commitment to resolving the
concerns as having allayed their fears for their children’s safety (see
Vignettes). In Marlee’s Kinder year, Sasha related her story of an event that
she read as unfair and discriminatory treatment by a teacher which destabilised
the family’s sense of cultural safety within the school. She was unhappy with
the subsequent dismissive treatment by leadership staff in the school (see
Vignette) and would have preferred to have dealt with the principal who had
held a prominent role in supporting her sense of safety, belonging and
potentiality:
Interviewer:
Sasha:

Were you happy with the response from the school in
terms of the senior people?
No, I wasn’t happy at all, because I couldn’t get a hold
of the actual principal. When I had the interview he was
more than happy to have my girls – he was quite fond of
my girls, he thought that they were, they had potential.
So having some sort of feedback from that sort of a
gentleman gives some solid ground to stand on for my
babies, knowing that they’re safe in that place. What my
point was when I went to Sister Kerrie was considering
that this teacher is now teaching my little girl, she did
teach my girl and there was an incident six years ago,
okay in that period of six who else had been – how many
Indigenous kids was vulnerable to this teacher that my
little girl had got a bit upset. The point of the matter is
that I’m putting my two Aboriginal Indigenous kids into
an unfamiliarised society for my kids to go into, a
Catholic – and learn about a different legacy and
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Interviewer:
Sasha:

religion and having Indigenous kids to go into this...my
daughter had been in this care of this teacher from 9
o’clock until 3 o’clock…is my kid now at risk because of
the fact that I’ve confronted her and I’ve told her an
issue; is my kid going to be safe in that school; will she
be picking at my kid throughout the time?
So the girls are in scholarships at the Catholic school
and you were concerned?
Concerned that this little incident could have stripped
my little girls, you know her career, her future away
from her.

Personalised Learning Plans (PLP)
Two parents indicated that PLP process had been positive. In her first
interview Marita noted the potential of PLPs to promote children’s sense of
agency:
I think those personal learning plans are excellent – they’re designed in
a very positive way in terms of they allow Tayah to speak which is
really good because with education I know that often the child is
considered a child and the first thing was, oh, Tayah, what do you think
you’re good at and involving parents with that as well I think it’s good.
However, in Year 1 Marita noted that the lack of follow up in the PLP process
left her wondering if her efforts had been wasted. Donna’s experience of the
process was of having a say and receiving information that she may not have
otherwise had:
It’s fine, because it, gives me a state...it shows me where she is going in
the class too – compared to the other kids.

Summary
In this study, ways of being, knowing and doing as a school parent were
reflective of parents’ desires to ensure that their child’s educational and
cultural needs were met at school. The findings in this section support notions
of parents as co-constructors of their child’s transition to school and as agents
of mastering the changes and demands associated with their own transition of
becoming a school parent (Doucet & Tudge, 2007; Griebel & Niesel, 2009).

264

As reported in Section 8.1, mothers were generally confident that their
child was well-prepared for school and clear about their sense of being a
preparer. By and large, their narratives spoke of a positive start to school. In
their continuing narratives, nearly all mothers experienced continuity in their
sense of confidence about their child’s positive experience of school and their
clarity about navigating school-related expectations, roles and responsibilities.
Sources of knowledge were mothers’ own observations and school-based
affirmations, the latter of which were perceived to influence children’s sense of
self. Mothers spoke of valuing and teaching their children ways of being such
as independence and utilising pedagogical strategies that were valued at school.
With regard to expectations, most mothers were aware that
opportunities to be involved at school existed but were unable to take them up
in the context of balancing their commitments to family and work. Where
circumstances allowed for mothers to be involved, opportunities to be social
with other parents, to have a meaningful role in children’s learning, and share
in Aboriginal cultural events were ways of being involved that were of
personal value to mothers.
In their endeavours to support positive academic and social experiences
at school for their child, mothers spoke of ways of doing that encompassed
preparing, advocacy, communication, cooperation, and educating. In
performing these roles, parents’ identities reflect an expectation to be
considered as stakeholders in their child’s success at school (ETC Research
Group, 2011). Some mothers saw communication between home and school as
routinely needed, whereas most saw it as occurring only when necessary.
Mothers also expected to, and did have, involvement in supporting their child’s
learning and wellbeing at home. Few parents expressed barriers when it came
to voicing concerns and responding to issues with the school, and most felt that
the school had responded appropriately to any concerns. Mothers’ narratives
spoke of the importance of particular qualities of educators, support from
extended family, and processes such as PLPs that contributed to their positive
sense of self.
Mothers reflected on some aspects of their child’s transition to school
that involved change, rather than continuity. Marita and Tanya saw their
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child’s sense of self as strengthening over time. Tracey and Tamara grew more
concerned about their child’s sense of self in the context of their challenges
with making friends at school. Unlike Tracey and Tamara, Terri did not have
the pieces of information that they had prior to school that indicated that
challenges may lie ahead. Thus, she had not contemplated the possibility that
Casey might need support for her start to school. Likewise, her circumstances
had not led her to the supportive relationships with allied health services that
Tamara and Tracey had accessed prior to their children starting school. These
relationships, as well as their experience as school parents with their older
children, were pivotal to Tamara’s and Tracey’s sense that they had, and would
continue to provide support for their child. Terri did not have these experiences
and felt a lack of support from all of the potentially supportive contexts,
including her family, that she had tried to access leaving her feeling
discouraged and isolated. Terri, Tamara and Tracey indicated that their child’s
difficulties at school had an ongoing and significant impact on their own
emotional state of being. The strongest effects of this experience seemed to be
felt by Terri.
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8.6 Being a parent of an Aboriginal school child
Overview
This section reports mothers’ narratives about their ways of knowing about
being a school parent of an Aboriginal child. Mothers conveyed the
relationships among their own and their child’s Aboriginal sense of self and the
Aboriginal people, places and practices in their child’s school (see overview in
Table 8.4). Mothers’ narratives about their prior experiences relating to being a
parent of an Aboriginal child were activated in this process. Likewise,
perceptions of culturally responsive education and beliefs about identity
formation and construction were provided.
Table 8.4: Schools attended and respondents’ self-reported identity in relation
to Aboriginality
School

Aboriginal mothers

Non-Aboriginal mothers

Curreena PS

Anita; Andrea

Shae; Tamara

Arunda Lakes PS

Donna; Lateisha; Tanya

Kate

Narrigo PS

Terri

Yarimbah PS

Justine

Parramurra Catholic

Sasha; Liana

Melinda; Julia

PS
Burraji Park PS

Marita; Tracey

8.6.1 Parents’ ways of knowing about Aboriginal people, places
and practices at school
Sixteen mothers were asked about their knowledge of the Aboriginal
program and the AEW at their school. Nine mothers knew that an AEW was
employed at their school and Marita and Tracey knew that there was a teacher,
who they thought to be non-Aboriginal, who ran the Aboriginal program at
their school. Justine thought that someone in an AEW role arranged the
Aboriginal activities at Jye’s school. Kate, Julia and Melinda were not aware of
an AEW at their schools. Sasha reported that the AEW’s position was vacant
when Marlee started school. She indicated that the previous AEW had faced a
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challenging environment in her attempts to advise on cultural matters, and had
left the school with many matters unresolved. The appointment of another
AEW the following year was seen by Sasha as a way to bring a source of
knowledge about cultural safety to the school and improve cultural awareness
in the school community:
We’re fingers crossed that that person [AEW] can just push a little
more and offer a bit more sense in a couple of those heads up there…
Anita, Andrea, Shae and Tamara knew the AEW by name and spoke of
themselves and their children having positive encounters with her in their
Kindergarten year. Shae and Andrea both gave an indication of the AEW’s role
in their child’s transition to school:
Interviewer:
Andrea:

What do you think it’ll be like for her going to school as
an Aboriginal child?
The same as where she’s going now [co-located
preschool]. It’ll be easy. Because we’ve got Linda there
and she’s tops. She’s always there for the kids. So I
don’t reckon she’ll have any problem.

Andrea also conveyed why she felt that the AEW was important:
Because she is there to help the kids, that is all she cares about is the
kids. She is amazing. You wouldn’t ask for a better person to be there.
I needed help with the uniforms and she took me straight into the office,
got me help with the uniforms and if it wasn’t for her – because
sometimes you feel a bit uncomfortable about that stuff. You go to her
and she makes you feel welcome and she makes the kids always feel
welcome.
Lateisha, Tanya and Donna had a stronger sense of who the AEO was at their
school in Year 1 than in Kinder. Each recalled a positive impression of him and
his relations with their children, having had some involvement with him, such
as having spoken to him about the Aboriginal program or in a PLP interview at
the start of Year 1.
Donna:

Interviewer:

Kira talks to him as soon as she sees him. She runs,
“Hey, how you going?” Dah, dah, dah, dah, de dah, you
know.
So how do you find him?
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Donna:

Interviewer:
Donna:

He’s good. He’d go out of his way. If there’s anything
that he needs to speak, he’ll ring. He was on the bus run
this morning...he’ll stop and he will chat.
He was driving the bus or he was just - - No, no. He was the helper. Actually, the principal was
driving the bus today. So yeah, so he helps the kids.

Fourteen mothers knew that their school offered activities or a program
for Aboriginal children. Terri said that other than the Gudaga Study, she did
not know of anything available at school for Aboriginal children. Melinda did
not think that anything separate was offered for Aboriginal children at her
school. All of these mothers except for Kate, who found the timing after school
inconvenient, indicated that their child was, or would participate in these
activities. Mothers reported that their children learned about cultural stuff such
as art, dance, and singing in the school’s cultural program. Fourteen mothers
gave an account of their school’s Aboriginal program. The following excerpts
reveal the differing contexts in which Aboriginal children learned about this
aspect of their sense of self:
Justine: Once a term I sign like a letter to say for a couple of hours they
go to the high school and they go into the hall and they do all crafts and
activities and that together, with all the Aboriginal [high school
students].
Tanya: It’s an after school homework centre, where they [Aboriginal
children] stay, on Monday afternoons, from 3 o’clock they stay until
about quarter past 4. And they just get some help if they need help with
their homework or they do their homework and then they do some
activities...they do a lot of Aboriginal art there, and she really likes
doing that.
Anita: Since Mr Rowell [principal] came everything’s changed, a lot
more awareness, we have special excursions for Aboriginal and
Islander kids…there’s a room, it’s a Koori room. Anyone can go there,
I guess, but it’s designed for Koori kids and usually at the beginning of
each special awards ceremony they always give thanks to the
Aboriginal Elders and the land and stuff, which never used to do
that…it’s really good and there’s not so much bullying anymore, but at
least my kids don’t get called coon’s and stuff because Mr Rowell, he’s
a good principal, he can be pretty strict and I’m pretty up front but it’s
all good.
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A few mothers were able to identify ways in which their children took
part in Aboriginal activities or learning about Aboriginal perspectives outside
of what their child would do in their Aboriginal group/program. Donna
mentioned that when it comes to Harmony Day and everything, they [the
school] step up and put things on, and Anita and Julia mentioned
Acknowledgement of Country at assemblies, but these were the only
statements that referred to an activity that could be considered whole school
celebration or recognition of Aboriginal culture. In schools that ran an
Aboriginal program/group, part of participating in these programs involved
performances for the wider school community. Social events or activities for
Aboriginal parents were mentioned by Julia, Liana, Andrea, and Anita. Liana
mentioned that the get-togethers were hard to get to because of her work hours.
Tanya recalled that all of the Aboriginal parents and children were invited to
go to school to hear about what was happening in the school’s Aboriginal
program. Both Liana and Julia commented that they thought their school was
supportive of the Aboriginal community. For Anita, the AEO’s room and its
related activities contributed to her own sense that the school listened and
responded to Aboriginal community views:
[They run] yarn meetings trying to work out more things to do for the
community… there are some really good staff there making it all
happen. Making the school better and since we’ve got them there
there’s more focus on our Koori stuff which is really appreciated.
Anita and Tamara drew attention to the AEO’s room as a place of belonging
and acceptance for all students, including the Aboriginal students:
Anita: The Koori room is not just for Aboriginals, it's for like Islanders
and – it’s a multicultural room. I just call it the Koori room because I'm
learning…. We don’t go out of our way – well, I'm going to try and
make up some stuff with the fundraising stuff, but we don't go out of our
way to make anyone feel like they don’t belong in that room. Like,
everyone is equal…I love that room. So comfortable in it.
Tamara: They have a – well, they have Miss Linda's room, which is like
just the Aboriginal – everybody can go in there, anybody can go in
there, but it's for the Aboriginal kids.
Anita revealed that the Koori room had taken on special significance for her
and her children as a site of learning about Aboriginal culture:
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I've got a playgroup on Tuesdays except no one was turning up so I
said to the teachers and to the principal, "Look, no one turns up to be
honest." I'm the only one that was turning up last year. "What I'd like
to do is I'd like to get all my boys," because I've got five up there still.
"I'd like to get all my boys up there on a Tuesday at that time and just
learn," because I only just found out 25 years ago that I'm Aboriginal.
Because my mum denied it. She's passed away but she denied it and I've
only just found out and…I'm trying to learn. So I said to them, I'd really
like for my kids to be there at that one time of the day, one day a week
with me, so they can learn about stuff, so we’re getting there every
Tuesday.
Mothers were asked about the importance they placed on the
Aboriginal program at the school. Almost all families indicated that they
valued the Aboriginal education programs at their schools for their contribution
to their child’s knowledge and understanding of Aboriginal culture. In schools
where the program entailed children attending a separate Aboriginal group,
some mothers commented on the separation of children from the rest of the
school population to engage with Aboriginal education programs. Both a sense
of belonging and difference could be heard in parents’ narratives about their
child’s participation in the school’s separate Aboriginal program:
Donna: Kira knows even though it’s held at the school, that it’s
separate from being the normal school day
Tamara: I guess they do segregate them, but in saying that, the kids
that are around here that are Koori do need extra help…because their
parents don't care.
Marita: The kids meet each week but what’s been really nice about the
group is there’s about 10 children, from kindy to Year 6 but there’s like
a friendship between all of them like so it’s like the older kids kind of
look after the younger ones…
Kira’s participation in the Aboriginal group at school evoked concern
for Donna because of her own experiences as being fair and growing up and
saying you’re Aboriginal. Donna’s sense that her daughter would be accepted
and feel a sense of belonging in the Aboriginal group related to knowing that
other adults would know Kira in the context of her extended Aboriginal family
and thus accept her as having a rightful place in the group. This suggests the
value of schools learning about Aboriginal children and families in a wider
web of relatedness that includes extended family and community as helpful for
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facilitating a sense of belonging in the Aboriginal networks that operate in
schools.
Among mothers, there was a general perception that their children
enjoyed going to their Aboriginal group and activities and comments to the
effect that their child’s participation in cultural learning experiences at school
contributed positively to their child’s sense of self as Aboriginal. For example,
Tanya noticed the positive effect that learning cultural ways of doing, and
being acknowledged for these in the school, had on Brooke:
It was an Aboriginal thing, they do a dance, an Aboriginal dance, and
stuff like that and they all got rewards at the end they got a book
reward and they’d stand up with their books and she had a big – her
smile never left her face, and it was good. That was good.
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal parents identified the need for
Aboriginal programs along cultural and personal wellbeing lines. There were
different perspectives among parents on the ways in which attending the
program met particular needs. These ranged from cultural, spiritual and
wellbeing to educational outcomes and career and economic aspirations. For
Justine, learning about, and being able to practise cultural ways for Aboriginal
students in school, was seen as an answer, or restitution for, cultural losses
incurred by Aboriginal peoples in Australia. Marita, Justine, Tanya, Liana, and
Anita described wanting to teach their children about their Aboriginal heritage,
but were unable to, or were limited by, what they did not know about it. A
combination of experiences that made sharing memories too painful and
generational loss of knowledge and identity due to family-felt stigma,
dislocation, and/or removal from family were given as reasons for not holding
knowledge about heritage. So in this context, many families saw schools as
able to help with that journey and valued the learning about culture that
accompanied becoming a school student.
Four mothers conveyed their approval of the Aboriginal program at
school but qualified their self-determined connection to Aboriginal ways of
being and doing. Tamara felt that school’s Aboriginal program was valuable
but she believed that she could provide for Jordyn’s cultural needs by
celebrating her family’s cultural heritages in the community.
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I try and keep my girls – they know that they're Aboriginal. They also
know that they're Scottish. They also know that they're Australian. You
know what I mean? I try and mix it all up…I try and do NAIDOC week,
I will buy them Aboriginal story books. I'm also Scottish. So is their
father. So we take them down to the big Scottish highland festival.
Scottish food, dancing, bagpipes, mass pipe bands – it’s beautiful.
Shae thought that the extra transition support that Kayla received through the
Aboriginal program was good, but did not feel that it was needed because I
don’t think that we are any different from anybody else. Andrea expressed a
similar assertion about identity when asked if Tori identified as Aboriginal:
Andrea:

Interviewer:
Andrea:

She knows that she is, but we don’t really, we sort of –
we are equal to everyone so we don’t care you know
what I mean. She knows that she is Aboriginal, but we
don’t play on it if that makes sense. Like heaps of other
people do.
What do other people do?
They just, you know, “I am Aboriginal I should be
entitled to this, I should be entitled to that”. And I say
“Yeah I am Aboriginal but I should be entitled to what
everyone else is entitled to”.

Melinda explained that Korey would attend a separate Aboriginal program if
there was one but described being Aboriginal for Korey as not [making] any
difference in day-to-day life.
While these families conveyed a sense of apparent inconsequence about
their Aboriginal identity, this was not the case for Sasha. Schools had
represented a place where Sasha’s children’s identity as Aboriginal had been
called into question, or not been fully supported. This had struck a deep chord
with Sasha and the elder members of her family. On a number of occasions
Sasha and her family had approached the school about the family’s concerns.
Much of Sasha’s journey as an Aboriginal school parent was focused on
affirming her children’s sense of self as an Aboriginal child:
Sasha: She came home and she said to me, “Mum, am I black?” I said,
“Okay, so who’s your Mum?” and I said, “So who’s your Nan?” and I
pinpointed all the darker ones in the family the main ones and I said to
her, “Now, where did Mummy come from?” She says, “Nan” and I
said, “So where did you come?” She goes, “From you mum”. So I
said, “If you come from Mummy’s tummy and I come from Nan’s
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tummy and Nan’s black and Mum’s black, what does that make you?”
She goes, “Black, mum.” I said, “That’s all you need to know”.
Justine, Liana and Terri lamented that they would like their children to
have more in terms of learning about Aboriginal culture at school. For Justine
and Liana, this was partly a response to the differences that they had
experienced across their PTS and school settings (see Vignettes). They
described how their children’s learning in the Aboriginal preschool contributed
to their positive sense of themselves as Aboriginal children. Justine explained
her belief that providing an Aboriginal program was not part of mainstream
schools’ core business, and that schools were not required, or are able to,
provide authentic and meaningful cultural and community-based Aboriginal
education. She appeared to feel that there was little that could be done to
influence this situation, particularly in the context of the multicultural
communities that schools must service:
Jye really enjoyed everything that they did at the Aboriginal
preschool.... And it was important to him and he knows that he’s an
Aboriginal kid…. There’s a big difference between Tharawal
[preschool], the culture and community that they have compared to a
public school. I don’t think too much about it because there’s no, well,
not that I looked into, but there’s no real school that is the same as
what Tharawal would be as a primary school; it’s too big and broad an
area. Too much culture…. So, I just think there’s no point really trying
to cater for all the different cultures but in particular for the Aboriginal
because it’s too late. It’ll never be fixed.
Liana and Sasha also read Aboriginal education as being located in
multicultural discourses. While Sasha approved of the cultural awareness
approach at their school, Liana lamented that Aboriginal culture was lost
amongst the numerous cultures that made up school communities:
Sasha: They have like a cultural awareness thing where they have – I
know that last year they had a multicultural day and there was also a
day where people come in dressed up as a different nationality. So it
does go into their school and they do know about different nationalities
and they do know of who they are.
Liana: It’s hard because they don’t get to do a lot of the stuff, like they
used to do over here at Tharawal with the Aboriginal stuff because
obviously the preschool here, it’s multicultural. So they celebrate
everything, do you know what I mean? They used to do all the
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Aboriginal songs for the kids and that was great, where here they just
do your normal everyday songs. It’s a bit of a shame.
Terri wanted Casey to feel some connection to her Aboriginality as the
Aboriginal community had represented a source of support for her throughout
her life. For Terri, school signified a place where this connection could be—but
was not—being made:
Interviewer:
Terri:

How important is it for you to have an Aboriginal
program or activities occurring at the school?
Oh well, they were good, because when I went to school
I had the Aboriginal thing and like it was good for me.
We had some good things there when I was at school,
and I just thought that every school done it. But, it’s not
a big hassle but it would be good for her…. And it’s
always – they are always helpful. Karina has always
been helpful to me when I have needed her, she has
always been there straight away. And when I was –
when my mum as well, they were always there to help as
well. So, it is – like I would like it there….But if it’s not
in the school like, I can't really do anything.

In complex ways, Justine, Liana and Terri conveyed their sense of having no
entitlement to the kind of education that they wanted for their children. Nor did
they expect to find such an education in the Australian schooling system. This
distinctive experience can be read as part of the complex position of Aboriginal
peoples at the Cultural Interface (Nakata, 2007b). Justine expressed how this
position had been constructed by her life experiences and her sense of self as
an Australian, regulated by dominant discourses in the Australian context:
Well, but that’s Australia, that’s what we do and that, you know – I
mean that’s what I grew up with. And, you know, I’m Australian and
that’s what I know...

Summary
Mothers’ narratives about Aboriginal people, places and practices in
their child’s school offered insights into the differing positions that they took
up as school parents of an Aboriginal child. Most conveyed strong feelings
about the importance and value of the Aboriginal education programs in their
child’s school. Similarly, Aboriginal members of staff were valued and several
mothers spoke of themselves and their child as beneficiaries of their unique
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qualities and contributions to the school. These views were shared across
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal parents.
In sum, the views of mothers about the contributions of home and
school to children’s Aboriginal identity were diverse and not necessarily
correlated with maternal Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal identity. However, there
were narratives about particular histories and experiences that were unique to
Aboriginal mothers’ stories about transition to school, including some that
might be unique to being Aboriginal in urban communities. For example, some
mothers saw the cultural diversity of the communities that they lived in as
presenting a barrier to the provision of the Aboriginal education that they
desired for their children.
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8.7 Being aspirational
This section presents the aspirations held by mothers for their children.
Mothers’ sense of being aspirational was expressed in explicit and implicit
ways. For some mothers, starting school and education were seen as pathways
towards effecting change to aspects of their family’s social identity.

8.7.1 Parents’ ways of knowing - Aspirations
Sixteen mothers were asked about their hopes for their child’s future.
Most mothers framed their aspirations for their child as a combination of
wanting them to be happy and to have a good job or career. Nine mothers
mentioned being happy and six qualified that they wanted their child to do
what they want to do or be able to have choices about what they did. Six
mothers listed a good job or good career as desirable and five implied the
importance of a good job through comments such as I want her to be
something, or through their support for the children’s aspirations to be a doctor,
police officer, vet or teacher. Among other things, three mothers noted their
desire for their sons to have a good character, noting qualities such as being
respectful, having strong values, being a good kid, and not run amok. Be safe
was mentioned by one mother and alluded to by others.
A good education, doing well at, and completing, school were given
emphasis in the aspirations of nine mothers. These mothers’ aspirations were
informed by an understanding that school attainment and completion were
likely to improve their children’s career prospects, and in a similar vein, better
career prospects were regarded as likely to affect their life satisfaction. Parents
wanted their children to have choices, an idea seemingly affixed to their
perception that their own choices had been limited by not completing
secondary school.
Terri:

Tanya:
Interviewer:
Tanya:

I want her to be something because I didn’t finish
school, so I am going to make sure that she goes
somewhere.
Have a good job and a good career.
Do any know any field or any field in particular?
No, it doesn’t bother me as long as it’s a career and
she’s happy at doing it, I really don't care what she
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wants to do. I want her to make something of herself,
have a good career, good job, good money. Not be like
me, I don’t want any of them to be like me. That’s my
goal. As long as they get a job and get out there and do
things and explore things and go places and do things
that I never did, instead of being stuck home with kids,
not being able to do anything and go anywhere. I want
them to go out and just see everything, do everything,
experience everything that they can before they settle
down with kids. Yeah, that’s what I want for them.
Hopefully they’ll get it.
In this respect, it was evident that most parents did acknowledge the
economic and self-determination benefits of completing formal education and
presumably would instil this belief in their children. Seven mothers viewed
completing secondary school and/or tertiary education as essential to
optimising their child’s career prospects, again basing this on personal or
familial experience of having, or not having, gone on to complete studies
beyond secondary school. Andrea exemplified this in the following excerpt:
I've always told them, “Don’t worry about nothing, just worry about
their school. That's all you need to worry about. You don’t even need
to have a job in high school; I don’t care. As long as you get the marks
that you want to get to go where you want to go.” So there’ll be a bit of
pushing from me, of course, and probably off their dad, because he
never - see, I went to Year 12 but he didn't. So I’ll be pushing my
children to go to Year 12, and especially to go to university, especially
if they want to become vets or doctors or stuff like that. So I’ll be the
one that's really pushy. So hopefully it works.
Liana’s statement – You always want better for your kids than what you
had – was a common expression among mothers in this study. The aspirations
of six mothers intersected with their expressions of regret about their own
educational and career achievements and conviction to support their children to
do better than I did. In particular, they questioned their own hastiness to leave
school and their determination to ensure their children received different
messages about completing school than they did. To this end, 11 mothers spoke
of the ways in which they had acted to ensure that their child’s, and their own,
hopes and dreams were attainable. These included verbal encouragement for
children’s career aspirations, promoting the value of education and doing well
at school, setting goals, and setting aside savings for their child’s future.
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For four parents (Liana, Julia, Sasha, Melinda), their aspiration for a
‘good’ education led to their decision to choose a ‘private’ school outside of
their local neighbourhood schools. This decision was motivated by a number of
differing, but related, beliefs and experiences that concerned families with
navigating children away from circumstances deemed not conducive to a
‘good’ education and life. Aspirations for ‘a better education’ were often
accompanied by purposeful and strategic activity that was driven by a desire to
seek opportunities for their children that were not seen as available in the local
schools. This was sometimes expressed as building connections to places
beyond the family’s neighbourhood. This might be seen as creating spaces for
new social identities amongst a new social group and perhaps access to a more
elite/powerful social institution which a private school might represent:
Interviewer:
Melinda:

So how did you choose the school that he went to?
Because, ah, I live in a crappy area and I didn’t want
him to grow up with the kids around this area and be
crappy like they're going to be, pretty much. I want him
to have a good start in life, so I put him in a private
school.

Liana valued the Aboriginal programming at the school but admitted that she
would send her children to the school regardless, as she had a strong belief in
the school being better than the public schools in her area.
As well as seeking a top of the range education for her children, for
Sasha, seeking a Catholic education was viewed as part of protecting her
children from environments in which she felt her children were more
vulnerable to an undesirable lifestyle. Sasha explained in the following excerpt,
that she wanted a proper education for her children, one that she presumably,
did not regard as possible at her local school. She associated Catholic
education with particular ways of being and doing that were important, and
perceived her mother’s siblings to have benefited from their Catholic
education:
Sasha:

Interviewer:

I grew up in [suburb], it’s what I’ve experienced in my
life, that’s not a lifestyle that I want my kids to grow up
in.
Okay, tell me about the lifestyle?
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Sasha:

Interviewer:

Sasha:

Okay, so a lot of young people running like any suburb
had young children walking around hours of the night
maybe Thursday, Friday nights, you can see them
consuming alcohol, that’s kind of normal but when
they’re constantly fighting and abusing each other in
public in front of everybody and that’s where the
majority of that, where the heart of that was as well as
other areas but that’s not where I wanted to be. I went
to the preschool down on Smith Street. I went to the
preschool there so if any of you know, I wouldn’t mind
my kids going into the same preschool and whatnot as
me but, I come into the workforce to make sure that my
kids get a proper education, I want to make sure that
they, that I fulfil their dreams and I’ll put them in the
best school that’s appropriate for them.
[Can you tell about] why you felt education was so
important, for the girls to get to where you think they
should get?
Well I want to put my girl, I want to make sure that she
knows where she wants to go, that she’s structured well
and that they prepare her for that sort of a world out
there so and that’s where I know where Catholic is. All
my mother’s brothers and sisters were in Catholic and I
can see the difference between them and me.

Equally, she believed a good education would be an investment for the future,
perceiving her to be well-positioned as part of what appears to be a reference to
Closing the gap (COAG, 2011) initiatives:
Sasha:

Interviewer:
Sasha:

…it’s closing the gap, our next generation is what we’re
supposed to be working towards and my girl is in that
generation and I want to make sure that she’s in that,
she’s in that--Cohort.
---that’s right and she’s going for that goal like
everybody else is going for and I’m hoping that she
might be that lawyer, she might be that policeman, she
might be that fireman, she might be something else that I
might not think that she’s not capable of doing, she
might surprise me. But I’m ready and keen for her to
throw whatever she can at me

These mothers conveyed a sense of purposeful action toward initiating
change in their child’s social circumstances. Their accounts suggest that this is
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directed at physical places such as the neighbourhood and local community and
the suburban areas the families were living in – and that they saw these places
(and their schools) as offering conditions that might thwart or constrain their
educational and lifestyle aspirations for their children. This re-making of
identity seemingly involved a desire to associate with different, more enabling,
conditions. Enrolling in a school attached to a ‘better’ neighbourhood and/or a
more powerful social group, might be viewed as parents creating the conditions
that they see as needed to achieve their aspirations. Or, as Tamara expressed, as
a commitment to resist what might be thought of as a commonly held
perception of particular neighbourhoods and to construct an identity that
reflected parental aspirations, rather than being positioned in relation to where
one lives:
Tamara: Just because you're in a shit area doesn't mean that you have
to be gross yourself.

Summary
All of the mothers in this study held aspirations for their child’s future.
Their aspirations were typically multi-faceted and motivated by wanting their
child to be happy and successful in their chosen pursuits. Most mothers wanted
their child to do better in terms of educational achievement and employment
opportunities than they had themselves. They valued educational achievement
as making an important contribution to the attainment of these aspirations.
There were clear intersections between the aspirations of mothers and
particular ways of acting that were intended to promote in their children a
positive view of their education and their sense of potentiality. The findings
reveal similarities to research that has considered the ways in which high
parental aspirations have contributed positively to the environments that
support children from marginalised groups to succeed in education (Johnson &
Kossykh, 2008; Lette et al., 2009).
For many mothers, the legacies of their past experiences formed a
mould for their aspirations for their children’s futures. The influence of the past
could be heard in expressions of hoping that their child went further with their
education than they themselves did, and by virtue of doing this, expectations
that their child would have more opportunities in life than they had. Some
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narratives conveyed a sense that starting school was an opportunity for parents
to act purposefully towards creating conditions for attaining aspirations, or at
the very least to engineer a more compatible social group for their children
(Campbell, Proctor, & Sherington, 2009). Several mothers exercised their right
to choose a private education, with the aim of expanding possibilities and
potentiality for their child.

Expanding the research narrative: Children’s and mothers’
ways of knowing and doing
With a view to answering research question 1, Chapters 7 and 8 have
presented seven possible dimensions of sense of self relating to starting school.
In keeping with this study’s recognition of collaboration between and amongst
cultural worldviews, the analysis section of this thesis presented in Chapters 7
and 8 sought to re-present participants’ experiences in their state of
‘relatedness’. In Chapter 7, ways of being framed the organisation and
communication of participants’ sense of self in relation to transition to school.
Chapter 8 has explored children’s and parents’ ways of knowing themselves
and the contexts in which they are these selves. The chapter has developed
some thematic groupings across individuals in relation to:


the characteristics of children and parents that underlie their
expressions of positive sense of self; and



the relationships, interactions, activities and contexts that drive the coconstruction of a positive sense of self for the children and families.

Chapter 9 considers the ways in which the children’s and parents’ sense of self
are shaped by, and shape, the ways of being, knowing and doing of their
educators and schools. This consideration recognises the relational nature of
how Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples come to know themselves and
each other (Nakata, 2007b; Phillips, 2012a).
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Chapter 9
Educators’ ways of being, knowing
and doing
Preface
The purpose of this chapter is to detail and analyse the school contexts
of the case study children and provide an account of their transition to school
from their educators’ perspectives. To do so, contextual information is
provided for each school before reporting the key narratives relating to school
transition expressed by educators at those schools. School context information
is derived from a number of sources including: Annual School Reports; the My
School website15; National Census data; and, interviews with educators.
The key narratives described in this chapter emerged from interviews
with educators about their perceptions of the study children’s transition to
school and of transition to school more generally. Educators, including the
children’s teachers, the principal and support staff for Aboriginal students
(AEWs) at the school, were asked about their roles, expectations and
pedagogical practices in relation to transition to school, and more specifically
in relation to the early school experiences for the study children attending their
school (see Appendix C and D for interview schedules). Four prominent
narratives emerged:


preparedness and preparing for school;



supporting Aboriginal learners;



connecting with Aboriginal families and communities; and



promoting positive Aboriginal identities.

15

The My School website (Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority
(ACARA), 2014) enables users to access information about Australian schools and their
communities, including each school’s demographic profile and student performance on
nationally-administered standardised tests. The information generates an overall profile of
each school and the community it serves, as well as providing information for meaningful
statistical comparisons of student performance to be made among schools.
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These four narratives are used to examine the ways of being, knowing and
doing operating in the children’s school contexts. Particular consideration is
given to educators’ descriptions of the ways of being (their roles and
expectations), knowing (what informs these roles and expectations), and doing
(the practices that they engage in relation to roles and expectations), that
underpin and comprise their efforts in relation to transition to school. During
analysis, multiple intersections among the four prominent educator narratives
were evident and their interaction and influence is discussed.
Just as the vignettes presented in Chapter 7 were a re-presentation of
child and parent experiences of transition to school, this chapter is also a
retelling of participants’ experiences. It is again “a matter of people in relation
contextually and temporally… [and] an experience of the experience”
(Clandinen & Connelly, 2000, p. 189). Thus, the retelling must be read against
pre-existing beliefs and knowledge about transition to school grounded in
predominantly Western research paradigms. Analysis of the narratives
intentionally explores ways of being, knowing and doing during transition to
school at a complex cultural interface with the view to envision possibilities for
new ways of seeing at the intersection of differing knowledge systems.

Locating the schools
An overview of the demographic information relating to the case
children’s schools and their school communities can be found in Table 9.1. The
schools were all located in the geographical boundaries of the Campbelltown
LGA which is described in Chapter 3.
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Table 9.1: Participant School Information (N = 6)
School

Sector

SEIFA at
SA 2 level

ICSEA16
2011 - 2013

Total
enrolments*

% of Aboriginal
Enrolments 2011 - 1317

% of Aboriginal
staff 2011 - 1318

Co-located
preschool

Burraji Park

Government

1

940 - 950

Small

5 – 10%

0 - 5%

No

Curreena

Government

1

830 - 845

Small

25 – 30%

20 – 25%

Yes

Yarimbah

Government

2

965 - 995

Large

0 – 5%

0 - 5%

No

Arunda Lakes

Government

2

885 - 935

Large

5 – 10%

0 - 5%

No

Parramurra

Nongovernment

4

990 - 1015

Large

5 - 10%

Not
reported

No

Narrigo

Government

4

930 - 940

Medium

5 – 10%

0 – 5%

No

*Small = 0 – 250 students; Medium = 251 – 450 students; Large = 451 – 650 students
16

The My School website reports on relative socio-educational advantage at school and school community levels. Using the Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage
(ICSEA), a numerical value that indicates the magnitude of community socio-educational advantage and disadvantage is given to each school. The variables that make up ICSEA
include parental occupation and education levels, school location and the proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander enrolments. ICSEA is set at an average of 1000. To
ensure school anonymity, ICSEA values have been provided here as an approximation of the range of values reported for the school over the 2011 – 2013 period.
17
The My School website reports on the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander enrolments as a percentage of total annual enrolments at each school. For the purposes of
this table, these are represented as a percentage category that indicates approximate percentages from 2011 – 2013 so that schools are not identifiable.
18
Schools are required to report on their number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander employees in their Annual School Report. The reported number has been translated into a
percentage range of the total number of teaching and non-teaching staff at the school so that schools are not identifiable.
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9.1 Burraji Park Public School
Local and school community context
Compared with other areas in Australia, Burraji Park’s local community
had relatively high levels of disadvantage as reflected in its SEIFA ranking of 1
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011b). Less than 5% of families reported a
high level of educational advantage.19(ACARA, 2014). In 2012, more than a
third of families indicated a low level of educational advantage, with this figure
increasing to almost half in 2013. Burraji Park attracted a Low Socio-economic
Status (SES) School Communities National Partnership in 201020 (Australian
Government, 2010). Participation in the National Partnership provided access
to a Deputy Principal in Aboriginal Education who was employed to deliver
support and professional development across several schools. In 2013 the
school was eligible for additional funding relating to its location within a low
SES community. This funding enabled the employment of a School Learning
Support Officer (SLSO) specifically to support Aboriginal students with
literacy and numeracy learning (details are provided under the heading
Aboriginal Education).
Approximately 6% of enrolled students identified as Aboriginal in
2011. By 2013, total enrolments at the school had decreased slightly and the
percentage of Aboriginal students enrolled had increased to 10% (ACARA,
2014). Approximately 25-30% of students at Burraji Park were from a
language background other than English (LBOTE) and over 30 different
cultural backgrounds were represented among the student population. Rates of
attendance at the school from 2011-2013 were slightly below the average rates
for NSW.
19

The distribution of students across four ‘Socio-Educational Advantage (SEA) quartiles is
represented as part of each school’s profile on the My School website. This indicates levels of
socio-educational advantage at the school level. The standard distribution reports equal
representation of students (25%) across the four quartiles.
20
The Low Socio-economic Status School Communities National Partnership is a joint initiative
of the Australian and NSW Governments, the NSW Catholic Education Commission, and the
Association of Independent Schools that provides funding for implementing strategies to
facilitate high quality teaching with a focus on improving outcomes for students from Low SES
backgrounds (Low SES School Communities National Partnership, 2015).
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Interview participants
Table 9.2: Overview of interview participants’ details at Burraji Park PS
Educator

Gender

Position

Meredith

Female

Principal

Nicole

Female

School Learning Support Officer21

Janelle

Female

Tayah’s Kinder teacher 2011

Maira

Female

Piper’s Kinder and Year 1 teacher 2012

Rae

Female

Tayah’s Year 1 teacher and teacher of
the Aboriginal group (2011-2012)

Aboriginal Education at Burraji Park
Aboriginal Education was reported as one of Burraji Park’s significant
programs and initiatives in 2011-2013. Guided by the dual commitment to
enhancing Aboriginal children’s literacy and numeracy outcomes and educate
all students about Aboriginal culture and history, the school’s Aboriginal
Education strategies centred on providing Aboriginal students with classroom
support and opportunities to participate in Aboriginal cultural learning
experiences.
Burraji Park initiated an Aboriginal group program in 2010. The
program gathered all Aboriginal children from Kindergarten through to Grade
6 together once each week during school hours. Children also attended
excursions and community events as part of the group’s activities, and parent
and community involvement in the activities of the group were promoted. The
program was initiated by Rae, a non-Aboriginal teacher who led the group
during 2011-2012. Rae described herself as the Aboriginal contact person at

21

School Learning Support Officers (SLSOs) are employed to assist teachers in the classroom
with general class activities and attending to the needs of students with additional needs.
SLSOs can be employed in assigned roles to support the needs of particular groups of
students, including Aboriginal students (NSW DEC, n.d-b).
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the school. She was replaced by a second non-Aboriginal teacher during 2013
although the program was described as off-line at the time of the interview in
Term 4 due to that teacher taking medical leave.
In 2012, the school employed Nicole as a School Learning Support
Officer (SLSO) primarily to support Aboriginal students in their classrooms
and oversee Personalised Learning Plan (PLP) processes. Nicole was nonAboriginal but her husband identified as Aboriginal. Nicole explained that his
Aboriginal heritage was discovered only recently when his mother learned of
her removal and adoption as part of the Stolen Generations. Consequently,
Nicole’s involvement with the local Aboriginal community was being
established and at the time of the interview, and revolved around events
attended by the children in the Aboriginal group attended. However, she spoke
of her desire to get a bit more involved with the local Aboriginal community in
her role as SLSO.
Preparedness and preparing for school
Building connections and meeting needs
The principal’s (Meredith) perceptions of what was important for a
successful start to school included children having a sense of connectedness to
school, a mindset for learning, and ensuring they [children] have success. She
believed that the transition to school program at Burraji Park had been effective
in promoting these attributes. On the topic of school readiness, Meredith
indicated that the school referred primarily to the measures of the Australian
Early Development Index (AEDI)22. She expanded by explaining that the 2011
cohort results indicated that 64% of children starting school in that year at
Burraji Park were considered Developmentally Vulnerable. For Meredith, the

22

The Australian Early Development Index (re-named the Australian Early Development
Census in July 2014) provides data relating to the learning and development of young children
at the community level. Every three years, information is provided by teachers of children in
their first year of full-time school. The data gathered is used to report on children’s
development across five domains: Physical health; Social competence; Emotional maturity;
Language and cognitive skills; and Communication. Each school receives a school profile that
indicates the number of children who are considered to be developmentally vulnerable and
those performing well (Australian Early Development Census (AEDC), 2014).
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results flagged that our children are starting school behind the 8-ball and
without the foundational skills they needed to start a formal education.
The implementation of two programs—a transition to school program
and a playgroup—were intended to address the high percentage of children
who, according to the AEDI, were classified as [developmentally] at risk as
they started school. The first opportunity that Burraji Park offered children and
families to engage with the school, prior to the start of school, was the school’s
transition to school/school readiness program. This program operated on the
school grounds and had been running for four years. Children attended weekly
sessions held on a Friday morning for two terms. Decision-making about the
day of the week and the length of the program had been informed by parent
input. The Kindergarten teacher was released from class to run the program.
According to Meredith and Nicole, the program was a strength of the school
and it was perceived as good preparation for Kindergarten by educators, highly
valued by families, and was accessed by a wide range of families. The second
program—a playgroup—was focused on providing a play-oriented program
that aimed to build up family connection to the school. The program was run by
the school’s P & C Association and held on the school grounds for families to
access in the years prior to enrolment in the transition/school readiness
program.
Preparedness – how to be and do at school
Two Kinder teachers were interviewed at Burraji Park. They viewed
children’s personal equation of skills and attributes as the main contributor to
their preparedness for school. Tayah’s teacher considered that Tayah was
prepared for school because she gets what goes on at school. Piper’s teacher,
Maira, described this as learning the formula of what happens at school and
told of preparing children for school through explicit, step-by-step teaching of
that formula.
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Transitions pedagogy
Expectations and practice relating to transition to school for Aboriginal
children appeared to operate under an ethos of equality and perception of
sameness:
Meredith:

Nicole:
Meredith:

I guess our expectations are the same for Aboriginal
students as they are for all our students. While we have
[separate Aboriginal group], the normal school day
doesn’t change for them. I guess for us, we’re in the
suburbs of Sydney, the outer suburbs of Sydney. So our
students are basically born in the suburbs. I don’t think
they see themselves as necessarily being different from
the rest of the population.
No I don’t think so either.
And yeah our expectations are exactly the same. Our
expectations are that we do run a transition program for
all our students. We would give the same support to
them starting school as any other child and if a child
had a difficulty of transitioning, regardless of where they
came from, their identity, or national background, we
would still support them.

Meredith justified the same transition program for all on the basis that
Aboriginal children did not see themselves as different from anyone else. She
acknowledged that any child may present with support needs for their
transition to school, but indicated that a child’s Aboriginality itself, would not
prompt differential support.
In Term 1 of Kinder, Aboriginal children were given a transition to
school backpack that contained school supplies and learning resources and,
according to Tayah’s Kinder teacher, Janelle, all the Koori things in it. Janelle
described making a big fuss of and telling the children how lucky they are and
noticed that children were obviously proud to receive their backpacks. She also
noted that the backpacks were not an attempt to separate Aboriginal children,
rather they were about just trying to make sure these children end up having
the best that they can have. Expressing how great the backpacks were, Janelle
told of the Kinder teachers’ decision to make packs like that for all of our kids
next year.
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Supporting Aboriginal learners
Personalised Learning Plans
In 2013, while the Aboriginal group program was off-line, the school
trialled a new approach to supporting Aboriginal children. This involved
increasing Nicole’s appointment from one to four days per week to provide all
Aboriginal students at the school with a program of focused learning support to
achieve their PLP goals. In this new approach, Nicole worked alongside
Aboriginal children and their peers on their usual class work and was conscious
of giving everyone a hand, rather than focusing attention on only the
Aboriginal children. She also worked one-on-one with children outside of the
classroom where more intensive support was required. As well as increased
levels of learning support, Nicole’s new role also involved facilitating
communication with families to involve them in the PLP process. The program
was trialled over a five week period and, in their preliminary evaluation of the
program, both Nicole and Meredith were very pleased with the improvements
in student learning and the feedback that the program was receiving from
teachers:
Nicole:

Interviewer:
Nicole:

Meredith:

There’s been a lot of improvement right across the
board in times-tables, their reading, even simple things
like remembering to bring a home reader back every
day. Some of these kids are just excelling since we
started this program.
So the one-on-one work with the children, do you
attribute the improvements to that?
Definitely. And we even have some say “Where were you
today Mrs Rogers? You didn’t come in, I needed you”.
And I say “No, you’re getting there. You can do it now”.
But even in the [Aboriginal] group, but outside in the
playground, they all, I think they are getting a sense of
closeness to me.
I’ve had class teachers who have initiated conversations
with me about the work that Nicole is doing….. So to
have teachers in a busy day come up to me and say “You
know Meredith that program that Nicole is doing is
working really, really well, and there’s a flow on into the
classroom. That is so strong…. The incidental
evaluation that I have so far points to that this will be
the way to go next year.
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Transformative pedagogy
In their interview Meredith and Nicole recognised the potential for
schools to be sites of reform, making a difference at individual and societal
levels. Meredith in particular referred to the data regarding Aboriginal
students and, while she noted that the gap is closing, indicated a strong sense of
responsibility for further progress toward social justice: it [the gap] is a
disgrace and it’s our job, I mean if you’re going to change society, change it in
the school first. They both recounted their own success stories and told of the
impact that a combination of high expectations, persistence and academic
support had on students’ achievement at school. Conversations with parents
were seen as integral to teachers’ work and the staff had undertaken
professional development towards this goal.
Aboriginal perspectives and identities in the classroom, curriculum and
pedagogy
Maira could recount some integration of Aboriginal content such as
Dreamtime stories in her Kinder and Year 1 classes. However, felt that the
school’s Aboriginal program was doing a lot for Aboriginal children and
bringing them out of the woodwork and making Aboriginal parents feel more
comfortable about coming and doing stuff at school because of its success. Rae
noted that because she had two Aboriginal children in her [Year 1] class, I try
to make links to Aboriginal culture [and] Aboriginal history whenever I can.
Connecting with Aboriginal families and communities
Building bridges and breaking down barriers
As well as being seen as key to the implementation and success of the
new approach to supporting Aboriginal learners, Meredith also saw Nicole and
her role as central to maximising what was hoped to be another flow-on effect
of the success of the program for Aboriginal students – increased child and
family engagement and connectedness to school:
Meredith:

Our hardest people to involve in education are our
Aboriginal community people. They, for whatever
reason, whether it’s their background when they went to
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Interviewer:
Meredith:

school and they feel threatened, they see us as authority
figures or what I’m not quite sure. But there is a
reluctance, a big reluctance to come up to school and
have a conversation with us about their children, I think
there’s a fear of being judged, but this is one of the ways
that we’re sort of like, breaking down, I guess hoping,
breaking down those barriers and showing that their
children can be successful at school. And through
Nicole, I believe, Nicole is the link for them to be
connected to school. Nicole’s the link.
For the students and their families, both?
More so the students at this point in time, but I am
looking at increasing Nicole’s role so that the families
can also be more connected as well. But I guess with
that, our way into the families is through the child. So, if
a child is comfortable with Nicole, and the child uses
Nicole as that connector, that’s going to be easier than
Nicole approaching families without having any
connection to the child, because then she’s still an
outsider. Presently, this year, she’s like a part of the
children’s lives now, so that will make connecting with
the families a lot easier.

Perceptions of barriers and enablers
National Aborigines and Islanders Day Observance Celebrations
(NAIDOC) week events were seen as facilitating Aboriginal family attendance
at school. The children would plan, organise and run a NAIDOC week
assembly and both Meredith and Nicole believed the event to be a highlight for
the children. Meredith described the event as the time for [Aboriginal children]
to stand up in front of the school and shine and, in this context, she saw their
parents as willing to come to school for the good stuff but not the bad stuff.
In 2012, Rae reported having mixed success gaining Aboriginal parent
involvement in her Aboriginal group program. She noted that involving parents
in the weekly program took an amount of effort, but felt that she had success
with the one or two families who became involved. She commented that the
small number of Aboriginal enrolments at the school made her job hard as we
don’t get any extra funding. Her greatest success attaining parent participation
was with the occasional excursions that involved the group attending local
Aboriginal community events. Rae was confident that the community
excursions had fostered a good relationship with the parents, exemplified by
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being on a first name basis [with parents] and all that sort of thing, and they
all recognise me as the Aboriginal sort of teacher.
Both Nicole and Meredith believed that a sense of community and
connectedness was in-built at the school due to its small size. Meredith
believed that the school’s small size was a strength and that the nice feel of the
school was distinguishable to those who visited.
Promoting positive Aboriginal identities
Schools as sites of identity-work
Meredith viewed the implementation and delivery of the
Aboriginal program as both necessary and valuable. This was evident in
her perception that there was a need for the Aboriginal children attending
the school to build their sense of their Aboriginal identity and through
her preparedness to resource the program from existing school funds and
to deploy staff (non-Aboriginal) to support the program. In its first year,
Meredith recalled seeking the Aboriginal families’ views to inform and
appraise the program via an informal evening gathering for educators and
Aboriginal families.
The [Aboriginal] group was formed three years ago and the aim of the
group was that we found that our Aboriginal students didn’t have a sense
of identity of being Aboriginal, and the parents themselves didn’t have a
sense of Aboriginal identity and an understanding and appreciation of
their own culture. I actually felt that I had, when I spoke to the parents,
that I had more knowledge of Aboriginal culture than they did…. And I
have to say it [the program] was implemented without special funding –
it was done through school funding and timetabling to release someone.
It has been very, very successful…the aim was twofold, it was not only to
increase the children’s sense of identity and have then an understanding
of their culture, but it was also to close that gap. So, when the program
initially started the aim was also to have a literacy or a numeracy basis
to use the time to decrease that gap of learning between them and the
other students….The program is highly regarded.
In 2012, Rae, the teacher who ran the Aboriginal group program
articulated her sense of the success of the group:
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The kids have a really good self-esteem and our group started up – this
would be, two and a half years coming up now and when we first started
we really didn’t do much with the Aboriginal students, so they were sort
of – just blended in, but they weren’t bonding, but now what they’ve
created, they’ve created a little bond with each other… The little kids
love the older students; they’ve got this connection with each other which
they never had before. So I think it’s very good to be [an Aboriginal
child] in this school.
In the same interview Rae appeared to be questioning the role of
schools in assigning particular identities and ‘needs’ to Aboriginal children,
especially when they may not behave in an overtly Aboriginal way (seemingly
determined through behavioural characteristics):
There’s a lot of Aboriginal kids in this school that don’t really have a lot
of strong Aboriginal links outside of school, but those that do have a lot
of strong Aboriginal links outside of school, I still don’t see them as
Aboriginal, like because – I mean they just behave and act and say and
do all the things that all of their other friends do. So sometimes I wonder
whether we need to put such an emphasis on, “You’re Aboriginal,”
because we want them to maintain their knowledge of heritage and their
culture, but whether it’s really the role of the school to push it as heavily
as we should or not, I’m not sure. But I know that to give them a hand in
these early stages of re-establishing that, yes we can, but how long we
maintain that for, I don’t know.
The study children
Tayah
Tayah was perceived by Janelle, her Kindergarten teacher, and
Meredith, the principal, as well-prepared and ready for the academic and
social expectations of school. For Janelle, her ‘readiness’ for school also
appeared to be facilitated by Tayah’s personality and disposition:
Janelle:

Interviewer:
Janelle:

Her mum was a teacher. I think that’s only got a
minor part to do with it. I think that’s just the kind
of kid that she is.
Do you think the preschool influence is there or
she’s just gone this way?
I think so. Oh I think it’s a bit of both.

These readiness attributes fed into an expectation that Tayah
would do very well at school. In her description of Tayah’s school
readiness, Janelle commented on how she gets what goes on at school
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and if you teach her something yep she’s got it...and just understands and
can tell other kids how to do it all. Tayah’s Year 1 teacher Rae, described
her as happy at school at the beginning of the year, but feeling the
pressure that she’s not performing as high as what she was last year
among a more capable cohort in Year 1. She recognised that Tayah’s
mother, Marita, had concerns and was able to articulate the ways in
which she wanted her concerns addressed – Rae described their
communications about addressing the concerns as a two-way thing. By
the end of Year 1, Rae described how Tayah had developed a new level
of self-confidence and because of this, was achieving to her potential.
Rae, Nicole and Meredith all expressed similar feelings that Marita’s
expectations for Tayah were too high and that she was placing
unnecessary pressure on her.
Piper
Maira pronounced Piper as successfully schoolised in Term 4 of
Kinder. She noted that Piper was having difficulty with literacy, and based on
knowledge gained through conversations with Piper’s mother about her own
literacy experiences, Maira suggested that Piper might have a learning problem
like her Mum. In Kinder, Maira saw Piper’s strength as maths, felt that she did
have a group of friends, and a supportive mother. Maira hoped that Piper
would receive some help with her learning problems in the future and become
more confident. She attributed Piper’s lack of confidence to her awareness of
her poorer academic performance in class, noting that Piper compared herself
to other children. She felt that Piper would have her confidence boosted by
participating in the school’s Reading Recovery program in Year 1. Socially,
she felt that Piper would be fine with her little group of friends. In Year 1,
Maira acknowledged that her expectations of Piper as a child identified as IM
[Mild Intellectual Impairment (IM)] were for her to plod and not do very well.
At the end of Year 1 Maira was pleased with Piper’s literacy progress and felt
that Piper was too. She noted that her confidence levels in class were much
higher than they were in Kinder, but that she continued to need support to play
with her classmates rather than her elder sister.
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9.2 Curreena Public School
Local and school community context
At the community level, Curreena served an area of relatively high
socio-economic disadvantage (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011b). A
majority of families at the school were represented in the two lowest socioeducational quartiles, with a small percentage of families reporting a high level
of educational advantage (ACARA, 2014). Curreena participated in the NSW
Priority Schools Funding Program (PSFP)23 and the Low SES School
Communities National Partnership initiative (Australian Government, 2010).
As part of its participation in the latter program, the school targeted Aboriginal
Education as a focus area for improvement. In the 2011-2013 period, the
school reported significant Aboriginal enrolments – close to one third of the
total enrolments. A quarter of the school’s total staff in 2013 were Aboriginal
(ACARA, 2014). Attendance levels were lower than state averages and several
percentage points lower than other schools participating in this study.
A 10% decline in enrolments across 2011 to 2013 at Curreena was
attributed to a NSW government administered re-development project that was
changing the existing social housing areas within the school’s zoned area
(Annual School Report, 2013).

23

This NSW Public School funding program supports schools serving high concentrations of
low SES communities through the provision of funding for resources, staffing, and consultancy
support focused on improving students’ literacy, numeracy and participation outcomes (New
South Wales Department of Education and Communities, 2013)
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Interview participants
Table 9.3: Overview of interview participants’ details
Educator

Gender

Position

Jocelyn

Female

Linda

Female

Assistant Principal and Supervisor of
Kinder to Year 2 and co-located
preschool
Aboriginal Education Officer
(AEO)24

Reena

Female

Kinder teacher – Jordyn 2011

Heidi

Female

Year 1 teacher – Jordyn

Jamila

Female

Kinder teacher – Kayla and Ryan

Miriam

Female

Kinder teacher – Tori

Hannah

Female

Year 1 teacher – Tori and Ryan

Mary

Female

Year 1 teacher – Kayla

Aboriginal Education at Curreena PS
Aboriginal programs at Curreena were embedded across all
aspects of school life, including the transition to school. Curreena
employed Linda, a full-time Aboriginal Education Officer (AEO), and
provided her with a large separate room in the school to utilise for
cultural and pastoral work with Aboriginal children and families. While
part of Linda’s time was spent working alongside children in their
classrooms, children also attended cultural group sessions with her in her
room. In their Stage levels (Kinder; Year 1–2; Year 3–4; Year 5–6),
children attended one hour sessions, one day per week, for one term each
year. Linda also hosted a playgroup each week in the room and bi-

24

Aboriginal Education Officers are Aboriginal people employed in schools with significant
Aboriginal enrolments. According to the NSW DEC website (n.d-a, Introductory section ),
“they work closely with teachers to develop culturally appropriate resources and programs…
promote Aboriginal education, encourage students and support parents”.
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monthly yarn25 meetings for families and community members to attend
during school hours. The yarn meetings were seen by Linda as a time to
let families and community know what’s going on in the school and for
attendees to raise their views about what was happening at the school.
Excursions, referred to as cultural days by Linda, were opportunities for
children and families to experience Aboriginal events in the local
community. Linda considered the Tharawal Aboriginal community to be
her community.
According to the 2013 Annual School Report, there were seven
Aboriginal members of the school staff, employed in a variety of roles
including executive staff, teachers and support staff. Aboriginal staff
mentioned by Linda and Jocelyn included: three Student Learning
Support Officers (2 full-time;1 part-time) who were assigned to work
with all children, primarily in Kinder and Stage 3 (Year 5–6); an
Aboriginal Community Development Officer (1 day per week)26 whose
primary role was to implement programs to support children in class and
in the playground; and an Aboriginal Community Liaison Officer
(ACLO)27 who was employed across several schools in the local area to
provide attendance-related support when needed to students, families and
teachers. The school had also appointed an Assistant Principal Aboriginal
Education to support inclusion of Aboriginal education and culture across
the school (Annual School Report, 2013). Linda reported that the other
Aboriginal staff members in the school were a huge strength for her and
the kids because it’s important for the families to see them as well and I
know when I’m not here, that they’re here.

25

A yarn refers to “talk [or a] friendly chat” (SNAICC, 2012, p. 19).
This position was supported by funding which the school attracted as part of a linkage
project with other schools, also with high Aboriginal enrolments, in close proximity to
Curreena PS.
27
Aboriginal Community Liaison Officers are Aboriginal-specific positions in schools. ACLO’s
support Aboriginal students and their families and assist them to engage with school life
(NSW DEC, n.d-c)
26
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Preparedness and preparing for school
Building connections and meeting needs
Jocelyn (principal) and Linda recognised that preparations for school
transition began with establishing connections between home and school well
before children started school. They both saw the school as well-positioned to
do this through the co-located preschool and Aboriginal playgroup and the
various outreach strategies that the school employed. These included
Aboriginal school staff doing letterbox drops to homes in the local community,
educator visits to local prior-to-school settings, and a physical presence at
Aboriginal community events. Jocelyn referred to these outreach activities as
planting the small seeds that set in motion a chain of positive word of mouth
among families about the school and the value of early educational experiences
for children. In this context she perceived the Aboriginal families [at the
school] to be real ‘people, people’, who hold what a person says and what a
person stands for in high regard. On the back of this perception, the transition
to school was viewed as a time when involving the right people from a staffing
perspective was a priority for relationship building:
I believe certain people suit a community like ours and are more
powerful in what they do, and I think you need to place them where the
most vulnerable areas are, and that is preschool as well as stepping
into that whole new school situation.
Relationships
For Jocelyn, meaningful and reciprocal dialogue was considered key to
relationship building during the transition to school. Opportunities for this to
take place were facilitated through an emphasis on informal conversations in a
culturally safe and comfortable environment, as well as a conscious effort to
position parents as competent and capable of optimising their child’s transition
to school:
We bring the parents on board for each of the three [transition
program] weeks. I run a sort of information session, but also a talk
about getting to know them, getting to know me and things like that. I
always leave a bit of a question time and we have some food and we
just sit around and get to know on a more personal basis. I bring in
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Linda if I know I’ve got some families that are new to us that we need to
reach, so I’m guided by her and the information and she sort of does
that initial bringing them to talk to us and then I start to build a
relationship with them. And then we invite them to the Aboriginal
transition which is done at a different time and on different days and I
am there as a helper in that role as opposed to being the leader and the
informer of this one. I’m there as a helper and more so letting Linda
and other people lead so that I can just sit down and chat with the
children. I find that you get through to a family by their kids, so if I
build a relationship with the kids, I end up having a relationship with
their parents in the end, so if children trust me and can relate then I
think that is a step forward for the family then to think, “oh, okay, I
might take the step”. And I really work hard on, “tell me anything that
you want to or tell me nothing, it doesn’t matter because you will tell
me if it’s important and it’s going to make a difference to what we do
for your children... we want to listen to families and hear their side of
things and value what they have to say…we’re working as a team, so
not just “you are the parent and we are the teachers and we know
best”, we really try to work in the fact that we are a team, they were the
first teachers of their children and we’re going to work together with
them to bring the best outcomes for their kids.
The school’s transition to school program ran for three separate days
over the course of three weeks. In addition to this program, an Aboriginal
transition program was held in the AEO’s room across Term 4 for four to five
weeks. Linda described the transition sessions that she ran as a time for the
Aboriginal children from the preschool to come up to my room and we do little
activities…just to get to know them. To her, a sense of familiarity with settings
and people, described as being comfortable in the class and with their teacher
was the biggest thing to support Aboriginal children’s readiness to learn. She
recounted doing a lot for the preschool to support children to start school and
engage families in some way with the school in the years prior to their child
starting school. She also felt that services that the school offered, such as the
bus program and the breakfast program made a positive difference to families
and children.
Preparedness – how to be and do at school
Kinder teachers, Miriam and Jamila both noted basic literacy and
numeracy skills as desirable attributes of children starting school. However,
they identified children’s dispositional and social qualities as accruing more
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benefits to the individual children and the whole class group than these
academic skills. Miriam expected a level of willingness to come to school and
to learn and Jamila’s expectations encompassed prosocial behaviour that
resulted in children who can get along with each other. Both teachers identified
abilities such sitting, listening and concentrating as enabling classroom
participation and learning. Jamila also noted that class groups had not been
assigned until a few weeks into the year and that children’s social abilities had
the greatest influence on group formation.
Expectations of families – how to be and do at school
Jordyn’s Kinder teacher, Reena, noted the influence that home had on
children’s preparedness for school, pointing to the importance [placed] on
education and positive role-models at home as promoting preparedness.
Miriam and Jamila expected parents to be involved in their child’s learning,
supportive of their child and of them as teachers. Miriam highlighted basic care
and homework as the kind of support parents should provide. In contrast, for
Jamila, parent support meant parents showing a keen interest in what was
happening at school:
I like it when they are really involved, especially when they are really
interested in the kids, what they are doing. So I would like it when they
come and ask me how they’ve been going, what they’ve been like in
class, and also to be supportive of me as well, and of the child. So it’s
not like we’re working against each other. I really expect them to come
in and want to work as a team.
Supporting Aboriginal learners
Holistic and relational pedagogies
Opportunities for Aboriginal children to realise their full array of
strengths and talents were advocated by Jocelyn. For her, such
opportunities were borne of a holistic and relational pedagogical
approach that created educational pathways based on ‘knowledge’ of
children’s interests and aspirations for their education:
Reading and writing and maths and those things are so important, but
it’s the other things that are important as well, that I believe develop
the whole child, and that’s what we want, develop the whole
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child…many of our Indigenous kids are great at sport, and great at all
those other things, if we can work on one of their strengths, we’re going
to have success across so many other areas. So, the more we know
about the children, I think, the better service that we can provide for
them, or better education really.
Another part of her sense of a ‘better education’ was a belief in the
benefits for children of experiencing success at school: I think if kids feel good
about themselves then they can take on the world. Jocelyn also explained that
this positive sense of self and the relationships that she had worked hard to
build with children and families were essential to handle the situation better
when children did not experience success.
Jocelyn also saw Aboriginal children as holding the same
predisposition towards relationships as their parents, and in turn, the quality of
relationships was seen to be a prerequisite to learning at school:
Our kids relate to their teacher first before they ever learn anything. As
long as they’ve got that relationship with their teacher, the rest seems
to fall into place because they’re then feeling in that comfortable and
safe position.
Linda saw her role as a support to the students, staff and the community
of the school. She explained that community come to me if there’s any
problems and the kids come to me if they want to have a little yarn, and that’s
really it – it’s just to support everyone. Linda felt that her relationship-centred
approach to working with Aboriginal children at school was not always
understood by teachers who sometimes mistook her efforts to get to know them
better by taking them out into the Aboriginal community as a reward for the
kids. The classroom teachers interviewed generally shared the view that the
support Linda provided to them and their students was positive and valuable. In
Jamila’s opinion, the opportunities that Aboriginal children had to go on a lot
of fun things and the support they received from Linda were seen as what made
the school a really supportive place for them. The differentiated activities
experienced by the Aboriginal children were generally perceived as being
something special for the children and accepted as part of the school’s
approach to Aboriginal Education.
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The Kinder and Year 1 teachers utilised Linda for assistance to contact
Aboriginal families described as ‘hard-to-reach’. The idea that it was good to
have someone that you can always go to and make sure you’re kind of doing
the right thing by them offered by Jamila was expressed by four teachers. It
would appear that this advice did not extend to curriculum programming, as
teachers indicated that they did not access Linda for input into classroom
program content.
Personalised Learning Plans
Mandatory PLPs were identified by most of the teachers as a
differentiated practice for Aboriginal children, but none of the teachers
indicated that these held any particular value. Jocelyn indicated that the PLP
process was central to the holistic and relational pedagogies that she advocated.
She determined PLP processes as generating the knowledge about children that
was needed to capitalise on their strengths. Linda explained that she had a role
in the classroom to support [the children] with their schoolwork and that her
focus in 2013 was following through on their PLPs. She noted that she only
worked with the children and not families, unless it was necessary, as she
understood PLPs were also about the teachers getting relationships with the
parents.
Aboriginal perspectives and identities in the classroom, curriculum and
pedagogy
Professional development such as ‘8 Ways of learning’28 was seen by
Jocelyn as increasing educators’ awareness and competence in their relations
with Aboriginal children and families and improving the day to day teaching
and the day to day communication with families and with children. The 8 Ways
framework had been utilised in practice and was viewed positively by Jamila,
Miriam, Mary and Hannah. These teachers all saw the 8 Ways pedagogies
reflected in their usual classroom teaching practices and welcomed further
professional learning to extend their practice. The inclusion of Aboriginal
content in the classroom was largely discussed by the teachers in the context of
28

‘8 Ways’ (http://8ways.wikispaces.com/) is an Aboriginal pedagogy framework that can be
used by educators to inform curriculum planning and implementation.
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weaving Aboriginal history and culture into the teaching program. For Heidi,
Aboriginal content arose from having so many different cultures [in her class]
and talking about it [cultural differences] all the time.
Connecting with Aboriginal families and communities
Building bridges and breaking down barriers
While noting that having Aboriginal parents and families come in to the
school was optimal for building bridges and relationships, Jocelyn and Linda
gave several accounts of the ‘groundwork’ that the school undertook to connect
with Aboriginal families in the community. Linda described how she found it
easy to connect with families but only if I ring them and go there. It’s hard to
get them in but the majority of families, I have a great rapport. I love the
community here, I think they’re great. Linda described how she made a point
of ensuring that all new families knew who she was, what her role was, and the
whereabouts of her room in the school, which she opened from 2.00–3.00pm
each afternoon to encourage families to spend time at the school.
Both Jocelyn and Linda acknowledged that they were not always
successful in their attempts to connect with families and community. Linda saw
her success as dependent on the families and their connectedness to the
Aboriginal community; the implication being that sharing an Aboriginal
identity does not automatically predict that families engage in Aboriginal
community networks or make it easy for her to connect with and form a
relationship with them. Jocelyn suggested that understanding of families’
relationship to school was the key to connecting with harder-to-reach families:
We have to ask the question why, and so that is something that takes a
little bit more time because whether it’s a fear of the system or whether,
like a lot of our Islander families believe that all the teaching and the
learning comes from them, and so that’s something that we have to
work towards to help families understand the value that early learning
and preschool has, which doesn’t devalue all the stuff that they do at
home and that’s something that is always a work in progress, and needs
continuing progress and work on.
Jocelyn exemplified this in her explanation of how she had to work with
[Ryan’s mother, Anita] to get her to feel confident to send her kids to school on
305

a regular basis because all of her life experiences had made her believe that
she was the only person who could keep her children safe.
Working together as a team and gaining knowledge of each other over
time were processes that Jocelyn advocated repeatedly. She felt that she had
gained a lot of trust over time with our Aboriginal families and, for her, this
was critical to instilling the confidence necessary for relationship building with
Aboriginal families.
Perceptions of barriers and enablers
Reena, Jordyn’s Kinder teacher, believed that having quite a number of
years of experience at Curreena and investing her own efforts to learn about
Aboriginal issues had developed in her a very whole view of Aboriginal issues
and history. She described herself as someone who understood the challenges
that Aboriginals do face and how deep rooted they are through generations,
yet still she felt there’s a bit of a barrier between her and Aboriginal parents.
She commented that Linda’s role is so important because she has those ties to
community and breaks down that barrier which Reena suggested may be
underpinned by teachers being perceived as a threat by Aboriginal parents. In a
similar vein Reena noted the challenges associated with teaching in a low SES
community:
Often parents had problems when they were at school so they see
the system failed them so they don’t want to come up and talk to
teachers because they see us as the enemy in a way because of the
systems. It’s changed so much since back then. We are so open
and understanding. I think really when you work in schools like
this you’ve got such a heightened sense of compassion and
empathy for kids.
In this respect, Reena felt that being a teacher, she was sometimes
discriminated against by Aboriginal parents as someone who won’t be caring
to their child, [when] in fact I just want the best for the child. For Reena, this
sense of being positioned in relation to an education system that has played a
large part in the subjugation of Aboriginal peoples represented another bit of a
barrier to relationships between teachers and Aboriginal parents. Her answer
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to overcome this barrier was to have that open classroom thing where you can
come up and talk to the teacher at any time.
Hannah recognised that many of the parents of Aboriginal children that
she had taught had complex demands on their time and often held a preference
for informal conversations. Hannah spoke of her preparedness to talk to parents
when the opportunity arose at drop off and pick up times. She told of weaving
formalities such as setting PLP goals into ‘doorway chats’ as a way to
complement the relationship building purpose of PLPs.
Promoting positive Aboriginal identities
Schools as an extension of the community – a community of value
Both Linda and Jocelyn reported the relational focus of the cultural
activities and spaces at Curreena. Linda firmly believed in the importance and
value of Aboriginal children spending time in their cultural groups as a time to
connect with others in a space that they love spending time in. The thought of
not having these opportunities evoked in her a sense of loss: if we don’t do it
we’re going to lose it. By implication, she saw children’s Aboriginal identity as
strengthened by positive social interactions among Aboriginal students within a
culturally-rich and safe space. Neither the AEW nor the principal referred to
any particular identity-related outcomes to be achieved through attending the
cultural program, suggesting that pre-existing ideas of Aboriginal identity were
not a motivation for the program. Children were seen as being Aboriginal in an
unconditional way: this was valued, with the aim of sharing, recognising and
maintaining this within the school.
Linda saw her cultural group program as what differentiated her from
being a teacher’s aide: she saw her dual purpose as to provide opportunities for
children to participate in a wide range of cultural activities as well as provide a
space for children to hang out – sometimes when they’re having a bit of an off
day or to just come up and play. In the latter of these, non-Aboriginal children
were also welcome and were thus given an opportunity to connect with
Aboriginal people and practices.
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The cultural identity and activity of the AEO and Aboriginal students
also emanated from the room and was visible in the school environment. Linda
described how cultural projects, special events and celebrations often featured
in the spaces surrounding the AEO’s room. For example, an outdoor mural
painted for the local Aunties29, led to hosting a luncheon for the community,
and then to plans for creating a new learning area for the Kindies and Infants
and a space for Reconciliation projects within the school. Jocelyn described
how the cultural groups’ activities had led to a whole school effort to make the
[new learning area] happen. And it just makes you feel really good that not only
our Indigenous kids accessing that, and they love that whole ownership of that,
but it’s there for all to use and for everyone to enjoy. Jocelyn felt that this
ongoing sense of ownership and participation in the school of Aboriginal
family and community members had contributed to the 80% Aboriginal
membership of the school’s recently re-formed P & C Association.
The study children
Jordyn
Reena described Jordyn’s transition to school as smooth, attributing this
to the positive influences of having her older sister at school, her experience at
the co-located preschool and having a mother who places such an importance
on education. Reena felt that there was a strong measure of consistency
between the messages about education that Jordyn received at school and at
home: it’s really followed through the emphasis of it at home and the role
modelling and all those sorts of things. It really comes as a whole. Reena’s
hopes for Jordyn were for her to just keep continuing on in the way that she is
with positive role models and to embrace her Aboriginality and not forget that.
In Year 1, Heidi noted Jordyn’s strengths as her persistence and her
happy, eager to please disposition. While Jordyn was doing very well
academically, Heidi commented that she had a tendency to get up and wander,
finding it difficult to sit still. Heidi did not see this as a behavioural problem
29

Aunty and Uncle are terms used by many Aboriginal people to refer to and address Elders
and leaders in the local community. It signifies respect for the knowledge, roles and
responsibilities that these community members represent.
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pointing out that her behaviour was always perfect. Heidi learned from
Jordyn’s mother, Tamara, that Jordyn was trialling medication for ADHD in
Term 1. She noticed improvement in Jordyn’s concentration and attention
levels, although she had not been concerned about Jordyn previously. Heidi felt
strongly supported by Tamara, describing her as fantastic…any information I
ask her about she is more than forthcoming, she is excellent. Heidi’s hopes for
Jordyn were for her to continue achieving what she’s achieving academically
and that she would be able find some strong friendship connections at school,
because that’s probably the one area that she is falling back on the most, is the
social area.
Tori
Miriam could not comment on Tori’s first day of school, but described
her first day in her Kindergarten/Year 1 composite class as brilliant. As a keen,
eager, lovely, bright, little student, Tori was doing very well academically and
socially in Kindergarten. Miriam reported giving Andrea, Tori’s mother, a lot
of positive feedback and recalled never having an issue when needing to
discuss something. She commented that she had already built a relationship
with Andrea because she knew her from around the school. Miriam saw Tori’s
confidence as one of her strengths, attributing this to Tori having a family
that’s encouraging and that has obviously fostered her learning this far, and is
continuing to do that. Miriam hoped that Tori would be a student that will go
on to university and hopefully get into a great profession. In Term 4, Miriam
recounted Tori’s continued academic and social progress, naming her as an
independent learner and independent person.
In Year 1, Hannah described Tori as amazing – top in every subject.
Noticing that she was just breezing along sometimes because she can get away
with it, Hannah stated: sometimes I do have to push her that little bit harder,
but she’s wonderful. She’s pushing herself a little bit further. Interactions with
Andrea, particularly communication, were great and Hannah felt that Andrea
was happy that Tori was getting pushed that little bit more. Hannah perceived
Andrea as confident based on seeing her around the school in previous years
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and expected her to communicate readily about matters relating to school if
needed.
Ryan
According to Jamila, Ryan settled in really nicely, made lots of friends
and was really happy and excited to be in [Kindergarten]. She regarded Ryan
as quite bright in the class, coping with his work and as a student that always
tries really hard and is going really well. He sometimes got a bit wriggly, but
overall was well behaved and well mannered. Even though Ryan had a gradual
transition into the class over Term 1 and 2, by the end of Term 2, Jamila
declared that you wouldn’t even know that he started after the rest of the class.
Jamila and Anita had a quick chat every morning at drop off time and Jamila’s
sense that they were always talking about things and communicating with each
other indicated regular informal communication between the two. Jamila was
expecting Ryan to continue his progress and was hoping for really good things
for him in the future. Her expectations of his family were that they would be
better able to manage home reading tasks as the year went on.
Hannah was very positive about Ryan’s learning potential, commenting
that academically Ryan’s got it all. The areas in which he was having
difficulty were staying focused on activities and sitting still and avoiding
getting involved in conflict situations among his friends. Noting that her
relationship with Anita had taken time, because Anita has to suss people out
before she likes to talk too much, Hannah felt that Anita was comfortable with
her towards the end of the year. Ryan was the third of Anita’s children that she
had taught and Hannah described their communications as mostly taking place
around the school as Anita was always there somewhere.
Kayla
Jamila thought that attending the school’s transition program had
helped to prepare Kayla for school because she was a quiet and shy child. She
described how Kayla can be quite confident when she feels comfortable and
plays well with others and had settled in fine, making friends, doing her
work…and going well. By Term 4, the shy and quiet Kayla had transformed to
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become really outgoing and quite confident. Jamila recalled regular
communications with Kayla’s Dad at drop off and pick up times and meeting
her Mum on the first day of school and sometimes at pick up time. The parentteacher night had provided an opportunity for Jamila to talk with Kayla’s
mother Shae about Kayla’s absences from school and formulate a plan that saw
Jamila keeping in contact with Shae to monitor attendance. They agreed to put
it into Kayla’s PLP and they both worked [together] on that with her.
Mary perceived Kayla to be a really clever girl who was very easily
distracted and can also disrupt others, finding it hard to sit for long periods. In
Year 1, Kayla was making good progress with literacy and applied herself well
when she has a set task and was meeting Mary’s expectations. Mary was
particularly impressed that Kayla had taught herself to write with her left hand
after breaking her right arm. Some minor behaviour issues had arisen but Mary
planned to manage them at school and not contact Shae, as she was aware that
Shae had had a difficult year. She felt that she could filter the kinds of issues
that warranted a phone call to parents, implying that the kinds of issues that
would register as requiring a phone call to parents at other schools would not at
Curreena. Recognising that Shae was dealing with family problems and was
reluctant to take phone calls from school, Mary was able to find creative ways
to contact her such as leaving a note at the co-located preschool where Kayla’s
younger brother attended.
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9.3 Arunda Lakes Public School
Local and school community context
Arunda Lakes was considered a low-SES school, participating in the
Low SES National Partnerships scheme since 2011 (Australian Government,
2010). The school had also adopted a focus on the literacy and numeracy
achievements of Aboriginal students through participation in a second program
– the National Partnership on Literacy and Numeracy. The school’s local
community reflected high rates of educational disadvantage (Australian Bureau
of Statistics, 2011b). The proportion of families reporting significant
educational disadvantage increased from one third to one half of families in
2013, yet a rise in the school’s ICSEA score indicated that the surrounding
community was experiencing greater levels of advantage in 2013 than it had in
the previous two years.
Aboriginal enrolments at Arunda Lakes sat just under 10% over the
2011 to 2013 period. The school employed one Aboriginal staff member in
2012, with this number increasing to two in 2013 (ACARA, 2014). A decline
in total enrolments in 2012 was anticipated due to the relocation of families
during a social housing redevelopment project in the local community. The
decline was expected to continue through subsequent years although a hold on
the redevelopment project reversed the trend in 2013 (Annual School Report,
2012). School attendance rates were slightly lower than the state average.
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Interview participants
Table 9.4: Overview of interview participants’ details
Educator

Gender

Position

Brian

Male

Principal

Joel

Male

Aboriginal/Pasifika Community
Engagement Officer (ACEO)30

Naina

Female

Charlene

Female

Kinder teacher – Aspen, Jamie and
Brooke
Kinder teacher – Kira

Erica

Female

Isobel

Female

Year 1 teacher – Aspen and Brooke
Support teacher in Kinder
Year 1 teacher – Jamie and Kira

Aboriginal Education at Arunda Lakes PS
According to school reporting documents, Aboriginal Education was a
priority area at Arunda Lakes during 2012-2014, with the school being
presented with an award for excellence in Aboriginal Education. Joel, a
Kamilaroi man, was appointed as the school’s ACEO at the start of 2011.
Joel’s role included working with teachers, students and parents and the
community to promote student achievement, engagement ,and cultural
development. This included among other things: maintenance of the PLP
program; connecting with the Aboriginal Education Consultative Group
(AECG); staff training in the 8 Aboriginal Ways of Learning; and fostering
connections to support transition to school. He explained that an important part
of what I do is reassurance. When something goes wrong, I say [to families]
“It’s OK, everything is going OK”.
Joel and one other teacher coordinated a weekly group session for
Aboriginal students over 2011-2013. This group underwent significant and
intentional transformation during this period to shift its focus from academic
support to building and strengthening Aboriginal identity and community
30

This position was created and is funded by the school to meet its needs and is not identified
as a NSW DEC appointed position.
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among the school’s Aboriginal students. This included re-naming the program
and targeting the focus away from schoolwork to engaging students in
Aboriginal identity-building projects. In mid-2012 the session transitioned
from an after school gathering one night per week to a weekly meeting during
school hours. Linking to children’s and mothers’ interviews over the period
2011-2013, their perception of the group also shifted. For example, early
references to the group labelled the group session as the homework club; later
references referred to the friendship group. The transformation was driven by
the school principal and ACEO in a combined response to their perception of a
lack of connectedness among Aboriginal children and families in the school’s
community.
Preparedness and preparing for school
Building connections and meeting needs
Engaging families early with school was a priority for the principal,
Brian: we aim at Arunda Lakes to see the kids as early as possible so we have a
very strong transition program, not just for our Aboriginal kids but for all our
kids. The transition to school program consisted of eight two hour sessions that
Brian described as structured like school:
[children] work with one of our teachers in one of our classrooms [and
are introduced to] name writing, letter writing, pencil grip, numbers…
they visit the library, they go to the computer lab, they go for a tour of
the school, go to the canteen… so when they do come the following
[year]…hopefully some of the faces, some of the surrounds are familiar
to them…Parents are invited to the first three of those weeks and
hopefully they drop their kids off for the next five weeks so they’re more
independent.
This description indicates a focus on readiness as a characteristic of children,
yet later in the interview Brian recognised the transition program had important
benefits for parental readiness and the readiness of schools:
I think that we’re better at making sure they [families] attend transition,
and that just means, one, the parents are getting to the school early and
getting comfortable and can ask questions earlier, and two, we’re
seeing the children and hopefully getting set up to meet their needs
whatever they be, whether they be highly academic, whether there be
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some speech or OT or those sorts of things. We can target them earlier
and have plans in place, rather than using that first term. You know,
it’s nearly ready to go when they get here, so that’s a real strength
Aboriginal child and family involvement in the transition program was
promoted via direct contact with families. The initial contact and follow up
with families to promote attendance in the transition program was seen by
Brian as a significant part of Joel’s role within the school and as necessary due
to the low rates of participation in early childhood education among the local
Aboriginal community. Brian reiterated the real benefit of establishing early
the link between home and school. Following this rationale, the Aboriginal
playgroup program that had been established at the school was viewed as a
positive link and a way for Aboriginal families to gain a bit of familiarisation
with what school’s going to be like. The two hour weekly playgroup session
was staffed by a local Aboriginal community organisation and was designed to
engage children aged 0–5 years and their families. Recognising the role of
parents as ‘gatekeepers’ to child participation in early childhood education,
Joel explained that the playgroup sessions had been scheduled to work around
them [parents].
Supporting Aboriginal learners
Personalised Learning Plans
Brian was very proud that every one of the Aboriginal students at
Arunda Lakes had a PLP. He saw PLP as very powerful but indicated that they
had not yet reached their potential at Arunda Lakes as many teachers were
unsure about what to do with that personal information and how to make it
look in their classroom. Brian described recent attempts to strengthen the PLP
process by introducing two meetings attended by each student, their parents,
their teacher and Joel – one earlier in the year and one later in the year, with
the latter aimed at reflection and following up the conversation. With firm
aspirations to capitalise on PLPs as a valuable conversation to engage parents
in their children’s education, Brian also noted that there were tensions at the
staff level. He suggested that teachers struggled to move beyond literacy and
numeracy goals to envision a broader sense of the kinds of student-identified
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goals that could be facilitated in the PLP process. In turn, he believed the
literacy and numeracy focus had put a lot of parents off straight away and had
not allowed students to talk about their personal point of view. Another tension
raised by Brian was the frustration experienced by teachers at the lack of extra
resources and support [needed] to make it really happen. That is, setting
personalised learning goals was seen as a grand idea that was difficult to bring
to fruition within existing school resources and structures. Brian maintained
that, despite some resistance from staff and Aboriginal parents, he remained
positive about PLPs:
Even if it is only the two conversations with the parents, we’ve got
them within the school and we’re talking positively with their kids
about what school-life can do. So that in itself, those two
meetings, even if nothing else happens, are positive… our staff
value it, we actually have it twice a year now so that’s how our
staff value it…out of our school budget they were happy to spend
that money to release them to do it twice a year. So there is
support there, it’s not top-down and they seem to be valuing the
conversations.
Despite Brian attesting that teachers valued PLP conversations, there
were few similar expressions among teacher interviews. Of these, Isobel
recognised PLPs as additional support for Aboriginal students, describing the
process as: we do talk about their strengths and their weaknesses and how I
can help them and how they can be better helped at home as well. In the
context of raising issues with Lateisha, Jamie’s mother, Isobel viewed a PLP
meeting as an opportunity when other possibilities for interaction were limited.
Strengths approaches - contesting low expectations and deficit-thinking
Brian grappled with a culture of low expectations and deficitthinking among some of the school’s teaching staff:
In terms of starting school I think, not just the Aboriginal kids, I
think it’s all our kids…it’s one of my challenges. The staff feel
that their backs are against the wall because of what the kids
don’t come with. And I think that’s just the community that we
work in, being a low SES community. You know, I think we keep
looking at what they don’t have and not valuing what they do
have. And yes, there’s gaps there…but, there’s a whole bunch of
other social things, that could be positive, that we’re not tapping
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into and looking at our expectations. And I think sadly, not all my
staff because most of my staff are great, but I think that there are
a couple, and you hear it sometimes, that’s an excuse for poor
achievement. So, “they can’t do anything because look where
they’re coming from”.
This commentary acknowledges that deficit attitudes were still a
challenge to be overcome at this school. Brian recognised that children
from low-SES communities often held assets that were imperceptible to
traditional measures focused on literacy and numeracy. Troubled that this
narrow view of children as they start school led to low expectations,
Brian’s comments suggest his preference for an alternative approach that
recognised children’s strengths.
Aboriginal perspectives and identities in the classroom, curriculum and
pedagogy
Questions about the inclusion of Aboriginal content in their
program received mixed responses from the teachers at Arunda Lakes.
Naina and Erica suggested that Aboriginal content mainly revolves
around NAIDOC week and things like that. Erica tried to incorporate
some kind of Aboriginal aspect if it’s relevant to what they’re doing. This
included Dreamtime stories… for non-Aboriginal children to see what
Aboriginal culture has to offer. She added: I guess I haven’t really
thought about it that much because we do a lot as a school. Charlene
acknowledged that Aboriginal perspectives were included to meet
Departmental requirements, yet beyond that she felt that the Aboriginal
children get enough through participation in the after school program and
the other little activities that they can be involved in. To this end, she
indicated that she felt no need to involve Joel in her classroom. Charlene
also indicated that the policy’s not really that great, I suppose at our
school. We’re so busy trying to get the academics into them. We have
multicultural day. We do Acknowledgement to Country at assembly. In
her response, Isobel maintained that there was value in including
Aboriginal culture as the children like seeing their culture reflected in
what they were learning in the classroom. Having attended a cultural
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immersion course, Isobel saw herself as aware of the importance of
putting in Aboriginal perspectives noting: whenever I can, I will put it in
there.
Connecting with Aboriginal families and communities
Building bridges and breaking down barriers
Joel utilised a range of methods to connect and communicate with
families. He listed meetings, letters, and phone calls as the methods he used to
inform parents about what we’re doing at school and added that home visits
took place if he was asked by the school…to address a certain family about a
particular situation. In this context, Brian explained the particular benefits of
employing Joel to act as a conduit between Aboriginal families and school:
Joel is like the informal conduit between the home and the school
because sadly for me the title principal is tattooed on your
forehead and a lot of baggage goes with that. And as I said, a lot
of our families haven’t had a good experience with school
unfortunately so when they hear principal, that’s another
authority figure and that’s a negative. Whereas Joel is not seen in
that light. He’s seen as more low-key, more solutions-based, he’s
here to help and not the boss doing something to us. So he’s been
a really powerful, low-level conduit between home and school,
particularly for the kids we have here.
Both Joel and Brian believed that progress toward increased parent
involvement at school was being made. Brian conceded that it’s still a
challenge and that he felt frustrated that Joel’s hard work had not led to greater
parent engagement at school. Even so, he described how when they do come,
it’s worthwhile, because it’s getting them through the gates. He felt that, for
many Aboriginal parents, their own negative experiences of school hindered
their engagement with school processes and that the barrier created by this was
slowly starting to break down. Joel’s comments also illustrated a perception of
barriers and a similar assessment that these barriers were breaking down:
Our school is reassuring our parents out there that this is a good
school and your child is getting the best opportunity that the
school can offer to them. So, when I’m going out there and
explaining from a school’s point of view, but also bringing back
from a community point of view as well, and trying to bridge the
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gap, where there’s a lot of assumptions. You know, we’ll say like
it’s, more you and me, it’s because there’s a lack of
understanding, in between. So, going back and forth and letting
them know, talking to them, having communication with the
parents, we’re getting there, and slowly breaking those barriers.
But, it’s not a fast race, it’s something that we understand, that
it’s a process, an ongoing thing, you know not just something that
we’re, hopefully it’ll just fix itself.
Joel’s comments present an image of his role to facilitate a two-way
dialogue that produces shared understandings among participants. It would
appear that communication occurs externally to the school, with Joel traversing
the space between school and families as a third-party capable of representing
the interests of the other two parties. Events like NAIDOC were seen as
occasions to bring families to the school. Joel commented on how much it
meant to the students when their parents attend events such as those organised
for NAIDOC: when parents do come, and when kids are presenting, on the
day, it just gives them a big smile, and makes them feel, you know, so alive.
Perceptions of barriers and enablers
Two of the teachers also expressed a sense that barriers existed in
teacher-Aboriginal parent relationships. For Naina these barriers were because
she lacked experience as a graduate teacher who was yet to learn how to utilise
Joel as a source of knowledge about connecting with families. Erica’s
experience with some Aboriginal parents had led to a perception that parents
were reluctant to talk about or share their culture, presuming that teachers will
not be receptive to it. She described how one Aboriginal parent whom Erica
had hoped would share some information about her family’s visits to Country
had a lot of issues towards me, but she didn’t know me. She added that if
parents did not want to share their culture, it impacts the kids too because then
they probably feel a bit reluctant. To Erica, the situation was a bit
disappointing but I don’t know how to improve that. She felt that she had tried
to establish a connection with this parent but sense[d] a real sense of
reluctance from mum. She concluded that the school system hasn’t been
positive for them or it hasn’t catered to them but still felt that a situation like
that could have easily been turned around and celebrated a bit more.
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Promoting positive Aboriginal identities
Schools as sites of identity-work
A sense of disharmony and disconnection characterised Joel and
Brian’s perception of the Aboriginal community served by the school.
Described as not having a sense of community identity as an Aboriginal group
by Brian and as not really a tight unit by Joel, both attributed this to the
diversity and dislocation of the local Aboriginal peoples’ ties to place. For
example, they’re from everywhere was a description Joel used and they’re a
range of disenfranchised Aboriginal people living in this suburb and they’re
from all over the state was offered by Brian. This seemingly was not to suggest
that they had ties to other communities, but that they had not established a
sense of connectedness to the Aboriginal people they now lived among. Brian
implied that this was characteristic of their urban context, noting that they’re
not a community, like many of our rural communities would still operate as a
community. Both Brian and Joel saw the disunity in the community as a
challenge when working with the Aboriginal students in the school and
something that had to be worked on:
That’s something we had to work on…when Brian and I spoke
about it and we saw the reflection of it out in the
community…and the students here, they’ll just walk past each
other, not identifying, “Hey, you’re an Aboriginal person just
like me” and they’ll just walk past each other.
Brian: We’ve worked really hard trying to create and promote identity
with the kids, haven’t we? (to Joel).
Joel: Yep.
Brian: …so we’ve worked really hard at that at least in school,
building a sense of cultural identity so the kids know who the
Aboriginal kids are both within the Aboriginal group and
outside it and promoting that as a real positive, that you can be
proud that you’re Aboriginal. You all look different, you don’t
all look traditionally Aboriginal, we talked about that as well,
what Aboriginality is, it’s not about how you look, it’s
something else about Aboriginality, and Joel has worked really
hard on that and I think we’re getting that message across now.
And we’re getting that message across not only to the
Aboriginal kids, but the other kids. I’m not saying we’re
winning that war, but we’re getting there.
Joel:
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Joel and Brian acknowledged that identifying as Aboriginal in an urban
community could be complicated and have implications for children’s sense of
self. Joel explained that an objective of the cultural group program at the
school was for the kids to learn about their culture and connection to Country,
land, cos’ a lot of kids who grew up here don’t know where they really come
from or who they are and how they’re connected, to this land. Building a
strong identity of who they are, as an Aboriginal person was advocated by
Brian to counter what he saw as the students’ sense of embarrassment and
uncertainty about their Aboriginality:
It was nearly like embarrassment, it was nearly like “I’ve got the label,
but I’m not really sure what it means and I’m not really sure how deep
I should talk about it. Cos’ it could be bad if I do that.” So they were
very reserved weren’t they? [To Joel, who agrees] Very intrinsic to start
with and it took Joel quite a while to bring them out.
For Joel, a process of positive messages that countered negative
stereotypes and the gradual entrustment of responsibility and leadership roles
for Aboriginal students in the school community led to the positive change he
had seen in the students. Brian also recognised the increasing self-confidence
that students were displaying, but added that the cultural program had its
challenges. He recounted their efforts to expose [students] to an Aboriginal
language and taking a common denominator approach by teaching students
Dharawal. This resulted in one Aboriginal mother voicing her concern and
anger that her children were speaking Dharawal when that wasn’t her
language. For Brian this returned to the issue of the diverse geographic origins
of the school’s Aboriginal families. Joel cited miscommunication as the issue,
noting that he felt that we did the right thing and parents had been wellinformed and had consented to the teaching of Dharawal language. In the
aftermath of the experience he had spoken to other Aboriginal Education
Workers who had advised him that there’s no right or wrong, you just do what
you think is right. It would appear that communication with parents about the
language learning content of the cultural group program did take place but
Brian expressed a need for further reflection: I guess we learned, as Joel said

321

we still think we did the right thing, but maybe we can, again, look at our
communication, are we communicating with our parents?
The opportunity to participate in programs designated for Aboriginal
students and families was seen by Brian as an aspect of the identity-building
process. Brian felt that Aboriginal programs conveyed a sense that
Aboriginality was valued. He admitted that many students arrived at the
Aboriginal program having no idea why they’re there. They don’t know their
family background or where the connection in their family is to Aboriginality.
Joel concluded that we’re at a good place where the kids are proud of who they
are…now they know who they are. With this sense of pride established Joel
described his hope that Aboriginal students would want to share their stories
and that non-Aboriginal students could be invited to come in [to the group] so
we can share stories in the future.
The Kinder teachers held a differing view of Aboriginal
children’s identity, seeing them as more identity-neutral than Brian:
Naina:
Interviewer:
Naina:

Interviewer:
Naina:
Charlene:

I wouldn’t think that their Aboriginality ever
stands out.
Do they ever say to you that I’m Aboriginal?
No. Not really. They let me know when the
[Aboriginal] kids club is on when they have to go
after school, but they don’t say I’m Aboriginal.
They don’t see themselves as being any different?
I don’t think so.
We’ve got all different sorts. It doesn’t really make
much difference.

The study children
Kira
Charlene recalled that Kira was fine on her first day of school. Charlene
highlighted that Kira comes from a very caring family and is bright, switched
on and mature and all of this this stood her in good stead to do well at school.
Kira was continuing to do well academically in Term 4, with Charlene
mentioning that her fine motor skills could be better and that she worked a bit
slowly. Charlene’s impression was that Kira was very conformed, she does
everything she’s told. She described seeing Kira’s mother, Donna, quite often
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of an afternoon and talking to her all the time. Perceiving her to be a very
friendly Mum, Charlene felt that Donna initiated their interactions and that she
did not have to go and chase her. When Charlene compared her interactions
with Donna to those with other parents she indicated that Donna had exceeded
her expectations because [with] a lot of the Mums, I don’t have that sort of
relationship. Some Mums you never see. I see her every afternoon. She always
says hi or smiles or comes and has a chat. Charlene commented that Donna’s
social nature contributed to Kira fitting in well in the class:
She fits in perfectly. She’s wonderful and she’s very popular. So, we all
love Kira. She’s very popular with the teachers as well. She’s always
smiling. She probably fits in better than my other Aboriginal girl
because Mum’s – I think they’re more social.
In Year 1, Isobel saw Kira’s strengths as reading and writing. She noted
that praise works really well for Kira. Isobel felt confident that Donna was
reading with Kira and was supportive of her schoolwork at home, and that her
efforts reflected in how well Kira was doing at school. She noted that she
already had some rapport with her [Donna] from last year and felt that she
could count of Donna to support her if she had any concerns.
Brooke
Naina described Brooke as quite good in the classroom, academically
and behaviourally. Naina had noticed that Brooke loves positive reinforcement
and, by providing it, she had managed to direct Brooke to do exactly what’s
expected of her. She thought that she could have made a bit more progress and
attributed this to Brooke’s home [being] not really supportive of the home
reading program and homework. She knew that Brooke had been doing her
homework at homework club in the afternoons, which she saw as positive.
Naina said that she had found it hard to have a conversation with Brooke’s
parents who stand at a distance and just wave at pick up time. She
acknowledged that she had not really gone up to them and recognised that she
should have taken more ownership and should have maybe gone and chatted to
them. As a graduate teacher, Naina she had found it hard to do so as this was
the first class that she had and she did not quite know how to build those
relationships yet. She explained that this was a goal of [hers] for the future.
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Erica explained that she knew Brooke from having worked with her as
a support teacher when she was in her Kindergarten year and that her
pedagogical approach was informed by this knowledge:
I knew [that] she comes with issues with her sister, issues from home.
Sometimes there are behaviour issues too but with me, it’s always a
clean slate. No matter what happens the year before – I’m very positive
with them and I try to make sure that she feels it’s going to be a positive
year. In terms of what’s not happening at home, I try to make school a
really happy place for her and try to include her on as many things as I
can. And if I have to single her out, I do…because I know that it’s
important to build her self-esteem. I find what really works with her is a
lot of positive encouragement…. If she maintains a positive attitude
despite what’s happening at home, I think she’s got the potential to
excel because she can motivate herself.
Erica observed that she often s[aw] Brooke’s parents of an afternoon. She
acknowledged Brooke’s mother Tanya to be pretty supportive… and seemingly
happy, and in general, considered that she had built up enough rapport with
Tanya to maintain a positive relationship.
Jamie
Naina indicated that Jamie had made the most progress among the three
girls – Jamie, Brooke and Aspen – she had taught in Kindergarten. She noted
that Jamie had:
started the year very unsettled, always had to have something to say,
and didn’t quite know the routines of putting her hand up and waiting,
also getting out of her seat during work time. But now [she’s] just
phenomenal. She sits like a little angel when we’re sitting down on the
floor and does what’s expected of her. The positive attention really
seemed to get her to do what she was supposed to do.
Naina depicts Jamie’s mother Lateisha, as a supportive parent, competent in
the ways of being and doing of school:
Jamie always does her homework. Her Mum’s really good. She’s at
school – I think on her report I had to say that her attendance was
unsatisfactory but I think she might have had seven days off in the last
two terms but her absences are always explained. So that’s good. I
don’t get to see a lot of Mum now because she’s [Jamie] started to
catch the bus home but at the beginning of the year I saw Mum quite a
bit and the conversations that we had were easy to initiate and her
Mum seemed supportive.
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In Year 1, Isobel identified Jamie’s strength as her predisposition to be
really inquisitive...it means she wants to learn and she’s lively, energetic. She’s
not discouraged even if I have to remind her 20 times, she doesn’t get upset
with me or anything like that. She just gets on with it. She’s got a really great
personality. Isobel indicated that she relied on parent-teacher interviews and
the PLP process as opportunities to raise concerns with Lateisha, as less formal
interactions were not possible when Jamie caught the bus to and from school.
Aspen
Naina recalled being worried that Aspen would be behind because of
her absences from school in Kindergarten. While her academic achievement
had appeared not to have been hindered, Naina was concerned that her
connections with other children had. Naina explained that Aspen’s ability to
catch up on concepts and her beautiful manners and personality had aided her
to maintain steady progress at school. However, in terms of friendships, Naina
recounted that Aspen does get along with her peers, but because she’s away a
lot they develop these little friendship circles and that she finds it hard to fit in
when she’s been away for a long time. While Naina did describe Aspen’s
absences as a real issue, she also acknowledged that her mother, Kate, readily
provided explanations for why she wasn’t at school. She described Kate as easy
to talk to about Aspen’s attendance and their interactions as regular casual
contact at drop off and pick up times. From these interactions she had gleaned
a sense that Kate chooses to keep Aspen away if she’s sick but I think Aspen
gets sick quite a lot or maybe when Aspen could come to school, her Mum
chooses to keep her at home. She acknowledged that Kate was busy with two
young children. Naina hoped that Aspen’s confidence would build in the future
supported by more regular attendance.
Erica had taught Aspen as her support teacher in Kindergarten and
found the Aspen that she encountered in Year 1 to be a different child from the
one she had come to know in Kindergarten. She surmised as to the set of
circumstances that had led to the change:
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I think her first day went well. She had a lot of absences. She was a lot
more distracted. I don’t know what was going on at home. I never saw
Mum. I never really saw anyone. She was a different child, and I’ve
had her last year for support as well. I think she had a lot of
potential….I think she might have been just below average. So I think
the path would have been a little bit harder for her. And because
parents don’t follow through at home then they don’t get that extra
practise at home where these kids really need that, the ones that are
falling behind just a bit. So I felt that she was doing a lot on her own
and in the classroom but doing things together and trying really hard
but she would have benefitted from that extra help at home. So I think
the path will be harder for her unless that situation changes.
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9.4 Yarimbah Public School
Local and school community context
Based on student background information, the community
surrounding the Yarimbah PS generally experienced average levels of socioeducational advantage. The number of families at Yarimbah reporting
significant educational disadvantage decreased over the 2011–2013 period
(ACARA, 2014). Yarimbah is a large primary school with enrolments of more
than 550 students during the period the research was conducted. From 20112013, Aboriginal student enrolment at the school remained steady at around
5% and the school employed one Aboriginal staff member (ACARA, 2014).
The school participated in the National Partnership Literacy and Numeracy
funding program. The student population comprised 30-40 different cultural
backgrounds and half of all new enrolments in 2013 were students with English
as Additional Language/Dialect. The school’s attendance rates were on par
with regional and state averages.
Interview participants
Table 9.5: Overview of interview participants’ details
Educator

Gender

Position

Janina

Female

Principal

Anese

Female

Kinder teacher – Jye

Yvonne

Female

Year 1 teacher - Jye

*Tanya

Female

Aboriginal teacher – leads
Aboriginal Education program

* On leave and was not available for interview but has been named as she is
referred to often by the principal and teachers.
Aboriginal Education at Yarimbah
Aboriginal Education was listed in school reporting documents as one
of four school priorities in 2011-2013. The target outcomes of this priority area
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included: operationalising NSW Aboriginal Education policy and strategies;
improved academic achievement for the Aboriginal student cohort; enhanced
personal accomplishment and civic participation for Aboriginal students; and
the development of partnerships among schools, families and communities to
support student engagement. The strategic approach to achieving outcomes
encompassed PLPs, integration of Aboriginal perspectives in curriculum and
school culture, and professional development relevant to the outcomes.
The implementation of Aboriginal Education programs at Yarimbah
was led by Tanya, the one Aboriginal teacher employed at the school. As well
as having her own class, Tanya was responsible for leading the Aboriginal
Education programs and initiatives in the school. These were listed as an
effective PLP program and an annual NAIDOC Assembly, with the latter
generally involving whole school participation in creative arts and various
cultural practices such as storytelling and boomerang throwing. Students from
upper primary attended programs such as Heartbeat31, Aboriginal performances
and community events at TAC. The school had access to support from an AEO
who was appointed to schools in the region, but Janina explained that they had
never really felt the need to access the AEO because the Aboriginal teacher at
the school had done a fabulous job.
Being a preparer of children starting school
Opportunities for information-sharing and social participation
Janina explained that school visits were a central component of
the transition to school program at Yarimbah:
transition to school is a bit of a two-way process for us because
obviously it’s about the children coming in, and becoming more
familiar with the school setting, and it’s also then for us, learning
more about those students so that we can make appropriate class
placements, be aware of what their needs are, make sure that
we’ve identified any special needs that any of the children may
31

A program available to Aboriginal students enrolled at schools in the Campbelltown area.
Students attend a full day of activities at the University of Western Sydney that are aimed at
raising student awareness about health-related issues and career pathways (University of
Western Sydney, 2014).
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have, and that we’ve really got that ready to go on Day 1 at the
beginning of the year.
Janina’s characterisation of a two way process acknowledges that
children and educators can benefit from school visits as opportunities to
build their sense of familiarity among unfamiliar people and, in
children’s case, unfamiliar places. However, it seemed that educator
focus during the school visits was on information and knowledge
building processes that appear to prioritise diagnostic information about
children’s learning abilities and needs for additional support as they
prepare to start school:
So that transition program runs over a three week timeframe for
the majority of children. They come into school for three hour
and a half sessions. They rotate around the classrooms so that we
get a variety of contexts, so we don’t know what class they are
actually going to go into at that stage so we don’t want them to
become too familiar with something and have an expectation that
may disappoint. And then we put our support staff in there at that
time as well and they make some fairly close observations
because we have a variety of activity stations set up. They make
observations on what they can and can’t do, whether they have
any speech issues or those sorts of things. And then once we’ve
gathered all of that up then we can plan for the following year.
Then for any students that have any, I guess, special needs then
we do some additional things for them depending on what it is. It
might be the development of a medical plan if they’ve got some
health issues. It might be additional orientation for them, and
additional visits and I’m thinking of I guess of children that might
be on the autism spectrum and those sorts of things. So that we’ve
done the best we can to have them ready when they come at the
beginning of the year.
Although building a picture of children’s learning needs appear to
be of greatest priority to educators’ ways of knowing and doing, both
Anese and Janina indicated that information-gathering practices could
contribute to children’s sense of familiarity with their teacher and the
expectations for ways of being, knowing and doing at school:

329

Janina: We’ve got the Best Start32 program like everybody else
has. So they go through all of the initial assessment with their
teacher and the goal of that is to have a pretty good idea of where
they’re at so that we’re not teaching them what they already
know. We find that that works really well in settling them because
they’ve had up to an hour one-on-one with their teacher at the
beginning of the year before they come into schools, so they’re
usually feeling pretty confident about what it’s going to be like,
they’re familiar with the people and whatever that are there…
Anese: When Jye came for orientation last year, there were tears
on each of the three occasions. He was quite challenged, quite
teary about leaving Mum and Dad… so when he was on my list
for this year I was a little bit concerned. I thought there was
going to be some issues but we had the Best Start Program
happening, and we had a little bit of one-on-one time before they
actually started school. So that was really nice. And having a bit
of one-on-one time, about an hour with him, just doing some
beginning assessment. So when the time came to actually start
school, he actually made that transition quite well.
Expanding on parent involvement in transition processes, Janina
referred to the place of familiarity and information opportunities – this
time in relation to the perceived goals of parents:
Well we provide the parents with a lot of information, so we do
all that so they have the…opportunity to listen to the information
that we give them, ask questions, do all the practical things like
organise uniforms. And we let them know at that point that we’re
here if they’ve got anything that they’re concerned about and we
usually get some of them who’ll say “Oh, I need to make an
appointment to see you. My child’s got this issue or that issue” or
whatever. I run all the information stuff, with other support staff,
they talk about their roles and what they do as well. We like to
make sure that they’re really familiar with what’s available –
there’s Learning Support Teachers, there’s ESL teachers, and
school counsellors, and we do talk about Aboriginal Education
and, we haven’t this year but we often have the Aboriginal
Education Officer from our local area comes in and speaks to
parents about what’s available, and what’s happening out there.

32

The Best Start Kindergarten Assessment is a standardised instrument administered by
teachers in NSW Government schools with the aim of identifying the literacy and numeracy
knowledge and skills of each child as they start school (NSW Department of Education and
Training, 2011).
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Janina also framed the school’s practice of connecting with
children’s prior-to-school educators as seeking information to address the
challenges associated with the diverse needs of children starting school:
We do talk to the preschools, and depending on what the needs
are, usually a parent will identify the needs and we’ll then contact
the preschool and get information from them and see what it
looked like there and what worked for them, and the one across
the road we’ll actually go over there and visit them and they’ll
talk through all the kids that are coming to us and we’ll just
observe the kids in that setting as well.
In Term 1, Anese described focus for her own preparations as
gathering teaching and classroom resources and knowledge building
about programming for the year level she was about to teach. Her
expectations of parents centred on support with homework and when
issues arise and participating in excursions where they can –
acknowledging that this is not always possible when parents work but
whatever they can do really helps.
Transitions pedagogy
Transition to school practices at Yarimbah were underpinned by
an expectation that each year the children starting school would present
with a wide range of strengths and needs:
Interviewer:

Janina:
Interviewer:
Janina:
Interviewer:
Janina:

So thinking about starting school, do you have any
expectations around how children might present at
that time?
No. We have exactly the same expectation of every
child that walks through the door.
In terms of the notion of school readiness?
In terms of our Aboriginal students?
All students, and then does it differ for the
Aboriginal students?
No, I don’t think it does. In terms of all students
we get the absolute gamut of kids here so we’ve
got kids that fall in the IM [Mild Intellectual
Impairment] and the IO [Moderate Intellectual
Impairment] range. Usually the IO ones are
identified before they come to school so we’ve
organised funding support and all that type of stuff
that you do. And we’ve got a number of children
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that would fall into the gifted and talented range
as well. So I guess our expectation is that
everything is going to walk through the door
[laughs]... And we’ve also got kids that are on the
Autism Spectrum…so it’s just all happening. So
that is our expectation – whatever… So, we don’t
actually do anything different for our Aboriginal
students. Everybody walks through the door and
it’s a totally level playing field and our Aboriginal
students perform at all levels.
In this excerpt, school entrants are framed within diversity-oriented
discourses, yet the diversity that is being referenced is that of learner
diversity. Through this lens, differentiated practices, where they occur,
aim to address the needs of specific categories of learners.
Supporting Aboriginal learners
Aboriginal perspectives and identities in the classroom, curriculum and
pedagogy
Janina identified the school’s engagement with Aboriginal
pedagogies and languages as a strength of Yarimbah in supporting
Aboriginal learners and generating awareness about Aboriginal
perspectives:
I think the introduction of the 8 Ways [is a strength]. It’s been
there for a couple of years and been really good for us in that
people are a lot more aware of these perspectives in their
teaching. I think now the fact that they’ve brought in, the ESL
[English as Second Language syllabus] has also gone into the
dialects33 is building awareness too. We’re only the tip of the
iceberg and we’re not really involved but I guess it has made us
think a little bit more about the language.
Janina referred to the school’s engagement with Aboriginal teaching
and learning techniques and Aboriginal languages/dialects as awareness
building. Although she recognised the rudimentary stage of the school’s
learning in this respect, she notes the precursory nature of educator engagement

33

An approach to curriculum development for English as Second Language Learners that
recognises and supports, where relevant, Aboriginal students as second language or second
dialect learners (New South Wales Department of Education and Communities, 2014).

332

with Aboriginal perspectives to increased cultural awareness in the school.
Despite this, Anese did not recall participating in any cultural awareness
activities when she was asked. She noted that having Tanya at the school meant
that we’re quite aware of the particular children [who are Aboriginal].
Although she mentioned that she did not even know that [Jye] was Aboriginal
until it was pointed out.
Yvonne could not identify any differences in her transition practices for
Aboriginal children, but indicated that the Aboriginal program offered at the
school provided additional supports to Aboriginal students. This took the form
of the Aboriginal students being withdrawn [from class] to do special activities
and they are given the opportunity to present at assemblies, that sort of thing.
Yvonne was definite that she included an Aboriginal component in class, but
was unsure to what extent it reflected local knowledge. She added that there
should be more attention to providing local content so that students are more
aware of it.
Connecting with Aboriginal families and communities
Engaging parents, families and community as partners in children’s
learning
Connections with parents/families and the local Aboriginal community
were established by Tanya. With particular reference to connecting with
parents of Aboriginal children starting school, Janina explained:
She [Tanya] makes the connection in a variety of ways. So it’ll be
at Kindergarten orientation, but it’s also in the development of
the Personal Learning Plans as well. So she’s involved in that.
She sends letters home to all of the parents. She invites them up
for a meeting. Any of them that don’t come up for a meeting, she
usually rings them so she has at least touched base with all of
them… So, yes she does make that personalised contact. And then
when we have our parent-teacher interviews at the end of Term 1,
our teachers have the Personalised Learning Plans ready then
and we use that as a time to go through them with the parents and
get their signatures so they’re well aware of how the process
works and how it will be updated. Some are far more involved
than others. Some are just happy for us to go about our business
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and do what we do [laughs] whereas others want to be quite
involved.
Janina remarked that connecting with parents really early helped them
to feel that pretty strong connection. Tanya was the key individual in this
process and was considered by Janina to be a strength of the school, but at the
same, time she acknowledged that relying on one key person created its own
difficulties:
because you think “Eh, that’s difficult because that sort of hinges
around one person”, but, what do you do? She has a couple of
people that work with her so when she goes off and does some inservices somebody else will often go with her as well so that
we’re trying to make sure that in times like this when she’s off on
leave that we do have people that can step in. Although it’s
probably not quite the same because she’s got a lot of street cred
out there so some parents if they’ve got an issue will actually
contact her and ask for a bit of assistance… And she makes
herself known too so that the parents can liaise with her. That’s
what her role is and if they feel that they’ve got issues they need
to discuss, and, not very often but from time to time they do.
It would appear that even though access to an AEO was available, Tanya was
sufficiently connected to local resources from which to program Aboriginal
Education at Yarimbah, and was able to gain specialised knowledge within her
professional networks:
Tanya connects through the Tharawal group, she goes and she
meets with, and brings the information back to school about
what’s going on there. And she attends a variety of in-service
stuff as well so that she’s on top of the game as far as whatever
new is happening out there.
Promoting positive Aboriginal identities
In terms of providing opportunities for Aboriginal students to
participate in cultural activities, the school looked to the local community for
events that students could attend or to source Aboriginal community
representatives to host cultural activities in the school. Janina felt that the
school was lucky in that there were a lot of things going on around the
neighbourhood, NAIDOC celebrations, various excursions, and people that
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come in. Acknowledging the contribution that Tanya made to Aboriginal
Education at Yarimbah, Janina again described the school as lucky, in that they
had a great ambassador and an outstanding teacher who was held in really
high regard in the school and local community. In particular she had been
prepared to share her story with the school community, which Janina felt had
been pretty powerful. Local Aboriginal Elders were also noted as familiar faces
in the school, providing their time to lead cultural events in the school. Events
such as hosting NAIDOC celebrations that involved all students at the school
were recognised as important to enhancing cross-cultural understandings
among students:
We’re actually going to host those [NAIDOC celebrations] next
year. So that will actually be a big feature for us to do that here
because rather than just taking our Aboriginal students out and
them experiencing that, the rest of our school will experience all
of that as well, because it’s about, as you know, it’s two-pronged,
it’s about the Aboriginal students but it’s also about the other
students having a better cultural understanding.
The study child
Jye
Anese described Jye as ready for school. Noting that he had difficulty
separating from his parents during orientation visits, she thought there were
going to be some issues for him starting school. However, this was not the case
with Anese believing that Jye’s anxiety had lessened after the one-on-one time
spent doing the Best Start assessment. Anese saw Jye as very capable
academically, although occasionally easily distracted and off-task. When he
was not doing what was expected, Anese noted the generally effective use of
non-verbal communication to indicate that Jye needed to modify his behaviour.
Anese thought Jye’s mother Justine was lovely and perceived both his mother
and father as parents who work very hard to provide things for him.
To Yvonne, Jye presented as a happy little boy who was persistent as a
learner and caring and friendly among others. He had no issues in the
classroom starting Year 1 but was involved in some conflict in the playground.
Yvonne indicated that she and Jye’s parents were working together to come up
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with a solution. For Yvonne, Jye’s parents were very supportive and her
interactions with them had been great.
Jye made excellent progress with writing and reading throughout Year 1 and by
Term 4, a big improvement in behaviour was evident to Yvonne. He was much
more settled in the classroom and much better in the playground too. Yvonne
communicated to Jye’s parents how happy she was with his progress and
indicated in her interview that she believed that Jye’s parents had been
instrumental in that progress:
[Jye’s parents] were very supportive in everything we were doing
at school and I think that’s why there was such a big
improvement because I was onto him and they were onto him too.
They're exceptionally so, and follow up on everything I've asked
them to do which is great. And they turn up to interviews and that
sort of thing so they've been really wonderful.
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9.5 Parramurra Catholic Primary School
Local and school community context
Parramurra is a large school with over 550 students enrolled throughout
the study period. The community surrounding Parramurra reported socioeducational levels close to the average of 1000. More than two-thirds of the
families that comprised the school population reported moderate levels of
socio-educational advantage from 2011-2013 (ACARA, 2014). School
reporting documents indicated participation in the National Partnership
Agreement in 2012 and 2013. Through this program, Parramurra committed to
improving literacy and numeracy outcomes for all students, with a particular
focus on Aboriginal students. In addition, funding for developing Aboriginal
community partnership agreements was allocated to meet the needs of the
school’s Aboriginal students. Parramurra recorded Aboriginal enrolments of
between 5–10% across 2011-2013 (ACARA, 2014). The number of Aboriginal
members of staff was not reported in school reporting documents, although
interview data revealed that at least two staff members in 2013 identified as
Aboriginal. Attendance rates at Parramurra were comparable to those of
schools across the region and state.
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Interview participants
Table 9.6: Overview of interview participants’ details
Educator

Gender

Position

Diane

Female

Principal

Simone

Female

Aboriginal Education Assistant (AEA)34

Kiah

Female

Kinder teacher – Jakob

Alana

Female

Kinder teacher – Korey

Chelsea

Female

Kinder teacher – Marlee and Luca

Audrey

Female

Year 1 teacher - Marlee

Mikayla

Female

Year 1 teacher – Jakob, Korey, Luca

Aboriginal Education at Parramurra Catholic Primary School
Parramurra’s school reporting documents cited the school’s Indigenous
Education Policy as the key document guiding the integration of Aboriginal
perspectives in the curriculum. An Aboriginal Cultural Officer was appointed
for part of 2011 to support the provision of Aboriginal learning experiences
across the curriculum. In 2012 and 2013, activities that aimed to enhance
student cultural awareness, such as the remembrance of Sorry Day, NAIDOC
Week celebrations and Aboriginal art workshops were offered to all students in
the school. The Sorry Day activities gathered together Aboriginal students
from across several regional schools with Aboriginal Elders from the local
area. The 2013 NAIDOC activities brought local Aboriginal Elders and
community members to the school and included a special Mass, an exhibition
of Aboriginal art, storytelling and a community barbeque. Also in 2012 and in
2013, staff engaged in a professional development session that aimed to
develop their awareness of Aboriginal culture and spirituality.
34

Aboriginal Education Assistants (AEAs) are generally Catholic education sector specific
positions. AEAs perform a support role including providing learning assistance to individual
students in the classroom, student mentoring and building rapport with parents to improve
attendance rates of students (Board of Studies New South Wales (NSW), 2008).
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In 2011, termly Indigenous Education Meetings were scheduled for
Aboriginal parents as a means of encouraging collaborative and cultural
dialogue to assist with meeting the needs of Aboriginal students in the school.
As part of the school’s improvement agenda in 2012, Parramurra sought to
improve student achievement through building connections with the Aboriginal
parents and families within the school community and the wider local
community. Scholarships that covered school fees were available to Aboriginal
students starting Kindergarten at the school – this was a practice that had been
well-established for many years.
In 2013, Parramurra participated in the Investing in Aboriginal Focus
Schools (AFS)35, which aimed to improve Aboriginal student educational
outcomes. As part of this initiative, an Aboriginal community partnership
agreement was developed. It was supported through the appointment of two
significant personnel in 2013; an Aboriginal Community Engagement Officer
(ACEO) and an Aboriginal Education Assistant (AEA). These appointments
were instrumental in assisting the school to promote cultural awareness among
students, families and staff. The roles of the AEA and the ACEO were to
support: formulation and enactment of school and community partnership
agreements; implementation of PLPs for each Aboriginal student; development
of strategies to improve Aboriginal student school attendance; and literacy and
numeracy approaches adopted by the school.
Preparedness and preparing for school
Opportunities for information-sharing and social participation
School-based transition to school opportunities for 2012 school entrants
comprised two part-day orientation visits at the end of 2011. Prior to 2012, the
school organised class groupings based on teachers’ observations of children
during these visits, and children started their school year in their assigned class.
In 2012 the school trialled a different approach to managing the first week of
35

“The output of this Project is the accelerated implementation of local level actions in the
‘Engagement and Connections’, ‘Attendance’ and ‘Literacy and Numeracy’ domains of the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Action Plan 2010-2014 in some 200 Focus
Schools” (Council of Australian Governments [COAG], 2012).
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school for Kindergarten children, which involved not allocating children to
class groups until after they had attended school for several days. During the
first few days of school, all Kindergarten children (81) and four Kindergarten
teachers were grouped together and took part in activities in a communal open
learning space. Teachers got to know the children in this space before forming
home, or class, groups. Each group was assigned a teacher and allocated a
space in which they worked in a traditional classroom mode for the first three
terms of the school year. The open learning space remained central to the
allocated areas which were, in effect, partitioned areas within the open learning
space. Children made the transition from their allocated space with one teacher
to the open plan learning environment in Term 4. For Alana, the approach
adopted in 2012 presented both opportunities and limitations:
Well, I guess, the benefit of it was that we were able to see how the
children interacted with each other and were able to group them
accordingly. In the past we haven’t had that opportunity. We’ve had
them for the orientation, which is only, all added up, about 3 hours,
tops. So you really don’t get to know the children all that well. This
year we were able to see them for a couple of days, and how they
worked with each other, and different needs, and that helped us make
the groups. So, I’ve also got the Best Start to consider as well. And that
was another challenge that we experienced, because we had them all
together for a few days, and then we put them into classes and then it
was straight into doing the Best Start assessments. So I felt we really
missed out on the opportunity to form those bonds because we were
straight into assessing one-on-one, which was great for the one-on-one
relationship, but as far as setting up those class expectations, and those
class relationships, it was really hard…
In this excerpt, both relationship-building and knowledge-building
opportunities are recognised as valuable processes as children start school.
Relationship-building appears to be characterised as a familiarisation process
where those involved build their knowledge of others and, in turn,
contextualise ways of being and doing at school. Alana’s comments are infused
with the suggestion that ways of being and doing at school are social-group
dependent, and teaching and learning about the expectations of school are more
effective when they are grounded in the group dynamic. While Alana
recognised that both the large group context and the smaller, home group
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context were useful social situations in which her familiarisation with children
could take place, Chelsea preferred the home group context feeling that it
benefited the children’s needs as well as her own. In both cases, the everyday
interpersonal demands and dynamics of the social group featured.
I think it was a little bit more secure for them to only have to worry
about one person, to know who their teacher was, to know who they
were going to be with…for me, it was better to know which children I
was targeting and who I had to focus on and who were going to be my
difficult children and who were not going to know how to do certain
things and who I should keep away from other people. So it was easier
for me, once I got them out of the big group and into the smaller group.
It’s no different with the noise level where you are [in the home group],
but I created a little space here for when we’re sitting on the floor….
But you can still hear the noise. It doesn’t take away from the noise, but
it does stop them from looking around to see what’s going on. So, yeah,
it’s a bit difficult.
When asked about her own preparations for starting the school year, Chelsea
responded that:
there probably wasn’t a lot of preparation that we could do because we
had to observe the children, try to see who was going to work well with
each other, who we should try and separate into one of the areas. So
the first week was really up in the air, it was like a zoo out there, it
really was like a zoo.
Despite this impression, Chelsea recalled a focus on lots of free play at the
beginning that incorporated the teaching and learning of expectations. She
described the rationale for this as:
building confidence in them so that they’re comfortable to come back to
us and for the parents too. The parents need to place a lot of trust in us.
It’s a big move but the parents are probably harder to organise than
the children, trying to instil confidence in some of them that it’s okay,
even if they’re crying, they’re going to be okay.
Similarly, building up [children’s] confidence was the most important thing for
them according to Kiah. Although separation from parents was also the context
for her statement, Kiah felt that making the classroom an inviting and exciting
environment for them [children] to come into supported children to be able to
stay and want to come back again. Chelsea also noted that there were increased
expectations on her to minimise class noise in the open learning space format.
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She admitted finding this challenging as she generally had a noisy classroom,
believing that children learn by speaking to each other.
Several factors aligned in 2013 and marked significant changes to the
transition to school program at Parramurra. The first factor was the
appointment of a new principal at the start of 2013, who advocated for changes
to the number and timing of school visits with the intention to expand both
children’s and parents’ sense of familiarity with the school and school life:
From my [Diane’s] point of view it’s about trying to ensure that they
have as smooth as possible transition into school and that we give them
plenty of opportunities, not only for the children and the parents to
orientate to the school, but to also to transition so that they actually
know more about the school when they actually do become part of the
school community. So we’ve changed the way that we are doing
transition and orientation this year so that there are numerous
opportunities for children to experience school life – the different parts
of the day.
The second factor contributing to change was the school’s commitment
in 2013 to engaging parents as partners in the learning of their children through
consultation, parent workshops, and by inviting participation and engagement
throughout the year. For example, a Speech Therapist, an Occupational
Therapist and the schools’ Reading Recovery teacher presented ideas and
strategies relating to preparation for school at an evening workshop for parents.
The expansion of the transition to school program to promote parental
preparedness for school was viewed as further testament to the school’s parent
engagement initiative.
While the expanded transition program continued to be underpinned by
a preparedness focus, its attention was broadened to provide elements of
pastoral care. In relation to the former, the two orientation visits in the year
preceding school entry had maintained their purpose which was to familiarise
children and parents with the school setting. The first orientation day involved
children in activities in the Kindergarten room and their parents in an
information session delivered by the principal. On the second day, children
attended in smaller groups and learned about being a school student alongside
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the current Kindergarten students during class time. Diane explained that the
additional pastoral care component had been added to the second orientation
visit and provided parents with:
the opportunity to be together in a smaller group and ask questions, go
on a tour of the school, ask all the tricky questions and we’re trying to
match experienced parents with newcomer parents so that they’re
building a bit of a network so that they can ask those questions. They’ll
also have access to our library resources so they can borrow books for
their children. We’ve invited them to school events so that they’re a
part of the bigger picture, not just Kindergarten.
A newly established transition day added a further dimension to the
school’s transition program. While children attended the transition day as their
first day of school in their new school year, Diane clarified that the day was
clearly demarcated as a part of the transition program and not the school year
proper. The experience was designed to assist children and parents to become
familiar with school procedures and expectations as well as to provide teachers
with the opportunity to become informed about the individual needs of the
children and their families. Diane described how child, parental and school
readiness were all key objectives fulfilled by the transition day:
Next year the children will come to one last transition day before they
actually begin school. So that one last transition day will be for the
teachers to undertake the Best Start assessment, and then when they
actually do start school, they’re actually starting school. And all of
these transition opportunities will give the teachers more information
about them, to build a build a bigger picture about each individual
child and then the hope would be that we can organise the classes. So
that when they do come to school, they’ll know who their teacher is,
they’ll know what class they’re in. We find that provides greater
stability, not just for the children but for the parents too. Late
December, early January, there will be letters sent out telling the
parents your child is in so and so class and this is the day they will
come in for their transition. And they don’t wear their uniform that day
so we’re not muddying the waters – this is still transition, this is still
finding out about you and you finding out about us. And when they start
in Week 2, this is a proper start to school and everyone’s in.
These excerpts emphasise processes that engage children, parents and
educators in patterns of ‘finding out’ with the aim of expanding each
individual’s knowledge of the unfamiliar. Teachers are seen as needing to find
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about children through observation and assessment. Parents are seen as needing
to ask questions to find out about school. Children are considered able to find
out what they need to know through being a part of school life. Thus, providing
opportunities to gather information is highlighted as facilitating preparedness
for school and positive early transition experiences. From the principal’s
perspective, the school’s expectation [was to] try as far as possible to get to
know the children before they come to school so that we are ready to try and
meet their needs when they get here. Here, educator preparation focuses on
finding out what children cannot do or do not have in order to minimise their
impact on their [children’s] ability to learn. Encapsulated in the principal’s
comments is a sense that the transition process needs to be managed toward a
proper start to school, which is seemingly when the ‘real’ learning starts, and
in doing so, signalling a finalisation of the transition period.
Expectations of families – how to be and do at school
In a similar vein, teachers expressed the value of information. When
asked about their expectations of parents and families when children start
school, both Kiah and Alana emphasised that they counted on parents to
communicate with them about their child. For Alana, open communication
about what had been happening at home was part of parents working together
with [her] for the benefit of the child. For Kiah, communication [was] the
biggest thing no matter what – the more they [families] can give us about
changes at home, things that are going on in their life, good things, bad things,
it makes it a lot easier for us in the classroom.
Preparedness – how to be and do at school
The three Kindergarten teachers were hopeful that children would
start school with a set of basic skills. For Kiah, the desirable set of basic
skills centred on learning how school works. This included procedural
aspects of school such as routines, organisation of the school day and a
being part of a large group. She saw parents as playing an important role
in preparing their children for school:
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the more that they prepare their children for school, the more
settling it is for them and that includes things like knowing that
they have to open up their own lunches, opening up a drink bottle,
knowing that they have to ask to go to the toilet. Those very basic
things, the more that they can tell their child and inform them of
that beforehand makes a big difference.
Similarly, Chelsea recounted rules, regulations and routines as needing
to be learned:
when you come into kindergarten at first, obviously they’re not
used to routines and expectations. So you have to be very quick to
get them into routine and make them aware that there are
consequences in place or rewards in place for correct
behaviours. But there also have to be consequences in place for
wrong choices…trying to get rules and regulations and routines
in place. I think that’s probably the most important thing at this
stage.
In her interview, Alana also identified self-help skills as desirable, which
she described as living skills, like using the bathroom by themselves. She
also referred to the abilities to sit and listen for short periods, follow one
or two instructions, and being able to initiate friendships.
Supporting Aboriginal learners
Holistic and relational pedagogies
Simone, the school’s AEW, described her role in the school in
relation to an existing web of interconnectedness that included her, the
Aboriginal children attending the school and their families. She appeared
to see her role as being a certain kind of physical presence that children
could connect with: someone who was familiar and safe at times of need:
I’m here to support the children, give them guidance. Basically to
give them someone that they are familiar with because the
majority of children who are here, know me from the community
so it just gives them that sense of familiarity. I’ve found that with
the Kindy kids, because they know me by my first name, and the
children here know me by Miss Jenkins, the ones that are really
familiar with me, they call me by my first name. And I say, you’re
at school it has to be Miss Jenkins. I have to remind them. So I
guess it’s just keeping that link there for them so they know they
can come to me if they need to, so just being here to support the
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children...I prefer to be there for the younger children so that it
gives them someone to attach to so that they’re not feeling so lost
in such a large crowd and new environment for them.
Simone positioned herself as known to the students and as
someone who embodied certain feelings that children might associate
with their family and community relationships. It would appear that this
feeling that Simone saw as prevailing between her and the Aboriginal
students was something distinctive to their shared community
experiences. While her account provided a sense of the informal relations
between her and the children in their community context, it also indicated
that their relations in the school context needed to operate under a
different set of cultural expectations. Simone explained how she assisted
children who were starting school to navigate the shift from community
ways of relating to the more formal school ways of relating.
When asked about where she worked from in her support role,
Simone insisted that she was of greatest benefit to children in their
classroom:
I go into the classrooms, which I prefer. I think it disadvantages
the children to pull them out of class because I feel that if there is
a lesson that is being given then the children are missing out if
they’re taken away from the classroom so I prefer not to do that
so I think my time is better utilised in the classroom assisting the
children.
Although this suggested that Simone viewed herself in a somewhat ‘back
seat’ role in the pedagogy that children experienced at school, by no
means did she see her part in Aboriginal Education as insignificant. In
the context of a conversation about expectations of children, Simone
drew attention to her own personal sense of the value of education as
setting the tone for her aspirations for Aboriginal children, and her
potential as a resource in the realisation of those aspirations:
For me education has always been paramount and that doesn’t
change with the children here. So just being there to support them
so they don’t have those struggles, where I’ve seen a lot of other
Aboriginal families that have struggled with literacy and
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numeracy. So just to be here to support the children to ensure that
they’re not falling behind, they’re managing to keep up. That’s
the goal that I’d love to see achieved for our children so that
they’re not falling behind because I’ve already seen that in a few
classes so just to be there to make sure that they’re on task and
they’re understanding the work that is being given to them.
Because I think that some children would be missing out on that
at home, having that additional support at home especially if the
parents working and they don’t have the time to do that. But then
again, sometimes with Aboriginal people their literacy and
numeracy isn’t that great so I think having that additional
support at school will help these children.
Simone’s experiences had raised her awareness that not all Aboriginal
children stood to benefit from the education she valued. For these
children, she saw her role as more than the physical presence suggested
earlier. She positioned herself in the above excerpt as someone who
could enable children to access the curriculum and experience success as
a learner. Simone recognised that Aboriginal children may face a doublebind situation in relation to their literacy and numeracy learning which
she saw as buffered by the monitoring and scaffolding activities she
performed in the classroom.
Aboriginal perspectives and identities in the classroom, curriculum and
pedagogy
Kiah and Alana noted how responsive many of the Aboriginal children
had been to their Indigenous Fridays program. They explained that what had
become known as Indigenous Fridays, was not something that they had set out
particularly to do that way, but that it snowballed because of the Aboriginal
children’s responsiveness to sharing their culture. Reading stories, singing
songs, playing instruments brought in from home and having older Aboriginal
children share their stories about who they belong to and the things they have
done had all featured in the program.
Chelsea recalled telling Dreamtime stories to her Kindergarten class
and mentioning that Aboriginal people were the first people in Australia. She
concluded that it [Aboriginal content] is not something she programs into [her]
program as such. Audrey had not included Aboriginal perspectives in any
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significant way, noting her challenge as a first year teacher related to covering
all the other content. Mikayla recounted including content about what
Aboriginal people used to do when the class explored the topic Past and
Present. She also recalled that, with Simone’s and the ACLO’s assistance, they
made boomerangs and were told about what the symbols on them meant.
NAIDOC Week was the impetus for having a few Aboriginal books in the class
and a display of various artefacts at the school which gave Brock, Connor and
Luca the chance to go around and look at them. Connor had brought in his
didgeridoo to contribute to the display. Mikayla thought that they had probably
done more during the year than they had ever done and attributed this to
having the AEW and ACLO at the school. Of interest to her was that, with the
exception of Luca, none of the Aboriginal children knew which tribe [they]
were from.
None of the three Kindergarten teachers saw themselves or the practices
of the school as differentiating Aboriginal children. Both Alana and Kiah
commented that they did not see Korey and Jakob as any different from any
other child in their class. As they searched for possible differences for
Aboriginal children as they started school, the provision of additional
orientation sessions in previous years was recalled, but beyond that, they could
not identify any transition support that was provided to Aboriginal children
specifically. Kiah noted that a different background was common to all the
children in her class, and that this guided her approach where every child was
treated the same when they start school:
They all come from all different backgrounds. I don’t do anything
different with them when they've started that I do with any other
child because they're part of the classroom like anyone else is. In
terms of when we're learning things through the classroom
throughout the year, different topics that we have, particularly
when we get into our HSIE and our science and tech units and
also into our religion and things like that, we pull in those,
references and relate it back to, things that would be more
familiar to them as well. I think that's very important…but when
they start school as a group, they're all the children in the class
and they all deserve to feel welcome as who they are as well.
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Kiah pointed out that she did make space for Aboriginal perspectives in the
teaching and learning in her classroom pedagogy. Possibly then, Aboriginal
perspectives were recognised as knowledge that could be programmed when
relevant, but not as having any relevance to who children were and how they
might experience the transition to school.
Notions of sameness prefaced Chelsea’s understanding of the
relationship between skin colour, Aboriginality and pedagogy:
You know, in the end, I treat them all the same…I don’t really
treat them any differently. So I don’t know if I’m supposed to treat
them differently, really. They are all children together, and yes,
I’m aware that there are differences, and they may learn different
things, but not with Luca. Maybe more so with Marlee, because
Marlee looks more Indigenous, she looks more Aboriginal,
whereas Luca doesn’t. So, if I’ve stood them up at the front of the
class and said that both of them were Indigenous…half of them
have probably looked at each other and looked at me as if I was
being strange. And they were probably saying, you know, “But
Marlee is not really brown skin, and Luca’s got really white
skin”, so do you know what I mean? I think sometimes the only
thing that separates them – and Luca is not included in this – can
be their attendance at school and the support of the parents. Now,
I haven’t taught a lot of Indigenous children over the years. So it
could seem like a harsh comment, but I have taught a couple over
the last couple of years, so I’m not trying to be offensive to
anyone, but if you said to me, what makes them stand out, I’d
have to say that they can have a low attendance rate. And
sometimes – and you can’t see me doing the – the inverted
commas – sometimes the parental support isn’t as great as it
could be. I can’t provide the answers. Because I don’t believe I
treat them any differently…so maybe I need to go and teach
someone that is a lot more Aboriginal [laughter] – I don’t know.
So it doesn’t make any difference to me.
After Chelsea’s initial comments she suggested that Aboriginal children’s
learning preferences can be ‘known’ according to the extent to which a child
looks Aboriginal. She then remarks that neither study child in her class has
particularly dark skin, and that this created a problem for others to see them as
Aboriginal. In the absence of ‘clear markers’ of children’s Aboriginality,
Chelsea draws on her personal experience to name lower levels of attendance
and parental support as what makes them stand out. Claiming that she can’t
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provide the answers, Chelsea implied that she was not a cause of any
‘problems’ as she did not treat them [Indigenous children] any differently from
others.
Personalised Learning Plans
Diane was aware that the PLP processes at the school were in need of
some work to make them more seamless in terms of ease with which they fitted
among other demands of the school year. Nonetheless, she was insistent that
there was significant value when PLPs were in place and parents were able to
be involved:
gaining parent insight into their children, that’s something that
we really want to look towards for all of our children, not just for
the Aboriginal children, it’s for everyone because the more we
know about children, what their strengths are and weaknesses,
and not just from an academically but from a holistic viewpoint,
then the better we are in a position to support them and for them
to make really good connections with their learning and the
things that they want to do and the talents that they have.
No mention of PLPs was made by the Kindergarten teachers. Mikayla told of
preparing PLPs for Jakob, Luca and Korey, noting that Luca’s parents were
quick to respond, whereas Jakob and Korey’s parents did not reply, with the
consequence that the ACLO was chasing them up.
Connecting with Aboriginal families and communities
Engaging parents, families and community as partners in children’s
learning
At a policy level, engaging parents as partners in their children’s
learning was documented as a particular focus at Parramurra in 2013.
Initiatives that evolved from this commitment included offering parent
workshops, engaging parents through consultation and inviting their
participation in the school throughout the year. The large number of
community events held throughout the year and the expansion of Kindergarten
orientation and transition to school processes were regarded by the educators as
further testament to this engagement initiative.
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Diane spoke of mixed success with engaging Aboriginal community in
the school. She described the school’s access to a speech therapist through a
project with Tharawal Aboriginal Corporation (TAC) as fantastic. Specifically,
the project provided useful information about children which was used to
obtain additional support for those with speech-related needs. Community
Engagement Meetings were described as some positive and some not so
positive and the school’s affiliation with a local Uncle was appreciated. Sister
Mary, a non-Indigenous nun, was noted by Diane as someone who in her
outreach role works well with Aboriginal people and has built a fantastic
rapport with the Elders. Likewise, Simone observed that Sister Mary was held
in very high regard by the community and very respected by the community –
she’s been a great advocate.
Perceptions of barriers and enablers
Both Simone and Diane expressed a degree of frustration when
reflecting on developing relationships that fostered parent engagement. Simone
suggested that much depended on parents wanting to engage. As she saw it,
parent engagement in their child’s learning and within the school generally was
a challenge for the school:
Because it’s just not happening. I think that is one of the things
that’s going to prove quite difficult is parents coming into the
school and just participating and engaging. But I think that with
this community, because I have been a part of this community for
quite some time, and that has always been an issue… And it’s not
a matter of whether they feel welcomed or not, it’s just making the
time and effort to get here... From past experience, if there’s not a
lavish spread on the table, then there’s really no point going. But
I think parents should be looking at, this is their children’s future
and how important it is to attend these meetings. So I don’t know
how we can go about encouraging more of that but we need to
think of strategies for how to get families in.
Diane articulated her belief that any formalised measures being implemented at
the school to support Aboriginal students’ academic achievement needed to be
underpinned by relationships with parents:
I think that developing a relationship with parents is paramount
because then if there are issues it is much easier to have a
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discussion, to try and get strategies, or point them in the direction
of support services. So having the parents on board to be able to
have those discussions is really important.
Diane also indicated that parents appeared to be more motivated to attend
social events than meetings that sought to engage them in more formal and
academically oriented relations:
It’s interesting that there are some events they do come for. The
community events that we have – they’re present at some things
but it’s almost that they’re present at the big, where everyone’s
there, and that the children would miss out if they weren’t there
because everyone’s there, but for the individualised things like
parent-teacher meetings or PLP meetings, that’s the struggle.
More specifically to the transition to school, Diane indicated that parent
attendance with their children at orientation days was notable as a difference in
the transition to school for Aboriginal children:
There is an issue, like from orientation, that there were a couple
of kids who just didn’t show up, the parents didn’t show, and it
wasn’t that they didn’t have access to the information because
everyone did, but you know, to make it a priority.
Taken together, the principal’s and AEW’s comments positioned non-attending
parents as not regarding their child’s education, or their involvement in it as
priorities. Simone positioned the ‘issue’ as inherent and ongoing in the
community, perhaps implying that this was related to negative experiences of
education that may span generations and communities. Diane theorised
parents’ non-prioritisation as the issue after ruling out failed communication
methods.
Promoting positive Aboriginal identities
Both Simone and Diane expressed their desire to create opportunities to
work with Aboriginal children in a cultural program, but noted that this had not
been achieved in what had been for both of them their first year at the school.
Diane explained that they had tried cultural awareness for all the children,
with Simone reiterating that this included all the children and not just
specifically Aboriginal children. When asked if she thought that it was
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important for Aboriginal children to come together as a group in the school,
Simone offered a view that she seemed to think did not reflect other
approaches to Aboriginal Education pedagogy:
I’ve got a different take on this, and I think probably because I
didn’t discover my Aboriginality until several years ago. And now
that I have, I look at the bigger picture, and I think if the children
are going to, you know, if the parents want cultural activities for
their children, and that could include Aboriginal history and all
that sort of thing, I think that should start at home first. So they
should already be getting that at home because I know within the
public school systems, they’ve always jumped up and down and
they want specific programs for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander kids, but I think more importantly, it should be a part of
the school curriculum so that all kids get to enjoy that, and be a
part of that, and learn about Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander culture and history, not just for Aboriginal children.
Simone positioned families with the agency to decide about, and provide their
children with, cultural experiences and identities according to their particular
values and capacities. In this view, culture and identity were seen to be best
taught in the context of family. The school’s role in relation to this was to
provide through its curriculum, opportunities for all students to learn about
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture and history.
From Kiah’s perspective, a sense of group identity already existed
among the Aboriginal students at the school and their shared identity was
viewed as a positive source of affiliation and connectedness. At the same time,
she did not feel that Aboriginality in any way set them apart or created any
sense of division between Aboriginal children and their non-Aboriginal peers:
I suppose, because there is such a group of them, I know that they
do know who each other is, which I think is fantastic, that they're
able to identify that…personally, from the children throughout
Kindergarten, they don’t seem like they're any different to any of
the other children, which I think is fantastic. I think they seem to
get along with the others pretty well from what I've seen.
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The study children
Jakob
Referring to his start to school, Kiah saw Jakob as just one of those kids
that’s come in and he’s just happy from the minute he’s there. In this respect,
Jakob arrived at school with a range of attributes that Kiah considered as
school preparedness including: He’s somebody that aims to please no matter
what he does and tries to do his best at everything that he’s doing as well, he is
mature and likes to be questioned and to be challenged. Kiah identified
Jakob’s confidence in himself as his strength and an attribute that enabled him
to show so much more of what he can do. She noted that Jakob was physically
larger than many of his peers and needed to get used to the space that he’s
using…[and] he sort of stood out as one that really wanted that extra praise.
Kiah felt that her contact with Jakob’s parents was quite limited as he was
dropped off and picked up from class by his older sister. The interactions that
had transpired in their introductions to each other were perceived as quite
positive by Kiah and she commented that she would like to have more to do
with the family if I could – know who they are a bit more. In Term 4, Jakob and
made very positive progress toward an awareness of his physicality and Kiah
described him as a completely different kid. Kiah acknowledged the extent to
which Jakob’s parents had supported him, pointing out that anything that I’ve
asked them to put in place they’ve done it, then we’ve followed up about it later
on to see these improvements and they’ve been happy with the progress as
well. Kiah noted that an added benefit of Jakob’s awareness was increased
popularity with his peers.
Despite the vast improvement that Kiah described, in Year 1 Jakob’s
teacher Mikayla remarked that he came as a sort of behaviour problem. She
explained that over the year he had settled right down and he had progressed
from lots of behaviour issues in the playground to very few. To Mikayla,
Jakob was a very capable, very bright student who takes on whatever you ask
him to do and wants to learn more. She perceived his strength to be maths and
his aptitude as a very versatile thinker. Mikayla described her pedagogy as
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based on providing students with autonomy as learners and it would appear that
she provided Jakob with space to flex this versatility. She recalled seeing
Jakob’s mother Julia at parent teacher interviews, but had not received a
response regarding Jakob’s PLP. In a later reference to support for homework,
Mikayla indicated that Jakob did not complete homework.
Korey
Alana described Korey as having a good start to year, but noted that at
times he had been fragile and emotional and easily fatigued. She sensed that a
family issue was the reason for Korey’s upset behaviour and was concerned
that he would not continue to make good progress academically if he remained
unsettled. Alana saw Korey’s strengths as his loving and helpful disposition
which had made him lots of friends…because the children respond well to him
because he has got that loving nature. For Alana there were no problems with
communicating with Korey’s mother Melinda, partly attributed to their initial
introduction being made by a relative of Melinda’s whose children Alana had
taught previously. In Term 4, Alana described Korey’s year as having been a
rollercoaster ride that she thought had settled down by the year’s end. In
particular Korey had been troubled if routines were changed in the class, such
as having different teachers. He announced to her: I can’t listen to the other
teachers. Alana explained that managing the team teaching situation better in
the open plan classroom had helped Korey. Academically Korey had been
making excellent progress, and Alana noted her excitement at this. According
to Alana, the only exception to this was his writing because he’s still struggling
with fine motor…it’s just that fine motor, getting a bit more pencil control, bit
of strength in his fingers. Overall, Alana viewed her interactions with Korey’s
mum as positive and described her as open to what I have asked her to do with
him.
In Year 1, Mikayla described Korey as having come a long way. She
saw him as strong in reading, preferring to write than tell as writing was a
challenge for him, and very bright at maths – along with Jakob, he was one of
her best maths students. While Mikayla thought his personal attributes such as
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speed and accuracy in his mathematical thinking and a tendency to be
competitive had contributed to this, she also thought that he had a lot of
support from home, [particularly] homework-wise. Mikayla recalled that
Melinda did not return Korey’s PLP and that she had little contact with
Melinda. She did not voice any real concern about this and gave the impression
that perhaps Melinda felt that there was not really any need.
Luca
Chelsea could not remember Luca’s first day at school, but she recalled
being aware that he was identified as a child that needed to be separated from
other children. Partly, this knowledge would appear to have been gained
through dialogue with Luca’s mother, Liana: I knew that he needed a little bit
of extra care because I’d spoken to Mum last year, so I was aware of his
problems. I was aware of the need that he needs to have structure in place, he
likes to know exactly what’s going on. Chelsea observed that Luca settled more
easily once they had moved to their home group than when he had been in the
open plan area. Emphasising that Luca is very bright, Chelsea made clear that
Luca’s problems are social and he can go off on a tangent very easily, he can
make wrong choices very easily. Academically Luca was exactly where
Chelsea expected he should be, but she voiced her concern that his social
behaviour might impact on his schooling and the way in which he was
perceived by others: I don’t want him to go through as Luca who does this and
Luca who does that; that’s not fair. Chelsea believed that structure and routine
and clear rules with rewards and consequences in place for meeting
behavioural expectations were needed for Luca to achieve his potential. In
terms of friendships, Chelsea believed he had a lot of friends, although she was
aware that he can put them offside with his physicality—he can push and he
can punch and he can kick…he’s very bossy. He’s a rule man. He’s like me,
that’s why we initially got on so well. In Term 4, Chelsea felt that she had made
good progress with Luca over the course of the year and was disappointed that
he regressed as far as his behaviours were concerned while she was on leave
during Term 3. She explained that Luca’s behaviours became unsettled as he
did not respond well to the replacement teacher who was responsible for the
356

class for six weeks. Chelsea admitted that it was tough for him and it’s tough
for me and tough for everybody else. Luca’s regression fuelled concern for
Chelsea that he was going to find transition to Year 1 and going into that
learning space [open plan classroom for all Year 1 classes] very difficult. She
was hoping that he would be placed with a teacher who offered him structure.
Chelsea and Liana communicated regularly face-to-face and via a diary to try
and encourage positive behaviours. Chelsea articulated her open-door
philosophy that was intended to build up a close relationship [with parents] so
that they feel comfortable coming and speaking to you, and so I can do the
same. She acknowledged that she did not like giving bad news to parents, but
with Luca this had unfortunately been unavoidable.
At the end of Year 1 Mikayla was impressed with the significant
progress that Luca had made over the year:
Yeah he’s come a long way. He came at the beginning of the year,
running out of the classroom, not doing any writing, to the kid who you
wouldn’t know was any different. On the odd occasion in the last week,
maybe, he ran out of the classroom, but they’ve just had – he’s just had
transition to Year 2, so it was a different environment for half the day,
or an hour and a bit, and he’d lost a bit by lunch time. But the majority
of the time he’s a good kid, so he will write, he reads, he keeps on tasks,
he asks questions when he’s not sure, which is just what I want. So once
again, independent, he’s no different.
Mikayla recognised that Luca had lots of strengths, making particular note of
his reading abilities. She recounted that handwriting was an issue and that
Luca’s parents had worked a lot at home with handwriting and he [had] come
a long way. Mikayla spoke positively about the frequency of her interactions
with Liana and the feeling of mutual support that characterised those
interactions. They had a running diary that was completed every day and they
also spoke a lot and Mikayla felt that they had a good rapport. Mikayla praised
Luca’s parents for amount of support that they provided for Luca. In particular,
she saw Liana as very proactive, giving examples of this as she likes advice
and she will be up here to ask if there is anything she can do and check that
he’s on task and returned his PLP straight away. Mikayla saw the consistency
amongst the support surrounding Luca at school and home as providing Luca
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with a sense that everyone’s got his back. Mikayla indicated that she was
accepting of Luca’s particular learning needs, such as his need to move around
and responsive to his need for reassurance through physical contact such as a
cuddle. Noting that much depends on how [accepting] your pedagogy is, she
thought Luca was going to be fine going into Year 2 with the particular teacher
that she knew he would have.
Marlee
Chelsea was unsure that Marlee was ready for school. Describing
Marlee as immature, she indicated that it had been a problem getting her to
settle into classroom routines. Chelsea said that she was reluctant to elaborate,
but indicated that she thought that Marlee did not really want to learn.
Chelsea’s first impressions of Marlee as a good storyteller with a vivid
imagination were formed when they completed the Best Start assessment.
Drawing on her experience with Marlee since the Best Start, Chelsea re-framed
how she viewed what was initially perceived as Marlee’s strengths:…having a
great imagination is no good unless she’s willing to put in the work in the
classroom…I haven’t identified a strength yet and that sounds really bad, but
most of them I could say, they’re very – yeah, no, there’s no real strength at
this stage. Describing the dynamic between her and Marlee, Chelsea spoke of a
tug-of-war that was characterised by Marlee’s defiance and refusal to do school
work and her own sense that Marlee had a lot of work to do, so much so that
she indicated that Marlee may need to repeat Kindergarten if she doesn’t learn.
In Term 4, Chelsea was satisfied that Marlee’s academic progress was enough
that she would not have to repeat Kindergarten, although she remained
concerned about Marlee’s immature behaviours. After having a meeting with
Sasha, Marlee’s mother, to raise her concerns, Chelsea’s impression was that
Marlee needs to be taught to be more independent now. She expressed her
belief that Sasha is very much on board in relation to supporting Marlee’s
progress, although was concerned that the tasks she provided as additional
support for Marlee were not being followed through at home. Chelsea recalled:
Sasha was great to talk to – I thought we had a fairly good parent/teacher
relationship.
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In the following account, Chelsea suggested that her expectations of
Sasha had not been met at the end of the year and that she was feeling that a
gulf had emerged between them in their beliefs about how to support Marlee at
school and even how she should be parented:
Sasha can be a bit funny. Mum can sometimes take things too
personally, so I’ve tried to keep the communication lines open. So I’ll
speak to her or catch up with her… I think we don’t have an
uncomfortable relationship. I guess I’m just disappointed that she
hasn’t supported Marlee as much in her learning as I think she could
have. She didn’t attend the half-yearly parent/teacher meeting, and
sometimes when I raise issues with her, she can take them very
personally, or think that Marlee needs someone to be in, working with
her one-on-one. So sometimes her solution is, I’ll organise someone to
come into the classroom and work with Marlee. And I would say,
“Well, no, that won’t happen.” And she’ll say, “Well, I’m entitled to
that.” But nothing has ever really come of it. So, Mum seems nice
enough, but I think she sometimes babies Marlee too much, too. She
calls her Baby, so…
In Year 1, Audrey described Marlee as definitely one of my challenging
students. Elaborating on this, she explained that every day is a bit of a
challenge…to keep her on task. This had required her to employ lots of
strategies to try to reward her for doing good work. Audrey listed Marlee’s
strengths as: good at and enjoys reading, she’s creative, she’s a good talker,
she’s confident and socially she’s fine and has lots of friends in the class.
Overall she found Marlee to be a lovely girl but noted that she was definitely
finding it hard as she needs constant support and reinforcement to stay on
task…which [Audrey] didn’t expect. Audrey found Sasha very easy to get a
hold of and always willing to come to speak to me. She acknowledged that that
Sasha had been unwell during the first half of the year. Because of this Marlee
had missed out on quite a few days of school because Mum was sick and
couldn’t get to school, but since returning to good health everything has been a
lot better. Audrey reasoned that her absences in the earlier part of the year had
contributed to Marlee’s unsettled behaviour whereas in Term 4 she felt that her
regular attendance had helped her to know the expectations.
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9.6 Narrigo Public School
Local and school community context
The low SES of the local community qualified Narrigo for the Priority
Schools Funding Program (PSFP) and the Low SES School Communities
National Partnership Program during the time of the study. According to
student background information, the school’s ICSEA value hovered just under
the Australian average with the socio-educational advantage of the majority of
families represented in the bottom two quartiles (ACARA, 2014).
Over the study period Aboriginal student enrolment at Narrigo ranged
from 9–11% of the student population. An increase in the percentage of
Aboriginal students reflected comparable overall growth in the total student
enrolments at the school from 2011-2013. Across the span of the study, the
number of Aboriginal staff members fluctuated between one and two.
Approximately one-third of the student population reported non-English
speaking backgrounds (ACARA, 2014), and three of the 17 classes catered for
students with additional learning and behavioural needs. The school’s
attendance rates were consistent with state averages.
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Interview participants
Table 9.7: Overview of interview participants’ details
Educator

Gender

Position

Eve

Female

Principal

Josie

Female

Kinder teacher – Casey

Ashleigh

Female

Year 1 teacher in Term 1 and 2 - Casey

Robyn

Female

Year 1 teacher in Term 3 and 4 - Casey

Amaya

Female

Kinder teacher - Jayden

Yumiko

Female

Year 1 teacher - Jayden

*Genna

Female

Aboriginal teacher – leads cultural
program

* On leave and was not available for interview but has been named as she is
referred to often by the principal and teachers.
Aboriginal Education at Narrigo PS
As part of its commitment to Aboriginal Education, Narrigo formed an
Aboriginal Education committee in 2011 to investigate opportunities and
programs to promote improved Aboriginal student learning outcomes. Utilising
National Partnership funding in 2011, the school provided professional
development to staff to further their capacity to develop and implement PLPs
for all Aboriginal students, with a focus on parent and community partnerships.
The implementation of PLPs as a student-centred and collaborative process
remained a feature of the Aboriginal Education program throughout the study
period. Involvement in the Coolabah Dynamic project36 in 2011 enabled
Aboriginal students to participate in additional assessment that has “been
successful in identifying previously unrecognised high academic potential in
young Aboriginal children” (NSW AECG & NSW DET, 2004, p. 99). In

36

The Coolabah Dynamic Testing Method was developed to assist the identification of gifted
students from culturally diverse backgrounds.

361

2012, teaching staff participated in professional learning related to extending
teaching practice through the 8 Ways of Aboriginal Learning.
Aboriginal Education at Narrigo was overseen by a non-Aboriginal
teacher. Her role was to coordinate the Aboriginal Education program, attend
PLP meetings and participate in the PLP process, and act in a student welfare
capacity for Aboriginal students. Aboriginal cultural experiences included
annual whole school participation in activities that aimed to build knowledge
about Aboriginal culture and histories and participation for middle primary
Aboriginal students in programs external to the school such as the Heartbeat
program. In 2012 and 2013, Narrigo employed an Aboriginal School Learning
Support Officer (ASLSO). The school also had access to a regionallyappointed Aboriginal School Liaison Officer (ASLO) to liaise between
teachers and families regarding school attendance.
Preparedness and preparing for school
Opportunities for information-sharing and support
Identification and meeting the transition needs of children with special
needs were offered by Eve as one way that we look at transition:
We try to work with the DEC services that may have specifically
children with special needs. So to liaise with them about children that
may have already been in special placements and looking whether we
need to put applications in to either support them in the mainstream
setting or to access specialist settings that are available through DEC.
Visits to preschools before families participated in the transition program
available on the school grounds were also noted as an important part of the
preparing families for transition to school. Eve described how the visits were
utilised as an opportunity to acknowledge parents as stakeholders in transition
to school:
We liaise with the local preschools and we go out and do visits to the
local preschools and talk to families about what transitioning to school
looks like and how they can assist, like work with us to make it a
smooth transition into big school, and their job as parents and our job,
and then we have our transition to school program.
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Commenting more specifically on the transition to school for Aboriginal
children, Eve indicated that accessing the right support for Aboriginal students
as they start school was a central concern. She acknowledged the value of
information from the assessments being conducted in the Gudaga Study and
indicated that these had enabled the school to access the right support. Being
able to refer students and their families to the Tharawal Aboriginal
Corporation to access services like speech or a paediatrician was valuable as
access to services somewhere else may be limited. Other than support for
specific children with identified needs, TAC did not have a role within the
programming for transition to school.
Eve identified that pre-enrolment meetings and having a thorough
enrolment policy were other mechanisms for identifying children with special
needs and facilitating preparations on the school’s behalf to meet the needs of
these children and their families:
If we do have specific enrolment enquiries, I will have a pre-enrolment
meeting with the parents, sit with them, listen to them, take notes, make
requests of them to maybe gather some more information and liaise
back with the coordinator of kindergarten about their needs for that
child… So when parents come to enrol at the school, just making sure
that we’ve got a thorough enrolment policy that looks at the enrolment
form around, whether it be health care plans or special needs or things
like that. And again, if that’s the case working closely with those
families and having one-on-one interviews to determine the need…we
just all try to work together to support families.
Narrigo offered two Orientation Days to families. Eve explained in her
comments that the principle focus of these two days was information-gathering
practices to support school preparedness for the children as a whole group, as
well as for children with individual additional needs:
To support the families and the children we have two orientation days
where they come for an afternoon session. And we release teachers
from class, our ESL teacher, our learning and support team. The
learning assistants go and look at what the children can do in the
classroom, so we’re doing some informal assessments around some
pretty basic things like being settled and paying attention, being able to
follow instructions, holding a pencil, just their general emotional
wellbeing, so if they’re crying or unsettled. And then we collect all that
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information and do one of two things – we use that to set up classrooms
for the next year so we’ve got a balance of needs within a classroom so
that we’re not putting five crying children into the one class. If we have
to put a special plan into place with the parents, we’ll negotiate with
the parents about how their transition might look for their child. We
talk to parents about readiness for school in the instance that one might
not appear to be settled already about delaying enrolment….So we
either look at what we can do to support the enrolment process or we
talk to parents about alternatives…we actually ask if they’ve got special
needs and disabilities so again, if we haven’t picked it prior we might
even raise it with parents – look this is happening, have they had a
paediatric assessment, the child didn’t appear to be listening very
carefully, have they had an eye test. So before they turn up Day 1 next
year there may be some intervention that parents can assist us with.
Talking to parents about what transition to school is going to look like
and what they can do to assist was also recognised as part of supporting
parents’ preparedness. Routines at school, the importance of relationships,
services and assistance, and what school day looks like were all observed to be
key aspects of information to be communicated. Eve elaborated that providing
parents with a sense of their child’s classroom environment and their learning
experiences in that class were also part of parent involvement at orientation
days. While Eve, in her role as principal, expressed her role as a ‘talking to’
approach, Amaya conveyed a sense that a two-way dialogue was more
characteristic of teacher-parent meetings:
Well preparing for them coming to school, we meet with them one-onone, the two days leading up to their first day. So they come in at a
certain time and we see their parents and then we talk to them, we get
to know a little bit about what they’re bringing to school so that we can
– we’re aware of their background knowledge about what they already
have when they come to school and what they might not have. So we do
that so that we can get our head around the children that will be in our
class and…we’re prepared for the children to come on the first day.
Preparation processes for children as they started school also involved
educators in information-gathering as well as information-giving, and meeting
children’s specific areas of need:
We spend the first week explaining to the children the different types of
play areas and the things that they can do in the play areas so that
when we decide that they’re ready to go and play with the rest of the
school population, they have a knowledge and understanding of what’s
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expected of them and what they can do. We also set up a social skills
group for those children that we know are appearing to not be ready to
function in the main playground, that we don’t just send them off and
let them flounder and be unhappy and sad and scared, so to keep them
in a smaller social skills group setting.
Providing support for children’s adjustment to their new social context
and recognition of the importance of children forming relationships at this time
were the impetus for the school’s Buddy program. The program was launched
in 2012 and involved Kindergarten children and their Buddies in classroom
activities which aimed to help Kindergarten children build rapport with their
Buddy and give children a sense that they had someone to go to in the
playground.
Ashleigh recalled that her self-preparation for teaching a new group of
students involved learning about children’s cultural worlds. With this as her
starting point, she described the layers of knowledge that were established as
the foundation for productive, educative relationships:
I like to look at the area that the school is in and what the nationalities
of the students are… This classroom is so multicultural. I think we have
about eight or nine different cultures in here and I love that…I love that
the kids share that with me and I really want the kids to see that I am
here to teach them and that I really want to be here to teach. So I try to
put a lot of effort into having the classroom ready and welcoming and
having activities and getting to know the kids straightaway within the
first day or two. So I think that besides all the English and everything
like that, it really is so much that you learn through just relationships
and they’re like all my kids. I know so much about them and I think
that that’s so important for them to know and they know so much about
me that it’s that relationship…it’s like a family in here and I try to push
that – especially at the start of the year because it could be lost doing a
classroom of strangers…
Transitions pedagogy
When asked about expectations of children starting school, Eve’s
response was prefaced with a statement that each child was expected to, going
forward, reach their full potential. However, in her further comments she
indicated that not all children are expected to arrive with the resources to do so:
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The expectation is that all children will reach their full potential. Being
a school with – we have 10% Aboriginal, 30% multicultural, we have
low socioeconomic status as well, that we realise that some of the
children that do come in will have maybe not an enriched language
background and that this can inhibit their learning progress so that we
might be starting to go back and do quite a lot of work around talking
and listening, quite a lot of work around fine motor control, some of
our children have limited or poor experiences with holding pencils and
things like that. But no, not limiting our expectations. We have a
literacy program called Accelerated Literacy which is about scaffolding
the literacy learning of students and its foundation was originally to
support Aboriginal learners and we actually use that program K–6
throughout our whole school. So it drives our programming, it drives
our teaching and learning in the classroom, so the idea is to not leave
any child behind and to provide successful experiences through that
scaffolded learning.
Expectations of families – how to be and do at school
Both Ashleigh and Amaya expected families’ support in relation to
completing set homework tasks, noting the importance of the learning that
children did at home to their overall achievement at school:
Ashleigh: It is really important to have that modelled teaching at home
as well as at school…. I would hope that parents and anyone would sit
at home and listen to them, go through sight words, have that constant
teaching in lots of areas of life.
Amaya: Families, I expect them to be supportive and to be a part of
their child’s education, so like whatever we send home is something
that’s going to help them and to actually spend the time with their child
to do that and to practise the skills they’re learning because there’s
only so many hours in the day that we have to cram things into. So I’d
like for them to really help at home and make sure that they’re doing
the home reading that we send home and the homework because
otherwise they do it at school and if they haven’t grasped it, we move
on sometimes.
Supporting Aboriginal learners
Personalised Learning Plans
According to school reporting documents, the PLP process was seen as
a time for students to focus on their strengths and interests and identify areas of
improvement. Eve expressed the importance of student, parent and teacher
commitment to the success of PLPs:
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We have a coordinator who sets up timetables and invites parents and
things like that and sits in with the development of the PLPs. But
parents are invited to be part of that process and so is the classroom
teacher. Realistically it’s not going to be the coordinator that’s going to
be in every child’s class enabling that plan to be implemented in the
classroom so the classroom teacher has to buy in to that process for it
to be successful, as do the parents and the child….We’ve been doing it
for quite some years now, probably four or five years and it gets
stronger every year. But we believe we can continue to do better and
that’s our aim, to try and engage as many Aboriginal families as we
can because we do realise and value and understand that that’s the way
the children make the best progress if we have that full partnership
involvement – of all stakeholders.
Ashleigh and Amaya recognised PLPs as the one source of additional support
in place for Aboriginal students making the transition to school.
Holistic, strengths, and relational approaches
Recognition of Aboriginal children’s strengths was a theme continued
by Eve in her account of the strengths of Narrigo:
I think that the strength of the school is that we do have a genuine
belief…that we should be promoting and highlighting and giving every
opportunity for Aboriginal students to utilise their skills and talents,
and that we can do that by working with the family and by working with
the student on specifically what’s important to those, like through their
PLPs. And that we will engage and promote Aboriginal education
through whatever programs we can internally or externally at the
school level. And also a belief in that cultural understanding and
knowledge that all Australians should have in respect for the
Indigenous culture.
To exemplify this, Eve made particular reference to the school’s involvement
in the Coolabah Dynamic project:
Eve:

It’s quite open-minded, about looking at what
intelligence really is and how we can engage that
intelligence, maybe not through what is seen as
traditional school methods.

Interviewer:

And is that geared towards working with Aboriginal
children?

Eve:

Yes it is specifically. Identifying what intelligence is and
the capabilities of that student and once we have a
knowledge and an understanding around that, then
being able to provide that stimulus in what we might not
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have been able to consider in another way, more
traditional methods.
Aboriginal perspectives and identities in the classroom, curriculum and
pedagogy
Eve explained that teachers at Narrigo had been able to consider the
ways in which their teaching practice aligned with, and could be further
informed by, an Aboriginal pedagogical framework to meet the needs of all
students:
We were part of a Community of Schools training package last year
[2012] called the 8 Ways of Learning. When we’re looking at
developing units of work or lessons about how we can get children to
connect to that learning in whatever way – with the 8 Ways of learning
a lot of it teachers were able to say “ I’m already doing that” in this
way or other teachers could say “I really hadn’t considered that” and I
don’t do a lot of engaging through storytelling, and I have now a
framework around which to have a look and see whether I’m meeting
the needs of my students in various ways so we have done quite a bit of
professional learning in specific programs.
At the end of 2012, Amaya talked at length about her experience of the
professional training and its benefits to her understanding of teaching through
Aboriginal ways of learning. Part of her response to a question about the
inclusion of Aboriginal content in the classroom is reproduced below:
not so much at the beginning of the year, but last term we went to the
Aboriginal 8 Ways meeting with our community of schools, and they
went through all their different eight ways and how we can implement
them into our units of work, and it’s become a focus for our school. So
we started with maths and then we all came back together last week to
see how it went.... I think, now that it’s been explained to me, because
we always knew they existed, but now that we’ve actually been and
they’ve explained it to us and given us examples, we’re finding that
those eight ways of learning just slot in and we’re starting to put them
into our other units, they just, sort of, fit and we’ve just got to make
sure that now that we’re aware of them, I think that we’re starting to –
the whole school is starting to use them a lot more.
In 2013, Yumiko did not mention the 8 Ways framework, but detailed
the ways in which Aboriginal content had featured in a recent Unit of Work:
I try and slip bits in here and there but this semester it really lent itself
to it. We did a book, You and Me, Our Place, which is a story about the
– it wasn’t local Aboriginal actually. It was to do with a community up
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near Darwin and a storybook around that – because we were looking at
an Aboriginal text we talked about a lot of, not local things, it would be
more about their tradition, their religion, their connection to the land,
their clan, different names that they use for people. We did actually
look at a little bit of their language for around here with the Aboriginal
people and how we actually use some of their words…. So we looked at
the Aboriginals and things that they celebrate. So we looked at a
corroboree, is that how we say it? Yeah, and watched videos on that
and talked about that being their celebration, and why, and things like
that.
Of the teachers interviewed in 2011, only Robyn was asked about the inclusion
of Aboriginal content in her classroom and she responded: No, not in the
classroom, but she noted that a Welcome to Country was performed at school
assembly.
Connecting with Aboriginal families and communities
Engaging parents, families and community as partners in children’s
learning
Connections with Aboriginal families were initiated in the context of
contacting parents about PLPs and attendance at events by the school’s
Aboriginal Education Coordinator:
Eve:

She’s a staff member and it’s one of her roles and
responsibilities just as we have computer coordinators
and literacy coordinators and things like that – that’s
her specific job is to oversee the Aboriginal programs in
the school.

Interviewer:

Does she connect with families outside of the school as
well?

Eve:

She heads up not just the PLPs, we’re part of the
Heartbeat program as well with the UWS [University of
Western Sydney] and it’s Genna’s job to connect with
the families and to invite the students and the parents to
attend those days. So Genna’s the one that has contact
with parents, if notes don’t come in or permission, she’s
the one that’s ringing and saying this is a really great
program, if you’re not available that’s fine but we’d
really like your child to go, the cost is free, so she’s the
one who’s connecting with them personally or through
letters. Then she’s the one that goes on the days so if
there are parents there then she’s the one that is liaising
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with parents on the actual day that it is happening as
well.
Perceptions of barriers and enablers
Eve’s narrative about connecting with Aboriginal families and the local
community revealed that efforts to involve Aboriginal families, representatives
from the Aboriginal community and local Aboriginal agencies had not been
fruitful:
We try really hard through invitations and ringing people and saying
“remember the meeting’s on tomorrow”, but no, not one particular
family within the community that’s been driving connections…. Never
really connected with a particular Aunt or Uncle or a particular Elder
that has a bond with the school…. We’ve really struggled although we
have tried to get different support agencies to become involved in the
school because we really do have one of the highest [Aboriginal]
populations in the local area and yet other schools have had SIP
programs and Community Liaison people and we have tried but we just
haven’t been able to and I don’t know why or what we can do to make it
better….
Eve noted that the school’s limited access to Aboriginal support agencies and
funding for Aboriginal staffing appointments had hindered school-Aboriginal
family connectedness:
We’ve been open and willing and have tried to make connections with
personnel or agencies but then we just can’t engage or maintain. We
had National Parks come in this year for our NAIDOC
celebrations…and it was fantastic but that’s a one-off thing, not
something that is a continual connection with our families and our kids
and with us, sort of binding us together. And I know Genna does a
fantastic job as a coordinator but the reality is she is a full-time
classroom teacher and she’s one of my relieving executive staff so she’s
got whole school responsibilities and the Aboriginal coordinator is just
one of the many hats she wears. So it’s hard when we’re continually
trying to drive programs when we’ve limited resources but we’ve got
good systems in place but that does make it difficult.
Eve was hopeful that changes to funding allocations would enable the school to
operate within fewer constraints in relation to school-based personnel:
Under the new funding model…we’ve now been given specific
funding…so now it is more equitable and we will be given money
specifically to target Aboriginal Education from 2014 purely based on
the numbers of Aboriginal students in the school. So we will have an
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opportunity to explore this year with the funding to support how best we
can engage our Aboriginal students and community.
Promoting positive Aboriginal identities
There appeared to be a general sense among teachers that few of the
Aboriginal students at Narrigo self-identified as Aboriginal. When asked for
her thoughts on what it would be like to be an Aboriginal child in this school,
Amaya responded:
I’m not sure because in my class, the two Aboriginal students don’t
really identify themselves as being Aboriginal, I don’t think they’re
really aware of that…. I don’t think, a lot of them don’t really identify
as being Aboriginal; they might be like generations…a lot of them –
when we come to do the PLPs they might say, “Oh, am I Aboriginal?”
Like they aren’t even aware of that whereas we’ve got other children
who are aware and are a bit more into the culture and the traditions
but the majority of them aren’t really aware that they are Aboriginal,
which is interesting.
Commenting that the kids in my class who ha[d] been identified as
Aboriginal…didn’t know it…[and] didn’t understand what it was or what it
meant, Yumiko conveyed her sense that children should acquire their cultural
identity in their family contexts:
I guess it has to kind of come from Mum and Dad doing it because I just
don’t feel like it’s my role, to be like, you’re Aboriginal and this is what
it means to be Aboriginal, when I feel like it’s a family thing…because I
would think it would be a bit weird if someone said to me, you’re
German and this is what it means to be German and this is how you
need to act if you’re German. I think that it’s something in the family
but I do think, as a teacher, we need to be letting them know about,
well, this is the Aboriginal flag and this is past and present, things like
that, exposing them to it, but not shaping their identity for them…I
would like to know a bit more about their family history to know what
to kind of tell them or teach them or what’s appropriate, what’s not
appropriate. It would be good if there were guidelines actually because
I know when we went to uni there were lots of things that came out of
our Aboriginal class that I didn’t realise we weren’t allowed to do or
we’re not supposed to do, and, as a teacher you can say whatever you
want behind a closed door, then you don’t want to be shaping and
teaching them incorrect things. So it would be good if there was a
guidebook or some guidelines and things.
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Yumiko’s comments reflect admissions from several teachers about their
uncertainty in relation to their role in shaping children’s Aboriginal identity.
Josie believed that it was important for her to know who the Aboriginal
children were in her class. Despite this, she indicated that she didn’t know
anything about Casey’s family background when she started school. She noted
that families do get asked and that there is a box that gets ticked and that
family background might be something that families are asked about during
their interview with the principal. Josie understood that the one teacher at the
school had undertaken cultural awareness training and that she does do a bit of
work with the Aboriginal children at the school and she herself had gained a bit
of awareness about working with Aboriginal children through staff meetings.
Amaya also made the point that she wasn’t aware until a few weeks into the
term that Jayden was Aboriginal, indicating that his Mum didn’t disclose that
to me. She recalled that she spoke with Jayden’s parents at their first parentteacher interview about him being Aboriginal and the Personalised Learning
Plans.
The study children
Casey
Josie did not think that Casey was ready to learn when she arrived at
school. She described Casey’s speech and language as good, but that she was
not really interested in drawing and writing and things like that and generally
not focussed enough to learn. She was unsure as to why Casey was not
attending to her learning, noting that Casey had been to preschool and may
have been receiving some additional support as she knew of some involvement
with a paediatrician. In the context of discussing Casey’s home learning
environment, but referring to children more generally, Josie commented:
I do believe that with a lot of students that I have in this class and my
experience over the years that that seems to be a factor that is lacking
in a lot of the pre-learning before they come to school, parents reading
with their children or doing any kind of academic work before they get
to school.
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To Josie, Casey was easily distracted about the things that go on around her
and that took her focus away from the task she was supposed to be completing.
In the first half of Year 1, Ashleigh described Casey’s academic
progress as slow and she felt that she was falling behind her peers. While
noting that her learning had benefited from one-on-one support, Ashleigh
indicated that Casey’s distractibility continued to hinder her learning. Josie
expressed her affection for Casey, describing her strengths as her caring and
social nature and she was very conscious of maintaining a positive experience
in the classroom and with learning for Casey. Ashleigh talked about meeting
with Casey’s parents in Term 1, at which point they voiced their concern that
Casey was not making progress. Agreeing, Ashleigh proposed a plan that
involved speaking with the school counsellor and re-visiting paediatric support
for Casey. Ashleigh sensed that Casey’s mother, Terri, was having difficulty
with Casey’s behaviour at home. She was hopeful about working together with
Casey’s parents to support Casey to have more success with her learning and
saw external support and potential diagnosis as a part of this. Robyn, who had
been a support teacher in Casey’s classroom and had taken up a teaching role
in Term 3, described Casey as making very, very slow progress, but it’s
progress. Pointing out that Casey had started medication in Term 3, she noted
that her behaviour has changed [and] her concentration is better. She’s a lot
more involved in what is going on in the classroom [and] friendship groups are
good. Robyn acknowledged that the communication between teacher and home
has been opened up, which is good. Robyn explained that the teacher that she
team-taught with had initiated the contact with Casey’s parents:
[We] spoke about medication and all that sort of thing and Mum and
Dad were a lot more open, they've sort of realised how far behind
Casey was. Mum was very reluctant to put her on the medication
because she said at home she could handle the behaviour, and we said
that it wasn't so much the behaviour but the concentration and that she
needed that little bit of extra help with the concentration to improve her
learning.
Referring to Terri as really nice, Robyn seemed confident that Terri was
comfortable talking with her. She mentioned how Terri would communicate
373

with her about Casey’s morning when dropping her off to school and had been
more receptive and positive than she had expected, given reports from other
educators at the school. In relation to working with parents and children,
Robyn commented that the most important thing is to have an open mind and
not lower your standards based on others’ opinions. Robyn’s hopes for Casey
were that she would receive further support at the school level and that this
would continue to be backed up at home.
Jayden
Amaya described Jayden as quite eager to get right into it on his first
day at school, noting that he seemed to settle in quite quick and establish a
sense of what we were doing and the expectations. She had noticed that Jayden
was spending a lot of time worrying about everybody else which was hindering
his ability to get on, and stay on task and as a result he was a bit behind with
most things. Amaya thought Jayden’s strength was his ability to persevere at
his learning and maintain enthusiasm and willingness to take on anything that
you ask him to do. She also described him as very caring and always taking it
upon himself to help others. Amaya hoped that Jayden would reach his
potential and she saw this as possible if he started to worry more about himself
and less about others and continued to persevere. Amaya felt that her
interactions with Jayden’s parents were fine. She sensed that they were in
agreement with her about Jayden’s needs and willing to be supportive. She had
hoped that the PLP process would allow for a collaborative approach to
supporting Jayden but noted: they said they were coming in and setting that
with him but then the other day we did the PLP and they didn’t come. Amaya
indicated that she was expecting Jayden’s parents to have a bit more input in
the future. She noted her feeling that they were withdrawing a bit as she was
seeing less of Terri.
Describing Jayden as one of [her] more challenging students, Yumiko
pointed to his inability to concentrate and focus as challenging in the classroom
and his social behaviours as the challenge in the playground. She saw his
strengths as his niceness and his willingness to help. Academically, he was
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stronger in numeracy than literacy – although he was very good at verbalising
things. Yumiko mentioned that she had been prepped by other teachers that
Jayden displayed some of the characteristics of ADHD so had raised the
possibility of testing with Terri. She recalled that Terri had shown reluctance to
this idea and had indicated that her doctor did not support it. Yumiko
acknowledged Terri’s supportiveness for the strategies that she proposed for
Jayden, but she lamented that nothing gets implemented at home. Yumiko
offered reasons that might explain why nothing appeared to be done at home,
but she arrived at the conclusion that it’s just not a priority. Yumiko hoped that
the issue of not being able to focus would be addressed a little bit more in the
future. She felt that medication should be considered as an option because she
could see that if he could focus there is a lot more that he could be learning.
She noticed that Jayden had a lot of what she termed out of school knowledge –
he knows stuff about everything, so she hoped that he would continue with his
schooling and not get fed up with the system. She knew that making friends
was important to Jayden, and she very much hoped that he would learn how to
make and keep friends.

Chapter summary
Aboriginal Education
Although the size, composition and school communities of each school
varied, each of the six schools reported Aboriginal Education as a targeted or
significant program within the school’s major planning arrangements. All
schools identified a focus on improving educational outcomes for Aboriginal
students in their school reporting documents. Approaches to achieving the
intended improvements varied. Narrigo was focusing efforts on PLPs, although
with students’ goals as the priority. Burraji Park (in 2013) and Yarimbah –
emphasised their efforts to improve Aboriginal students’ literacy and numeracy
results on standardised testing and saw the PLP process as a mainstay of their
Aboriginal Education strategy. Curreena, Arunda Lakes, and Parramurra also
reported against literacy and numeracy on NAPLAN, but gave greater
emphasis to increased engagement with Aboriginal families and communities
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as the facilitator of school achievement for Aboriginal students, and viewed
PLPs as one strategy among others that could be employed to underpin their
approach. The principals and AEW’s at these three schools reported differing
levels of success with experiences of family and community engagement. All
schools reported some level of employing or deploying support staff in relation
to facilitating Aboriginal Education goals.
Preparedness and preparing children for school
All schools offered opportunities for children and families to engage
with the school prior to the start of school. The rationales and purposes of the
transition to school programs that schools implemented varied, falling into two
broad categories: relational approaches and information-sharing approaches. In
schools where relationship building was emphasised as driving preparedness
processes, an early start began well before children were enrolled at school,
with the purpose being to establish and strengthen home-school connections. In
schools that emphasised information-sharing as central to preparedness,
processes were operationalised when children and families visited schools for
orientation and on transition to school days. In additions, references to ‘starting
early’ were largely focussed on early identification and intervention for
students with additional needs.
Nested within the two approaches—relational or information-sharing—
educators tended to see their roles as preparers along either relational or
organisational lines. Often, but not always, the approach that teachers
emphasised as important aligned with the approach adopted by their school.
Educators employing relational ways of knowing and doing were inclined to
express their approach as underpinning educational achievement in both the
short and long-term. Relational knowledge was valued and viewed as best
gained through interpersonal exchanges and consequently, transition practices
emphasised reciprocal learning opportunities and exchanges. Educators with
organisational goals were oriented towards supporting children’s adjustment
and producing positive and harmonious experiences for children as they started
school. Expressions of building a strong foundation for future educational
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achievement were less overt where organisational goals were prevalent.
Institutional knowledge was emphasised and sought through transitions
practices aimed at ensuring that children and families were knowledgeable
about the culture of school and that educators were knowledgeable about
children’s learning needs.
Supporting Aboriginal learners
Principals and teachers at several schools mentioned holistic and
strengths-based approaches that acknowledged and resourced pathways to
capitalise on a range of students’ strengths beyond academics. This was
expressed by principals at Narrigo, Curreena and Arunda Lakes, and reflected
in the latter two schools through opportunities and support for students to
pursue their non-academic goals and talents. Other dimensions of holistic
approaches were contesting low expectations of children and employing
diverse approaches to assessment such as Coolabah Dynamics. The PLP
process was espoused as a vehicle for recognising students’ strengths and
promoting holistic educational goals at Curreena, Arunda Lakes, Narrigo and
Parramurra. The intensive PLP processes were seen to support Aboriginal
learners through improved outcomes and strengthened interpersonal
relationships between the ASLSO and children at Burraji Park. Employing
PLPs to improve learning outcomes was implicit in the strategic approach at
Yarimbah. The principal also noted that they created one of few opportunities
for interpersonal communication with Aboriginal families. Relational
approaches that contended that relationships were at the heart of learning and
of particular value to Aboriginal children and families featured at Curreena and
Parramurra and to a lesser extent at Narrigo.
The inclusion of Aboriginal perspectives in classrooms across the six
schools took varied forms. At Burraji Park and Arunda Lakes, the inclusion of
Aboriginal perspectives appeared to be minimal, with several teachers
implying that the school’s Aboriginal cultural program was adequate provision
for Aboriginal children’s cultural learning needs. The picture that emerged at
these two schools was that Aboriginal perspectives were considered only
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applicable to Aboriginal students. At the other four schools, the approach to
including Aboriginal content reflected, or was working toward, a more
embedded and relational approach that included learning about Aboriginal
histories, cultures and languages and learning through Aboriginal perspectives
such as the 8 Ways pedagogies. Educators at Curreena, Yarimbah and Narrigo
reported undertaking professional development (PD) towards embedding
Aboriginal perspectives (8 Ways). The principals at these schools spoke
positively about the impact the PD had on relations and practices in the school.
The educators who did mention the 8 Ways were similarly positive about
adopting the framework into their pedagogy. In general, these educators’
narratives conveyed the value of teaching about and through Aboriginal
perspectives for all students, not just Aboriginal students.
At all schools, Aboriginal community celebrations and performances at
school assemblies were seen as ways in which the school incorporated
Aboriginal content. Principals and AEW’s recalled that these events promoting
Aboriginal family and community participation and involvement in schools.
This suggests that these events generated opportunities for local Aboriginal
knowledge to be engendered in the school (Harrison & Greenfield, 2011).
However, presuming that teaching the local Aboriginal language was the best
option where no one common denominator existed, proved to be problematic in
one school. Several teachers recognised that the Aboriginal content taught
rarely represented local Aboriginal knowledge.
While three schools employed a full-time AEW, only at Parramurra did
the teachers appear to involve the AEW in the teaching of Aboriginal content
in the classroom. This is possibly explained by the strongly held philosophy of
the AEW at Parramurra that Aboriginal education should be embedded in the
curriculum for all students rather than taught only to Aboriginal students in a
separate program. Also, of the three AEWs, the AEW at Parramurra gave the
greatest emphasis to her role as being alongside Aboriginal students in the
classroom. The AEWs at the other two schools (Curreena and Arunda Lakes)
held a contrasting view: that a separate cultural program at school was a vital
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provision for Aboriginal students and much of their time was dedicated to this.
At these two schools, this kind of program was enabled with resources such as
funding and a dedicated space to facilitate the program.
In general, educators did not perceive that their own, or the school’s
practices, were differentiated for Aboriginal learners as they started school.
Convictions of the sameness of Aboriginal children to all children underpinned
several educators’ practice of treating all children the same.
Connecting with Aboriginal families and communities
All schools recognised the value and importance of, and were working
towards, processes that were inclusive of parents and promoted schoolcommunity partnerships in the context of improving educational outcomes for
Aboriginal students. While narratives of connecting with parents/families and
community were apparent in the ways of knowing and doing at all schools, at
three schools—Burraji Park, Curreena, Arunda Lakes—connecting with
families and community was seen by principals as a process of simultaneously
building bridges and breaking down barriers. Amidst this, narratives of
building and gaining the trust of Aboriginal families, with awareness that it
must be earned, could suggest some ownership of ‘the problem’ and what
needs to be done to move forward. Moreover, principals and AEWs recognised
that where mistrust was a barrier, time and effort on their behalf would be
required to overcome it. For one principal and one AEW, trust-related issues
were understood to be the result of a mismatch between the beliefs and
practices of schools and families. They contended that dialogue between them
and families could resolve this situation.
The motif of building bridges was developed further in principals’
acknowledgement of the AEW’s role in the bridging of Aboriginal families and
communities and schools. AEWs were seen by all principals and many teachers
as people who could build rapport with Aboriginal children, their families and
community and, through this promote engagement with school. AEWs were
seen as, and viewed themselves, as uniquely positioned to connect with
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Aboriginal children and families both in the school and in the community. At
Burraji Park, the AEW’s work was seen as enabling children to be successful at
school, which in turn, would facilitate families to see school as a place where
their child can be successful, thereby breaking down barriers that were parental
associations of schools with failure. The principals at Burraji Park and
Curreena felt that strong connections with children enabled connections with
families.
Promoting positive Aboriginal identities
All schools were engaged in identification practices that aimed to
positively shape Aboriginal children’s sense of self as an Aboriginal child.
While the ways of knowing that underpinned their approaches differed, all
schools espoused cultural immersion opportunities for Aboriginal students as
important to this work. To varying degrees, schools typically offered a
selection from the following: excursions to local Aboriginal community events
for Aboriginal students; NAIDOC performances and cultural activities (which
often included Aboriginal Elders); visits to and from Aboriginal students from
other schools to engage in cultural activities; and, performing in, or visits from,
an Aboriginal musical group. Typically Aboriginal students’ families were
invited to attend excursions and the wider school community was involved on
occasions such as those that celebrated important dates on the Aboriginal
calendar. Cultural activities for Aboriginal students only, or sometimes as
whole school activities, were commonly dedicated to traditional art, dance, and
artefacts. In three schools, these opportunities were afforded to children as part
of regular gatherings with their Aboriginal peers in a cultural group.
Several teachers mentioned that the PLP meetings and participating in
their cultural group could constitute a first or only encounter with their
Aboriginality for some children. With some educators noting that the extent to
which children self-identified as Aboriginal varied, it was perhaps their
suggestion that some children had the nomenclature, but that this was not
actualised in the ways that they represented themselves to others. Following
this, it seemed that educators held expectations that Aboriginal children should
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be able to articulate their Aboriginal identity and/or hold certain cultural
knowledge. For example, one teacher noted her surprise that children did not
know which clan/nation they were from. Another looked to observe children’s
awareness of Aboriginal culture and traditions as evidence of identification and
noted where Aboriginal lineage was not in the child’s immediate family. The
picture that emerged in two of the schools that offered a cultural group, was
that part of the impetus for the Aboriginal group program was a perceived
‘lack’ or ‘loss’ of cultural identity and identification among Aboriginal families
and their community. These kinds of questions and observations revealed the
presence of a range of tensions and assumptions in educators’ perceptions of
Aboriginal children and identities.
The case children
Most of the Kinder teachers reported positive perceptions of their study
child’s transition to school. Nine children were considered well-prepared to
meet the expectations of school as well as possessing a range of attributes that
would enable them to succeed in the academic and social environments that
school presented. Teachers noted attributes such as independence, being bright,
well-behaved, confident and happy to be at school as enabling. Many teachers
identified children’s strengths as their social competence with respect to their
concern for others and willingness to help others,
A group of six children—Piper, Korey, Jamie, Luca, Jayden, Brooke—
were deemed to have made a good start to school, but were noted as having
some challenges managing behavioural, social-emotional or academic aspects
of school. This included tiredness and emotional behaviour, distractibility,
slower progress with academic milestones, and regulating physical behaviour
such as rough play. Absences were noted as an issue for Aspen and Kayla.
Marlee and Casey were considered not ready for school. Brooke, Marlee and
Casey were all identified as making slow academic progress and their teachers
attributed this to a lack of support for their learning in their home context.
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Similar appraisals of children and their capabilities were reported by
Year 1 teachers. Luca continued to need support for regulating his behaviour;
although his Year 1 teacher was happy with his progress. Jayden’s
distractibility remained an issue in his Year 1 classroom. Absences continued
to be an issue for Aspen and her teacher noted her increased distractibility in
class. Jakob was described as starting Year 1 with behavioural issues that had
apparently been present in Kinder, but these subsided over the course of Year
1. Jordyn and Casey were diagnosed with ADHD and their teachers noticed an
improvement to their behaviours and learning after starting medication. Piper’s
slow academic progress was identified as a Mild Intellectual disability in Year
1. Marlee’s Year 1 teacher was similarly challenged by Marlee’s learning
behaviours to her Kinder teacher, but she noted that Marlee had many strengths
and was making progress.
Teachers consistently represented themselves as having positive
relationships with children and their parents. Teachers generally described
parents as supportive, cooperative and willing to communicate about matters
relating to their children’s schooling. A few teachers noticed a decrease in the
contact they had with parents over the course of Kinder. Children starting to
catch the bus or being picked up by older an older sibling contributed to
teachers having less contact with parents. Some teachers spoke of their
awareness of the complex circumstances that some families were facing and
were empathetic to absences and non-engagement at school. Marlee’s Kinder
teacher expressed her disapproval of particular child-rearing characteristics that
she saw as contributing to Marlee’s challenges at school.
Several teachers emphasised their role to foster children’s positive
regard for school and for self in relation to school. They told of actively
promoting positive and successful experiences for children in the classroom,
particularly when children were experiencing challenges with aspects of their
learning or behaviour. Often this took the form of praise and creating positive
experiences that were designed to counter children’s negative experiences.
Ensuring that children experienced school as a positive place was also referred
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to as buffering the perceived challenges and deficiencies of children’s home
environments. One teacher noted that her emphasis on the positive had enabled
two children to develop a strong understanding of the behavioural expectations
in the classroom in their first year of school.

Expanding the research narrative: Educators’ ways of being,
knowing and doing
In Chapter 9 the particular values and practices that were espoused by
educators in their approaches to transition are identified and the attention that is
given to child, family and community strengths and needs is detailed. Chapter
10 provides a synthesis of the results and analysis and responds specifically to
the research questions.

383

384

Chapter 10
Discussion of the findings in relation
to the research questions and the
literature
Preface
This chapter serves as a synthesis of the previous chapters to answer the
research questions, namely:
1. What are the ways of being, knowing and doing through which
Aboriginal children and their mothers represent positive
expressions of self in relation to school? Under what conditions
are they represented?
2. What are the ways of being, knowing and doing that are
represented by educators as promoting a positive sense of self in
relation to school for Aboriginal children and their families
starting school?
3. How do ways of being, knowing and doing intersect to promote a
positive sense of self in relation to school?
With a view to answering research question 1, this chapter outlines
seven possible dimensions of sense of self relating to starting school that have
been represented in this study in Chapters 7 and 8. Chapter 9 enquired into the
school contexts of the children and families starting school to answer research
question 2. In this chapter, the narratives presented in Chapter 9 will be
deliberated for their contribution to promoting positive sense of self for
children and families starting school. The final part of this chapter responds to
the last research question by examining how sense of self may be mediated by
what occurs in the relational spaces between children’s, families’ and
educators’ ways of being, knowing and doing – the Cultural Interface. Thus, it
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examines the intersections between the participants’ self-representations (how
participants see themselves) and the schools’ and educators’ representations
about the participants (how the participants are seen). It considers the
knowledge of self and others that participants held, and the way that this
knowledge shaped what they did, when they met at this interface.

10.1 Findings in relation to the Research Question 1
Research Question 1 - What are the ways of being, knowing and
doing through which Aboriginal children and their mothers
represent positive expressions of self in relation to school?
Under what conditions are they represented?
The results of this study convey how children and their mothers started
school with an established sense of self, shaped by their participation in their
social and cultural worlds. The diversity of these worlds, and of the individual
children and mothers, meant that each child and each mother brought a unique
understanding of themselves to their transition to school. This also meant that
as they started school, the relationships, events and circumstances encountered
by each individual were experienced and engaged with differently.
By foregrounding children’s and mothers’ representations about
themselves, seven prominent narratives about sense of self were identified in
this study. For children, these were: being with others; being a learner; and
being an Aboriginal child at school. For mothers they were: being prepared for
school; being a school parent; being an Aboriginal school parent/parent of an
Aboriginal school child; and being aspirational.
Children
Listening to children’s perspectives about starting school contributes
important insights that are unique to their experiences at both the individual as
well as the collective level (Dockett & Perry, 2012; Ebbeck, Saidon,
Rajalachime, & Teo, 2013; Einarsdóttir, 2011). Of particular importance to this
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study was what children could contribute about themselves as they transitioned
to school. Through their narratives children conveyed themselves as knowers
starting school and as co-constructors of their positive sense of self in relation
to school.
Being with others
In children’s accounts, the relationships that were most salient at every
time point were friendships. The prominence of being with friends in this
narrative reiterates similar findings that highlight the significance of
friendships to children as they start school (Jackson & Cartmel, 2010; Peters,
2003). Inquiring into children’s self-representations, the findings in this study
build on this previous research, highlighting the salience of friendships to
children’s sense of self as they start school. In particular, children gave positive
accounts of being with friends, usually in an activity of their choice, as their
favourite state of being at school. Most children had success with making new
friends and represented themselves as having instigated this success. These
narratives signified how being with friends and all that this encompasses, was
central to children’s sense of self as interdependent as well as to the ‘self’ as
agentic in their new social arena.
The friendship narratives of several children were inclusive of siblings
and cousins, and were suggestive of close bonds that contributed to children’s
positive sense of self at school in the same ways friends did. Siblings and
cousins contributed in additional ways to a positive sense of self at school by
providing someone to rely on for support and comfort when friends could not
be. Both children and their mothers noted the ‘safe haven’ that siblings
provided at school for children. This notion of ‘safety’ gained emphasis for
children who had close relationships with their siblings, but had not established
close friendships at school. It is likely that siblings and cousins also enhanced
children’s experience of continuity and security across the social worlds of
family and school settings (Dockett & Perry, 2013a).
Relations with peers were not always easy with most children reporting
at least some difficulties. These difficult relations were seen as quite separate
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to friendships by most children. Whilst difficult peer relations can be stressful
for children as they start school (Murray, 2008), they did not appear to
diminish children’s sense of being with and having friends. For a small number
of children, difficulties with peers were ongoing. These same children also
appeared to face challenges forming and maintaining friendships over time.
These difficulties with friendships appeared to be associated with the start of a
pattern of self-perceptions characterised by feelings of rejection and isolation
in this study.
Children contributed fewer accounts of being with teachers than they
did being with peers in this narrative. Children mainly talked about teachers’
dispositions and practices. In particular, teachers’ behaviour management
practices and the schools’ merit awards system were referent points for
children’s self-perceptions that they were ‘being good’ and meeting
expectations. Many of the children spoke of reading themselves as being good
not only through the rewards and penalties that they received, but also through
those received by other children. For most children, teachers and their
behaviour management practices were a source of positive messages and were
accompanied by positive self-perceptions. However, children’s experiences
with disciplinary practices were salient in the context of children being asked
about their negative feelings at school. Children mentioned instances when
their transgressions received overt disciplinary action such as the teacher’s
system for writing children’s name on the board. Arguably, the teachers’
methods were not intended to elicit a positive feeling, but teachers need to be
mindful of how their actions and messages of approval or disapproval can
affect children’s sense of wellbeing and send messages that over time can have
implications for how they view themselves and are viewed by others at school
(Dockett & Perry, 2007a). More specifically, teachers must be aware that the
use of practices that induce feelings of shame can be particularly damaging and
harmful to Aboriginal children’s sense of self (Perso, 2012).
By the end of the study, teacher-child relationships were more
prominent in children’s narratives. Children generally saw themselves as liked
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and cared for by their teachers, and saw teachers as people who would do
things for them based on this affection and were a source of support when
needed. Both these perceptions, and the general sense among children that they
were meeting their teachers’ expectations, suggests that the transition to school
was an opportunity for children to establish new relationships that were
conducive to positive feelings of self-worth (Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2010).
Children’s narratives about their teachers pointed to the importance of
children having some knowledge of their teacher as they make the transition to
school, and then from Kinder to Year 1. Three children attributed their positive
or negative dispositions toward these transitions to knowing, or not knowing,
their teacher. Tori and Luca felt scared because of what they didn’t know – that
is, these children seemed to feel anxious about not knowing their new teachers
(Dockett & Perry, 2007c).
Being a learner
At the centre of this narrative were children’s perceptions of themselves
as capable learners in the school context. Viewing this narrative over time
showed how children capably ‘fitted in’ with the ways of knowing and doing
of the school. For example, the subject matter of children’s learner narratives
quickly shifted from emphasising play to emphasising academics, being good,
and rules, suggesting the convergence of children’s prior to school knowledge
into the ways of knowing and doing of school. The findings show the change
that occurs to children’s knowledge about school and to their perceptions of
what was important to know and learn at school. Children appeared to have
navigated these changes successfully and could recognise their strengths within
the schools’ framing of knowledge. While much of this change occurred when
children started school, linking children’s and mothers’ narratives indicates that
many children already knew something about ‘school knowledge’ from parents
and/or siblings when they started school. Despite undergoing what was likely
to be substantial change, most of the children retained a positive sense of self
as a learner across the study period. From a postcolonial perspective,
consideration should be given to how these ways reflect “a curriculum framed
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by dominant knowledges” otherwise children’s sense of themselves as learners
may serve to benefit teachers, schools, and the dominant culture more than it
does the bid to transform Indigenous education (Lingard, Vass, & Mackinlay,
2012, p. 126).
Being a learner was implicated in varied ways in children’s positive
sense of self in relation to school. Children could reflect on their learning,
typically by making observations of their accomplishments and strengths in the
school context, and appraise their own personal growth as school students.
These narratives spoke of learning as the attainment of a new level of
autonomy in the school, such as being able to go to the canteen or navigate the
playground equipment. Piper spoke of her experience of not having the same
autonomy at school as she did at home, which led her express negative feelings
about school. Children also articulated their strategies and expectancies to
continue their progress towards ‘fitting in’ with the ways of knowing and doing
that they were encountering as school students. This echoes descriptions of
children developing favourable learning dispositions and adaptive behaviours
as they construct their “pupil identity” (Lam & Pollard, 2006, p. 136). In this
conceptualisation, children’s positive sense of themselves as learners as
expressed in this study, would constitute attainment of “informal outcomes”
that, in turn, positively influence the construction of a sense of self as a learner
(Lam & Pollard, 2006, pp. 136-137).
Most children saw their learning as interactive with teachers and/or
peers. Some articulated their preference for learning in groups, although this
was not without its challenges as Tayah’s maths group experience indicated.
Others considered their own learning a more independent than collective
process, and their learning competencies a personal achievement. Children’s
relationships with teachers, peers and family were contexts in which they
derived both their positive expectancies toward learning and the strategies that
enabled their successes with learning. For example, children spoke of knowing
that they could do harder schoolwork because of the positive reinforcement of
teachers or parents, or expected to have greater success with meeting
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behavioural expectations in the spirit of cooperation with teachers and peers.
Many children had adopted new ways of doing, related to learning in a social
group, into their repertoires and various ways of knowing and doing consonant
with promoting social harmony in their learning environments were included in
children’s competencies lists. In this respect Baydala et al. (2009) found that
children’s positive attributions about their behaviour “may function as an
academic enabler that supports academic achievement” (p. 29).
As learners, the study children were a diverse group. They were also a
group with a strong and commonly held positive outlook about themselves as
learners. Children’s sense of their competencies was strongly related to the
areas in which they identified themselves as learning. This supports other
research that depicts learner self-concepts as shaped by children’s knowledge
about their performance and participation in academic activities (Bornholt,
2005b). Thus, children’s identities as learners formed around the particular
activities in which they perceived themselves to be participating in learning.
These findings also indicate that young children are able to differentiate
aspects of their positive academic self-concepts (Marsh, Craven, & Debus,
1991). The findings showed a weaker correspondence between competence and
learning for drawing activities. This might suggest that the children associated
learning with literacy and numeracy more than they did with drawing and
colouring. This may have implications for understanding the basis for
children’s learner identities. That is, they may be more likely to form their
sense of self as a learner around activities that they perceive to be more valued.
This may be problematic for children whose strengths and talents are not
literacy and numeracy.
In tandem with the earlier depiction of the children as deriving their
positive expectancies within their interpersonal relationships, the findings
highlight the importance of positive relational experiences for children’s
positive sense of self as learners in the school context. As well, it is likely that
children’s own observations of their learning, as well as the collective efforts
of teachers and children towards harmonious learning environments and
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relations, contributed to the children’s positive learner identities. Starting Year
1 marked the only time at which expressions of negative expectancies were
expressed. Marlee and Casey, who had both represented themselves as not
being liked by their classmates, held expectancies that they would not learn at
the start of Year 1. This may suggest that some children need support during
the transition to Year 1, especially where children hold negative perceptions
relating to managing a new set of expectations and new relationships.
Being an Aboriginal child at school
Children’s narratives about being an Aboriginal child were a reminder
of the differing and complex ways that Aboriginal identities are produced and
understood (Nakata, 2007b). In particular, they were a reminder of the
importance of engaging children’s perspectives about their own understandings
of themselves as well as paying attention to the contexts in which meanings are
being constructed. For example, in the context of being shown the Aboriginal
flag or talking about their Aboriginal cultural group, many of the study
children represented themselves as Aboriginal. This suggests that these
children started school with a sense of their own particular connection to
Aboriginality shaped by their family and communal contexts. For two of this
group of children, communal contexts included the local Aboriginal preschool.
For another, smaller group of children, being shown the Australian flag did not
evoke representations of themselves as Aboriginal. For this group of children,
there was little evidence that being Aboriginal was a narrative with which they
identified. It would appear that these children were still to acquire, or were
continuing to accrue, the “cultural connections” that shape Aboriginal identities
(SNAICC, 2012, p. 3).
In this study, the transition to school did afford Aboriginal children
opportunities to accrue these cultural connections. Children’s narratives
revealed how new relationships with people, places and cultural knowledge
were established and existing relationships were expanded through
participation in shared experiences of being Aboriginal. These narratives of
relatedness and belonging were, in most cases, associated with children’s
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participation in the cultural group at their school and the activities of the group
that involved them with the wider Aboriginal community. Thus, the transition
to school was for many children an opportunity to expand their sense of self
through positively regarded relationships and processes such as
“reciprocity…shared experiences…and social memory” (Moreton-Robinson,
2000).
Racism and prejudicial beliefs about Aboriginality have been found to
undermine the sense of self of Aboriginal students (Kickett-Tucker, 2009) and
inhibit their connection to school and education (Bodkin-Andrews, O'Rourke,
Grant, et al., 2010). In the current study, there was evidence that, at times,
children experienced overt racism. In the face of this, several children who
otherwise held positive perceptions of their Aboriginality, opted to ‘re-present’
themselves as not Aboriginal to avoid exclusion from their peers. Also,
language and beliefs that reflect prejudices in the wider community and have
racist origins had found their way into the realities of some children. For
example, and as found in previous studies (Kickett-Tucker, 2009; Pedersen &
Dudgeon, 2003), Aboriginal children themselves appeared to be deploying
discriminatory connotations in relation to being Aboriginal, and emphasising
physical characteristics such as skin colour to make sense of their
Aboriginality. As noted earlier, context is important to meaning-making, and
for particular children in this study, perhaps these self-representations were a
way of making sense of their mixed-race parentage (Goodyer & Okitikpi,
2007; Schiffe & O'Neill, 2007) and their relationship to others in the somewhat
racialising context that both school and the current research represents.
Mothers
Transitions research has begun to take an interest in the experience of
starting school from the perspectives of parents (Dockett & Perry, 2005b;
Dockett, Perry, et al., 2011; Rothe et al., 2014; Wildenger & McIntyre, 2011).
The transition to school has been conceived as an experience of change
associated with becoming “parents of a school child” (Griebel & Niesel, 2009,
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p. 61) that involves changes to parental identities, expectations, and roles and
to relationships.
Turning to mothers’ narratives about their own and their child’s
transition experiences, the following four narratives highlight the strengths that
the mothers possessed, the expectations they navigated, and the challenges that
they faced as a parent of a child starting school. In the current study, mothers
gave particular insights into their knowledge about starting school and, in turn,
their actions pertaining to their knowledge. The current study builds on and
adds to previous studies a consideration of the complexity that exists for
parents at this time. The ways in which this complexity underpins the
knowledge that mothers engage, and the ways in which it informs their
approach to preparing themselves and their children for school, are considered.
Being prepared
This narrative captured mothers’ sense of confidence and competence
in relation to: the roles and responsibilities that they took up as their children
approached school entry; what they knew about their children as school
entrants; and their decisions and actions as they and their children were
preparing for and making the initial transition into their school environment.
Mothers’ sense of being prepared in this study included their efforts
toward widely-held notions that school readiness was located with their child
(Dockett & Perry, 2009). For example, providing children with academic skills
and classroom knowledges were pervasive in parents’ sense of what effective
preparation for school entailed. Alongside these readiness expectations, notions
of ‘fitting in’ operated to both motivate and guide mothers’ activities and
interactions with their school entrants. This was evidenced as mothers being
confident, or not, about their child’s ability to ‘fit in’ with the expectations of
school. This regular transition back and forth between the cultures of home and
school might be conceived as the kind of ‘two ways strong’ that is desired for
Aboriginal children (Armstrong et al., 2012; Pearson, 2011). The term ‘fire
stick period’ has been used to describe transition as a journey across cultures,
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where “culture is something that should not be left behind, but rather kept as an
integral part of [children’s] lives” (Dockett et al., 2006, p. 143).
While examples of how mothers ‘knew’ about these ‘readiness’
expectations were not elicited, their narratives clearly indicated what they
knew about their child’s dispositional characteristics, skills and behaviours at
home and in PTS settings. In this respect, mothers were keen observers of their
children’s preparedness attributes acquired in home, PTS, and community
settings, and often combined their cross-setting knowledge to inform their
perceptions of their child’s preparedness. This resonates with Fluckiger’s
(2010) proposition that children accumulate cultural resources from all of their
cultural contexts. In this study, children and mothers similarly accrued
resources from one or more contexts including home, extended family, PTS
settings, and allied health services. In particular, timely access to allied health
support was important and five children were provided this through
connections with the Aboriginal community. This expanded web of
connections around the child and family often resulted in a deepening of
knowledge and, where their expectations were shared and met, mothers
expressed being positively positioned as stakeholders in their child’s
preparedness for school. This points to the co-constructed and interconnected
nature of preparedness, and, in turn, the expansion of a positive sense of self in
relation to school to include a sense of being prepared.
Where mothers’ knowledge led to their perception that their child
would need support to adjust to, or meet, the expectations of school, they
engaged a range of strategies to support their child. For some mothers,
adjustment over time was a natural and necessary part of the transition to
school for their child. This perception was not accompanied by any sense of
unpreparedness, rather mothers simply knew that their child would initially
experience certain aspects of school as challenging. Maternal recognition of
time as an important condition for their child’s transition indicates a conflict
with the practice of assessing readiness in the first weeks of school via
community or school based measures as children start school. For these
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parents, sense of self is more likely to be enhanced through acknowledging
preparation for school as a cumulative, context dependent process.
While mothers’ sense of being prepared was a matter of appropriating
knowledge about their child’s capacity to meet readiness expectations,
maternal preparedness was also influenced by their “cultural characteristics,
expectations and goals” (Doucet & Tudge, 2007, p. 307). Sociocultural
location and intergenerational thinking were implicated in the current study in
the intersection of mothers’ perceptions of preparing their child for school with
their perceptions of negotiating a better future for their children. While noting
that neither class nor racial inequalities were raised by mothers, their presence
was implicit in decisions about school choice. Four mothers saw attending a
private school, as opposed to the local public school, as diverting their children
from, or mitigating, the negative influence of their local neighbourhoods. This
suggests that mothers saw the transition to school as a space in which they
could “make choices according to the particular… possibilities of the moment”
(Nakata, 2007b, p. 201) to contest the ways that they felt regulated in their
lives. A similar theme was expressed by Sasha in her intentions to make sure
that Marlee was ready to go to a Catholic school, that she was getting well
looked after at school, and that she gets a proper education. Sasha preceded
these expressions by explaining her desire to ensure that Marlee’s experience
of education would differ from her own. In her analysis of class and mothers’
involvement in their children’s education, Reay (1998) similarly found that
working class mothers’ own educational histories can promote their
involvement in their children’s education “to generate profits of cultural
capital” (p. 57). Fleer (2003) described a corresponding theme to Reay (1998)
in her work with Australian Indigenous families, and troubled the onesidedness of this process in Western educational systems and settings. Fleer’s
analysis suggests that to ensure continuity of self and being “valued and
respected for who you are” (ETC Research Group, 2011), educational settings
need to do more towards recognising the cultural capital that families accrue in
their home and community contexts rather than expecting them to conform to
Western ways of knowing and doing.
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Being a parent of a school child
This narrative captured the ways in which mothers experienced
continuity in relation to their child’s start to school. In this study, most mothers
experienced continuity in the form of continued expressions of their confidence
in their child’s ability to meet and master the expectations of school. Mothers
continued to act as knowers, drawing on the important knowledge that they
held about their child and their ability to act on that knowledge in ways that
were instrumental to their child’s positive start to school. School-based
affirmations became an important source of knowledge that informed mothers’
positive sense of self in relation to school. For example, once children started
school, awards and teacher approval had a similarly mediating effect on
maternal sense of self in relation to school, as they did for children’s sense of
self.
A parallel theme emerged to mothers’ proactivity, whereby some
parents saw their role as involving the responsibility to be vigilant to ensure
their child’s needs were not missed, or the support they needed was provided.
Mothers’ own educational histories were implicated here. For example, Shae
saw making sure that Kayla did not fall behind at school as part of her role as a
school parent because of her own experiences of falling behind at school.
Mothers also drew on their recent experiences with educational settings.
Experiences of their transitioning child’s needs, or their child’s sibling’s needs
not being met, were common in the mothers’ narratives. For around half of the
mothers, their sense of being, knowing and doing as they became school
parents was filtered through these experiences. This engendered a view that
they should be watchful and ready to engage with the school to ensure their
child’s educational and wellbeing needs were identified and met.
Some competing concerns were operating at the parent-teacher
interface, working to inhibit maternal voice, and in turn, diminish the
interdependencies that support positive transitions. These might be described as
mothers’ concerns about having their own and their child’s individual needs
met in a system that works to normative ideas about children’s and parents’
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needs. For example, Liana curbed her frequent communications with the
teacher to avoid being seen as a needy or nuisance parent. Sasha’s experience
of contesting a teacher’s racist behaviour was mixed with concern that she
would jeopardise her children’s fee-free Aboriginal scholarships and therefore
their opportunities to the education she wanted for them. Sasha’s narrative
illuminated how educators’ ways of being, knowing and doing can mediate
parental sense of self. The affirming relationship with the principal, who Sasha
saw as an advocate for her children, enabled her to believe that her children
were entitled to, and capable of, educational success. On the other hand, the
discriminatory treatment by a teacher and the dismissiveness of the leadership
staff in the school (in the principal’s absence) destabilised Sasha’s sense that
the school was a culturally safe place for her children.
While power imbalances can be seen in the aforementioned relations,
mothers also spoke of feeling that they were positioned as equals. These
narratives were indicative of how parental voice was enabled when they
experienced a strong adherence to accepting and affirming interactions by all
of the staff in the school. These experiences enabled mothers to feel they could
‘speak their mind’, which in turn, engendered a sense of being ‘known’ by the
staff at the school. Some mothers identified the PLP process as enabling them
and their child to be heard in relation to matters concerning them. Educator
responsiveness was also crucial to mothers’ positive feelings about being
listened to and to countering the damage to sense of self inflicted by negative
experiences.
Mothers drew on notions of reciprocity when articulating their
expectations of teachers, particularly in relation to children’s learning. For
example, it was expected by mothers that teachers were supporting their child’s
learning and wellbeing at school, and that they would be informed by the
teachers if, in the teacher’s view, additional support was required. Equally,
mothers expected to be able to voice their concerns to teachers. However, until
such time as there were concerns, most of the mothers indicated that they
trusted teachers to be doing a good job. This sense that everyone was working
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in the best interests of the child might be conceived through Aboriginal terms
of reference as the kind of ‘matching’ of roles and responsibilities that
constitute being in relatedness (Martin, 2012). Another view has described
similar patterns of Indigenous parents’ expectations of teachers as “parent
pragmatism” (Lea, Holmes, Chenhall, Senior, & Wegner, 2011, p. 10). This
latter view also resonates with the findings reported in this thesis. Lea et al.
(2011) found that parents in their study “believed that the school was
addressing the education of their children, and that the leadership of educators
could be depended upon to get the job done, rendering forthright ‘engagement’
unnecessary’’ (p. 9). However, the researchers noted that these parental
expectations of teachers were implicated in perceptions of parents as less
involved and holding low expectations because they led to lower parental
engagement levels at school.
This study indicates that as co-constructors of their child’s positive start
to school, mothers did readily engage in supporting their child’s learning and
wellbeing at school. This could not always involve parent engagement at
school. For over half of mothers, the circumstances of their lives often
prevented their involvement with regard to their child’s education in the school
setting. Mostly, mothers spoke of this as the reality of their lives, which they
perceived to be understood by schools. For some mothers, whose personal
dispositions and circumstances enabled involvement in the school setting, this
was a meaningful and fulfilling experience and was suggestive of a stronger
sense of relatedness to the school and its processes. Mothers who had the
support of extended family, usually grandparents, to manage school routines
and demands spoke of this as positive in terms of their own and child’s
wellbeing at home and at school. Some saw themselves as managing greater
connectedness to the everyday activities of their child at school, to educators
and to other families through the role that extended family played to bridge
various people together when parents were unable to attend schools. Thus,
extended family provided a kind of capital that buffered the increased demands
that a child starting school can place on families as well as minimised isolation
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and disengagement from school life when circumstances prevented parents
from getting to the school.
Being a parent of an Aboriginal school child
In similar ways to children’s narratives about being an Aboriginal child
at school, mothers’ narratives were a reminder about the heterogeneity of
Aboriginal ways of being and the complexities of everyday realities for
families of Aboriginal children.
While their school’s contribution to children’s sense of self as
Aboriginal was generally valued by mothers, there was variation among their
beliefs about the roles that schools might play in their child’s identity
formation. For example, some mothers noted the sense of connectedness
between their child and the school’s AEW and among Aboriginal children that
the separate Aboriginal group generated. Other mothers commented about the
noticeable separation of Aboriginal children and culture from the wider school
population. Some Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal mothers expressed that their
own and their child’s sense of being Aboriginal was not one of difference, and
consequently, believed that Aboriginal children, and Aboriginal people
generally, should not receive, or seek to receive, differential treatment. For
these mothers, their Aboriginality was more of a personal, than a public,
identity. This might be read as a counter-discourse to the “discourse of
continuing distrust, hostility and scepticism towards Indigenous people and
their moral and political demands” (Cowlishaw, 2010, p. 215) or subverting
being inscribed into a minoritised status allocated to Aboriginality in urban
contexts (Kelly et al., 2009).
Both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal mothers told of the value of
schools’ Aboriginal programs in the context of their families’ experiences of
‘not knowing’ and seeking more information about their children’s Aboriginal
heritage. However, a deep sense of loss of culture or need for affirmations of
Aboriginal identity in education systems were unique to Aboriginal parents’
narratives. The stories of mothers about their family’s pursuit of Aboriginal
cultural knowledge and identity revealed a generation of parents who as
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Kunoth-Monks (2007) describes, “can’t go back”, but who have individual
capacities to re-construct identity in response to change.
Three Aboriginal mothers expressed a sense of loss when they
compared how their school settings addressed Aboriginal education to their
experiences at the local Aboriginal preschool or to their own experience at
school. In part, the culturally diverse community in which the local schools
operated was seen as a barrier to provision of an adequate Aboriginal cultural
program in schools. By virtue of the more homogenous grouping of people in
the Aboriginal preschool, it was seen to be a more conducive context for
providing a meaningful and substantive Aboriginal cultural program. Mothers
described their appreciation of, and gratitude for, the program at the Aboriginal
preschool where Aboriginal people and knowledge were embedded into the
program. In relation to children’s Aboriginal education, the transition to school
represented an experience of discontinuity for these families, whereby prior
experiences of culturally responsive education and related opportunities were
not available in their new setting. This disruption was a source of tension and
concern for these mothers. Yet, in contrast to their agency in relation to being
prepared and being a school parent, these mothers expressed a sense of futility
and lowered expectations in relation to the school’s capacities to provide
Aboriginal programs that adequately addressed their needs. These Aboriginal
mothers’ narratives suggested they felt that there was little they could do to
influence this situation, or that it could be expected to change. This aspect of
mothers’ sense of self can be read as being created in the distal context of
discourses that have illegitimised Aboriginal perspectives in Australia’s
education systems (Nakata, 2007b; Phillips, 2012a). If parents do not believe
that they can influence change, they may be less likely to engage with the
school about Aboriginal education. This, in turn, could have implications for
how schools perceive parents’ interest and capacity to engage with them to
administer Aboriginal education programs.
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Being aspirational
High parental educational and school-related aspirations are considered
important contributors to children’s life outcomes (Johnson & Kossykh, 2008).
In this study, all mothers aspired, and were committed, to the idea that their
child should and would succeed at school. Indeed, mothers’ narratives revealed
the multiple ways in which they hoped for, expected, and enacted this
commitment. So, as well as having clear aspirations, mothers also considered
themselves, their children and aspects of educational environments as more or
less able to facilitate their goals. In this study, mothers’ sense of control over
their own and their children’s destiny may be more indicative of positive sense
of self than the aspirations themselves. Although, both appear to be present at
the Cultural Interface as mutually enabling.
Typically, mothers hoped for their child to have economic prosperity.
To that end, they expressed a perception that education has economic benefits.
Through an economic lens, such perceptions, when they “outweigh the social,
cultural and unobserved costs” (Biddle, 2010, p. 16), are implicated in
achievement of higher levels of education for Indigenous peoples. However,
equally strong were mothers’ wishes for their child to be happy and selfdetermined. These were inextricably linked and many mothers spoke of
wanting their child to be able to choose to do whatever it was that would bring
them happiness and fulfilment. This was often accompanied by the aspiration
for their child to have a life that was a more prosperous and more selfdetermined than the one they themselves had experienced. In this respect,
mothers considered education to be enabling. The belief was strengthened
further by their own experiences of not completing their secondary schooling
and/or not undertaking post-secondary qualifications. This was an experience
that was considerably more common among the narratives of Aboriginal
mothers than non-Aboriginal mothers and may be reflective of a time “when
few [Aboriginal students] achieved educational qualifications beyond the
middle years of high school” (Partington & Beresford, 2012, p. 35).
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Nakata (2007b, p. 205) contends that Islander and Aboriginal peoples
should be seen as having made choices – as “changing…re-making…[or]
remaining” themselves or “living in the present and responding to its changing
experience as human beings everywhere do”. There were complex intersections
between mothers’ narratives about their aspirations for a ‘better life’ and the
sense that school provided a pathway to this better life. The start to formal
schooling seemed to be an important juncture in this respect. Yosso’s (2005)
model of Community Cultural Wealth would contend that mothers are
exercising various forms of capital. Drawing on critical race theory, the model
proposes aspirational and navigational capital as forms of capital in socially
marginalised communities. In the present study, both aspirational and
navigational capital were operationalised by mothers. For example, aspirational
capital is demonstrated by mothers’ commitment to their educational
aspirations despite the discursive positioning of Aboriginal failure in
Australian schools. Mothers’ ability to draw from previous experiences to
progress their educational aspirations for their children exemplifies
navigational capital.
Summary of Research Question 1
This study has re-presented the ways of being, knowing and doing that
are salient for children and their mothers during their transition to school.
These re-presentations have provided a medium for exploring their sense of
self in relation to school. The following statements summarise the findings in
relation to Research Question 1.
Children
Narratives of being a friend, being a learner and being good
(academically and behaviourally) were prominent ways of being, knowing and
doing as children started school. The children’s narratives indicated their
positive sense of self in relation to these dimensions of being at school. The
findings show how the children’s positive sense of self was multifaceted and
strongly regulated in, and through, children’s social contexts.
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Children’s friendships (including siblings and cousins who were
nominated as friends) were inextricably linked to children’s sense of self at
school. These results support those of previous research, finding that
friendships function as a resource and support to children as they start school
(Bulkeley & Fabian, 2006; Jackson & Cartmel, 2010) and are central to
children’s positive sense of self (Konstantoni, 2012). Children’s positive
feelings about school invariably encompassed their friends and activities with
friends. Friendships were often characterised by mutuality, cooperation,
reciprocity, and linkages to the wider social networks that children shared with
their families – all of which are conditions for learning about self (MoretonRobinson, 2000).
Being good was a narrative that traversed children’s narratives of being
with others (particularly teachers) and being a learner. This suggests that a
positive sense of self in relation to school is closely tied to children’s sense of
themselves as being good. Most children felt competent in this respect, quickly
acquiring, or perhaps already having, the relevant knowledge and then applying
that knowledge successfully. Others had acquired the knowledge component of
being good, that is they knew the expectations, but saw themselves as still
working towards meeting them.
While around half of the children self-identified as Aboriginal, several
others were still figuring out the answer to the question ‘Who am I?’ and
‘Where do I fit in?’ in relation to a sense of self as Aboriginal.
Mothers
Mothers’ narratives indicated a strong sense of responsibility relating to
their child’s wellbeing and safety. They were cognisant of their children’s
challenges and strengths in relation to school. With respect to their child’s
challenges, mothers took a proactive stance and had a strong capacity to
engage with educators about their child’s wellbeing.
In relation to engagement around their child’s learning, mothers trusted,
and perhaps assumed, that teachers should take the lead in the partnership.
404

Notions of reciprocity were apparent – most mothers were willing participants
in supporting their child’s learning, although often held an expectation that
when and how they should be involved required the teacher’s input. These
findings are in keeping with transitions as a time during which families seek to
contribute to their child’s learning, but also expect to be able to seek the advice
of educators (ETC Research Group, 2011).
The equalising of school staff and parent positionings at the Cultural
Interface were enabling conditions. Attributes such as being caring toward
children, being non-judgemental, and being an advocate for Aboriginal
children and families were nominated as enabling by mothers. Mothers’
narratives spoke of the importance of particular qualities of educators, support
from extended family, and processes such as PLPs that contributed to their
positive sense of self. Familial support was an enabling feature of many family
contexts.
During the study period most mothers conveyed strong feelings about
the importance and value of the Aboriginal education programs in their child’s
school. Some mothers’ expectations were not met in this regard and their
narratives conveyed a sense of discontinuity and setback.
Mothers took up roles in emergent ways that responded to what they
saw as required at the time, but also reflected their values, hopes, fears and past
experiences. Mothers’ constructions of their responsibility, the choices they
made, their perceptions of educators’ actions, and their engagement with the
school, were often impacted by past experiences of educational settings.
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10.2 Findings in relation to the Research Question 2
Research Question 2 - What are the ways of being, knowing and
doing that are represented by educators as promoting a positive
sense of self in relation to school for Aboriginal children and
their families starting school?
The nature and quality of the school context, and of the relations that
take place within, play a significant role in successful transitions to school
(Dockett & Perry, 2007b). Narrative analysis was employed to characterise the
ways of being, knowing and doing that operate in schools to promote a positive
start to school. The five narratives that depicted educators’ ways of being,
knowing and doing in relation to the transition to school for Aboriginal
children and their families were reported in Chapter 9. The next section of this
chapter will synthesise the data presented in Chapter 9 to respond to the second
research question, namely: What are the ways of being, knowing and doing
that are represented by educators as promoting a positive sense of self in
relation to school for Aboriginal children and their families starting school?
Aboriginal education
Analysis of reporting documents of the schools in this study revealed
that all schools were aiming to improve Aboriginal student outcomes.
According to these documents, schools espoused commitments to facilitating
the development of all students’ literacy and numeracy. With respect to
Aboriginal children’s literacy and numeracy, particular approaches were not
identified. The goal of improved literacy and numeracy outcomes for
Aboriginal students was sometimes framed within ‘Closing the Gap’ discourse
which, in the context of publicly measuring and comparing student outcomes,
focuses efforts on compensatory approaches to education for Aboriginal
students (Beresford & Gray, 2012). However, most schools were measuring
progress across a range of outcomes, including: improved results for selected
year levels on standardised literacy and numeracy testing; PLPs being
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administered successfully for all Aboriginal students; Aboriginal student
involvement in cultural experiences; and staff professional development
towards the inclusion of Aboriginal perspectives in the curriculum and in the
school culture, for example the performance of Acknowledgement of Country
at school events. It is worth noting that while this list represents a holistic
approach that has many elements in keeping with those recommended in the
literature (Beresford & Gray, 2012), there was also evidence that Aboriginal
students’ and families’ performance and engagement were positioned as the
target of reform which can deflect from a “comprehensive investigation of
educational outcomes and the quality of learning experiences” (McLaughlin et
al., 2012, p. 179).
Transition to school takes place within communities (Dockett & Perry,
2007b). In this study, the approach to Aboriginal education taken by three
schools – Parramurra, Curreena, and Arunda Lakes – espoused the importance
of practices that recognised Aboriginal communities as important contexts for
children’s learning outcomes. At Parramurra and Curreena, one aspect of
Aboriginal community engagement was to engage schools and community in
more formal consultation about school processes. In the third school,
community engagement at school was not formally intended to address school
processes; rather it was aimed at Aboriginal families and community being
able to gather socially in the school. In the absence of policy and practices that
supported community engagement in the remaining three schools, there were
limited opportunities for consultation with Aboriginal communities. This can
negatively impact children’s sense of self as local Aboriginal communities can
contribute knowledge and perspectives to curriculum which enhances
possibilities for students to see local Aboriginal knowledges as part of their
school education (Harrison & Greenfield, 2011).
Luke et al. (2013) have argued that the proportion of Aboriginal student
enrolments is associated with the approaches to Aboriginal education that are
adopted by schools. To an extent, support for this was found in this study.
Specifically, there were notable differences in the ways of knowing and doing
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at Curreena, which had substantially higher Aboriginal enrolments than the
other five schools. However, there were also notable differences among the
approaches of the five schools with similar proportions of Aboriginal
enrolments. For example, Arunda Lakes and Burraji Park both had significant
cultural programs for Aboriginal children driven initially by the school’s
principals and internal funding and resources. The significant changes that
these programs underwent over the course of this study were also driven by the
principals and AEWs at the school. In contrast to the principals at Arunda
Lakes and Burraji Park, the principal at Narrigo spoke of the challenges
involved in accessing external funds to employ Aboriginal staff to facilitate
Aboriginal education. Internal funding did not appear to be an option as it had
at Arunda Lakes and Burraji Park. Employing a different approach again,
seemingly led by the philosophy of the school’s AEW, Parramurra gave
preference to embedding Aboriginal perspectives across the curriculum rather
than the delivery of a cultural program for the Aboriginal students only. These
contrasting approaches to Aboriginal education highlight the significant role
that key people can play in determining how schools enact Aboriginal
education. As a result, the cultural connections and resources that Aboriginal
children and their families encounter when they start school can vary
significantly across school contexts. As will be discussed later in this chapter,
this has implications for children’s sense of self as an Aboriginal child.
There is consistent research evidence that highlights the presence of
Aboriginal people and staff as a contributing factor to Aboriginal children’s
and families’ positive experiences of the transition to school (Dockett et al.,
2008; Mason-White, 2014; Mason-White & SNAICC, 2013). In each of the six
schools, educator narratives indicated that employing or deploying support
staff to facilitate Aboriginal education was valued. All but one of the schools
were able to enact this value. AEWs and educators with connections to the
local Aboriginal community were employed to support Aboriginal children at
Curreena, Arunda Lakes, Burraji Park, Yarimbah and Parramurra. Educator
narratives at these schools echoed the research, noting the importance of the
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AEWs’ and educators’ local connections to the fostering of stronger
connectedness and understanding of local families (Mason-White, 2014).
The engagement of educators who are strong in cultural competence
underpins successful transitions to school for Aboriginal children and families
(Mason-White & SNAICC, 2013). There was little evidence across the school
reporting documents that professional learning regarding educator cultural
competency was being pursued by schools. At Parramurra, staff had engaged in
professional development to build their knowledge about Aboriginal
spirituality. Other than this, cultural competency may have been fostered
through professional development towards embedding Aboriginal perspectives
and languages in the curriculum.
Preparedness and preparing children for school
Building connections and meeting needs
‘Starting early’ was a prominent theme among schools’ narratives
about preparations for children’s transition to school. However, as described in
Chapter 9, there were variations in what ‘starting early’ looked like and was
intended to achieve across schools. For Burraji Park, Curreena, and Arunda
Lakes, an early start was about building child and family connectedness and
familiarity with the school well before children were enrolled at school. At the
same time, programs such as playgroups enabled schools to make an early start
toward supporting the needs that Aboriginal children and families might have
in relation to school. This included supporting children to develop the
dispositions and attributes to make an optimal transition to school. Research
suggests that programs that facilitate parent and caregiver preparedness for
school are “an essential part of preparing young Aboriginal children for
school” (NSW AECG & NSW DET, 2004, p. 70). This was an underlying
pretext in the narratives and practices of these three schools. Facilitating family
engagement in children’s learning and development, and familiarity with
school underpinned preparedness practices that aimed to establish and
strengthen a relationship between school and Aboriginal parents and families.
A separate playgroup, hosted by Aboriginal staff at Arunda Lakes and
409

Curreena, aimed to reduce the barriers that schools might represent to
Aboriginal families. At these schools it was possible for children and families
to become familiar with the ways of being, knowing, and doing of the school
and to establish a sense that school is a place for me in culturally safe ways.
Opportunities for information-sharing, social participation, and support
The narratives of Parramurra, Narrigo, and Yarimbah, were suggestive
of preparations beginning when families enrolled their children. Thus,
preparedness and preparing were defined as the processes that occurred once
families engaged with schools. At these schools, children and families were
likely to be encountering the culture of their school for the first time as they
entered the schools’ transition to school program.
Transitions pedagogy
Once children were enrolled, a central occupation for most educators
was finding out from the children themselves and their families about who
children were as learners. Educators’ expectations, motivations and actions
were all influenced by this lens. Notions of ‘ready schools’ permeated the
educators’ preparedness narratives, yet what many of the schools were
readying for appeared to be children’s learning-related needs. This reflects a
narrow view of school readiness (Dockett & Perry, 2009), but may provide
some grounds for explaining the educators’ focus on who children were as
learners. Perspectives of children as cultural beings with strengths and needs
related to their cultural knowledges and worldviews (Martin, 2012) were
notably absent in educators’ narratives. The invisibility of children’s cultural
worlds as they enter school may be experienced as a kind of dissonance
between children’s ways of being in their home and community and ways of
being at school. Rather than schools affirming children’s cultural lives and
knowledges, it may be that culture is ignored, “which cannot be [done] without
losing a sense of self and personal value” (Buckskin, 2015, p. 186).
In tandem with the invisibility of children’s cultural worlds, several
teachers and principals expressed the belief that the Aboriginal children
starting school were indistinguishable from others as learners or cultural
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beings, and therefore the school’s transition program should not require
differentiation to meet their strengths and needs. While Mason-White and
SNAICC (2013) suggest that research has contributed to a narrow construction
of the transition to school as a time of Aboriginal families needing support, this
did not appear to be an assumption that educators were working to in this
study. Rather, educators tended to view Aboriginal children as part of a diverse
cohort of students, encompassing them within multicultural or diversityoriented approaches that universalised children starting school. For the most
part, Aboriginal children were assumed to have the same potential needs and
strengths as all other children when starting school. One possible consequence
of this homogenising view of Aboriginal children is that it implies that there is
no need to question the educators’ transitions pedagogies for their cultural
relevance and responsiveness.
The findings in this study suggest that educators’ transitions pedagogies
in most of the schools were significantly influenced by what was important to
be ‘known’, and ways of coming to know, distinctive to mainstream education
values and practices. Following this, children might only come to be known for
who they are as learners as they enter school. Differentiated support, where it
occurs, would only aim to address the needs of specific categories of learners.
While children do have diverse learning needs, the practice of categorising
Aboriginal learners according to what constitutes academic capital in
mainstream educational settings can lead to a deficit view of Aboriginal
children (Taylor, 2011). The emphasis in principal’s narratives on determining
who children are as learners (particularly when based on normative assessment
practices) can also deflect consideration away from holistic assessment
practices that enable educators to support children’s capacities to participate at
school in a broad range of ways (Mason-White, 2014). For example, one
principal referred to the role of supporting literacy learning for Aboriginal
school entrants. However, mainstream literacy practices were the reference
point and the competence of Aboriginal children as multi-lingual, multi-dialect
speakers, and the rich oral language environment that children may participate
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in, in their home and community contexts were overlooked (McLeod, Verdon,
& Bennetts Kneebone, 2014).
In contrast, at Curreena, transitions pedagogies and ways of coming to
know as children and families started school incorporated culturally inclusive
practices such as yarning. This was intended to enable two-way dialogue and
learning. Transitions practices sought to enable both educators and Aboriginal
families to express and exchange understandings about who they were with
respect to their individual sense of self, including their values and aspirations
relating to education. Identifying children’s learning support needs was part of
the relational space, but not the focus of it.
In their narratives about preparing for Aboriginal children, two
principals talked about the ‘unequal playing field’ that children from
marginalised backgrounds faced in education, and attributed this to what was
not provided in the home environments of these children. While this denoted
some consideration that Aboriginal children might experience transition to
school differently from a normatively conceived transition, this logic, left at
this point, can have the effect of ‘earmarking’ children from specific
backgrounds as coming from ‘deficient’ home environments.
Expectations of families – how to be and do at school
Educator narratives suggested that they held a range of expectations of
families as their children started school. Primarily, classroom teachers expected
parents to have various levels and kinds of involvement, as well as interest in
their child’s education. Brooker (2002, p. 116) points out that “the options
open to parents from any class or cultural background to display their ‘interest’
or to become ‘involved’ depend crucially on whether ‘involvement’ is viewed
as support for children’s learning, or support for their schooling”. Teachers’
expectations could be described as falling into both of these categories. For
example, teachers indicated a positive perception of parents who had a
‘presence’ in the school and who initiated conversations with the teacher.
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Being an educator of Aboriginal learners
Holistic and relational pedagogies
At Narrigo, Curreena, and Arunda Lakes, notions of holistic pedagogies
encompassed teaching and learning that recognised and capitalised on
children’s diverse range of strengths. Holding high expectations of Aboriginal
students was noted as a vital component of education for Aboriginal students at
Burraji Park, and for children from low SES backgrounds more generally at
Arunda Lakes. Both strengths approaches and high expectations represent
factors that have a positive impact on Aboriginal children’s sense of self as a
learner at school (Mason-White & SNAICC, 2013).
Pedagogies that emphasise relationships among people have been
described as “effective for transition” (Petriwskyj, 2013, p. 46) and
“increasingly recognised as important… for success in school” (Peters, 2009,
p. 29). In this study, relational pedagogies were advocated by individual
educators and not necessarily reflective of a whole school approach. For
example, at Curreena, the principal and AEW espoused relationships as
underpinning the ways of being of the Aboriginal families attending the school
and therefore a necessary condition for their participation, and their children’s
learning, at school. This perspective was not evident in the comments from
teachers at the school. Attending to relationships was the commonly espoused
approach for the four AEWs in this study. In particular, the three full-time
AEWs foregrounded their provision of support, guidance, and a familiar
(known to children and families) presence in the school to Aboriginal students
and their families.
Aboriginal perspectives and identities in the classroom, curriculum and
pedagogy
The significance of affirming and making Aboriginal children’s cultural
worlds visible in the school context has been articulated by many scholars
(Bodkin-Andrews, O'Rourke, Grant, et al., 2010; Mason-White & SNAICC,
2013; Ockenden, 2014). One way in which schools and educators addressed
this was through the inclusion of Aboriginal content and perspectives in the
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curriculum. Such inclusion is recognised as necessary to supporting positive
Aboriginal identities (Burridge et al., 2012; Price, 2015). In general, teachers in
this study conceded their responsibility to teach about Aboriginal histories and
cultures, but did not refer to the identity shaping potential that the inclusion of
Aboriginal perspectives in the classroom can have. For example, three teachers
referred to including Aboriginal content to fit with their personal commitment
to be responsive to the multicultural composition of their class. Other teachers
identified that the underlying reason for including Aboriginal content in their
program was that they had Aboriginal students in their class and that
Aboriginal content was positively received by them. Like previous research
(Burridge et al., 2012), the provision of educator professional development
relating to integrating Aboriginal perspectives in this study promoted teacher
self-efficacy and positive attitudes to this work. Professional development that
built educator knowledge and skills in embedding Aboriginal perspectives such
as 8 Aboriginal Ways of learning was seen as increasing educators’ awareness
and competence in their relations with Aboriginal children and families and
improving knowledge of culturally appropriate pedagogy.
When considering if the school provided differentiated support for
Aboriginal children, the belief that Aboriginal children in their classes were
indistinguishable from other children was conveyed by three teachers.
Intertwined through this narrative, colour-blind discourses (Williams, 2015)
seemed to be informing the opinion that Aboriginality was not a basis for
differentiated practice, particularly if children were not in some way
distinguishable as Aboriginal. One teacher deployed this belief in making sense
of her reasoning for treating all children the same and implied that the extent to
which Aboriginal students’ had different learning needs was associated with
the degree to which they ‘looked Aboriginal’. When teachers considered
Aboriginal children’s needs or additional support provisions in the classroom,
they typically defaulted to thinking about academic-related learning needs such
as learning support and PLPs. This suggests problematic assumptions about all
Aboriginal children as requiring support for their learning (Dockett, 2014;
McLaughlin et al., 2012). For some teachers, what the school provided by way
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of the AEW’s cultural program was identified as differentiated support for
Aboriginal learners.
Personalised Learning Plans
Research indicates that PLPs contribute positively to Aboriginal student
outcomes because they enhance the teaching and learning that students
experience (Burridge et al., 2012; DEEWR, 2011). The findings of the present
research do not necessarily contradict these previous conclusions. However,
they do suggest that PLPs were perceived to be more than about teaching and
learning in some schools. For example, the PLP process was generally seen by
educators as a valued opportunity for exchanging knowledge among students,
families and educators with the view to improving the educational
achievements of Aboriginal students. In some schools, PLPs were also seen as
one of the few occasions for schools to involve parents of Aboriginal children
in their education, and to strengthen teacher-parent relationships.
The literature depicts PLPs as developed by teachers, with students and
their parents as their partners in the process (DEEWR, 2011). Educators spoke
of varied experiences of involving parents in PLPs, with some noting their
disappointment that parents did not seem to prioritise their child’s learning
enough to involve themselves. At times, non-attendance was alluded to as
parents not being supportive of their child’s learning. This is a construction of
parents observed in other research (Brooker, 2002). In various ways, all
schools utilised staff members who were perceived to have stronger
connections with Aboriginal families, such as AEWs, to facilitate the PLP
process, particularly when teachers had been unsuccessful in engaging parents
with the PLP process. One AEW noted her hesitation in taking up this role,
explaining that part of the purpose of PLPs was to build teacher-parent
relationships. One teacher saw the PLP as part of the ongoing informal
dialogue that she engaged in with parents.
Several principals employed strengths-based language in their
explanations about how PLPs were viewed and implemented in their schools.
One of these principals lamented the narrow focus of PLPs on academics and
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felt that this was a barrier to parent engagement with the process. There was
some evidence that PLPs and the associated meeting that involved parents in
the process was viewed by teachers as an opportunity to talk to parents about
their child’s deficits rather than the espoused opportunity to identify their
strengths.
Connecting with Aboriginal families and communities
The transition to school is recognised as a time when opportunities exist
to establish and build positive connections: connections among children and
adults and between systems and sectors (ETC Research Group, 2011).
Narratives of making and wanting to build upon connections with Aboriginal
families and communities were apparent across all of the schools. Having
closer connections to Aboriginal families and communities was recognised as
providing a necessary link to the layer of support that parents provide in the
home for children’s learning. Forming and strengthening these connections to
facilitate parent and community engagement with schools was characterised as
complex, challenging, and continuing.
Principals and classroom teachers reported that the pastoral work of
AEWs was important to establishing and re-establishing connections,
indicating that they viewed Aboriginal staff members as uniquely positioned to
discuss educational matters with Aboriginal families. AEWs were seen as
endowed with access to community and positioned to undertake tasks such as
phone conversations or visits to family homes, particularly where families were
perceived to be ‘hard to reach’ or reluctant to come to the school. Capitalising
on this, the principals at Arunda Lakes and at Curreena articulated how they
had planned for the school’s AEWs to play a central role in connecting the
school with Aboriginal families as they made the transition to school. The
principals at Yarimbah and Parramurra portrayed their school’s AEWs as
performing a ‘meet and greet’ role when families arrived for orientation
sessions, and at Burraji Park and Narrigo the principals expressed their
aspirations for greater Aboriginal support staff involvement in transition to
school processes.
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Appropriate leadership support that includes a willingness to reflect on
barriers to Aboriginal children’s and their families’ participation in schools is
central to successful transition to school programs (Mason-White, 2014). In
this study, principals, AEWs and several teachers demonstrated a willingness
to reflect on barriers to the engagement of Aboriginal children and their
families with schools. A common perception amongst them was that parental
mistrust and fear of schools and educators were barriers to familyeducator/school connectedness. Parental fear and mistrust were theorised in
various ways, including: a fear of being judged; the association of schools with
institutional authority and prior negative experiences with institutions; and/or,
that parents may have had their own negative experience of school. Taken
together, these theories suggest some recognition that past experiences of
institutional racism impact the ways in which Aboriginal families experience
schools (Bodkin-Andrews & Carlson, 2014). Nevertheless, it could be argued
that the way in which Aboriginal parents were positioned as hard to reach,
difficult to engage, fearful, or untrusting, locates ‘the problem’ with Aboriginal
parents and their past experiences of race relations in Australia. As a result,
ways of knowing Aboriginal families and doing Aboriginal education remain
focused on Aboriginality as ‘the problem’ and attention is averted from
problematising the culturally-biased practices of Western educational settings
and educators (Phillips, 2012a). One other possible consequence of the
construction of Aboriginal parents as fearful and untrusting of schools is that it
may perpetuate a more generally held misconception that Aboriginal parents
are unable or unwilling to enter into collaborative partnerships with schools
(Luke et al., 2013; McLaughlin et al., 2012).
Events such as NAIDOC celebrations were recognised as opportunities
to involve Aboriginal families and community members in schools. In contrast
to their willing participation in these events, parents’ non-attendance at the
more formal meetings related to their child’s learning, was perceived as
unwillingness and selectiveness. Another construction of Aboriginal parents
that emerged was that their non-attendance or non-engagement with school
processes such as PLPs or transition to school visits was an indication that they
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did not value their child’s education. Parents were thereby positioned as
unsupportive of their child’s learning. Several educators indicated the
challenging nature of parents/families’ non-attendance for educational
purposes, and educators felt that they had in place, or were investigating,
strategies to effect change such as open-door classrooms and dissemination of
information. Typically though, their evaluation of these practices did not
suggest any awareness of how they might be imbued with language and
expectations that only reflected mainstream ways of being, knowing and doing,
nor that wide variation can exist in parents’ capacity to access school-home
communication (Brooker, 2002).
Promoting positive Aboriginal identities
At Arunda Lakes, Curreena, and Burraji Park, opportunities for cultural
connections were afforded to children as part of regular gatherings with their
Aboriginal peers in a cultural group. In addition to cultural immersion activities
such as Aboriginal art, dance, story and music found across all schools,
participation in these groups seemed to offer further identification processes
and opportunities such as: learning to speak or sing in an Aboriginal language;
tracing children’s genealogy; connecting with Aboriginal students from
communities on another Country; learning about Aboriginal histories; forming
bonds with Aboriginal peers and educators; performances which involved
Aboriginal students sharing language or culture at assemblies; and being
engaged in conversations around Aboriginality (including counter-narratives to
negative stereotypes of Aboriginality). This list suggests that opportunities for
children to co-construct their Aboriginal identity through social participation in
their own (but not only) identity-group, and to act as agents in the
representation of that identity to the wider school community, were distinctive
to schools where children participated in a cultural group.
At Arunda Lakes and Burraji Park, part of the impetus for the
Aboriginal group program was a perceived ‘lack’ or ‘loss’ of cultural identity
and identification among Aboriginal families and their community. Echoing
Nakata (2012), this is a manifestation of the Western gaze that limits how
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Aboriginal and Islander positions are understood and responded to. One
principal did refer to disenfranchisement, which suggested some
acknowledgement of the dispossession that has diminished culture and
community. Another principal effectively apportioned responsibility to parents
and communities who were positioned as not equipping their children with a
strong cultural identity. The principals’ estimation of this situation has possibly
been made more complex by the well-established understanding that a strong
cultural identity and connectedness is both protective and propitious for
Aboriginal children (Armstrong et al., 2012; Colquhuon & Dockery, 2012;
Dockett et al., 2006). Principals may also be influenced by the discursive field
of reparation and remedy discourses that circulate in relations between
Indigenous and white Australians in suburban Sydney (Cowlishaw, 2008).
According to Cowlishaw (2010, p. 208), there is a movement of white
Australians that perceive a need to “re-read…the precious and mysterious into
Aboriginal people”. Thus, the view that schools should design cultural
curricula for Aboriginal students to compensate for what they have ‘lost’ may
be mediated by multiple ways of knowing, some of which are codified through
Western inscriptions of Aboriginal peoples. In the third school that offered a
cultural group, Curreena, the value of the cultural group was seen as its
capacity to prevent the loss of the cultural identities and connectedness that the
children and their families were regarded as having. While families were noted
to be more or less connected to the Aboriginal community, the educators’
narratives did not convey a sense that the cultural activities of the school were
providing something that families and communities could not. Children and
families were seen as being Aboriginal in an unconditional way. There was a
sense that Aboriginality was valued and should be shared, recognised and
maintained in the school.
The diversity of approaches evident across these three schools is likely
to be a reflection of the heterogeneity and complexity of Aboriginal
communities (Peters-Little, 2000), but also reflective of the differing
perceptions of Aboriginal peoples’ educative needs held by key (often nonAboriginal) people in schools. Further complexity and tension relating to
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promoting positive Aboriginal identities was apparent in the comments of
several teachers, who indicated that they did not see Aboriginal children as
having particular cultural knowledge or connections that indicated that
Aboriginality was a part of their sense of self. Following this, these teachers
questioned the extent to which schools and teachers should play a role in
teaching Aboriginal children about their culture. The principals at Curreena
and Arunda Lakes recounted their understanding of the complexity of
Aboriginal identities and this was reflected in their approaches to identity-work
in the school. For example, a life history approach was employed at Arunda
Lakes to enable children to connect with their Aboriginal heritage in ways that
held meaning at an individual and a communal level.
Being an educator of the study children
Several educators spoke of making conscious efforts to enhance
children’s positive sense of self. This was often associated with educators’
perceptions that a study child might experience school negatively as they were
not meeting expectations. Teachers were concerned about the effect that not
meeting expectations could have and might put children ‘at risk’ of low selfesteem and disengagement from school. In some cases, children’s home
environments were implicated as contributing to children not meeting
expectations.
Summary of Research Question 2
This section has presented some key considerations relating to the ways
in which the study schools sought to promote successful transitions to school
for Aboriginal children. These were encompassed in four main narratives.
These narratives showed both commonalities and diversity in the approaches to
preparations for school, teaching Aboriginal learners, connecting with
Aboriginal families and communities, and promoting positive Aboriginal
identities being espoused and enacted by educators. The findings show that
various approaches employed across schools were influenced by the
philosophies and perceptions held by, and sometimes collaborations among,
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key people working in the school. Other factors may include: sector provided
professional learning; external funding; and educator experience and cultural
awareness.
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10.3 Findings in relation to the Research Question 3
Research Question 3 – How do ways of being, knowing and
doing intersect to promote a positive sense of self in relation to
school?
The transition to school can be conceived as a shared responsibility, an
opportunity for collective growth, and a time in which collaboration amongst
families and schools enhances the transition process for all concerned (ETC
Research Group, 2011). This view positions successful transition to school as a
mutually desired destination point. Indeed, in this study individuals and schools
were working purposively towards a positive start to school for all concerned.
Along the way there were multiple intersections at which children’s, families’,
and educators’ and schools’ ways of being, knowing and doing came together
to promote a positive sense of self. These ways of being, knowing and doing
related to:
1. preparing for school
2. children and their relationships
3. children and their learning
4. connections between schools and Aboriginal families and communities
5. children and their identities.
1. Ways of being, knowing and doing relating to preparing for school
The findings of this study suggest that there was a strong degree of
confluence among the adults’ ways of knowing that children were prepared for
school. That is, there was consensus among their appraisals of children’s
preparedness for school. This consensus extended to identifying and valuing
the same attributes that children possessed and contributed to their positive
transition, as well as to identifying and valuing the contributions of various
supports surrounding the child and family. Thus, it is likely that the significant
others in most of the transitioning children’s lives expected them to experience
a positive start to school. This congruence of positive expectancies toward
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children’s preparedness for school in the mesosystem of home and school is
likely to positively influence children’s and mothers’ sense of self in relation to
school (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).
Mothers’ narratives revealed their particular contributions to their
child’s preparedness which emanated from their philosophies about childrearing, meeting the expectations of school, and ‘a good education’. For
example, mothers spoke of valuing and teaching their children ways of being
such as independence, familiarising children with the expectations of school
such as sitting and listening, and accessing professional support for their
children as ways of preparing for school. Much of this possibly went
unrecognised by educators, but the findings suggest that the majority of adults
were working towards similar preparedness goals. However, other than in the
narrative offered by Sasha describing her collaboration with Marlee’s PTS
educators, there was little evidence that either mothers’ or educators’ goals
arose from mutually constructed understandings. Indirect opportunities to gain
knowledge about schools, such as older siblings having started school or
learning from PTS educators, were more likely to have contributed to the
similarity in goals than direct opportunities for school teachers and parents to
learn from one another.
Given that families’ preparations for school mark the beginning of their
relationship with school (Ramey & Ramey, 1994), and that the educational
goals of school are likely to differ to those of home and PTS settings (RimmKaufman & Pianta, 2000), it is important that parents and schools configure
goals that are inclusive of their multiple perspectives to inform preparations for
school. In the context of repositioning Aboriginal perspectives at this interface
of home and school, and to address the imperative of Aboriginal determination
of their educational futures (Herbert, 2011; Rigney, 2010), schools must
directly engage with Aboriginal families and communities. In this study, the
schools and individual educators demonstrated quite different approaches to
when, where, and how children and families and schooling came together as all
were preparing for school. For example, three schools in this study afforded
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families the potential for this relationship to begin early and build over time
through initiatives such as community outreach, employing Aboriginal staff
with established connections to the local community, and playgroups that
connected families with school when children were infants. The other schools
more clearly delineated enrolment at school as the time for establishing the
relationship between home and school. At one of the first group of schools, the
principal emphasised building relationships characterised by reciprocity and
trust as underpinning transitions practices. In this school, responding to
possible barriers, such as cultural safety and repositioning Aboriginal educators
and knowledges as leading the transition programs were central to open,
comfortable, two-way conversations when Aboriginal families and school
came together. These practices resonate with intercultural education
approaches that emphasise the importance of “sustained, reciprocal
relationships… and the need for teachers to be constantly aware of the
influence of their cultural background (including whiteness) on their thinking
and practices” (Miller & Petriwskyj, 2013, p. 259).
Mothers’ sense of preparedness for school was constructed at an
intersection of knowledge about schools’ expectations and their child’s ability
to adjust to the expectations of school. So, despite concerted efforts to prepare
their child for school and a belief that their child was prepared, some mothers
remained concerned that their child may not meet the expectations of school.
Above all, mothers’ concerns were about their child’s behaviours, and that
their child would be ‘judged’ because they would not initially know how to
‘be’ at school. Kindergarten teachers also consistently referred to the
importance of learning the expectations of school and noted their concerted
efforts to support children to do so. This provides an insight into mothers’ and
educator’s knowledge of the importance of supporting children to meet the
expectations of school and the weight of the concerns that they sometimes held
for children who were not deemed to be meeting expectations. This suggests
that there is a lot educators can do to allay parental concern about the
expectations that are held of children by educators in their first year of school.
For example, the necessity for schools to employ, and be explicit about how
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they use, strengths-based approaches in transitions pedagogy could be
particularly helpful in this respect (Dockett et al., 2008; Mason-White &
SNAICC, 2013). But more than this, it highlights the need for educators to
communicate to parents how this approach informs their work. Equally,
educators need to be clear about the nature of transition to school as a process
and, in doing so, be able to communicate to parents that periods of adjustment
vary significantly amongst children and that this knowledge informs their
expectations of children. This could open up a space for parents to share with
educators their views and concerns about the expectations that they understand
their child will be expected to conform to and whether or not they considered
the schools’ transitions practices to be helpful in this respect.
As described in Chapter 2, ‘ready schools’ are an important component
of context-oriented approaches to school transition. The educator narratives
revealed clear indications that they were engaged in ways of knowing and
doing that reflected a ‘ready schools’ agenda. Yet, in this study, what most
schools appeared to be readying for, was children’s learning-related needs. If
transitioning children are positioned primarily as the ‘academic child’ – that is,
they are categorised according to who they are, or known to be, as learners – it
is likely that normative ideas about learners are being employed. Thus, in a
range of ways, schools’ focus on academic capital, is likely to limit
opportunities for schools to learn about, and build on, the abilities and
identities that Aboriginal children embody when they start school (Dockett et
al., 2008; Mason-White & SNAICC, 2013). This focus on academics at a
school-level might also compound the issues around expectations noted above
by diverting opportunities for educators to identify and talk about concerns that
relate to other dimensions of school preparedness. For example, the need for
educators and families to discuss concerns about behavioural expectations has
been identified in this thesis.
The prioritising of children’s learning needs at the time of transition to
school, and the concomitant invisibility of culture, has implications for what
can be known and for signalling to families what is valued. The invisibility of
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culture in school’s ways of knowing and doing or the possibility that children
would be discriminated against because of their Aboriginality, was an
alienating experience for four Aboriginal mothers in this study. While the
majority of mothers did not indicate the need for their culture to be considered
at the time of transition to school, these four mothers were concerned that
theirs and their child’s Aboriginal cultural values and identities would not be
recognised and respected in schools. One way for schools to be responsive to
the diversity of Aboriginal mothers’ needs and concerns identified in this
study, is to employ approaches that attend to dialogic relationships and
recognise and value multiple ways of being, knowing and doing (Kearney et
al., 2014).
2. Ways of being, knowing and doing relating to Aboriginal children
and their relationships
Across the narratives constructed for children, mothers and educators, it
was evident that each was conscious that forming friendships and acceptance
among peers were potential challenges children faced as they start school.
Children themselves had strategies for making friends, knew where to seek
support, and anticipated success with resolving conflict at school. However,
not all children experienced success in their efforts. Where this occurred,
mothers monitored conversations with children and noticed their children’s
experiences of not having friends at school. Comments from mothers and
children from very early in Kindergarten provided indications that some
children were experiencing social challenges. However, educators often did not
comment on children’s social challenges until Year 1, and for one child,
Marlee, they were not apparent to her teachers. For most of the children who
appeared to have difficulty forming friendships, the adults around them
employed strategies to support them, but these did not appear to be coordinated
across home and school. These findings suggest that adults close to children
are usually attuned to children’s social challenges and, as a result, are
concerned about the wellbeing of these children. These adults are therefore
well-placed to support children. However, it would appear that adults’ concerns
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need to be channelled into active and collaborative support efforts earlier for
children to avoid the accumulated effects of conflict and rejection. Given the
importance of positive friendships to children experiencing school as an
enjoyable and supportive environment (Peters, 2003), early support is needed
for children to form and maintain friendships and avoid the risk of a
diminished sense of connectedness and acceptance at school.
In the present study, several children relied on siblings or cousins to
provide support and as playmates. It seemed likely too, that older siblings in
particular had gained insights into the conflict that younger children were
experiencing as the younger children sought them out to when their attempts to
play with same-age peers had been rejected. Research suggests that these
existing strong relationships with older siblings, as well as other relationships
with older peers such as those formed via buddy systems, might be mobilised
as an avenue for supporting children in the playground (Dockett & Perry,
2013a). In the schools in this study, this would mean that rules about separate
play areas for younger and older children may need to be ‘relaxed’ for this kind
of support. Given the complexity and importance of peer relationships,
educators may need to scaffold and monitor older children to ensure that they
have adequate resources to support younger children to form and maintain
friendships. Additionally, children’s narratives about the connection between
play and friendship in this study suggest that teachers can foster friendships by
providing play-based activities and environments within their class and across
classes, as well as in the playground.
In their early years of school, children’s ways of doing intersected with
teachers’ ways of guiding children’s behaviour to meet the expectations of
school. In part, children’s early success with meeting expectations was likely to
be a reflection of families’ and PTS educators’ preparedness efforts to induct
children into the ways of school. Teacher-child relationships became
particularly powerful once children started school as teachers were perceived
by both children and mothers as the arbiters of who was meeting expectations.
Being good in relation to school became another salient dimension of
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children’s sense of self. This equated with knowing the rules and being able to
abide by them. Children’s positive sense of being good was constituted at an
intersection of the bi-directional effects of possessing attributes such as
maturity, independence, and the ability to ‘fit in’ to the expectations of school,
and positive reinforcement by teachers and schools (such as merit systems).
Teachers spoke of engaging purposefully to ensure that children who were not
‘fitting in’ with school expectations, did still receive positive reinforcement at
school. For example, they provided experiences that they saw as countering
negative experiences that might impede positive sense of self in relation to
school. All but one of the teachers identified the study children as having
particular strengths. While some children in this study reported being aware
that that there were ways in which they were not meeting expectations, it
seemed that positive relationships with teachers were instrumental in shaping
children’s positive outlook despite the challenges.
3. Ways of being, knowing and doing relating to Aboriginal children
and their learning
All children saw themselves as competent in one or more areas of their
learning at school. Although the majority of children recognised that they were
working towards competency in some areas of their learning, they represented
themselves as capable of future success in this respect, often recognising the
conditions under which they could achieve success. Children’s comments
suggest that parents and teachers contributed to their positive expectancies and
to their recognition of how they learned best. At the same time, the findings
indicate that children were well-equipped to report the areas in which they
were experiencing challenges in their learning. At each time point, over half of
the children reported aspects of school that they were ‘not good at’. Children
often identified the contingent nature of these challenges, the factors that
contributed to their lowered sense of competency, and offered solutions to their
challenges. This highlights the importance of gaining children’s perspectives
about how to overcome less positive self-concepts about participation and
performance of academic activities.
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The learner narratives at the three schools that offered a cultural
program for Aboriginal children contained examples of children identifying
that they had learned Aboriginal language (songs) or about Aboriginal culture.
This integration of learning cultural knowledge into children’s sense of being a
learner resonates with positive sense of self as inclusive of a strong learner
identity as well as a strong cultural identity, and a sense that both identities
‘belong’ together, and to school (Purdie et al., 2000; Sarra, 2011). For these
children, their identity as a learner in the school context was inclusive of
learning Aboriginal knowledges. One of the findings in this study indicated
that children did tend to form their sense of self as a learner around the learning
that they participated in most at school, such as literacy and numeracy. This
may point to the importance of embedding Aboriginal ways of knowing and
doing into these key learning areas, rather than approaches that effectively
reduce them to only having relevance on ‘special days’ or at Aboriginal events
such as NAIDOC.
As noted previously, mothers were engaged in preparing children for
learning at school well before their first day of school. As their child
progressed through school, mothers continued to hold positive expectations
relating to their child at school, utilise pedagogical strategies that were
reflective of those valued at school by their educators, and nurture children’s
positive dispositions towards school. They balanced this with vigilance relating
to ensuring that their children’s wellbeing needs were being met. However,
much of their engagement in their child’s education may have been ‘invisible’
to educators.
For the most part, mothers trusted educators to be adequately attending
to their child’s learning and to lead the conversation with parents if children
were not meeting learning-related expectations. This might be conceived
through Aboriginal terms of reference as the mutual obligations that constitute
relatedness (Martin, 2012). It is also possible that pragmatics may be a factor.
For example, Lea et al. (2011, p. 10) suggest that parental expectation for
educators to take the lead in children’s learning can simply be a case of
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“pragmatism” when parents are juggling the demands of family, work,
community obligations, and sometimes complex circumstances that have their
roots in colonisation. The extent to which educators acknowledged this
complexity varied within and across contexts. Engaging Aboriginal parents in
their child’s learning was noted as a particular challenge at four schools. This
construction of Aboriginal parents as unwilling or unable to engage with
school about their child’s education does not fit with the mothers’ perspectives
reported in this research. Mothers of Aboriginal children were typically
proactive and effective advocates for their child – they did not construct
themselves as unwilling to connect with the school. Engagement or nonengagement with school was far more complex. It encompassed mothers’
personal preference to participate, or not to participate, in social gatherings at
schools, determinations of when and how parents could engage to best fit with
their competing demands, as well as differing perceptions of when there was a
need to engage with school. However, none of these reasons precluded
engaging with teachers about their child’s education should there be a need.
Again, this concurs with Lea et al. (2011), who proposed that Aboriginal parent
engagement in their child’s education may not always fit with, or be visible
through policy framings of ‘engagement’ and educators’ expectations (often
influenced by policy). They concluded that “non-visibility [of Aboriginal
parents] is an exaggerated problem [and] does not equate with lack of interest
or lack of participation in schooling” (p.11).
The findings in this research also suggest that power relations present at
parent-teacher knowledge interfaces (Hughes & MacNaughton, 2002) can act
as a barrier to parent engagement with school. Mothers’ accounts of needing to
take a proactive stance and be persistent suggest that there were, or that there
were expectations that there would be, power struggles in their relations with
teachers. These were particularly apparent when mothers’ knowledge
represented a challenge to the expertise of educators’ knowledge (Hughes &
MacNaughton, 2002). Mothers also conveyed a sense that perceptions of the
‘normal’ parent constrained their inclination to engage with the school to
advocate for their child. For several Aboriginal mothers, perceptions of
430

schools’ core business as over-riding or precluding an education that would
meet their aspirations for their child to experience a greater level of cultural
connectedness at school, left them feeling powerless to challenge the ways of
doing Aboriginal education in their school. So, while schools and educators in
this study were clearly trying to identify and dismantle some of the barriers to
parent engagement in their schools and communities, their perceptions of the
barriers as resting with unwillingness to engage about their child’s learning did
not recognise the complexity of the discursive barriers that parents may be
navigating.
4. Ways of being, knowing and doing relating to connections between
schools and Aboriginal families and communities
Engaging in building and strengthening connections between
Aboriginal families and communities were most prominent in the narratives of
principals and AEWs. These narratives indicated that this work was keenly felt
as a mandate that underpinned a vision for Aboriginal education. Ultimately,
the work of building school-family-community connectedness was about
facilitating family and community participation in school processes, but in
effect much of what was being done by schools was focused on effective
communication processes to inform families and community about what was
happening in schools and how parents and community could be involved. From
this perspective, decisions were already made about school processes and
parents and communities were expected to engage with them. As with parent
engagement in their child’s learning, the reasons for not engaging in school
processes were likely to be complex, although this research did not seek
community perspectives to inform this. Some educators were sensitive to
relations being complex, but there was a tendency for some educators to blame
parents and community for not engaging, rather than question the schools’
biases toward mainstream ways of knowing and doing that may alienate
parents and community. Similarly, the extent to which school-community
engagement was a reciprocal process was limited. For example, family and
community engagement that enabled “community members…to support both
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community and school” (McLaughlin et al., 2012, p. 193) was perhaps implicit
in interactions in some schools, but for the most part, the benefits of
community engagement accrued to the schools’ goals. Schools’ goals in this
context could be seen as improving Aboriginal students’ learning outcomes.
Such goals do not necessarily conflict with those held in Aboriginal
communities. However, there needs to be a space in which mutually
constructed goals are configured as well as the processes that could be
employed in schools to meet these goals so that benefits based on Aboriginal
terms of reference accrue to children, their families, and the community.
The extent to which schools and individual educators felt that they had
been successful in making connections with Aboriginal families and
communities was dependent on a range of factors. Teachers noted their
experience in their profession or their levels of awareness about the
multifaceted nature of Aboriginal peoples’ circumstances as factors impacting
their capacity for connecting with Aboriginal parents. None of the teachers
indicated that connections with Aboriginal parents or community could be
made beyond the school grounds. Several AEWs and one principal saw
contexts external to the school, such as in the local neighbourhood and
Aboriginal services, as places where relationship building could take place.
Two principals saw strong relationships with children as a pre-condition for
relationships with their parents. This last factor was also reflected in mothers’
narratives. Educators who visibly demonstrated that they felt genuine affection
for children and were looking out for their wellbeing needs were perceived
positively by mothers.
Principals generally felt that Aboriginal staff members at the school
were the key factor in enabling school-family-community connections. In the
two schools that did not employ Aboriginal staff, the importance of having
Aboriginal staff was still felt. At one, Burraji Park, the non-Aboriginal ASLSO
was considered able to form connections with Aboriginal families through her
connection by marriage to Aboriginality. At Narrigo, the principal had invested
a great deal of effort to attract funds to employ an AEW, and believed that the
432

impending new appointment of an AEW would improve school-community
connections. At several schools, AEWs were seen as able to build connections
with families that non-Aboriginal educators could not. Children and mothers
identified AEWs as a significant influence on their experiences of school. From
mothers’ perspectives, it was easy for them and their children to relate to the
AEWs. Where AEWS provided a cultural program, these were appreciated by
mothers. Some mothers noted receiving support from AEWs that would
otherwise not have been available to them. The role of the AEW in advising
the school on Aboriginal matters was seen by one mother as critical to schools’
provision of culturally responsive services to Aboriginal families.
Educators referred to the fear and distrust of the education system that
they perceived to be harboured in the Aboriginal community as a barrier to
family-community-school connections. The literature identifies this as an
important issue to be addressed to improve Aboriginal children’s educational
achievements (Zubrick et al., 2006). However, sentiments of fear and distrust
of schools or educators were not evident in mothers’ comments. Some
educators noted that their position as a white teacher meant that they would
always be read as an authority figure by Aboriginal families and that this
formed a barrier to relationships with some families. One principal felt that it
was possible to affect change in this respect by working to reposition herself,
whereas another seemed resigned to his position and the barriers that it was
perceived to represent. In one sense it is positive that principals were willing to
acknowledge the existence of power. However, there was evidence in this
research to suggest that particular ways of relating and communicating that are
informal, non-judgemental, based on equality among parties, and
complemented by culturally safe spaces and people, can re-configure power
relations and enable Aboriginal parents to negotiate and represent their own
position. This is not meant to suggest that AEWs are not needed to represent
the school to foster and provide culturally safe and responsive ways of being,
knowing, and doing. However, it is important that where AEWs are able to
take up the task of engaging with ‘hard to reach’ families, that non-Aboriginal
educators are not enabled to step aside from engaging in communicative
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practices that enable Aboriginal families and educators to gain experience in
addressing issues with each other. That is, it is important that educators do not
relegate both themselves and Aboriginal families to such dichotomous
positions, accepting a situation where there appears to be no possibility for a
different kind of relationship. This can serve to perpetuate an ‘us and them’
mentality; one that is arguably built on colonial discourses that assume a
superiority-inferiority relationship between educators and Aboriginal peoples.
This is unlikely to foster relations between home and school, which in turn, can
negatively impact children’s sense of self (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).
Indeed, where “the maintenance of connections to family and community
forms the basis of the development of a child’s identity as an Indigenous
person, their cultural connectedness, and the emergence of their spirituality”
(Armstrong et al., 2012, p. 15), it is imperative that schools foster schoolfamily-community relationships.
5. Ways of being, knowing and doing relating to Aboriginal children
and their identities
By focusing on children’s perspectives about their sense of being
Aboriginal, this study showed significant diversity in the ways in which
children made sense of their Aboriginality. Children’s cultural identities were
unique to their contemporary realities, as well as to their sense of belonging to
a ‘traditional’ culture. In their home, family, and community environments,
children had unique relationships to Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal cultural
worlds and children started school with diverse understandings of themselves
as Aboriginal children.
From the perspectives of most mothers, the schools in this study were
meeting the Aboriginal cultural needs of families. Aboriginal and nonAboriginal parents identified the need for Aboriginal programs for their
children at school along cultural and personal wellbeing lines. Educators held
similar rationales to mothers for the cultural programs offered to children in
schools. References to interactions with Aboriginal people and Aboriginal
cultural knowledge at school were more evident in children’s and mothers’
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narratives when Aboriginal people, spaces and culture at school were readily
recognisable to children and mothers. The converse was apparent in the three
schools in which children and mothers had fewer opportunities to engage with
Aboriginal peers or educators, or with sources of cultural knowledge. In
schools where children were unable to or less able to recognise Aboriginal
spaces, people and cultural representations, narratives of being an Aboriginal
child at school were not evident, were less evident, or reflected a sense of
marginality. Three mothers whose children transitioned to a school that did not
offer a cultural program for Aboriginal children, expressed disappointment at
the lack of opportunities for their children to build on their knowledge about
their Aboriginality at school. Taken together, these findings strongly suggest
that the physical, cultural and social makeup of school contexts impact
children’s and mothers’ sense of self in relation to their Aboriginality as
children start school.
Most mothers believed that their child and other members of their
family held a strong sense of themselves as Aboriginal. Some mothers noted
that they did not think that their child identified as Aboriginal as they were
starting school. This was not conveyed as problematic, but rather that their
identity was still subject to children making their own connections to what it
means to them to be Aboriginal. It was apparent in mothers’ narratives that
ways of being Aboriginal and expressing an Aboriginal identity took many
different forms across families. Six mothers talked about how many of the
details about their family’s Aboriginal heritage had been lost over time. Many
of these mothers were involved in trying to recover these details, but noted that
it was often a difficult task to re-establish family connections or to ask older
family members to share their memories if they were painful or irretrievably
lost. Families’ stories about seeking to learn more about their Aboriginal
heritages suggest that schools’ concerns about cultural ‘loss’ are warranted at
one level, but that schools’ observations of their communities as lacking are
too simple. More than this, when schools construct the ‘lack’ of identity and
connectedness in Aboriginal communities through ahistorical lenses as an
‘Aboriginal problem’, families and communities are constructed as deficient
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(Nakata, 2012). The resulting work of schools “giving it back in dribs and
drabs” (Nakata, 2012, p. 90), in turn lacks a strengths-based approach that
builds on the knowledge and capacities of children and their families.
The findings that have emerged from mothers’ stories of re-establishing
links to family histories have many implications for school practices as they
relate to supporting Aboriginal children’s sense of self as an Aboriginal child.
First, families’ accounts of learning about their Aboriginal identity and adding
to what is known about their heritage resonate with an understanding of
identity as fluid rather than fixed (Purdie et al., 2000), and as continually
evolving and being shaped and re-shaped by interactions with others and the
environment. At the same time, mothers’ narratives about their families should
remind educators that many Aboriginal families do aspire to consolidate family
knowledge and ‘strengthen’ family members’ identities and are often
experiencing their own processes of change and renewal (Kunoth-Monks,
2007). Consequently, family members were often actively involved with their
own cultural identity formation processes and this potentially offers a space for
relationships between school and families that are based on a common goal and
can capitalise on the strengths and resources that each stakeholder can bring to
the relationship. An additional insight gained in this study through mothers’
narratives was that Aboriginal parents can be engaged in their own learning
about their histories and cultures. While some mothers had only ever known
themselves to be Aboriginal, others were learning as adults about their
Aboriginal heritage. In this latter group, parents were to varying degrees on a
path to learning specific family knowledge and history yet were still
disconnected from the cultural knowledge and practices often of interest to
schools. As such, it is important that schools do not assume parents’ ‘expertise’
in relation to cultural knowledge. Stories of identity regeneration appeared to
be a part of the everyday realities for many Aboriginal families and it is
important that educators position these contemporary realities alongside
‘traditional’ realities (ACARA, 2013). If schools can afford Aboriginal family
and community members opportunities to share their stories and knowledges,
not only can it have a positive impact on Aboriginal parent and community
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participation at school (Burridge et al., 2012), but also assist schools to better
interrogate assumptions and practices such as those identified in this study as
likely to essentialise Aboriginal children in schools. Additionally, and as the
relationship that existed between Anita’s (Ryan’s mother) and Curreena PS
exemplified, schools have the potential to be a resource to support families’ to
realise their cultural aspirations.
Learning about, and being connected to, culture provides Aboriginal
children with a strong sense of self (Kickett-Tucker, 2009; SNAICC, 2012).
The children who participated in cultural programs in this study did indicate
that they were learning Aboriginal cultural knowledge. However, the teaching
of “cultural knowledge needs to be in the control of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people so that [their] children’s cultural needs are met”
(SNAICC, 2012, p. 1). In all schools, cultural immersion events that were
hosted by Aboriginal people or organisations were sought for Aboriginal
children to participate in. In two schools, cultural knowledge taught in the
group program was in the control of the school’s AEW. In children’s
narratives, their sense of being Aboriginal at school was inextricably linked
with attending their cultural group, the cultural knowledge learned there, the
AEW from whom they learned, and the Aboriginal peers they learned with.
However, in one school, participation in their Aboriginal group did not afford
the opportunity to learn from Aboriginal educators or community members.
Likewise, in many classrooms, children were “learning their [non-Indigenous]
teacher’s meta-narrative about Aboriginal people” (Harrison & Greenfield,
2011, p. 70). Across all of the schools, even those with an AEW, there
appeared to be little evidence of consultation with Aboriginal peoples or their
agencies about teaching and learning relating to Aboriginal cultural knowledge.
Drawing on Miller’s (2011) framework of three effective approaches to
embedding Indigenous perspectives, most of the schools aligned with practical
and symbolic approaches. These two approaches encompass the provision of
resources and activities into curricula, and symbolic displays such as
Acknowledgement of Traditional Owners and the Aboriginal flag in the school
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(Miller, 2011). Miller (2011) proposes that these are two of three important
elements in an overall approach to embedding Indigenous perspectives, as they
allow students, families and teachers to see Aboriginal perspectives as included
and valued in the school. Indeed, the narratives of most mothers would suggest
that schools have been effective in this respect. It is the third of Miller’s
approaches, the substantive approach, which ensures Aboriginal peoples’
involvement in the representation of their perspectives, which was less evident
in educators’ narratives. Three principals spoke of initiatives to gain Aboriginal
children’s family and community perspectives on school processes. Their
narratives conveyed a sense of mixed success with engaging families and
community, indicating that there was work to be done to improve these
initiatives. Mothers who were aware of the opportunities to attend these
consultative gatherings indicated that they were constrained by work and
family commitments. The views of Aboriginal community representatives were
not available to this doctoral research, however, it was evident that families in
the study were variously connected, and not connected, to their local
Aboriginal community. This raises the question about the applicability of local
Aboriginal community consultation to all Aboriginal children attending
schools.
As noted previously, mothers viewed children’s journeys towards
Aboriginal identity as ongoing, noting their child’s unique contexts as shaping
the extent to which they had formed and were forming a sense of themselves as
Aboriginal. Some children revealed their preferences for identifying
themselves as half Aboriginal, black and white, and describing themselves as
brown, thus distinguishing themselves from binary constructions that did not fit
with how they made sense of their mixed parentage (Goodyer & Okitikpi,
2007). At Arunda Lakes the principal and AEW recognised the complexity of
Aboriginal identities and sought to assist children to make sense of these
realities in their cultural program. Some educators’ narratives, in contrast,
highlighted their expectation to be able to observe Aboriginal children ‘being
Aboriginal’. The findings in this research, along with a body of scholarly
writing, indicate that this expectation is misguided and perpetuates a colonial
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narrative that measures the authenticity of Aboriginal identities against
stereotypical imagery of what constitutes Aboriginality (Fforde, Bamblett,
Lovett, Gorringe, & Fogarty, 2013). The distinctiveness of Aboriginal culture
for many Aboriginal peoples lies in its “being-ness” and not in its “doing-ness”
(Phillips, 2012a, p. 20). In this study, white educators’ imaginings of what and
who an Aboriginal student should be were drawn on in range of ways. These
findings suggest there is a pressing need for cultural competence professional
development for educators relating to the heterogeneity of Aboriginal
identities. At the interpersonal level, the findings highlight that there is still
much that educators, and researchers, can learn (and unlearn) through listening
to children’s own understandings about who they are.

Chapter summary
In summary, families, schools, and communities were all viewed as
playing important roles in preparing children for school in this study. The
current study identified being prepared as a prominent narrative in the ways of
being, knowing and doing of mothers and educators. It was also evident in this
research that the many of the ways of being, knowing, and doing of mothers
and educators exist in relation to each other, albeit underpinned by different
expectations, aspirations, and beliefs. Other mediating influences of the adult
participants’ preparations for school were also evident. These included schoolbased priorities at the time of transition to school and broader discourses
around readiness.
Educators espoused a deep commitment to the goals of Aboriginal
education as demonstrated by the initiation, funding and implementation of a
range of programs/practices designed to support Aboriginal education. In this
study, a one-size-fits-all approach to Aboriginal education was not evident.
However, this was not because, as the literature suggests, schools should
develop ground-up approaches to Aboriginal education. The diversity of
approaches was largely because of the different individual beliefs and
experiences of key people who made decisions in schools about Aboriginal
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education. It was also apparent that opportunities existed for schools to respond
more effectively to meet the diverse needs of children and families.
The image that emerged in schools’ narratives of attempting to establish
a connection to Aboriginal parents considered ‘hard to engage’ was not
reflected in mothers’ narratives. The mothers in this study were willing to
engage with the school and seemed to do so effectively when the need arose –
although this should not avert attention from what may still be a difficult
dialogue for parents (Hayes et al., 2009; Nakata, 2007b). Parents generally
trusted that their children were meeting the schools’ expectations and schools
were ‘doing their job’ in supporting children to meet these expectations. This
might be conceived through Aboriginal terms of reference as the mutual
obligations that constitute relatedness. Likewise, many teachers also drew on
notions of reciprocity, for they too held expectations that parents would support
their children and their teachers. However, each parent-school relationship,
when conceived as a cultural interface, generated unique complexities.
Schools spoke of engagement with Aboriginal communities as
necessary, but often complex, work. The schools were at different stages of
developing community engagement strategies, but all acknowledged the
importance of one or more key individuals as their connection to Aboriginal
families and communities. There was evidence that engaging parents and
communities was about supporting existing or remedial school processes,
rather than about how parents and community members could contribute to
pedagogies for their child to support their transition and learning. While there
was some recognition of historical factors, barriers to engagement were often
seen as manifesting at parents’ end.
The physical, cultural, and social characteristics of schools and the
beliefs and practices of educators appeared to play an influential role in
shaping Aboriginal children’s connectedness to Aboriginal identities. In this
study, school’s ways of knowing and doing operated primarily to support
children’s sense of self as a learner as they start school, and appeared to deflect
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consideration of practices that recognise and affirm children’s sense of self as
Aboriginal.
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Chapter 11
Concluding thoughts – learning and
unlearning
Preface
To really learn about Indigenous communities is to learn about oneself.
(Marker, 2009, p. 35)
From its inception, this research has adopted a premise that despite the “other
worlds that each of us carries around in our heads” (Delpit, 2006, p. xxiv),
there are spaces in which researchers, educators and schools can come together
with children and families to realise successful educational experiences and
outcomes for all children. In my doctoral study, I have focused on the ways
that the stakeholders in the transition to school can and do work together to
foster the positive sense of self that marks successful transition to school. At
the same time as I took this direction, I also had to acknowledge that the
distinctive makeup of others’ worlds—Aboriginal worlds—may not
necessarily be recognisable to, or appreciated by, the Western gaze (Smith,
2012) that was the lens of this research and of the mainstream schools. Thus, I
proposed that new lenses were needed for this research; lenses that engaged
multiple and diverse perspectives in collaborative relationships to generate new
understandings and knowledge. The underlying premise was that mutually
reciprocal connections among distinctive ways of knowing are possible, and
can bring more inclusive and respectful ways of doing to Western academic
settings. With this in mind, this chapter revisits the two knowledge interfaces
that were presented in Chapter 4. Through these lenses, the findings of this
research are considered for their ability to offer possible ways of knowing and
doing that have evolved from this research. More specifically, the findings are
considered for their contribution to a) effective pedagogies for supporting
transition to school for Aboriginal children and their families, and b) research
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that creates spaces for knowledge claims to “co-exist in mutually supporting
relations” (Fitznor, 2012, p. 280).

11.1 Implications of the study: Relationships and
pedagogies that support positive transition to school for
Aboriginal children and their families
Pianta and Walsh (1996) contend that the transition to school “cannot
be reduced to getting children ready for school or getting schools ready for
children….Rather the answer lies in where and how children (and families) and
schooling come together in a relationship, and in the quality of that
relationship” (p. 4). This study has focused on this notion of ‘coming together’
– of connecting and connections. The purpose of the study has been to learn
from children, mothers and educators about how they saw themselves in their
relationships with each other, what they ‘knew’ about each other and transition
to school, and the ways in which they went about accomplishing a successful
start to school. The study viewed these connections, or relationships, through
two conceptual lenses, each of which was the product of ways of knowing
‘coming together’. The following section presents the findings through these
two lenses. First, relationships are viewed at the interface of bioecological
theory and Cultural Interface theory. Second, the intersections of relationships,
relatedness and relationality are considered.

11.1.1 Learning at the first knowledge interface: Bioecological
theory and Cultural Interface theory
In the context of this research, the quality of relationships between
children, families and educators is a distinctively important feature of
successful transition to school for Aboriginal children and families (Dockett et
al., 2008; Mason-White & SNAICC, 2013). In this study it was possible to
consider how the ways of knowing and doing in children’s microsystems
supported their positive sense of self in relation to school. But more than this, it
was possible to see how children’s positive sense of self was supported in their
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relationships with family, educators, and peers. In general, this study suggested
that children experienced positive relationships in their home and school
contexts and, within these relationships, they constructed a positive sense of
self as learners and friends in their school contexts. In their home and family
environments, children had unique relationships with Aboriginal and nonAboriginal cultural worlds and children started school with diverse
understandings of themselves as Aboriginal children.
Another aspect of this study was its opportunity to consider how
children’s microsystems came together in a relationship—the mesosystem
(Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). By and large, similar
beliefs about the attributes children needed to start school and what kind of
learners children should be were shared across home and school contexts.
There were indications in the data that the quality of the relationship in the
mesosystem of PTS settings and schools contributed to this alignment,
although the findings were less suggestive that this alignment was the result of
families and schools coming together before the start to school. Across the
schools in this study, the home-school mesosystem was established at different
times and through different opportunities. Ultimately, the mesosystem of home
and school was supportive of children’s sense of self as a learner once children
started school. At school, processes such as PLPs, parent-teacher meetings, and
informal conversations between parents and teachers afforded opportunities to
work together. Read through a Cultural Interface lens, the ways in which
schools and families came together were variously inscribed by Western
knowledge systems and institutions (Nakata, 2007b). For example, where
mothers and educators held different expectations about parent engagement at
school, current policy aspirations positioned parents as not supportive of, or
contributing to, their child’s education. However, the narratives constructed for
mothers suggest their agency and aspirations in relation to their child’s learning
and education. Particularly in relation to their aspirations, mothers’ decisionmaking at the time of transition to school suggested the “making and re-making
of [Indigenous] selves in the everyday” (Nakata, 2007b, p. 197). Schools
aspired to, and were generally seen by parents as able to, assist with this re445

making. For example, most mothers saw their child’s school as a place where
they and/or their children could gain knowledge about Aboriginal culture that
had been unavailable to them in their family history. However, some mothers
were disappointed by their school’s efforts in relation to Aboriginal cultural
content and competence and felt that their child’s school was another place in
which their experiences of injustice would continue. Mothers also brought to
their ‘making and re-making’, the diverse ways in which they had been
constructed as Aboriginal (or not) in their families. In this sense, mothers’
family history influenced the ways in which they sought to re-construct their
relationship to an individual and collective cultural identity, and also gave rise
to differing relationships with their child’s school.
Where children’s friendships were a cause for concern—to themselves,
their families or their educators—their school-family mesosystem offered some
support. However, the findings indicated that earlier support was often
necessary, and could be possible, if processes allowed for earlier mesosystem
communication and collaboration to respond to children’s friendship
difficulties.
There was evidence in this study that the home-school mesosystem did
not function optimally as a support for children’s sense of being an Aboriginal
child at school. For example, children’s sense of self as an Aboriginal child
was being supported at home and in different ways, at school, but there were
no processes in place, such as there were for supporting children as learners, to
enable families and schools to work together. That schools were engaged in
cultural work without striving to gain some sense of children’s unique cultural
belongings, beliefs and expressions (SNAICC, 2012) has many possible
implications. These related to a) schools’ mandate to include Aboriginal
knowledges, cultures and histories in their curriculum and b) several schools’
perceived mandate to engage Aboriginal children in a separate cultural
program that aimed to foster their cultural connectedness and identity. The
findings of this study suggest that Western ways of reading Aboriginal
children, families and communities still inform this work in schools. With
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respect to cultural work, conceiving the home-school mesosystem as a cultural
interface can facilitate more complex readings of home-school relations that
“give primacy” to children’s and families’ reading of themselves (Nakata,
2007b, p. 197).
Despite this, most mothers were appreciative of their schools’ efforts to
support Aboriginal culture and knowledges, including those who indicated no
particular desire for their child to learn about their unique cultural heritage.
However, and as found with values and goals relating to preparedness, the
alignment was not a product of mutually constructed goals and practices. Four
mothers had disparate goals and aspirations to those of schools and this
translated into discontinuity and disappointment from these mothers about their
transition experiences. Through a Cultural Interface lens, these experiences
were read as shaped at an intersection of historical, local and global forces.
Arguably, the ways in which children are supported to hold a strong
learner identity as well as a strong cultural identity, and a sense that both
identities ‘belong’ together, should be co-constructed. Likewise, the ways in
which children experience cultural connectedness, as those that emanate from
family and community (SNAICC, 2012), should be mutually decided and
resourced by schools and families. Some schools did circumvent family
connections by establishing connections with Aboriginal community members
and agencies in their work to meet children’s cultural needs. However, this can
mean that particular historical and contemporary conceptions of what it means
to families to be Aboriginal may be excluded.

11.1.2 Learning at the second knowledge interface:
Relationships, relatedness and relationality
The theme of relationships, and knowing and doing in relational ways,
has been explored in this research. The positive sense of self that marks
successful transition to school has been conceived as being ‘in relation’,
constituted in and by the new set of relations that starting school represents for
children and their families. In this research, particular mindsets appeared to
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enable educators to ‘see and do things differently’. These ways of seeing and
doing appeared to be guided by relational and reciprocal ways of being,
knowing and doing. Relationships were viewed as a pre-condition for
successful transitions for Aboriginal children and families. Relationship
building required teachers to be learners, in much the same way as
conceptualised by Martin (2007, p. 18) for meeting Aboriginal terms of
reference: “the role of the teacher…[is] first to be one of a learner in order to
establish a physical, social, intellectual, emotional, cultural and spiritual
environment”. The many dimensions of children’s sense of self that educators
must learn about, and be able to affirm, are evident here. This understanding
has particular implications for this study’s premise that a positive transition to
school has been made when a child holds a positive sense of self in relation to
being, knowing and doing in their new school setting.
The findings in this research suggest that the ways of being, knowing,
and doing of Aboriginal children and their families and those of schools’ can,
and do, co-exist, and are not always ‘entirely different terrains’. At times,
similar destinations were being mapped, and similar pathways being navigated,
by mothers and educators, particularly as they prepared children for the
transition to school. At other times, distinctively different ways of being,
knowing, and doing were operating. The most prominent of these were the
different perceptions reflected in the stories that mothers and educators told
about parent and community engagement with school. Another point of
disparity was revealed through some mothers’ stories about transition to school
as a time when their values and understandings relating to the foundations of
their child’s wellbeing were not always responded to. For example, some
mothers had concerns that opportunities for their child to learn about their
culture in their new school environment would be less than they would hope
for. In the relationships that mothers had formed with their school, the sense
that schools were willing or able to respond to their needs was not always
evident. In this study it was apparent that relationship building based on narrow
constructions of children as ‘learners’ were ineffective for enabling Aboriginal
children and their families to share with schools, and for schools to learn from
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children and families about, their cultural strengths, needs and aspirations. In
light of this, it is important for schools to evaluate their existing transitions
practices as they relate to relationship building.
Pedagogies that enable educators to learn about, and be responsive to,
individual families’ lived cultural connectedness and aspirations for cultural
knowledge for their children are likely to be more effective if non-Aboriginal
educators are culturally aware (SNAICC, 2012). Cultural awareness
encompasses “understanding cultural difference and diversity…[with]
approaches…targeted to take these into account” (Mason-White & SNAICC,
2013, p. 23). In particular, this research advocates for educator awareness
about the premise of relatedness (Martin, 2012). Relatedness has been a
valuable lens through which to view the breadth and interdependencies of
Aboriginal selves, and the relations that support positive experiences of
educational settings for Aboriginal children and families. If all facets of
children’s and mothers’ sense of self are to be expanded, schools need to
‘widen their lens’ for coming to ‘know’ Aboriginal children and families at
times of transition. Exchanges that are open to dialogue that goes beyond who
children are as learners are necessary to ensure that knowledge is shared about
the diverse range of strengths and needs that children and families possess.
Arguably, a relational pedagogy required more than a different kind of
mindset to what should be learned at times of transition; it is also required a
different approach to how to learn what is important to one another. That is,
particular ways of relating were acknowledged by all participant groups as
creating the conditions for positive relationships and communications. Children
and mothers noted their appreciation for teachers who were kind and caring.
Mothers felt welcome and accepted in schools when leadership and
administrative staff were non-judgemental and responded to mothers in ways
that made them feel that what they had to say or offer was valued and
important. When educators created opportunities for informal exchanges, these
were noted positively by mothers. Principals who were advocates for
Aboriginal children and their cultural worlds having a place in schools were
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positively regarded by mothers. Part of this advocacy was employing
Aboriginal educators in the school. The combination of many of these factors
seemed to create greater permeability between school and Aboriginal families
and communities. As a result, cultural awareness for everyone in these schools
could grow out of engagement between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
community members (Newman & Yasukawa, 2005). Parent and community
engagement in schools provided opportunities for educators to learn about
children’s “living culture” (Gollan & Malin, 2012, p. 152). It is also likely that
with greater permeability, Aboriginal peoples could become co-producers of
transitions practices that better fit with their ways of doing, and thus better
meet their needs. While various combinations of these qualities were apparent
across all of the schools, there were clear examples at three of the schools in
the study. These schools appeared to have developed more connections with
Aboriginal families and communities and fostered in mothers a strong sense
that their child’s sense of self across social, cultural and academic dimensions
was being nurtured.

11.2 Implications of the study: Possibilities for
professional learning and future research
The findings of this research have identified four specific areas for
further investigation relating to educator professional learning and research to
support schools to promote successful transitions for Aboriginal children and
their families.

11.2.1 Transitions and early childhood education policy
The findings in this study indicate a gap between policy and practice.
The idea that children bring with them to school strengths and needs that relate
to their cultural knowledges and worldviews was a notably absent line of
thinking among principals and educators. This suggests that there is still a need
for schools to be clear about how children’s experiences of transition to school
are in line with such principles as those articulated in Investing in the early
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years—A national early childhood development strategy (COAG, 2009b, p. 4)
that espouse: “a focus on the whole child, across cognitive, learning, physical,
social, emotional and cultural dimensions and learning throughout life; [and] a
focus on respect for diversity and difference as a strength, and helping children
develop a positive sense of self and culture”. This study indicated that broad,
holistic notions of school success that emphasise cultural, psychological and
social wellbeing as important markers of successful transition to school might
best encompass the diverse goals and aspirations of mothers of Aboriginal
children. Importantly, processes are needed to facilitate mutually-constructed
definitions of transition to school and the practices that align with these
definitions. The results of this study highlight the need for better
communication from schools to parents about the expectations that are held of
children. Establishing and communicating definitions that view transitions as
uniquely experienced processes occurring over time can underpin this work.
The Aboriginal education policies and practices developed by each
school might be understood as arranging (Western) knowledge to create a
position for Aboriginal students, families and communities at an institutional
level (Nakata, 2007b). The transition to school is the juncture at which
Aboriginal children’s and their families’ ways of being, knowing and doing
interface with this institutionalised framing of who they are in relation to
school and how they should be educated. In this study, the particular set of
priorities and decisions adhered to in each school gave rise to unique transition
to school experiences for children and families, and potentially communities, at
this juncture. Despite current policy and scholarly opinion, there was little
evidence to indicate that decisions about transitions policy and practice were a
result of collaboration between Western and Aboriginal ways of knowing and
doing. Often, there were imbalances in the extent to which the parties to the
collaboration led and defined the collaborative process. As a result, transition
practices sometimes failed to be responsive to the distinctive ways that
Aboriginal children and mothers knew themselves.
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11.2.2 Cultural competence
Cultural knowledge, awareness and competence enable White,
mainstream teachers to recognise the diversity of identities, strengths and needs
of Aboriginal children and families (Mason-White & SNAICC, 2013;
SNAICC, 2012). The findings of this research showed the many ways in which
children’s cultural identities were unique to their contemporary realities, as
well as to their sense of belonging to a ‘traditional’ culture. This highlights the
importance of educators and researchers looking to children’s ‘being’ to
understand children’s Aboriginal identities (Gollan & Malin, 2012), and not
imposing identities on them from a “mythologised” (Cowlishaw, 2010, p. 209)
version of what it means to be Aboriginal. However, many competing
discourses and beliefs relating to Aboriginal identities were evident in
educators’ narratives, some of which drew on the stereotypical imagery of
colonialist narratives (Fforde et al., 2013). Some educators drew on colourblind and culture-blind discourses (Milner, 2007), contending that
Aboriginality as a racial and/or ethnic category did not matter. These findings
indicate the need for teachers to develop their cultural competence by engaging
in learning that makes visible the colonial underpinnings of particular ways of
knowing Aboriginal students and their families (Phillips & Whatman, 2007). In
several schools, Aboriginal students were positioned as ‘not different’ as a
group of students from other students. Despite this perception, differentiated
practices did occur. Some schools and educators first constructed a culturally
and racially neutral picture of Aboriginal children starting school, then reconstructed them within their schools’ differentiated practices for Aboriginal
children. Thus, race/ethnicity did become a signifier of ‘difference’ as children
progressed through school, but only for the Aboriginal “Other” (MoretonRobinson, 2000). The work of this thesis highlighted that few educators
recognised the embeddedness of educators and education systems as culturally
located. The whiteness of mainstream schools and education was not identified
by participants and therefore its influence and legacy remained invisible as one
of the forces shaping relations when Aboriginal children and families start
school. When race is being understood as a factor that shapes Aboriginal
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children, but not the educators and education systems that they are engaging
with, there is a great danger that particular trajectories and experiences will be
viewed as culturally determined, or a racial ‘by-product’ that belongs only to
the racialised Other (Moreton-Robinson, 2000).

11.2.3 Social justice imperatives
Convictions of the sameness of Aboriginal children with all children
underpinned several educators’ practice of treating all children the same. That
is, Aboriginal children were deemed to be indistinguishable from nonAboriginal children. By virtue of this ‘sameness’, they entered many schools
with access to the same support and resources that are offered to all children.
This might suggest that educators were drawing on a commonly-held principle,
that is, “equality must mean treating everyone in the same way” (Lampert,
2012, p. 89). Here might lie the paradoxical situation where treating all
children equally, and by virtue not doing anything differently, might equate to
perpetuating an inequitable and alienating experience of education for
Aboriginal families (Dealtry, Perry, & Dockett, in press). Moreover, treating
all children equally denies the impact of colonisation: that is, the unequal
playing field that Australian education represents for Aboriginal peoples. From
a social justice perspective, ignoring the social and political circumstances and
priorities of any marginalised group reproduces educational injustices (Lingard
& Keddie, 2013).

11.2.4 Possibilities for future research
By focusing on children’s and mothers’ ways of being, knowing, and
doing, this study found an overall sense of preparedness and competence in
relation to school among children and mothers that ran counter to deficit
perceptions that are constituted at macro-systemic levels. In particular, this
study questions deficit perceptions that: a) construct Aboriginal children as
‘unready’ for school (Taylor, 2011), and b) construct Aboriginal parents as
lacking requisite capacities to engage with schools (Luke et al., 2013). This
result generates support for exploring children’s and mothers’ perspectives
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about themselves and their strengths at the time of transition to school.
Notably, this research, along with others that advocate for the use of strengths
approaches (Armstrong et al., 2012; Perry, 2011), re-casts images of
Aboriginal children and families in terms of their strengths and assets rather
than their vulnerabilities and ‘deficits’. In similar ways, educators in several of
the schools in this study emphasised the ways in which strengths approaches
were being employed in their schools. One principal noted the challenges that
he faced in trying to disrupt the deficit attitudes that some teachers held.
Further research that depicts the strengths of Aboriginal children and families
can support this work in schools. As one example, this research pointed to a
relationship between positive sense of self starting school and values and
practices in children’s home contexts relating to promoting independence in
children. Some mothers desired and effectively engineered their children’s
independence. The literature would also reflect the tendency of Aboriginal
parents to value and promote independence and responsibility (Malin, 1997;
Penman, 2006; SNAICC, 2011), although there is limited research that
explores the extent to which urban-living Aboriginal parents emphasise selfreliance in their child-rearing practices (SNAICC, 2011).
Cultural work in schools that respected and expanded children’s and
mothers’ existing relatedness to others, generated positive relations in schools
and affirmed the cultural facets of children’s sense of being. SNAICC (2012)
identifies supporting educators to engage with cultural work as an area of need.
This study has advocated for informing educators about the premise of
relatedness as a way to build their preparedness for cultural work. Across the
schools in this study, many different approaches to, and opportunities for,
cultural work existed. These were often dependent on the beliefs and
perceptions of key people in the school. While this research does not advocate
for a one-size-fits-all approach, it does advocate for well-informed approaches
and practices. To this end, processes are needed to enable parents/families and
communities to inform practices that seek to place children within their web of
relatedness (Martin, 2012). For example, it is important that this kind of work
involves parents so that actual connections, rather than imagined, are traced. In
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general, schools found the work of engaging parents and communities in the
educative work of the school challenging. However, there were ways of
relating that enabled connections that bridged the cultural worlds of children,
families, and educators. One school in particular was working with broader and
bi-cultural conceptions of transitions processes and practices. Further research
might explore the ways in which Indigenous perspectives can be embedded to
accomplish the partnerships between schools and Aboriginal parents and
community advocated in the literature (Hayes et al., 2009; Lette et al., 2009).
The findings of this study suggest that there may be aspects of “others’
worlds” (Delpit, 2006) that are being ‘missed’ for all children and their
families as they connect with schools. The multiple dimensions of who
children and families are, are not likely to be discoverable through narrow
constructions of children as learners and accompanying narrow sets of
pedagogies and practices. Approaches to transition that emphasise relationality
and children’s and families’ own reading of themselves may have merit as
“contextually and culturally relevant approaches” that facilitate relationship
building rather than “simplifying [transition] by reducing it to a series of
practices or actions” (Dockett & Perry, 2013b, p. 10). The contribution that
Indigenous perspectives make in relation to recognising the complexity of
transition to school and the framing of relational pedagogies as effective
pedagogies of educational transitions warrants further research.

11.3 Limitations of the study
This study has a number of limitations that must be considered. In the
following section I consider limitations to the data generation and
interpretation facets of the research, as well as to the knowledge production
processes engaged.

11.3.1 Limitations of the design
A focus on deep understanding is a strength of both the qualitative case
study and narrative approaches that were employed. Yet in focusing narrowly,
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the approaches surrender the ability of the findings to be generalised to other
cases or the larger population (Stark & Torrance, 2005). Yin (1994), however,
contends that the purpose of case study research is not to relate the findings to
other cases, but to relate findings to broader theories that may be replicated in
other cases. I found this purpose to be commensurate with my commitment to
the ongoing dialogue necessary for examining the conditions and processes that
promoted positive educational experiences for all children.
This study also aimed for the type of generalisation that Stake (1995,
2005) identifies as concomitant with case study inquiry: that which occurs at a
personal level, when individual readers make connections between the
experiences reported and their own. For Stake (1995, p. 42) this is “naturalistic
generalisation” which is achieved through the use of “thick description” to
evoke an empathetic understanding for the participants’ stories. The ambition
to appeal to the reader at a subjective level was further sanctioned by the
narrative approach adopted to interpret and re-present participants’
experiences. A narrative approach permitted a personalised rendering of the
research that featured many ‘voices’, including my own alongside those of the
participants (Clandinen & Connelly, 2000). In the approach taken in this
research, I endeavoured to position my voice as storyteller and to remain
‘alongside’ and ‘another’ (Martin, 2008). Thus, a narrative account can provide
polyvalence in terms of richness and transparency so that multiple audiences
are able to discern who is speaking, what is being said about topics of interest,
and how then their own various interpretations and critiques should be applied.

11.3.2 Limitations of the sample
The sample selected for this study is limited in terms of its
representativeness. One of the factors that decided the selection and deselection of cases was the extent of available data (both quantity of sources and
content of interviews) for each child. It became apparent that a fuller dataset
may be associated with the children and families who were reported to be more
engaged at school and with more stable home circumstances. As I read through
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the teacher interviews, I noticed that some of the children who had not been
selected for my study were those whose home circumstances appeared more
complex and where parents were reportedly less engaged with school. There
appeared to be a relationship between poor attendance, parent engagement at
school, and family involvement with Gudaga-GtS. As such, the sample in this
study may not reflect a representative number of families involved with the
Gudaga study whose circumstances included transience, complex home
circumstances such as financial and personal issues and, sometimes, children
moving in and out of different custody arrangements. These factors are likely
to be implicated in children’s sense of self. Not having these children in the
dataset may have biased the findings. By the same token, there were also
children and families selected for this study who were experiencing complex
circumstances and were engaged with both school and the study.
The sample may have been limited by the use of the postal system to
deliver questionnaires to families. Of concern are the assumptions about family
willingness to engage with the administration expectations that are inherent in
this method of delivery. Support for families was available to assist with
completing questionnaires, but for a number of reasons families may not seek
support.

11.3.3 Limitations of the case narratives
The primary source of data reported on in this thesis was derived from
interviews. It is important to note that these interview conversations were
guided by a set of questions and prompts that reflected, to a large degree, preexisting beliefs and knowledge about transition to school grounded in
predominantly Western research paradigms. For example, children and parents
were asked specific questions about their readiness and preparations for school,
their expectations of school, and their aspirations for the future. The interview
questions did also reflect a set of intentions and motivations for conducting the
research that were co-constructed with Aboriginal research partners. These preexisting beliefs and constructions have shaped the analytical and
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representational framework arrived at in this study and thus, “mark how the
narratives [are] to be evaluated and interpreted” (Josselson et al., 2007, p. 7).
While features of interview conversations were couched in pre-existing
knowledge and motivations, my analysis attempted to arrive at an
understanding of sense of self in relation to school through the personal
narratives of participants. Inevitably though, the identified narratives, or ways
of being, knowing and doing, that are re-presented in the data chapters are coconstructions, informed by researched and researcher views on transition to
school.
Silverman (2006, p. 118) argues that interviews are constructed, in that
“interviewer and interviewee actively construct some reality of the world”. I
acknowledge that I was not present at the interviews with children and mothers
therefore I was not “privy to the layers of meaning that derive from witnessing
the interview participants’ non-verbal communications (Estola, Farquhar, &
Puroila, 2013, pp. 4-5). This was a limitation for how I was able to interpret
their interview conversations. In this sense, the vignettes in Chapter 7 and
narratives in Chapter 8 are my interpretation of a ‘reality’ that was constructed
with other members of the research team. In many cases, children’s and
mothers’ accounts of their sense of self reflected their competencies as
narrators of their lives in general.
I also recognise that compartmentalising the participants’ stories and
experiences into separate narratives is inherently a Western knowledge
tradition that has implications for representing the intersectionality of the ‘ways
of being’ detailed in Chapter 7. Nakata (2007b) contends that this need not
represent an illogical intersection between knowledge traditions, as both
incommensurability and complementarity operate at the interface of Indigenous
and Western knowledges. In this study, the continued interplay of Western and
Indigenous terms of reference produced “the conditions that allow or disallow
the types of conversations and dialogue that can occur” (Nakata, 2007b, p. 199)
and enabled new ways of interpreting the interpersonal, institutional and
societal relations addressed in this study.
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I have employed the notion of re-presentation in Chapter 7 to indicate
the limitations of my capacity to speak about the worlds of others and my
reluctance to position my account of participants’ stories as telling any ‘truths’
of their experience or reality. The stories or narratives re-presented throughout
this thesis should be seen as constructions that show researcher selected
segments of what the participants have chosen to tell about their experience of
their worlds. To the extent that access to participants’ reality is partial, so too is
any interpretation of participants’ narrations (Estola et al., 2013).

11.3.4 Whiteness
The examination of social and cultural circumstances from a white lens
has been described as a “double-bind” (Arber, 2008, p. 82), whereby white
researchers attempt to speak about and make visible the condition of
Whiteness, but in doing so formulate the dialogue through white frames of
reference. This raises the question (one of many) about just how compromised
my attempts to decolonise knowledge production have been given the white
boundaries that I work within. Implicit in the protocols for this research, has
been a counter-narrative to colour and culture blind epistemologies and
research practices (Milner, 2007). I have endeavoured to engage in the kind of
“racial and cultural introspection” (Milner, 2007, p. 395) demanded from this
perspective, but I must now open up the space to a dialogue with others about
the complexities of working with knowledges that are different to one’s own.

11.3.5 Limitations of the protocols
Learning and unlearning at the knowledge interfaces
As I noted at the beginning of this chapter, this research has sought to
engage multiple lenses to explore transition to school for Aboriginal children.
This in itself is a time of multiple connections or intersections of the ways of
being, knowing, and doing – an interface. Having multiple vantage points from
which to view this complex terrain enabled the research to work in dynamic
ways, shifting and weaving, to consider how, and even if, particular lenses
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could be applied to the data. There were times when it was important to
disentangle Indigenous from non-Indigenous, and times when these lines were
blurred. There were times when the decision was political and my commitment
was to challenge the marginalisation of Indigenous knowledges in the
academic landscape and to shift from, and work outside of, the view of
Western knowledge systems as the centre of legitimate knowledge.
It is my hope that these new knowledge interfaces have enabled this
project to reflect research “which has credibility both within the academy as
academic research, and within the Aboriginal world as respectful, respectable,
and useful” (Christie, 2006, p. 80). The process of doing this research for me,
bore comparison to processes described by Martin (2008, p. 69) as
“enfoldment” and “evolvement”. In her words, “enfoldment is a process of
incorporation, of maintaining autonomy whilst establishing, building and
sustaining relatedness [and] evolvement…allow[ing] relatedness to be
expanded, rather than diminished, relinquished and replaced” (Martin, 2008, p.
69). In this sense, distinctive ways of knowing, seeing and doing have come
‘alongside’ to widen the view in this research. I hope that to some extent this
will contribute to the dialogue about the reciprocal benefits of collaborative
research between and amongst diverse perspectives on research and
knowledge.

11.4 Reflecting back on the journey
In this chapter I have reflected on the strengths and challenges of the
interpretive frameworks employed in this study. In relation to the research
protocols, I have attempted to make the ‘dangers unseen’ visible and address
them. There have been times when these issues and challenges have felt
insurmountable. Much of my journey as a researcher has been spent in
introspection about what to do about the ways in which my whiteness and my
Western ways of knowing compromised the research. Much of what was
possible in this study was so because of a space that saw the possibilities of
working in the spaces between differences. There were many “uneasy
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realisations” (Phillips & Whatman, 2007, p. 4), many challenging and
unsettling times, but they were necessary: the "necessary discomfort, a form of
intellectual displacement...which might assist in contributing to advancing
knowledge and debates" (Lingard et al., 2012, p. 125).
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Appendix
Appendix A: Child interview schedules and protocols
Prior to school entry: Interview – approximately 20 minutes
Notes on procedures: This interview should be very relaxed and conversational
and follow the lead of the child as much as possible. The interview should take
place in a space nominated by the child and children should be invited to ask
questions of the interviewer to facilitate a sense of reciprocity.
Meeting the child: Ideally, an Aboriginal research assistant will accompany the
researcher on this first visit because she is known to both the child and the
parent and can give introductions. Other researchers who have also collected
data with some of the Gudaga families may also be able to play this role. It is
anticipated that most child interviews will take place at their own home.
Timing of data collection: These interviews should take place from November
– January, before the child starts school.
Target schools: Ten target schools have been identified. Qualitative interviews
and focus groups will only take place within the target schools.
Informed verbal consent must be sought (and recorded) for each individual
child before the interview commences. Even if the parent has consented to the
interview, if the child declines participation this must be respected and children
must not be deliberately coerced by the interviewer or their parent to
participate.
Interviews should be preceded by some investment in the building of rapport
with the child, such as playing a game nominated by the child. Children should
be allowed to choose whether or not other family members or friends are
present during this interview, however it is important that interviews take place
within the sight of the child’s caregivers.
Drawings: Children will be invited to draw pictures about their experiences and
to talk about their pictures as a tool to facilitate discussion. Drawings have
been found to help some children feel comfortable and reduce the pressure to
sustain eye-contact with the interviewer. It is children’s narratives around the
drawings that will be utilized as data, and not the drawings themselves.
Drawing is entirely optional depending on the choice of the child, and children
may decide whether or not the interviewer can take the drawings away with
them. The interviewer should ask the child’s permission to take a photo of their
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drawing so that we can keep an electronic copy on file. Respect the decision of
the child and do not take a photo if they do not consent.
The interview schedule is below:
Key questions
Do you know what school you are
going to next year?
Can you tell me about the school?

Do you know anyone else who is
going there?
Do you think you’ll have friends at
school?
Is there anything you need to know
when you start school?

What do you think will happen at
school?
What do you think will be the most
exciting thing about going to school?

Possible prompts
 Has school been decided?
 Physical aspects (e.g. location,
what it looks like) as well as any
other elements that the child knows
about the school (e.g. the things that
happen there)
 Are some of your friends going to
be at the school?
 Do you think you might make some
new friends? If yes, how will you do
that?
 Are there things you need to be
able to do? (skills, e.g. being able to
write own name)
 Are there things you need to know
about (e.g. need to know which bus
to go on, etc)?
 Child’s feelings about going
 What do you think school will be
like?
 If child can’t identify an “exciting”
or “scarey” thing, perhaps ask if there
is anything “good” about school, and
anything “bad” about school.

What do you think will be the scariest
thing about going to school?
Drawing activity: Can you draw me a picture about the school?
What do you think you will be good at  Strengths / assets
when you go to school?
Is there anything you think you might
not be good at?
Have you been doing things at home
 Adjusting routines (e.g. not
to get ready?
sleeping anymore in the day)
 Buying uniforms and other
equipment
 Visiting the school
Have you been doing things at
 Reading books about going to
preschool / day care to get ready? (if
school
applicable)
 Practicing school routines
 Visiting school with preschool
group
494

What would you like to do when you
 Dreams for themselves
grow up? (aspirations)
Drawing activity: Would you like to draw a picture about getting ready for
school?
Term 1 Kindergarten: Interview– approximately 45 minutes.
Notes on procedure: These conversational interviews should take place in
groups with as many participating children as attend each school. If there is
only one participating child at the school then that child will be given the
option of completing the interview on their own or inviting a friend to come
with them. These interviews will take place in Term 1 of the child’s
Kindergarten year (2011 or 2012).
School tour: The children will take the researcher and one other adult
(nominated by the school) on a tour of the school at a time negotiated with the
school. A digital camera will be provided and children will be given
opportunities to take pictures of the places and things that they think are most
important at school. Discussion around why they are taking photos of these
places and things will be recorded on a digital audio-recorder. On return to the
classroom photos will be downloaded on a school computer so that the children
can see them straight away and talk about them.
Conversational interview: Two research team members should be involved in
this conversational interview. This interview should be very relaxed and
conversational and follow the lead of the child as much as possible. The
children should be invited to ask questions of the researchers to facilitate a
sense of reciprocity. Informed assent must be sought from each individual child
before the interview commences. Even if the parent/guardian has consented to
the interview, if the child declines participation this must be respected and
children must not be deliberately coerced by the researchers. Interviews should
be preceded by some investment in the building of rapport with the child/ren,
such as playing a game nominated by the child/ren.
Drawings: Children will be invited to draw pictures about their experiences and
to talk about their pictures as a tool to facilitate discussion. Drawings have
been found to help some children feel comfortable and reduce the pressure to
sustain eye-contact with the interviewer. It is children’s narratives around the
drawings that will be utilised as data, and not the drawings themselves.
Drawing is entirely optional and children may choose whether or not the
interviewer can take a copy of the drawings away with them.
The interview schedule is below:
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Key questions

Possible probes

Is school different or the same to what  Were they surprised by things that
happen at school?
you thought it would be before you
started?
Can you tell me about your very first
day at school?

 How did they feel?
 Who helped them?

What makes you feel good at school?
Is there anything that bothers you at
school? How do you feel about that?
What happens in the morning on
school days? How do you get to and
from school?

 Routines around getting ready and
who drives these routines
 Getting to and from school

What do you like most about school?
Is there anything you don’t like about
school?
Can you tell me about your friends at
school?

What would you tell other kids who
are about to start school?

 Do they feel they have friends?
 What do they do with their friends?
 Are there any children who are not
their friends, and why not?
 Advice to younger children

What are you learning in school?
How do you think you will go in
school? (expectations)

What would you like to be when you
grow up? (aspirations)

 Academically / socially /
behaviourally
 Is the work hard or easy
 Strengths / assets
 Their own dreams

Activity: Show the child/ren an Aboriginal flag (either a real flag or a picture
of one) and ask the following questions:
Do you know what this is?
 Trying to tap into a cultural
identity, as well as the culture
Why is it important?
of the school environment
Do you see it at school? Where?
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Do you see any other Aboriginal
things at school? What? Where?
Activity: Tour of school and photo taking followed by the identification of the
most important photos by the children and a discussion around why they are
important.
Term 1 Year 1 and 2: Interview– approximately 45 minutes.
These interviews will follow the same procedures described above in the Term
1 Kindergarten interview. A school tour and digital photos along with
interviews with all participating children in the same school year will take
place. Drawing may be used to facilitate discussion.
The interview schedule is below:
Key questions

Possible probes

What do you think about being Year
1/2?

 Feelings about new teacher and
classmates.
 Thoughts on how workload will
change.
 Added responsibilities?
 Particular skills? (e.g. counting)
 Particular information (e.g. where
to wait for mum after school)

Is there anything you need to know to
go into year 1/ year 2 / year 3?
How do you feel about going into a
new class?



What happens in the morning on
school days? How do you get to and
from school?




Routines around getting ready and
who drives these routines.
Getting to and from school.

What makes you feel good at school?
Is there anything that bothers you at
school? How do you feel about that?
Can you tell me about your friends at
school?

 Do they feel they have friends?
 What do they do with their friends?
 Are there any children who are not
their friends, and why not?

What do you think you will learn in
year 1 / year 2 / year 3?
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Who helps you learn?
How do you think you will go in
school? (expectations)
What do you do well?

 Academically / socially /
behaviourally
 Is the work hard or easy
 Strengths / assets

Is there anything you don’t think you
do well?
What would you like to be when you
grow up? (aspirations)

 Their own dreams

Activity: Show the child/ren an Aboriginal flag (either a real flag or a picture
of one) and ask the following questions:
Do you know what this is?
 Trying to tap into a cultural
identity, as well as the culture of
Why is it important?
the school environment
Do you see it at school? Where?
Do you see any other Aboriginal
things at school? What? Where?
Activity: Tour of school and photo taking followed by the identification of the
most important photos by the children and a discussion around why they are
important.
Term 4 Kindergarten, Year 1 and 2: Interview – approximately 30
minutes.
These interviews will follow the same procedures described above in the Term
1 Kindergarten interview. These interviews will also be conducted with all
participating children in the same school year. School tours and digital photos
will not be included in these interviews. Drawing may be used to facilitate
discussion.
The interview schedule is below:

Key questions

Possible probes

What has happened this year at
school?

 Feelings about teacher and
classmates
 Thoughts on workload
 Academically / behaviourally /
socially

What have you learned?

498

Who helps you learn?
What happens in the morning on
school days? How do you get to and
from school?

 Routines around getting ready and
who drives these routines
 Getting to and from school

How many days have you had off this
year? Why did you have them off?

 Perception of how often they attend
and reasons for staying away

What makes you feel good at school?
Is there anything that bothers you at
school? How do you feel about that?
What are you good at at school?
Is there anything you are not so good
at? Why is that?
Can you tell me about your friends at
school?

How do you think you went in school
this year? (expectations)

 Strengths/ assets
 Thoughts around how they went
this year
 Do they feel they have friends?
 What do they do with their friends?
 Are there any children who are not
their friends, and why not?
 Academically / socially /
behaviourally
 Is the work hard or easy

What do you think it will be like at
school next year?
What happens in Year 1/Year 2?
What would you like to be when you
grow up? (aspirations)

 Their own dreams
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Appendix B: Parent interview schedules and protocols
Prior to school entry: Interview – approximately 40 minutes
Procedures
Participating families: Only the parent(s)/caregiver(s) of children we know will
be attending one of the ten identified target schools will be invited to
participate in in-depth qualitative interviews. This may include existing
Gudaga families, as well as families of new recruits if they have joined the
study prior to the commencement of their child’s Kindergarten year.
All other study families will be invited to complete over the telephone the
‘School Readiness Questionnaire’ only. For the target school families, this
questionnaire should be completed at the time of the interview.
It is anticipated that the parent interviews will take place in the same visit as
the child prior-to-school interviews.
Survey: Please note that the first part of the parent questionnaire is essentially
the one that has been used with the 2011 cohort. Question 11 (on transition)
has been removed and an additional section has been added to reflect a version
of the transition checklist now included in the interview with the early
childhood teacher.
Timing of data collection: The interviews and questionnaires should be
completed between November and January prior to children starting school in
February.
Meeting the family: It is possible that the researcher completing this data
collection will not have met the family before. Ideally, an Aboriginal research
assistant will accompany the researcher on this first visit because she is known
to both the child and the parent and can give introductions. Other research
assistants also known to many of the Gudaga families and so may also be able
to play this role. Interviews should be conducted at a time and place
comfortable and convenient for the family.
Interview procedures: This interview should be very relaxed and
conversational. It is not intended that the interview questions in the schedule be
read out to the parent. The intention is for the researcher to be familiar with the
topics that should be covered and to use the schedule as a prompt only. For
example, when the question refers to the “target child” it is intended that the
researcher refer specifically to the child using their name. The written prompts
may be helpful, but should not be interpreted as being the only appropriate
prompts. Interviewers are required to listen to the responses of the participants
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and to prompt further as appropriate. In other words, it is anticipated that no
two interviews will be the same beyond a guide on the topics to be discussed.
The order of the questions may also be altered to suit the flow in following the
lead of the parent and maintaining a conversational tone. Informed consent
may have already been secured as part of the recruitment process, however this
should be confirmed and finalised before any data collection takes place.
Fieldnotes: Interviewers should record their fieldnotes either on paper or
verbally onto the digital audio-recorder immediately following the interview.
Audio-recorded field notes will be transcribed.
The interview schedule is below:
Key questions

Possible probes

How do you feel about your child starting school
next year?





What do you think is expected of children when
they start school?



Feelings
Past experiences
Any implications for them
personally (eg. They will
return to work, get a
break from childcare, etc.)
Academically/socially/be
haviourally

When children first start school we know that
teachers might expect that they will be able to do
certain things and that they will behave in certain
ways.
What do you see as the main things that teachers
expect most children to be able to do when they
start school?
What do you think is expected of families by the
schools?
We also know that there are things teachers
expect that families will do to support the school
and support their child’s learning. Do you have
any thoughts on what the school expects of you?
What do you expect the teacher will be like?
Do you have any thoughts on the kind of teacher
you would like for your child? Do you have any
worries about what the teacher will be like?
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Family engagement and
interaction

Have you had opportunities to
communicate/interact with the new teacher?



How have those interactions been?



Do you think your child is ready?



Parent-teacher
interactions/building
relationships
Family engagement –
barriers and facilitators
Examples?

In what ways?
How do you think they will go at school?
What do you see as their strengths/assets?
What do you think it will be like to be an
Aboriginal child at that school?



Are there any supports for Aboriginal children
and families?



Do you know if there is an Aboriginal Education
Officer? If yes, have you or your child had any
contact with them?

Are they aware of any
cultural activities or
practices at the school?
Do they think there’s
anything different about
being an Aboriginal kid at
school than for other
kids?

Do you have older children at the school?
If yes, what has your experience with the school
been like?
Do you know anyone else who has children at the
school? What impression of the school have you
got from them?
Has anything surprised you so far about your
contact with the school?
What do you hope for your child when they grow
up?
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Aspirations

Term 1 Kindergarten: Interview – approximately 40 minutes
Procedures
Participating families: This interview will only take place with the
parent(s)/caregiver(s) of children attending one of the ten identified target
schools.
Timing of data collection: The interviews should be completed in Term 1 of
the year the child commences Kindergarten.
Interview procedures: Interviews should be conducted at a time and place
comfortable for the family. This interview should follow the same procedures
outlined for the prior to school interview.
Fieldnotes: Interviewers should record their fieldnotes either on paper or
verbally onto the digital audio-recorder immediately following the interview.
Audio-recorded field notes will be transcribed.
The interview schedule is below:
Key questions

Possible probes

Getting ready to start school

Did you do anything special to help your child get ready
to start school this year?
Would you do anything differently looking back?

Examples?

School readiness
Did you think your child was ready for school?
How did you know?
Expectations of children
When children are at school we know teachers might
expect they will be able to do certain things and that
they will behave in certain ways.
What do you see as the main things teachers expect
most children to be able to do when they start school?
How do you think your child will go at meeting these
expectations?
Expectations of families
We also know there are things teachers expect families
will do to support the school and support their child’s
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Academically /
socially /
behaviourally

learning.
Do you have any thoughts on what the school expects
of you?
What do you see as your role?
First day of school
Tell me about that first day of school.
What was it like for your child?
What was it like for you?



Settling into school
How is your child going at school?
What do they like doing most? What is their favourite
subject?
What do you see as their assets/strengths?







Child’s reaction to
school
Family involvement
on that day
Socially /
academically /
behaviourally
Reading
time/numbers/craft/
sport?

Routines
Tell me about what happens each morning before your
child comes to school. What are the family routines?
How does your child get to and from school?
Does your child take his/her lunch to school?
If so, who makes lunch (parent or child) Does your
child use the school canteen??
What normally happens in the afternoon?
Does your child get homework?
If so, who helps him/her with it?
What are the best things about school from your
perspective?
What are the worst things about school from your
perspective?
Are there things you think the school or teacher should
be doing that they’re not? (trying to get at parent
expectations of school)?
Communicating with teachers
Have you had opportunities to communicate or interact
with the teacher?




What has that been like?





Making friends
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Parent-teacher
interactions / building
relationships
Parent-teacher night
for the Kindy class
social evening
(sausage sizzle) for
new families
having to visit school
because of a problem
Family engagement –
barriers and
facilitators
Social support

Does your child know any other kids at this school?
Have they made any new friends?
Do you know other families at the school?
Have you had a chance to get to know new families?

networks

Being an Aboriginal child at school
What do you think it’s like to be an Aboriginal child in
this school?
Are there any additional supports for Aboriginal kids
and their families?
Do you know if there is an Aboriginal Education Office
at the school?
If yes, have you or your child had any contact with
them?
Are you or your child struggling with any cultural
issues?



Has anything surprised you so far?



Aspirations
What do you hope for your child when they grow up?
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Any positive
examples?
Inclusion of local
cultural activities
with children? What,
why and how?
School culture

Anything about the
school/teacher or
your child’s
experiences
Aspirations

Appendix C: Teacher interview schedules and protocols
Term 1 Kindergarten: Interviews – approximately 20 minutes
Notes on procedure: Interviews should be relaxed and conversational at a time
convenient to the teacher. Teacher interviews will be conducted in target
schools only. Teachers of more than one participating child should be asked
individually about each child in the same interview. These interviews will take
place in Term 1 of the child’s Kindergarten year (2011 or 2012).
The interview schedule is below:
Key questions

Possible probes

What do you expect will happen when  Is there anything you might expect
if the child is an Aboriginal person?
children start school?
What experience have you had with
Aboriginal children?

 Would you like to tell me a positive
story arising from your experience?

What experience have you had with
the local Aboriginal community and
culture?
What kind of preparation do you do
before the children come to school?

How did that very first day go for
(target child)?
How much contact have you had with
(target child’s) family? What have
those interactions been like?

 Contact with families in advance?
 Any particular preparations if
Aboriginal children coming into the
class?
 Should you include local cultural
activities with your children? If so,
why and how?
 Child’s reaction to school
 Family involvement on that day
 Parent-teacher interactions /
building relationships
 Family engagement – barriers and
facilitators

What do you mean when you say that
a child is ‘ready to learn’?
Is (child) arriving at school ‘ready to
learn’ each day?
What do you expect of the child and

 Expectations of child’s academic
performance, behaviour and social
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the family throughout this year?

skills
 Expectations of parent support of
child’s learning

Based on what you know about
(target child) and his/her family so
far, what would you hope for him/her
into the future? (aspirations)

Term 1 Year 1 Interview – approximately 40 minutes
Procedures
Timing of data collection: The interview will take place in Term 1 of Year 1.
All other procedures are as outlined for the Term 1 Kindergarten interview.
Key questions

Possible probes


Personal and
professional
preparation

Settling into Yr 1
How has your child gone settling into their
new class this year?



Child’s responses to
school
Concerns about class
or teacher

Expectations of children
When children are at school we know that
teachers might expect that they will be able to
do certain things and that they will behave in
certain ways.
What do you see as the main things that
teachers expect most children to be able to do
when they are in Year 1?
How do you think your child will go at
meeting these expectations?



Getting ready for the new school year
Is there anything you did to help your child
prepare for the new school year?
First day in Yr 1
How did the first day back go?
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Academically /
socially /
behaviourally

Expectations of families
We also know there are things teachers expect
that families will do to support the school and
support their child’s learning.
Do you have any thoughts on what the school
expects of you?
What do you see as your role?
How is your child going at school?
What do they like doing most? What is their
favourite subject?
What do you see as their assets/strengths?





Socially /
academically /
behaviourally
Reading
time/numbers/craft/
sport?

Routines
Tell me about what happens each morning
before your child comes to school. What are
the family routines?
How does your child get to and from school?
Does your child take his/her lunch to school?
If so, who makes lunch (parent or child) Does
your child use the school canteen??
What normally happens in the afternoon?
Does your child get homework?
If so, who helps him/her with it?
What are the best things about school from
your perspective?
What are the worst things about school from
your perspective?
Are there things you think the school or
teacher should be doing that they’re not?
(trying to get at parent expectations of school)?
Communicating with teachers
Have you had opportunities to communicate or
interact with the teacher?




How have those interactions been?


Friends at school
(if there is more than one class in the year)
Does your child know other students in his/her
class this year?
Do you have any concerns about your child’s
friendship networks?
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Parent-teacher
interactions / building
relationships
Visited school
because of a problem
Family engagement –
barriers and
facilitators
Social support
networks

If yes, try to tease out

Do you know other families at the school?
Have you had a chance to get to know new
families?
Has your child experienced bullying at school?

a little further: What
action did the school
take? Does parent feel
bullying was linked to
child’s Aboriginality
Any positive
examples?
Inclusion of local
cultural activities with
children? What, why
and how?
School culture

Being an Aboriginal child at school
What do you think it’s like to be an Aboriginal
child in this school?
Are there any additional supports for
Aboriginal children?
Are there any differences in what happens for
Aboriginal children when they move into new
grade?
Do you know if there is an Aboriginal
Education Officer?
If yes, have you or your child had any contact
with them?





Do they think that
additional supports
are necessary and
enough?

Has anything surprised you about school so
far?



Anything about the
school/teacher or your
child’s experiences

Aspirations
What do you hope for your child when they
grow up?



Aspirations





Term 4 Year 1 and 2: Interviews – approximately 20 minutes
Notes on procedure: Interviews should be relaxed and conversational at a time
convenient to the teacher. Teacher interviews will be conducted in target
schools only. Teachers of more than one participating child should be asked
individually about each child in the same interview. These interviews will take
place in Term 4 of Year 1 and 2 (2011 or 2012).
The interview schedule is below:
Key questions

Possible probes

Thinking back to the beginning of the
year, how has (target child) settled
into his/her classroom setting this
year?

 Behaviours / following rules and
routines
 Teacher-child interactions

How has (target child) performed
academically and how are they getting
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on socially?
Has (target child) been away a lot this
year?
What experience have you had with
Aboriginal children?

 Why they think child has been so
absent
 Impact on child’s school work
 Would you like to tell me a positive
story arising from your experience?

What experience have you had with
the local Aboriginal community and
culture?
Have you included local Aboriginal
cultural activities on your classroom
this year?

 If yes, describe

What kind of preparation do you do
before the children come to school?

 Contact with families in advance?
 Any particular preparations if
Aboriginal children coming into the
class?
 Should you include local cultural
activities with your children? If so,
why and how?
 Parent-teacher interactions /
building relationships
 Family engagement – barriers and
facilitators
 Expectations of child’s academic
performance, behaviour and social
skills
 Expectations of parent support of
child’s learning

How much contact have you had with
(target child’s) family? What have
those interactions been like?
At the beginning of the year what did
you expect of (target child) and the
family through the year?
Have your expectations changed?
Has the family and child met your
expectations this year?
Based on what you know about
(target child) and his/her family, what
would you hope for him/her into the
future? (aspirations)
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Appendix D: Principal and AEW interview schedules
Aboriginal Education Worker Interview schedule
Key questions
How would you describe your role in
the school?

Possible probes
 General

What do you see as the most
important aspects of your role as
AEW?



Positive aspects of role?



Challenges of role?



In what ways do they work with
you?
For what reasons do they come to
you?

What are the rewarding things about
your role as AEW?
What are the particular challenges
you find in your role as AEW?



What do you think other staff
members at the school see as the
important aspects of your role?
What do you expect of children when
they start school?

What do you expect of families when
children start school?

What do you do to prepare for
children starting school?
What does the school do to prepare
for children starting school?
Are there any differences in what
happens for Aboriginal children when
they start school?
Are there any additional supports for
Aboriginal children?

 Academically / socially /
behaviourally
 If ‘school readiness’ or ‘ ready to
learn’ are raised – take the
opportunity to seek an interpretation
 What do you see as the school’s
role in preparing children for these
expectations?
 Involvement, communication
 What do you see as the school’s
role in preparing children for these
expectations?
 Personal and professional
preparation


Sources of information? Child,
parent/family, preschool or other
prior-to-school care/education?
 Across all of above issues:
rewards/challenges; preparation;
child and family communication;
the first day; school readiness
 Do they think that additional
supports are effective, necessary
and enough?
511

 Staff professional development?
 School – Aboriginal community
connections?
 Any positive examples?
 Inclusion of local cultural activities
with children? What, why and how?
 School culture
How do you think the target child has  Changes over time
been going at school?
 Anything noticeable about the child
at school?
 Family involvement
How is the target child going now?
 Socially / academically /
behaviourally
Have you had opportunities to
 Building relationships
communicate / interact with the target  Family engagement – barriers and
child’s family?
facilitators
What do you think it’s like to be an
Aboriginal child in this school?

How have those interactions been?
How do you interpret the notion of
‘school readiness’?

 What contributes to this?

What do you think it means to say
that a child is ‘ready to learn’ each
day?
Is the target child arriving at school
‘ready to learn’ each day?
What do you see as this child’s assets
/ strengths?
What do you expect of the child and
the family in the year ahead?

Based on what you know about
(target child) and his/her family so
far, what would you hope for him/her
into the future?
What do you see as your school’s
assets/strengths?
Key assets/strengths of school
identified/valued by children and
families.
Would you like to comment on any of

 Expectations of child’s academic
performance, behaviour and social
skills
 Expectations of parent support of
child’s learning
 Aspirations

 Most valued and important
characteristics of your school?
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these?
Specific queries arising from
interviews?
Other thoughts not covered?




Principal Interview schedule
Key questions
How would you describe your role in
the school?

Possible probes
 General

What do you see as the most
important aspects of your role as
school principal?
What are the particular challenges
you find in your role as school
principal?
What are the rewarding things about
your role?
What do you expect of children when
they start school?

What do you expect of families when
children start school?

What do you do to prepare for
children starting school?
What does the school do to prepare
for children starting school?
Are there any differences in what
happens for Aboriginal children when
they start school?
Are there any additional supports for
Aboriginal children?

 Academically / socially /
behaviourally
 If ‘school readiness’ or ‘ ready to
learn’ are raised – take the
opportunity to seek an interpretation
 What do you see as the school’s
role in preparing children for these
expectations?
 Involvement, communication
 What do you see as the school’s
role in preparing children for these
expectations?
 Personal and professional
preparation


Sources of information? Child,
parent/family, preschool or other
prior-to-school care/education?
 Across all of above issues:
rewards/challenges; preparation;
child and family communication;
the first day; school readiness
 Do they think that additional
supports are effective, necessary
and enough?
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 Staff professional development?
 School – Aboriginal community
connections?
 Role of AEO?
 Any positive examples?
 Inclusion of local cultural activities
with children? What, why and how?
 School culture
How do you think the target child has  Changes over time
been going at school?
 Anything noticeable about the child
at school?
 Family involvement
How is the target child going now?
 Socially / academically /
behaviourally
Have you had opportunities to
 Parent-principal interactions /
communicate / interact with the target
building relationships
child’s family?
 Family engagement – barriers and
facilitators
How have those interactions been?
What do you think it’s like to be an
Aboriginal child in this school?

How do you interpret the notion of
‘school readiness’?

 What contributes to this?

What do you think it means to say
that a child is ‘ready to learn’ each
day?
Is the target child arriving at school
‘ready to learn’ each day?
What do you see as this child’s assets
/ strengths?
What do you expect of the child and
the family in the year ahead?

Based on what you know about
(target child) and his/her family so
far, what would you hope for him/her
into the future?
What do you see as your school’s
assets/strengths?
Key assets/strengths of school
identified/valued by children and

 Expectations of child’s academic
performance, behaviour and social
skills
 Expectations of parent support of
child’s learning
 Aspirations

 Most valued and important
characteristics of your school?
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families.
Would you like to comment on any of
these?
Specific queries arising from
interviews?
Other thoughts not covered?
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Appendix E: Ethics approvals
Amendment to existing SWSLHD HREC approval
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Amendment to existing AH&MRC HREC
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CSU HREC approval
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SERAP
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Diocese of Wollongong Catholic Education Office
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Appendix F: Principal and AEW information and consent form

522

INFORMATION SHEET FOR PRINCIPALS

PRINCIPAL INFORMATION STATEMENT
Developing positive sense of self during the transition to
school: the experiences of Aboriginal children and families in
an urban setting.
Hello… please let me introduce myself. My name is Lysa Dealtry and I
have been invited to join, as a doctoral student, the important research
work of the Gudaga Goes to School study. As you will be aware, the
Gudaga goes to school study is seeking the perspectives of children,
families and educators to describe the transition to school and early
years of school experience for the Gudaga Study children attending
your school. My doctoral study aims to extend this description of the
transition to school for these children and their families by exploring the
interactions and relationships between families and schools that
contribute to their positive sense of self and belonging in relation to
school. To achieve this, I will draw on the perspectives of the children,
families and educators who already participate in the Gudaga goes to
School study. I would also like to gather the additional perspectives of
two key stakeholders – school principals and Aboriginal Education
Officers (AEO) - in the provision of early education for Aboriginal
children.
What’s this study all about and who are we asking to take part?
My doctoral study will seek to build understanding of a positive sense of
self and belonging for urban Aboriginal children and families as they
transition and progress through the early years of school. In particular,
the study will consider the influence of school context and expectations
and aspirations held by and for Aboriginal children. The Gudaga goes to
School study has already collected a lot of information about the
children’s and families’ transition to school experiences. I have used
this information to select twelve case study children to provide a more
detailed understanding of how each Aboriginal child’s sense of self is
developed and enhanced as they start school. As you are a Principal
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(or hold a leadership position) in one of the schools selected, I would
like to invite you, and/or others that you would like to nominate, to be
part of this study.
What will happen during the study?
I would like to meet with you at school during Term 3 or Term 4, 2013
and Term 3, 2014 for an approximately half hour interview. The
interview would take place at a time and location convenient to you.
Upon receiving your consent to participate in this study, I will phone to
arrange the time and place for the interview. At the time of the phone
call I would also like to briefly talk to you about the preliminary findings
of my study and seek your assistance with sourcing school-related
documents that could inform a more detailed understanding of these
early findings. At the time of the interview I would like to discuss your
thoughts about expectations and aspirations held for the children and
families in the study and the provision of education for Aboriginal
children in urban settings.
An option to participate in a phone interview or provide written
responses to the interview topics is available to any participant with a
preference for this over an arranged interview.
School participation
I would like your permission to gather a range of different sources of
information that might be relevant to the preliminary findings of this
study. These might include: official documents produced by your school
such as school philosophy and policy documents; virtual ‘documents’
such as Internet resources; school newsletters; media-related
resources; copies or photographs of items such as posters or school
mottos that are displayed at school; relevant staff professional
development documents; and, resources created by the school for
families.
I would also like your thoughts on the physical and social environment
of your school. This will entail using a check-list approach to provide
your impressions of the physical and social environment that may be
experienced by Aboriginal children and families attending your school. I
would also like to use the check-list to compile a picture of the physical
and social environment that can be observed on a visit to your school.
This will take approximately 15 – 20 minutes to complete and will entail
a short walk around in your school grounds to observe a range of
school features. I will also invite the AEO/ACLO at your school to
complete this checklist. A copy of the check-list that will be used is
attached.
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Confidential issues
All data will be kept in locked filing cabinets in offices or on a small
number of computers that are protected by passwords. Results will be
discussed at conference presentations and published in peer review
publications. The anonymity and privacy of participants will be
respected through the use of pseudonyms and careful de-identification
of data in the thesis and related publications.
Should you ever need to complain about the study, complaints may be
directed to either the Ethics Secretariat, the Sydney South West Area
Health Service, Locked Bag 7017, Liverpool BC, NSW, 1871 (phone
9828 5727, fax 9828 5962) or the Aboriginal Health and Medical
Research Council, PO Box 1565 Strawberry Hill, 2012 (phone 9698
1099, fax 9690 1559, e-mail ahmrc@ahmrc.org.au ) or the Manager,
Quality Assurance Research, Locked Bag 53, Darlinghurst, NSW, 2010
(phone 9244 5060, email serap@det.nsw.edu.au).
Your consent
I would like to confirm your willingness to support this research. If you
are happy to support the research, I ask that you sign the consent form
and return it to me in the envelope provided. I also ask that you
distribute the invitation to participate and reply paid envelopes to the
appropriate Aboriginal Education Officers (AEO)/Aboriginal Community
Liaison Officers (ACLO) or other staff members acting in a similar role
at your school. The formal consent of individual AEOs/ACLOs will also
be sought prior to data collection.
Should you have any questions or concerns either now or later please
contact me on 0260 519411 or 0422 630 526 (ldealtry@csu.edu.au) or
the Gudaga goes to School research leaders, Assoc/Prof Elizabeth
Comino on 9612 0763 (e.comino@unsw.edu.au) or Dr Rebekah Grace
on 9612 0764 (r.grace@unsw.edu.au).
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CONSENT FORM FOR PRINCIPALS

CONSENT FORM
Developing positive sense of self during the transition to
school: the experiences of Aboriginal children and families in
an urban setting.
I, .................................................................................. of
..............................
..................................................................................................................
......agree to be a participant in the study described in the Principal
Information Statement attached to this form.
I acknowledge that I have read the Information Statement, which
explains why I have been invited to participate in the study, the aims of
the study, what my involvement will be, and other activities relating to
the study. The information statement has been explained to me to my
satisfaction.
Before signing this Consent Form, I have been given the opportunity to
ask any questions relating to any possible consequences resulting from
our participation. I have received satisfactory answers to any questions
that I have asked.
I understand that I will be invited to participate in two interviews - one to
be held at the end of Term 3 or in Term 4, 2013 and one in Term 3,
2014. I am able to request to participate in a phone interview or provide
written responses to the interview topics rather than participate in an
interview.
My decision whether or not to participate will not prejudice my present
or future treatment or my relationship with the Department of Education
and Communities or any other institution cooperating in this study. If I
decide to participate, I am free to withdraw my consent and to
discontinue my participation at any time without prejudice.
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I understand that the interviews will be audio recorded and that these
recordings will not be available to anyone outside of the research team.
I agree that research data gathered from the results of the study may be
published, provided that I cannot be identified. I agree that my identity
will not be disclosed except as required by law. I acknowledge receipt of
a copy of this Consent Form and the Information Sheet.
I understand that if I have any questions relating to my participation in
the study, I may contact the researcher, Lysa Dealtry on telephone
0260 519425 (ldealtry@csu.edu.au) or the Gudaga goes to School
research leaders, Assoc/Prof Elizabeth Comino on 9612 0763
(e.comino@unsw.edu.au) or Dr Rebekah Grace on 9612 0764
(r.grace@unsw.edu.au), who will be happy to answer them.
I understand that any complaints may be directed to the Ethics
Secretariat, Sydney South West Area Health Service, Locked Bag
7017, LIVERPOOL BC, NSW, 1871 (phone 9828 5727, fax 9828 5962),
the Aboriginal Health and Medical Research Council, PO Box 1565
Strawberry Hill, 2012 (phone 9698 1099, fax 9690 1559, e-mail
ahmrc@ahmrc.org.au) or the Manager, Quality Assurance Research,
Locked Bag 53, Darlinghurst, NSW, 2010 (phone 9244 5060, email
serap@det.nsw.edu.au).

_____________________

_____________________

Signature of principal

Signature of witness

_____________________

_____________________

Please print name

Please print name

_____________________

_____________________

Date

Date

Would you please provide your contact information for me to phone you
to arrange a suitable time for an interview or receipt of the interview
discussion topics?
Name:
_____________________________________________________
Contact Phone Number/s:
_______________________________________
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INFORMATION SHEET FOR ABORIGINAL EDUCATION
OFFICERS/ABORIGINAL COMMUNITY LIAISON OFFICERS

INFORMATION STATEMENT

Developing positive sense of self during the transition to
school: the experiences of Aboriginal children and families in
an urban setting.
Hello… please let me introduce myself. My name is Lysa Dealtry and I
have been invited to join, as a doctoral student, the important research
work of the Gudaga Goes to School study. As you will be aware, the
Gudaga goes to school study is seeking the perspectives of children,
families and educators to describe the transition to school and early
years of school experience for the Gudaga Study children attending
your school. My doctoral study aims to extend this description of the
transition to school for these children and their families by exploring the
interactions and relationships between families and schools that
contribute to their positive sense of self and belonging in relation to
school. To achieve this, I will draw on the perspectives of the children,
families and educators who already participate in the Gudaga goes to
School study. I would also like to gather the additional perspectives of
two key stakeholders – school principals and Aboriginal Education
Officers (AEOs) - in the provision of early education for Aboriginal
children.
What’s this study all about and who are we asking to take part?
My doctoral study will seek to build understanding of a positive sense of
self and belonging for urban Aboriginal children and families as they
transition and progress through the early years of school. In particular,
the study will consider the influence of school context and expectations
and aspirations held by and for Aboriginal children on their sense of
self. The Gudaga goes to School study has already collected a lot of
information about the children’s and families’ transition to school
experiences. I have used this information to select twelve case study
children to provide a more detailed understanding of how each
Aboriginal child’s sense of self is developed and enhanced as they start
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school. As you are an Aboriginal Education Officer or Aboriginal
Community Liaison Officer (or hold a similar position) in one of the
schools selected, I would like to invite you, and/or others that you would
like to nominate, to be part of this study.
What will happen during the study?
I would like to meet with you at school during Term 3 or Term 4, 2013
and Term 3, 2014 for an approximately half hour interview. The
interview would take place at a time and location convenient to you.
Upon receiving your consent to participate in this study, the researcher
will phone to arrange the time and place for the interview. At the time of
the phone call I would also like to briefly talk to you about the
preliminary findings of my study and seek your assistance with sourcing
school-related documents that could inform a more detailed
understanding of these early findings. These might include: official
documents produced by your school such as school philosophy and
policy documents; virtual ‘documents’ such as Internet resources;
school newsletters; media-related resources; items such as posters or
school mottos that are displayed at school; relevant staff professional
development documents; and, resources created by you or the school
for families.
At the time of the interview I would like to discuss your thoughts about
expectations and aspirations held for the children and families in the
study and the provision of education for Aboriginal children in urban
settings.
An option to participate in a phone interview or provide written
responses to the interview topics is available to any participant with a
preference for this over an arranged interview.
I would also like your thoughts on the physical and social environment
of your school. This will take approximately 15 – 20 minutes to
complete. This will entail using a check-list approach to provide your
impressions of the physical and social environment that may be
experienced by Aboriginal children and families attending your school.
A copy of the check-list that will be used is attached.
Confidential issues
All data will be kept in locked filing cabinets in offices or on a small
number of computers that are protected by passwords. Results will be
discussed at conference presentations and published in peer review
publications. The anonymity and privacy of participants will be
respected through the use of pseudonyms and careful de-identification
of data in the thesis and related publications.
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Should you ever need to complain about the study, complaints may be
directed to either the Ethics Secretariat, the Sydney South West Area
Health Service, Locked Bag 7017, Liverpool BC, NSW, 1871 (phone
9828 5727, fax 9828 5962) or the Aboriginal Health and Medical
Research Council, PO Box 1565 Strawberry Hill, 2012 (phone 9698
1099, fax 9690 1559, e-mail ahmrc@ahmrc.org.au ) or the Manager,
Quality Assurance Research, Locked Bag 53, Darlinghurst, NSW, 2010
(phone 9244 5060, email serap@det.nsw.edu.au).
Your consent
I would like to confirm your willingness to support this research. If you
are happy to support the research, I ask that you sign the consent form
and return it to me using the envelope provided. Should you have any
questions or concerns either now or later please contact me on 0260
519411 or 0422 630 526, email (ldealtry@csu.edu.au) or the Gudaga
goes to School research leaders, Assoc/Prof Elizabeth Comino on 9612
0763 (e.comino@unsw.edu.au) or Dr Rebekah Grace on 9612 0764
(r.grace@unsw.edu.au).
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INFORMATION SHEET FOR ABORIGINAL EDUCATION
OFFICERS/ABORIGINAL COMMUNITY LIAISON OFFICERS

CONSENT FORM
Developing positive sense of self during the transition to
school: the experiences of Aboriginal children and families in
an urban setting.
I, .................................................................................. of
..............................
..................................................................................................................
......agree to be a participant in the study described in the Information
Statement attached to this form.
I acknowledge that I have read the Information Statement, which
explains why I have been invited to participate in the study, the aims of
the study, what my involvement will be, and other activities relating to
the study. The information statement has been explained to me to my
satisfaction.
Before signing this Consent Form, I have been given the opportunity to
ask any questions relating to any possible consequences resulting from
our participation. I have received satisfactory answers to any questions
that I have asked.
I understand that I will be invited to participate in two interviews - one to
be held in Term 3 or Term 4, 2013 and one in Term 3, 2014. I am able
to request to participate in a phone interview or provide written
responses to the interview topics rather than participate in an interview.
My decision whether or not to participate will not prejudice my present
or future treatment or my relationship with the Department of Education
and Communities or any other institution cooperating in this study. If I
decide to participate, I am free to withdraw my consent and to
discontinue my participation at any time without prejudice.
I understand that the interviews will be audio recorded and that these
recordings will not be available to anyone outside of the research team.
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I agree that research data gathered from the results of the study may be
published, provided that I cannot be identified. I agree that my identity
will not be disclosed except as required by law. I acknowledge receipt of
a copy of this Consent Form and the Information Sheet.
I understand that if I have any questions relating to my participation in
the study, I may contact the researcher, Lysa Dealtry on telephone
0260 519411 or 0422 630 526, email (ldealtry@csu.edu.au) or the
Gudaga goes to School research leaders, Assoc/Prof Elizabeth Comino
on 9612 0763 (e.comino@unsw.edu.au) or Dr Rebekah Grace on 9612
0764 (r.grace@unsw.edu.au), who will be happy to answer them.
I understand that any complaints may be directed to the Ethics
Secretariat, Sydney South West Area Health Service, Locked Bag
7017, LIVERPOOL BC, NSW, 1871 (phone 9828 5727, fax 9828 5962),
the Aboriginal Health and Medical Research Council, PO Box 1565
Strawberry Hill, 2012 (phone 9698 1099, fax 9690 1559, e-mail
ahmrc@ahmrc.org.au) or the Manager, Quality Assurance Research,
Locked Bag 53, Darlinghurst, NSW, 2010 (phone 9244 5060, email
serap@det.nsw.edu.au).

_____________________

_____________________

Signature of participant

Signature of witness

_____________________

_____________________

Please print name

Please print name

_____________________

_____________________

Date

Date

Would you please provide your contact information for me to phone you
to arrange a suitable time for an interview or receipt of the interview
discussion topics?
Name:
_____________________________________________________
Contact Phone Number/s:
_______________________________________
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Appendix G: Transcription conventions
The following conventions have been used on transcript data presented in this
thesis. A description of the convention is presented in the left column;
examples are presented in the right column.
Comments in square brackets ‘[
]’ indicate that I have added
contextual information which
was required to understand the
events depicted by the
participant.

He explained that an important part of
what I do is reassurance. When something
goes wrong, I say [to families] “It’s OK,
everything is going OK”.

Comments in square italicised
brackets ‘[ ]’ indicate that I
deleted words that could be
used to identify participants or
participating schools. The
added descriptor in the
brackets provides information
which was required to
understand the events depicted
by the participant.

Tayah:

Ellipses, indicated by ‘…’
show that text has been
omitted.

He was quite challenged, quite teary about
leaving Mum and Dad…so when he was on
my list for this year I was a little bit
concerned.

Three-em dashes have been
used to indicate interrupted
speech or where in a
conversation one person is
spoken over.

Marlee:

Interviewer:
Marlee:

Interviewer:
Inverted commas have been
used to indicate participants’
repetition of actual words
spoken by characters depicted
in their stories.

Nicole:
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That’s our [Aboriginal
group] room and our
teacher, Ms Young, she does
all about Aboriginal stuff
with all the other Aboriginal
kids in our school.

I feel sad, when I was
crying, I was going like,
crossing my legs and putting
that, like that--Putting your head down?
---and when my sister found
me, the three girls seen me
and they came and said,
“What’s wrong?”
So the one-on-one work with
the children, do you
attribute the improvements
to that?
Definitely. And we even
have some say “Where were
you today Mrs Rogers? You

didn’t come in, I needed
you”.

Unnecessary ‘Ums’, ‘ahs’, and
repeated words and phrases
have been deleted to aid the
readability of the text.
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