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TERMINOLOGY
Throughout my thesis, I have often used the longer term “Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander” to refer to Australia’s Indigenous
people. This term is inclusive of both Aboriginal people and Torres
Strait Islanders.
However, for the most part, I have also used the terms “Indigenous
Australians” or “Indigenous Australian people” when referring to both
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders. This is a single term used for a
large diversity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groups that
exist throughout Australia.
From the literature, it would seem that the word “Indigenous” can be
spelt with a capital “I” or a lower case “i”. I have chosen the former in
an attempt to afford these people the same status that is given to other
Australian (i.e. capital “A”) people.
I decided to use this terminology and spelling as the most respectful
way after speaking with the Indigenous people of Central Australia
about their wishes in this matter.
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ABSTRACT
The research conducted for this study investigates the Indigenous
education program that links Sandstone School*, a remote Indigenous
school in the Tanami Desert in the Northern Territory, with two
Sydney schools* which are providing the education for selected
secondary students from Sandstone*.
For most remote Indigenous children, the educational options are
limited. While primary education is often available at remote schools
like the school that is located in Sandstone, this education is often
provided by Indigenous teachers who, themselves, have poor English,
so the education that is given to the children does not necessarily
prepare the children for the literacy requirements of secondary
schooling. Other factors also contribute to the poor standard of
primary education that remote Indigenous children receive.
In order to gain a secondary education, remote Indigenous children in
the Northern Territory have to leave home to attend school, as
boarders, in either Alice Springs or Darwin. Of the high school
students who have left Sandstone school to live at schools in Alice
Springs or Darwin over the forty years of the School’s existence, only
one student has completed Year 12. He did not proceed to university.
In 2007 and 2008, I taught in Sandstone School. In the latter half of
2008, I established a relationship with two schools in Sydney which
agreed to educate students from Sandstone. In 2009, when I returned
to Sydney, the Indigenous girls lived with me, and attended City
Girls’ School*; the boys were boarders at City Boys’ School*.
This research, therefore, will case study the program that provides
secondary education, in Sydney, for Indigenous children from
Sandstone School, to determine whether this model is a possible way
forward for Indigenous students from other remote areas of Australia.
The case study, One Foot in Both Worlds, investigates the education
of Indigenous students in a western context through a program that
does not compromise their culture or language.
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(*For the purposes of this research, the name of the Indigenous school
and its associated community, and the names of the two Sydney
schools have been changed.)
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THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY
During my time in Sandstone School, I was approached by a member
of the Indigenous community, asking me if I would organise for
several of the children to attend school in Sydney. These children
would otherwise be leaving Sandstone to attend secondary school in
Darwin, and experience had shown them that it was unlikely that the
children would gain any form of educational credential as a result of
the Darwin experience. I was willing to help the Sandstone
community with their request, although somewhat overwhelmed by
the task of finding suitable and willing schools. This study will be
investigating the resulting educational arrangement.
An important part of this study is the trust relationship that was built
up between myself and the community of Sandstone. By working in
the community, I became familiar with the Indigenous culture, and
well-known to the families. The importance of the relationship
between me in my role as the Sydney guardian of the children who
were sent away to school and the Indigenous community cannot be
overstated. To outline the process that took place as the relationship
was established, and to describe the enormity of the difference
between the two cultures of Sandstone and Sydney, this study will
incorporate a narrative account describing my time in Sandstone. This
format also attempts to honour the story-telling tradition of Indigenous
people while including the more traditional presentation formats of
qualitative and quantitative data.
The larger social and political context of education for Aboriginal
children in remote areas is an essential background to this study, and
detailed references to these contexts will also be included in the thesis.

xii

A STATEMENT OF RESPECT
From the outset, I want to acknowledge that the self-management of
education has often been the hope of the many Indigenous peoples of
Australia. In an ideal world, Indigenous people would be in charge of
an education system for their children that was totally compatible with
their values, beliefs and traditions. However, education in Australia
has been defined and constructed by white people, and it reflects the
values and beliefs that are held by a western culture, a culture that
differs in many ways to Indigenous cultures.
Perhaps as a result of this, academically, Indigenous children are
falling further and further behind their non-Indigenous sisters and
brothers. This means that options for Indigenous children remain
bleak, and this is a serious cause for concern for governments,
educators and Indigenous parents.
I have found in the course of my work with Indigenous parents that
they value the education of their children. Therefore, not only am I
writing this work out of my interest in education, this work is also
being written on behalf of many Indigenous parents who have spoken
to me about their concern for the future of their children. This is the
work of a white woman intervening in the education of Indigenous
children, but it is not with a “white” answer. This is the work of an
educator who has been charged with the responsibility of educating
the future generation of an Indigenous community. Their parents and I
only want to achieve an outcome that is in the best interests of
Indigenous children.
I pay my respects to the elders, past and present, of the Anmatyerr and
Warlpiri people whose children attend Sandstone School.
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INTRODUCTION

1.1

The Story Begins

At the end of 2006, I was expecting to finish my qualifications in
Primary Education through the University of Sydney. I was ready for
a new challenge and a change in scenery from the busy streets of
Newtown where I had lived for the majority of my university course. I
decided to apply to work in the Northern Territory, having developed
an interest in working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children while doing a practicum at a rural primary school in NSW
with a high Indigenous Australian population.
In August 2006, having applied for work through the NSW
Department of Education interview process, but with little prospect of
a permanent position, I also completed an on-line application with the
Northern Territory Department of Education. By late December, with
only four weeks until the start of Term 1 of the following academic
year, I still had not heard back from the NT Department of Education.
I decided to ring the NT Department of Education to check if they had
received my application. Over the phone, the recruiting officer with
whom I spoke offered me two permanent positions as a primary
teacher, one of which was at a school called ‘Sandstone’.
That night, I researched both schools. There was some brief, albeit
out-of-date, information about Sandstone on the internet; Sandstone
was appealing because it seemed relatively easy to get to, as it is
located on a main highway. So, the next day, I accepted the position at
Sandstone.
Three weeks later, I participated in a one-week orientation course in
Alice Springs for teachers new to the Northern Territory. With
hindsight, I realise how unprepared I was for working in a very remote
school. My pre-service teacher education, although providing me with
a rural placement, had no specific preparation for teaching in schools
with a high Indigenous Australian population, and it, along with this
initial orientation course, was woefully inadequate to prepare me for
the position I had sought. There were twenty-two teachers in
1

attendance at the orientation course; twelve months later there would
only be one of these teachers still working in the Northern Territory –
me.
My diary entry on the day I travelled to Sandstone reads as follows:
26th January 2007
AM drove me (and Charlie, my little dog) out to Sandstone
today as my car hasn’t arrived from Sydney yet. The road to
Sandstone was bitumen, unlike many of the other roads which I
have been on in the past week, and the speed limit is 130! It was
a long way, about 200km, and everything along the way looked
exactly the same –that is, really flat, the occasional rocks, very
red and low, dry scrub. There were little markers on the side of
the road that showed the distance left to Sandstone. They started
at 180km and gradually worked down to 5km. In my mind they
were helping me calculate the distance away from Alice Springs,
and away from Sydney.
When we arrived at Sandstone, I was eventually shown to my
house. The house shared the side fence with the school and it
was full of old furniture and too much of it. It was pretty dirty
and had so much accumulated junk in it. But it does have a new
bed, thank goodness.
Despite the culture shock, isolation and homesickness which I
experienced in my first few weeks at Sandstone, my greatest source of
anxiety was based on my reception at Sandstone School. The Principal
had been unaware of my appointment until my arrival in Alice
Springs; she had been very keen to get an experienced, male teacher,
so she was surprised and disappointed by the appointment of a young
female teacher, and the lack of communication from the Department.
Fortunately, this surprise soon dissipated and over the last seven years
we have become firm friends. Furthermore, while the Department had
told me that I was to have a primary class, I was given a class of
adolescent students who could not read or write.
The poor communication around my appointment and arrival made
those first few weeks quite difficult.
The structure of Sandstone School – which had to accommodate
students ranging from 4-16 years, most of whom could not read or
write – consisted of three classes. I had the ‘Middle Years Class’, a
local Aboriginal woman taught the ‘Primary Class’, and a nonIndigenous teacher from Alice Springs taught the ‘Junior Primary
2

Class’ for infants-aged children. Three local Aboriginal women were
the Assistant Teachers; the School also ran a daily preschool program
up until recess.
Sandstone School services three geographical areas and two local
Indigenous Australian communities. Most students come from a
nearby community ten kilometres south of Sandstone. Each morning,
a small busload of students come from another community located
seventeen kilometres west of Sandstone; a small number of other
students come from the town and the creek camps surrounding the
town.
Sandstone School, located on Anmatyerr Country, has children from
two tribal and language groups. English is usually only spoken at
school. Language, country and culture are extremely important to the
Warlpiri and Anmatyerr custodians of this land.
Sandstone appears to be a quiet little town in the middle of the desert.
There are three residential streets, a road house, police station, clinic,
school, council office and art gallery. Despite these services,
Sandstone is still significantly affected by the issues that seem to
affect all remote Indigenous communities in Australia, many of which
will be outlined later in this study.
This thesis tells the story of the education of children from Sandstone
School in Sydney over the past seven years. In doing so, it argues that
Indigenous children from very remote areas of Australia, given the
opportunity to attend a city school and to board – either in a home
situation or in a boarding house with flexible protocols – under the
care of a guardian who is well known to the Indigenous family and the
Indigenous community, can experience this opportunity as a
successful way of obtaining a secondary education. In so doing, they
gain the literacy and numeracy skills needed for post-school options,
while still being immersed in their own culture and language. That
means, however, that they have ‘One Foot in Both Worlds’. Using
Nakata’s (2007) theoretical notion of a “cultural interface”, this thesis
acknowledges and investigates the tension that exists in ensuring that
these Indigenous Australian students maintain their cultural identity
3

while achieving an education based on “western knowledge systems”
(p.8) with outcomes that are comparable to those of non-Indigenous
students. The importance of general recognition of Nakata's theory
highlights his contribution to the academic literature, being an
Indigenous

person

and having

experienced

the

intersection

between western knowledge systems and Indigenous Australian's
position and experiences, before researching the concept (Nakata,
1997) has made his theory readily acceptable to social researchers
around Australia (Harrison & Greenfield, 2011; McConaghy, 2000).
This thesis draws upon literature and past research, qualitative and
quantitative data and my personal narrative accounts in an attempt to
provide the reader with a comprehensive account of one instance of
remote Indigenous education in Australia, the Sandstone community
and the aspirations of the Indigenous parents for their children, the
thoughts and reflections of the families, children and teachers
involved in the Sandstone/Sydney program, the challenges of the
program, and its successes and failures.
This thesis is written in a format that attempts to incorporate and
honour the Indigenous practice of story-telling while still meeting the
requirements of a piece of formal research. While the study has
focused on the educational and personal experience of remote
Indigenous Australian children who are being educated in Sydney,
some details of my personal journey at Sandstone are interwoven with
the data and findings of the research.
There are three main reasons for this approach. Firstly, my narrative
endeavours to outline in detail some of the cultural differences that
may be experienced by teachers from metropolitan areas who wish to
work in very remote schools. Such information may enable teachers to
be better prepared for the experience. Given the transient nature of
many teachers in very remote schools, there is much acquired
knowledge about the education of Indigenous Australian children that
‘disappears’ when teachers leave. Documenting the knowledge that I
accumulated about Indigenous education may help to ensure that this
knowledge is not lost from the Indigenous education scene. In this
4

way, it is hoped that my thesis can make a unique contribution to the
teaching profession.
Secondly, the narrative form incorporates first-hand and authentic data
of my journal. This data highlights the relationship between the
community and me, and assists the reader in understanding the logic
of this particular case study. And finally, the narrative format for this
data recognises the importance of story-telling to Indigenous
Australian people, and acknowledges the power of their voice through
the narrative form. It also recognises and honours their involvement in
the research, especially given that this Sandstone/Sydney program was
established at the request of the Sandstone community. This narrative
form attempts to keep the “knowers” of the knowledge connected with
the “known” (Nakata, 2007, p.9).
It is expected that this research will contribute to an increased
understanding of Indigenous Australian education, and of the
education program that currently exists between Sandstone School and
Sydney schools. The success of the program has been investigated,
with the possibility of forming a model for Indigenous education for
educators and decision-makers to benefit Indigenous Australian
children from very remote areas of Australia. It is in this way that the
study itself makes a contribution to knowledge about Indigenous
education in an academic sense, to expand and challenge dominant
ways of academic thinking, and to provide a basis for further inquiry,
critique and theoretical review.
My time as a teacher in Sandstone School has changed my life in
every way. I cannot present here a ‘politically correct’ thesis, but
rather an intensely personal and political account from my perspective
as a non-Indigenous educator who remains shocked and shaken by the
levels of education being gained by the children in communities such
as Sandstone. In choosing to take up the challenge of documenting
this experience, situating it within a range of research and policy
literature and making empirical inquiry into the nature and effects of
the experience for all of us who have participated in the program, I
hope, too, that I will have made a substantial contribution to my
5

former workplace, Sandstone School, as well as to the Sydney School
communities which have partnered us for the duration of the study.
The study has been designed consistent with Lee, Green and
Brennan’s (2000) account that conceptualises the Professional
Doctorate as a unique opportunity to expand the limitations of
conventional doctoral research training, which is designed as research
training for the university sector. What distinguishes a Professional
Doctorate from other research doctorates lies both in its conduct and
ambition. Most Professional Doctorates, like this one, are conducted
while the researcher is fully employed as a practising professional in a
workplace that is strongly connected to the area of study. They are,
therefore, mainly part-time research projects bringing academic focus
to ongoing professional practice. But they have relevance and
potential to make a threefold contribution to knowledge: to the
knowledge of the workplace community itself, to that of the
profession as a whole, as well as to the academy. For this reason, as I
have explained above, I argue my thesis using both the conventions of
the workplace community and professional engagement, as well as,
and incorporated within, the conventional academic thesis format.

1.2

Aims of Thesis

This study aims to produce a professional research doctorate which
will make a contribution across three areas – the academy, the
profession, and my own professional practice. Its academic
contribution rests in the work that will follow the accreditation of this
thesis as a doctoral thesis, as I seek to publish from the study and
argue for the value of the work to other researchers and, particularly,
to the field of initial teacher education.
Its contribution to the teaching profession will occur through this
thesis providing insights into how teachers can engage in reflective
practices that will enable them to become more effective and engaged
teachers of Indigenous Australian students and enable them to deliver
educational services in ways that will enable their students to engage
in their own education and experience the reality of empowering
themselves through that education. This thesis aims to reveal to
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teachers the ways in which colonial policies and practices of the past
are impacting on contemporary Australia, particularly on schools
educating Indigenous students.
This thesis will contribute to my own professional practice by
strengthening my knowledge and understanding of the past, the
present and the future of educating Indigenous children from one
remote Australian community, with the hope of increasing the success
of the program.

1.3

Structure of Thesis

In the next chapter, I begin by providing an overview of the
challenges and issues facing the Indigenous people of Australia –
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. An understanding of
these issues provides a context for the complexities associated with
the education of Indigenous Australian children as well as providing
insight into the education program, the investigation of which is the
purpose of this study. Following this, Chapter 3 will focus specifically
on the education of Indigenous Australian children – its history, poor
educational outcomes, perceived causes of this lack of achievement,
and possible solutions associated with the education of Indigenous
Australian children.
In Chapter 4, I return to the narrative form by describing my two years
as a teacher at Sandstone School and, in Chapter 5, I outline the
research question and methodology used in this study. Chapter 6
outlines the commencement of the Sandstone/Sydney program which
is the focus of this study by providing information about the schools
and students involved in it.
The next two chapters outline the results of this study. In Chapter 7, I
investigate the changes in the students’ standards of literacy and
numeracy during their time at Sydney schools, and summarise their
feedback regarding the Sandstone/Sydney program; in Chapter 8, I
report on the feedback from the Sandstone Community and outline the
feedback from the City Schools involved in the Sandstone/Sydney
program.
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In Chapters 9 and 10, I provide a final update of the program at the
time of the writing of this thesis, and present the conclusions and
recommendations of the study.
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2

INDIGENOUS AUSTRALIAN
CHILDREN:
REMOTENESS AND CHALLENGES

In this chapter, I provide an overview of the challenges and issues
facing the Indigenous people of Australia as a background context for
the study. I begin the chapter by discussing the initial invasion and its
continuing aftermath in order to create an introductory and
overarching frame within which the other discussions around social
conditions and education can be logically situated.
I continue by determining the proportion of the Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander population that lives in remote and very remote areas,
as this study focuses on the education of the Indigenous children from
these very remote areas of Australia.
In each section, where appropriate, I relate the statistics and policy
information presented here to my own experience of the Indigenous
communities of Sandstone in which the study is set.

2.1

The Initial
Aftermath

Invasion

and

its

Continuing

The critical events of Captain Cook taking possession on behalf of
Britain in 1770, which led to the subsequent arrival of Captain Phillip
and the First Fleet into Botany Bay in 1788, marked the beginning of
the dispossession of this nation’s First Peoples. Reynolds (2006) in his
book, The Other Side of the Frontier, states that Aboriginal people at
the time of invasion were curious about white society and
endeavoured to incorporate new experiences. “The Aboriginal
response to invasion was much more positive, creative and complex
than generations of white Australians have been taught to believe”
(Reynolds, 2006, p. 199). European explorers had Aborigines who
met them along the way and monitored their progress, and these
explorers were dependent on the expertise of their Aboriginal guides
as they followed their paths and drank from their wells (Reynolds,
2006, p. 200). Despite this, the Aboriginal people were not viewed as
equals. In 1819 the Senior Chaplain of New South Wales stated that
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“The Aborigines are the most degraded of the human race...the time is
not yet arrived for them to receive the great blessings of civilisation
and the knowledge of Christianity (Harris, 1990, p. 22). The first
Christian missionary arrived two years after this statement was made,
thirty three years after white settlement (Harris, 1990, p. 21). After
twenty years, the missionaries decided that their efforts had failed.
However, the Aboriginal people were also not passive people, and, for
many reasons such as defending their sacred sites, their women and
their way of life, frontier conflict was apparent in almost every part of
Australia (Reynolds, 2006, p. 5). While the duration and intensity of
each conflict differed throughout the nation, the destruction upon
Aboriginal people was immediate, and this can be seen in a report for
the London-based Methodist Missionary Society, written by a settler
in 1826 who stated:
...Civilisation has been the scourge of the Natives; Disease,
Crime, Misery and Death, have hitherto been the sure
attendants of our intercourse with them. Wherever we trace the
steps of white population we discover the introduction of evil,
the diminution of numbers, the marks of disease, the pressure of
want, the physical and moral ruin of this people... it is a sad
truth to assert that our prosperity has hitherto been their ruin,
our increase their destruction. The history of nearly forty years
seals the veracity of this declaration... every new step which
advances our interests is fatal to their existence... Now we have
usurped the rights of others in possessing ourselves of their land
without even an offer of an equivalent. And we have thus done,
also, at the heaviest possible cost to the rightful proprietors, viz.
their certain ruin. We are therefore deeply indebted to this
unhappy people; debtors beyond what money can repay or
restitution compensate, for property may be returned, but life
cannot (Reynolds, 1989, pp. 2-3).
The landing of Captain Cook, the act of dispossession and the
inhumane treatment that often followed, can be argued to be the
underlying cause of the position of Indigenous Australians in this
country today. There are persistent poverty and devastation that
continue to dominate Indigenous people’s lives around the nation.
This can be seen in publications such as “Royal Commission into
Aboriginal Deaths in Custody National Report” (Johnston, 1991)
which found that the life styles of the Aboriginal people who died in
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custody, as well as the deficiency in the standard of care given to the
deceased, are the central determinants to the deaths. As stated, “indeed
the finding that the lifestyles of the Aboriginal people who died in
custody, along with the procedures adopted by custodians and others,
are the central determinants of their deaths (rather than foul play on
the part of custodian officials) highlights the importance of the Royal
Commission’s broad enquiry into the position of Aboriginal people in
Australia today…” (Johnston, 1991, p. 57).
The report of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in
Custody revealed a complex and devastating depiction of the effects
of dispossession, colonisation and institutional racism on Aboriginal
peoples. The Royal Commission hightlighted the need to understand
the history of government intervention in many aspects of Aboriginal
lives, a history not well known by non-Indigenous Australians.
Furthermore, the Royal Commission pointed to the effects of the
assimilation policy in the diminishing of power and control by
Aboriginal people of their lives, and the breaking of families through
the forced removal of Aboriginal children from their families to be
raised in institutions (Keeffe, 2003, p. 296). As cited in Keeffe’s
biography of Patrick Dodson (2003), the Commission highlighted
that:
The history of Aboriginal relations with the broader community
has impacted upon Aboriginal people in many ways.
Collectively, Aboriginal people have been denied access to
social and economic power, which is essential to effective
participation in mainstream society .The dislocation of
Aboriginal people from their land and culture, and the intrusion
of Western society into Aboriginal life have rendered many
Aboriginal forms of social control ineffective. The dependence,
which characterised the confined and controlled way in which
most Aboriginal people lived for much of recent history, has left
people poorly equipped to deal with the many social problems
they experience (Keeffe, 2003, p. 296).

2.2

The Indigenous Population in Australia

Indigenous Australians make up approximately 2.5% of the Australian
population (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011a). The Indigenous
population, which the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011a)
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estimated to include approximately 548,370 people, lives in the
following areas:
34.8% in major cities: Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Adelaide,
Perth and Canberra
22% in inner regional areas including smaller cities such as Hobart
21.8% in outer regional areas such as Darwin
7.7% in remote areas such as Alice Springs
13.7% in very remote areas such as Sandstone in the Tanami Desert,
Northern Territory.
The

degree

of

remoteness

is

determined

using

the

Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA). ARIA measures
the remoteness of a point based on the road distances to Urban
Centres. The basic premises of ARIA are that there are more services
available in large towns than small towns, and that remoteness is a
factor of the relative distance one must travel to access a full range of
services (ABS, 2006a, p. 246).
Figure 1:

The Population of Australians by Remoteness Areas, 2011.
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In Sandstone, remoteness is registered in everyday concerns, such as
deficiencies in banking, clothes and goods shopping, pharmaceutical
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and medical services. For example, while small groceries can be
purchased at a little shop, there is a lack of choice of products, bread is
not fresh and all goods are expensive. There is a clinic in the
community, but very rarely is there a doctor on site. Doctors from the
Royal Flying Doctor Service are called in for any medical situation,
and unwell patients are transported to Alice Springs hospital. There
are no paramedical therapists or medical specialists. In other words,
the people of Sandstone community do not have access to most of the
services that much of the Australian population takes for granted.
As well as access to services, remoteness also affects job opportunities
and housing. Job opportunities for the local people of Sandstone are
limited and the housing is often over-crowded or inadequate. The
national policy report, Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key
Indicators 2011, prepared by the Productivity Commission, stated,
“on average, Indigenous people in remote areas are disadvantaged in
housing, access to services and job opportunities” (Australian
Government Productivity Commission, 2011, p. 1).
2.2.1

The Plight of Indigenous Australian Children in Remote
and Very Remote Areas

The plight of Indigenous people in Australia – both Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islanders – is often viewed as a national disgrace, an
“appalling situation” (Nakata, 2003, p. 8). Indigenous Australians live
in the most remote areas in the Northern Territory which has also been
referred to as a “Failed State” (Rothwell, 2009, p. 1) in relation to
service provision and social outcomes. Despite the domination of nonIndigenous settlers and the establishment of “white” culture around
Australia, many Indigenous Australians, particularly those in remote
and very remote areas, have not managed to access the culture and
practices of non-Indigenous, particularly Western, Australians.
Furthermore, because Western culture affects social, economic and
educational situations and aspirations of all Australians, they have also
been unable to successfully engage in and develop their own culture
(Pearson, 2011, pp. 22-23).
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As Etherington (2008, p. 79) notes in his study of a remote Indigenous
community,
It is a false hope that remote Aborigines are somehow pursuing
their culture underground....or that the catastrophic absence of
children from school reflects the fact that they are being secretly
or at least privately instructed in Aboriginal culture. Many are
too far down the road with alcohol or drugs and unable to
recapture cultural self-direction or transmission. Drunks cannot
and will not submit to ceremonial learning and discipline. The
non-drinkers and the educated minority are overwhelmed by the
needs around them. They have been dragged onto the median
strip of change and cannot go back. Most do not want to go
back. But they cannot yet go forward either.
As a non-Indigenous teacher who has lived and worked in a remote
Northern Territory community, Etherington paints a bleak picture
here, echoing the words of Peter Sutton (2009) in his revealing portrait
of remote Indigenous Australian community life. When discussing
possible ideas that are integral to the improved well-being of
Indigenous Australians, Sutton states:
For young people who have grown up in the vortex of the most
deeply shattered communities, it may be too late for these ideas
to have any effect, even where they do not have fetal alcohol
syndrome or arrested development due to malnutrition. These
young people are already being spoken of as “lost”
generations… Young people who, unlike their grandparents, are
functionally illiterate and unemployable in real jobs, but who
have also received only a diminished education in their elders’
cultural traditions, if that, are increasingly among the people
one meets in a number of communities. Unlike their elders,
many have spent their lives mainly living among relatives, and
often having little confidence in dealing with non-relatives. I’ve
known many older people from remote areas who have travelled
widely among all kinds of people but whose younger family
members have been far more “ghettoised” and have little
mobility. It is the lack of emotional mobility, not a matter of
having a driver’s licence or the ability to read, that is the key
immobiliser for these younger people (Sutton, 2009, p. 67).
As a long-time advocate of Indigenous rights, Sutton’s argument
posits a situation that few teachers who have not lived in the sorts of
communities he describes can accept as reality. As he argues, the
people who are most affected by the current situation of Indigenous
communities are the children. In 2009, more than nine thousand
Indigenous Australian children were in state care, with Indigenous
Australian children being taken into state care at ten times the rate of
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non-Indigenous children (Overington, 2009, p. 3). Educationally, their
achievements have been referred to as “disgraceful”, and their
educational circumstances as “dire” (Beckett, 2009, p.1).
The national Productivity Commission report, Overcoming Indigenous
Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2009, found that, since 1999, the rate
for child abuse among Indigenous Australian children had more than
doubled, and that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people were
thirteen times more likely to end up in gaol when compared to their
non-Indigenous counterparts (Australian Government Productivity
Commission, 2009, p. 29). Furthermore, of the fifty indicators of
disadvantage noted by the Report, only ten had shown any
improvement since 1999. One of the indicators in which there seems
to have been no improvement is education. Hughes and Hughes (2009,
p. vii) also claim that there has been no measured improvement in the
literacy and numeracy levels of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders
in remote (and very remote) Australia over the past twenty years.
The 2009 Productivity Commission report contained many statistics of
concern to governments and educational professionals alike. At Year
3, 79% of city-based Indigenous Australian students met the minimum
reading standard, for instance, compared to 94% of non-Indigenous
students, indicating that there might be factors associated with
Indigeneity that are affecting the academic outcomes of these students.
In remote areas, however, these figures dropped to 54% and 80%
respectively, indicating that geographic location plays a significant
part in school success for all children (Green, 2008). In very remote
areas, the statistics further dropped to just 30% for Indigenous
students and 53% for non-Indigenous students, showing that
remoteness, in particular, is another key factor affecting student
academic outcomes.
These findings, which were again noted in the Productivity
Commission report of 2011, show that remoteness, compounded by
Indigeneity, has proven to be significantly disadvantageous to student
academic success:
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In remote and very remote areas in 2010, learning outcomes for
Indigenous students were lower than those for other students
across all subjects and all year levels (Australian Government
Productivity Commission, 2011, p. 2).
Of equal concern in these reports is the fact that there have been only
negligible improvements in Indigenous Australian students’ academic
performance over the past ten years including inconsistent trends over
the past four years (Australian Government Department of Education,
Employment and Workplace Relations, 2013, pp. 261-262).
An earlier report, Indigenous Education in the Northern Territory
(Hughes, 2008; Hughes & Hughes, 2009) states the situation even
more bluntly. It argues that almost 100% of Indigenous children at
remote schools in the Northern Territory were leaving school unable
to read, write or count.
These young men and women cannot qualify for jobs and are
condemned to a life on welfare. They cannot get a driving
licence because they cannot pass the road rules written
examination. They cannot compare prices in shops, read
directions on a medicine package, or manage budgets. They are
not literate and numerate so they cannot catch a bus and pay the
fare (Hughes & Hughes, 2009, p. 1).
Indicators such as ARIA help illuminate reasons for this difference,
along with other indicators such as the poverty and lack of access to
social and cultural competence (including competence in non-western
cultures) noted above.
My experiences in Sandstone confirmed many of these accounts, and
highlighted the difficulties faced by the Indigenous Australian parents
who desired and sought a better deal for their children. All the local
Aboriginal women who worked in the school, including the Assistant
Teacher in my classroom, were among a group of people in the
community who talked about wanting more for their children than the
futures they feared were waiting for them as young Indigenous people
in a very remote community. Their children were going through
Sandstone School, which did not offer an authorised secondary
education, with my class of secondary-aged students still covering the
primary curriculum, and the parents did not want this to be the end of
the children’s education. However, they also did not want their
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children going to boarding schools in Alice Springs or Darwin
because of the histories and reports of tribal fighting and the low
success rates that other Indigenous Australian children in the
community had experienced in these settings. There were other
parents too, who had tried high school themselves and, for one reason
or another, had not achieved success. They talked about wanting
something for their children which they had not received. This was not
the desire for all Sandstone parents, of course, and it was not an
ambition for all the students, but a safe opportunity for their children
to continue on to secondary education was a desire for many parents
in the Sandstone community.
These parents were very conscious of the need for their children to
succeed in the non-Indigenous world. While they did not want their
children to leave their families or the Sandstone community, they
believed that an education was vital for the future well-being of the
children. They are evidence of Nakata’s (2003) claim that,
The tension exists between upholding and maintaining cultural
difference and identity on the one hand, and producing equal
outcomes to make us competitive in the mainstream on the other.
Everyone involved in the education of Islander and Aboriginal
students is grappling with this tension……this is uppermost in
everyone’s minds – how to achieve these dual goals that are so
powerfully presented in policy and so important to Indigenous
communities across the country (p. 8).
It was some of these parents who approached me to instigate the
arrangements which I investigate in this study. Through this research,
I have aimed to understand and appraise an education program for
Indigenous Australian students from very remote communities that I
organised and introduced, initially, into two schools in New South
Wales. This program was instigated at the request of parents in the
very remote Sandstone community, for the benefit of their children.
With the support of the Sandstone School Principal, I accepted their
request, and took up the challenge they gave me as a teacher, changing
the direction of my doctoral study at that time to focus my energy and
attention on the program.
At this stage, however, it is important to contextualize the range of
more general challenges and issues facing Indigenous Australians, as
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this will provide an insight into the complexities facing Indigenous
education and an understanding of the background of the specific
educational program that is being investigated in this study.

2.3

Issues Affecting Indigenous Australian People

Nakata (2003), in his paper on the teaching of literacy in Indigenous
education, claims that an emphasis on cultural differences has
adversely affected the learning of Indigenous Australian students in
remote schools. He argues that while the inclusion of the Indigenous
context in Indigenous classrooms is valuable, such an approach has
“over-emphasised the role of these differences in the learning process”
and “exonerates teacher practice” (p. 9). With this argument in mind,
it is worth identifying the issues that the literature identifies as
affecting the Indigenous Australian people.
While I was working in Sandstone, it soon became apparent that the
health of the children and the community in general impacted
significantly on the children’s learning. As determined by Mellor and
Corrigan (2004), the health, nutrition and general well-being of
students affect both their cognitive development and ability to focus in
the classroom. Many of the children’s hearing was poor due to chronic
ear infections, and I soon learnt to speak very loudly in class. This
hearing loss must adversely affect their learning of the English
language which is often a second or third additional language for
them, and often introduced mainly because Standard English is
required for schooling. As education in Australia is based on an
understanding of the English language, poor English language and
literacy skills impact on the learning of the children as reflected in the
testing outcomes referred to above. Hearing is a major health issue in
the community where I lived, but other health issues such as frequent
running noses, infestations of lice, and skin conditions such as boils
irritate the children, and detract from their attendance and their
learning when they are at school.
Another major health-related issue is the impact of Sorry Business on
the schooling of the children. Death is a common feature of the
Sandstone community, and the children miss much schooling in order
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to attend to Sorry Business in their community. It is clear that if there
was less ill-health in the community that led to death, there would be
higher attendance at school. Relating again to the geographical
isolation of this and other remote Northern Territory communities, the
ARIA index demonstrates the widespread nature of under-provision of
health services across Australia; in this section, I turn to a discussion
of health and other closely-related issues affecting Indigenous
Australians.
2.3.1

Health

Health is a major issue affecting Indigenous people in remote inland
Australia. Dr Ernest Hunter, a medical practitioner who works in
remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, describes
the Indigenous population as having “massively elevated rates of
acute and chronic ill health and premature mortality” (Hunter, 2009, p.
24). This issue for Indigenous people in Australia is also recognised
by well-known Indigenous educator, Lester-Irabinna Rigney, who
writes that all Indigenous people “experience more grave health
problems and have higher mortality rates” (Rigney, 2002, p. 73). Such
health issues include conditions such as diabetes and those associated
with poor diet (Langton, 2012).
With specific reference to education, too, it has long been established
that a significant proportion of Indigenous children suffer from some
form of hearing loss. It is estimated that between 25% –50% of
Indigenous children in the Northern Territory suffer some hearing
loss, usually caused by continual middle ear infections (Heitmeyer,
2001, p. 219). As noted above, I certainly witnessed high levels of
hearing loss in the children of Sandstone.
2.3.2

Substance and Alcohol Abuse

Closely related to the issues of health is that of substance and alcohol
abuse. Not only does such abuse lead to damaged bodily organs such
as the liver, it also impacts in other ways. In Sandstone, for example,
families where the (welfare) money was spent on alcohol, rarely ate
well. Furthermore, the children of these families would often not sleep
on the night of the fortnightly welfare payments, as the family was
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loudly intoxicated. They would then miss school the next day, or
come to school and quickly fall asleep in their classrooms.
Noel Pearson, a well-known Aboriginal spokesman who comes from
the Guugu Yimidhirr community of Hope Vale on south eastern Cape
York Peninsula in northern Queensland, has devoted his professional
life to the cause of Indigenous empowerment. He co-founded the Cape
York Land Council, played a key part in negotiating the Native Title
Act 1993 with the Federal Government and is currently the Founder
and Director of Strategy for The Cape York Partnership. Noel Pearson
(2002, 2011) claims that, along with welfare dependency (this issue is
addressed below), the major problem afflicting the Indigenous
population is alcohol and substance abuse.
Over the past seven years, our responsibility has led us to tackle
the largest immediate problems facing our people: substance
abuse and the reform of welfare….because addicts and their
addictions and welfare recipients and their passivity must be
tackled (Pearson, 2011, p. 259).
While Pearson references the Cape York communities in his concerns,
these issues are well documented as impacting across the Northern
Territory and all remote areas in NSW, QLD, WA and SA as well
(ABS, 2011; Hughes & Hughes, 2009).
Sutton (2009), argues that substance and alcohol abuse are the result
of

welfare

dependency.

Sutton,

an

Australian

linguist

and

anthropologist, has had a personal and professional relationship with
the people of Aurukun, a remote Aboriginal community in Cape York
Peninsula, Queensland, since the 1970s. After a particularly harrowing
visit to Aurukun in 2000 to attend even more funerals of members of
the community, he wrote,
By 2000 Aurukun had gone from a once liveable and vibrant
community, as I had first experienced it, to a disaster zone.
Levels of violent conflict, rape and child and elder assault and
neglect had rocketed upwards since the introduction of a
regular alcohol supply in 1985 (Sutton, 2009, p. 1).
In 2007, the Northern Territory report on child abuse, Little Children
are Sacred, led to the formation of the National Emergency Response,
more widely known as ‘The Intervention’. While ‘The Intervention’
aimed to increase the number of police in affected Indigenous
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communities and to provide mass health checks for Indigenous
children, it also aimed to place new restrictions on the sale, purchase
and consumption of alcohol. As Sutton (2009, pp. 8-9) argues, the
strongest feature of ‘The Intervention’ was the quarantining of a
proportion of welfare benefits to all recipients in the designated
communities and of all benefits to those who neglected their children.
When describing this decision of the Federal Minister for Indigenous
Affairs, as ‘The Intervention’ began, Sutton writes, “(Mal) Brough got
them where it hurt: the money” (p. 9). Sutton’s clear inference is that,
in Indigenous communities, welfare dependency leads to alcohol
abuse, and this, in turn, leads to other problems such as child abuse.
The problem of alcoholism is also affecting some of the traditional
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural ceremonies and
traditions. For example, at an initiation ceremony held at Tennant
Creek at the end of 2009, the men performing the circumcision were
so intoxicated that they caused severe mutilation of the three boys
involved. These boys subsequently presented themselves at the bush
hospital, where they were admitted until their injuries healed enough
for them to be discharged. Consequently, many of the young men are
trying to avoid the procedure which, in turn, is leading to violence and
disintegration of the community (Toohey, 2010, p. 14).
The problem of substance abuse also extends beyond alcohol. From
some of the comments made by children at Sandstone School, it is
obvious that marijuana usage is common in this very remote and
tradition-oriented Indigenous community. In 2007, petrol sniffing
became a problem within the community. However, the elders and
police were quick and efficient in eliminating this within a few
months. The main culprit, a young man in my class, was sent to
Mount Theo, a drug, alcohol and petrol sniffing rehabilitation
outstation in the Tanami Desert. Not all communities have this power
and strong will from the elders, so petrol sniffing is a problem in many
similar Aboriginal communities. A clear depiction of the effects of
petrol sniffing was presented in the 2009 movie, “Samson and
Delilah,” (Thornton, 2009) which paints a realistic portrait of life in
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many communities like Sandstone. This movie also describes the
disconnection of some young people in remote communities from the
culture of their elders, and the problems that lack of capacity with
language, let alone literacy, present to the generations of young people
now living the legacy of a welfare economy.
2.3.3

Passive Welfare

Indigenous activists such as Marcia Langton (2012, 2013) and Noel
Pearson, introduced above, are concerned with breaking down passive
welfare dependency amongst remote Indigenous people, which
Pearson claims is the other major issue for many remote communities,
along with substance and alcohol abuse. He focuses on reinstating the
rights of Indigenous Australian people to take responsibility for their
own lives. Pearson (2000a, 2000b) claims that the breakdown of
values and relationships – which he refers to as social deterioration –
occurs when Aboriginal people became dependent on passive welfare.
While Pearson says that the welfare state is a great achievement for
the Australian society, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
have not experienced the positive features of mainstream life in the
Australian welfare state such as public health, education and
infrastructure. The following three comments from Pearson illustrate
his concern:
I’ve been trying to grapple, along with other leaders in Cape
York, with our outrageous social problems, and my view is that
it is completely related to the fact that we’ve been in this
situation of passive welfare for three decades (Pearson, 2000b).
and
My own conviction is that (we need to) restore an economic
base to our communities – a real economy, so that we are not
languishing in the passivity of dependency, that we take charge
of our own lives and our own communities and our own families
– when we do that, we will climb over our social problem
(Pearson, 2002).
and
……passive welfare has corrupted Aboriginal values of
responsibility and sharing, and changed them into exploitation
and manipulation (Pearson, 2011, p. 143).
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In a later article, Pearson describes an Indigenous Cape York
community of twelve hundred people. A recent census found that,
for every three men, women and children, there is a bureaucrat
or service provider supposedly working to improve some aspect
of their lives (Pearson, 2010b, p. 12).
While Pearson argues that this high level of bureaucracy is
disempowering this Indigenous community, he also infers that such
bureaucracy is treating this poor community as “a goldmine” (p. 12),
and consuming finances that could be more effectively spent on better
assisting Indigenous people. In other words, passive welfare not only
prohibits Indigenous Australian people from taking control of, and
responsibility for, their lives, it also consumes valuable resources and
financial aid.
It is clear that the problem is complex. In Sandstone, the provision of
significant welfare seemed to discourage many Aboriginal people
from working during the time I was there. Because they are not
qualified for work other than menial tasks, many of them chose to
receive welfare assistance which provided a payment not much less
than a salary would provide, rather than working. By not working,
many of the men seemed to live purposeless lives that involved
waiting for the next welfare payment or being involved in violent and
illegal behaviour.
2.3.4

Illegal Behaviour

Van Tiggelen’s report on the Wik people of Aurukun, Cape York
(2008a) paints a grim picture of this remote Aboriginal community.
He describes the vandalism, the riots, the rampages of gangs,
including frequent gang rapes of girls, and the security needed for the
community’s few teachers. In this community, 10% of the population
is either on parole, or has received a suspended sentence or a
community service order. Another 10% is currently in gaols or
detention centres. While, in 1976, Sutton (2009) described this area as
“a community”, by 2008, van Tiggelen describes it as “a ghetto”
(2008a, p. 25). Van Tiggelen also claims that children, as well as
adults, are out of control, and illegal activity, such as car-stealing,
rape, wife-beating and vandalism, is rife.
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While the Wik community seems particularly affected by lawlessness,
illegal behaviour is also an issue for other remote Indigenous
communities including the one

at Sandstone. Indeed, Indigenous

Australians are proportionately the most over-represented race in any
criminal justice system in the world (Pearson, 2011, p. 20).
2.3.5

Education

The education of Indigenous Australians is a dominant theme in the
literature about social and racial inequity (Nakata, 2007; Rigney,
2002; Rudolph, 2011). In fact, the inquiry into Indigenous Child
Abuse (Northern Territory Government Report, 2007) goes as far as to
conclude that a sound education for all Aboriginal children is now
crucial for the very survival of Aboriginal people in the Northern
Territory because this is a population that has virtually no education,
nor any of the qualifications or skills that are required for the 21st
century economy of which they are a part (pp.147, 155). This dire
situation is not a sudden development, and had been forecast in 1999
when the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice
Commissioner, William Jonas, referred to the failure of Indigenous
students to complete basic education as a “crisis for future
generations” (p. 85).
Indigenous education outcomes have been referred to as a “national
disgrace” by Australian Education Union

president,

Angelo

Gavrielatos (as cited in Mogensen, 2008, p. 18), who also claims that
the state of Indigenous education is the most confronting issue facing
the Australian nation. This claim is supported by Nakata (2003) and
Beresford et al. (2003) who write that, despite the signs of success in
many areas of education,
the weight of statistical data and research shows Aboriginal
education still to be at a crucial stage; some informed
commentators continue to describe the poor (educational)
outcomes as a state of crisis (p. 8).
(More recent statistical data gathered from NAPLAN results for
Indigenous Australians children will be presented in Chapter 3 of this
study. This data will further confirm the serious nature of the
educational outcomes of these children.)
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The poor quality education that is being received by Indigenous
Australian students has even been identified as the reason behind
many of the other issues that are generally confronting Indigenous
Australian populations. For example, a recent inquiry into the health
of Indigenous children found that,
All information gathered leads us to conclude that education is
the key to reducing (or at least, ameliorating) the incidence of
child sexual assault in Aboriginal communities (Northern
Territory Government Report, 2007, ‘Foreword’).
Similarly, Etherington (2008) claims that the multiple failures in
Aboriginal children’s education – such as the failure to learn English
literacy, numeracy, mainstream structures and law as well as failures
to acquire knowledge of their own Indigenous languages and culture –
are ensuring that Aboriginal children “anticipate a lifetime of
unemployability and dependency, with the inevitable accompanying
domestic violence and substance abuse” (p. 74). Sadly, he also claims
that school failure is cyclical, and it has become entrenched, as
children without adequate schooling tend to see their failure repeated
in their own children (p. 74).
This pattern is evident in Sandstone. Those families who were most
keen to have their children educated in Sydney under the program
which is being reviewed in this study are the Sandstone parents who
themselves are educated and employed, often as teachers or teachers’
aides at Sandstone School.
Educational researchers such as Lee and Thompson (2007) and
Zubrick et al. (2006) have found that many Aboriginal parents value
education. They want to be involved in their children’s education,
especially at the young ages, and they want their children to succeed
in mainstream education and to have the same employment
opportunities as other Australian children while retaining their cultural
integrity.
The effect of secondary education on employability had been detailed
earlier by the Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research (as
cited by Beresford, 2003a, p. 12) which claims that completing Years
10 or 11 increases an Indigenous person’s chance of employment by
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40%, while completing Year 12 increases employment by a further
13%.
(Considerable federal attention has been paid over recent years to
attempt to ‘Close the Gap’ between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
educational outcomes and opportunities. As can be seen by the
NAPLAN data provided in this study, the levels of educational
achievement of Indigenous students are still well below the levels of
non-Indigenous students).
The benefits that come to Indigenous people and their communities as
a result of employment were described in an article by Yunupingu
(2010) who outlined the timber-milling industry that has started on his
land in Arnhem Land. He attributes the recent changes to the
community – such as the decrease in alcohol abuse, hospital
admissions and self-harm – to the work provided to the local
Indigenous men at the timber mill. The contrast of these benefits with
the problems of passive welfare outlined above is obvious.
High rates of unemployment and the greater employment in unskilled
occupations result in a substantially lower economic status for
Indigenous people than for other Australians. This is supported by
2011 census data which showed that the median personal income for
Indigenous people was only 62% of the median income of all
Australians (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011b). This is similar to
earlier census data which showed that the median gross income for
Indigenous people in the age group 25 – 44 years was only 59% of the
median income for non-Indigenous people of the same age range; in
remote areas of Australia, the median gross income for Indigenous
people is approximately 45% of the gross median income for nonIndigenous people living in remote areas; in very remote areas, it is
approximately 38%. (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006b).
Lower income levels lead to poorer standards of living, such as
overcrowding, poor sanitation and lower quality food storage
facilities, which in turn can lead to other issues such as poor health.
As mentioned earlier, poor health can lead to lower attendance rates at
school, and so the cycle of despair continues. Clearly, breaking the
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cycle by improving educational outcomes would have a significant
impact on many other aspects of the lives of the Indigenous people.
Further data regarding the extent of the problem of the education of
Indigenous children will be investigated later in the thesis through the
analysis of national testing results and other data, such as the numbers
of Indigenous students completing secondary schooling and/or
completing tertiary study.
There are many factors that have been identified as contributing to the
poor education of Indigenous children in remote and very remote
areas of the Northern Territory. While some of these factors are
associated with the behaviour of Indigenous Australian children and
families – such as non-attendance and crime – it is also important to
note that many of the factors are associated with the pedagogy, school
culture, administrative arrangements and other factors outside the
control of the Indigenous people including access to preschool and
secondary education (Rigney, 2002, p. 73; Herbert, 2000). In my own
case, as I noted in Chapter 1, a lack of appropriate pre-service teacher
education meant that I was unprepared to teach in the context in which
I found myself. These factors are also discussed later in this study,
along with the possible solutions that have been identified in the
relevant literature. While there has been a continuing problem since
early last century in the eyes of many commentators, the plight of
Indigenous Australian children seems to have only received national
attention in the last decade; consequently, the majority of the literature
associated with this issue has been written since 2000.
There appears to be very little unified agreement about the possible
solutions to the issues associated with the education of Indigenous
Australian children, especially those living in remote and very remote
areas. However, along with the relevant research, there is a substantial
amount of social commentary by non-Indigenous people who have
lived in remote Indigenous areas and by highly-regarded Indigenous
Australian social commentators, such as Noel Pearson (2000a&b,
2002, 2004, 2009, 2010a&b, 2011) , Marcia Langton (2012, 2013) and
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others. Such commentaries and other relevant anecdotes have been
included in the literature that has been reviewed in later chapters.

2.4

Summary

It is acknowledged that, throughout this chapter, not all the issues
affecting Indigenous Australian people have been discussed. Craven
(2011) rightly emphasises that there are many other issues that are
also impacting on the lives of Indigenous Australian people and their
education of their children, including life expectancy, child mortality,
employment, and child abuse and neglect (Craven, 2011, p. 13).
Without wishing to ignore the impact of these issues, the constraints
of this thesis have prevented me from discussing them in detail.
Sandstone School services two very remote Indigenous communities
which exhibit all the issues outlined earlier in this chapter. Sandstone
is a primary school, and due to a lack of enrolments (not allowing the
school to staff a secondary class) and a lack of resources (for example
there are no science laboratories to teach chemistry) and lack of
personnel (no French/German teachers to teach the language
component of the curriculum) does not offer the national curriculum at
the secondary level. In order to study at the secondary level, students
must travel to either Alice Springs or Darwin, neither of which has
provided a complete secondary education to any student from
Sandstone, with the exception of one boy, in forty years. Prior to the
commencement of the Sandstone/Sydney program, that is my focus
here, most of the current generation of Sandstone children attended
school occasionally and never progressed to high school. They entered
adulthood with poor literacy and numeracy skills.
With this background as an Introduction to my research, it should be
no surprise to the reader that my response to the Sandstone’s
community’s request to have their children accompany me back to
Sydney in order to receive secondary education under my
guardianship was ‘yes’. My study and analysis of what occurred in
this situation form the context of inquiry for this thesis.
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In Chapter 3, I will outline the history of Indigenous education in
Australia, together with the poor level of educational outcomes of
Indigenous children living in very remote areas of Australia,
summarise the perceived causes of this lack of achievement, and
identify some possible solutions as provided in the literature relevant
to this topic.
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3

THE EDUCATION OF INDIGENOUS
CHILDREN IN AUSTRALIA

This chapter is divided into four distinct and equally important
sections –the history of Indigenous education in Australia; an outline
of the extent of the problem of poor educational outcomes for
Indigenous Australian children from very remote areas including
quantitative NAPLAN data; an outline of the perceived causes of this
lack of achievement; and some possible solutions as provided in the
literature relevant to this topic. Each section will add a different
perspective to the picture of Indigenous education in Australia,
thereby providing a comprehensive context for this study.

3.1

The History of Education of Indigenous Children
in Australia

Before 1770, the inhabitants of the Australian continent comprised
over five hundred different peoples, each with their own language and
stories. Despite having different languages, localities and cultures,
they each had an education system with their own teaching methods as
a means of transmitting knowledge about their land, history, kinship,
religion and the means of survival. Younger generations learnt from
older generations by participation, observation and imitation
(Heitmeyer, 2001, p. 212).
Although it is clear that some Aboriginal people (such as the Eora
man Benelong) quickly learned to read and write in English after
white settlement in 1788 (Perkins et al., 2010), the first school for
Aboriginal students was established in Sydney by Governor
Macquarie in 1814. The aim of these early schools was to civilise the
Aboriginal population, and especially the children, into people with
the Christian habits and values of the white settlers. There were some
notable successes, such as that of an Aboriginal 14-year old girl,
whose name is thought to be Maria Lock, who won first prize in the
NSW Anniversary Schools Examination, ahead of twenty Aboriginal
and one hundred non-Aboriginal candidates (Bin-Sallik, 2003, p. 22).
However, her success was an exception. Macquarie’s ‘Native School’
was closed in 1820 after some Eora parents became concerned that
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their children were losing touch with their own cultural background.
Although this and other early attempts in the colony were mostly
unsuccessful, so missionaries occasionally tried to educate local
Aboriginal children, sometimes by removing them from their families.
It was at this time of early colonialism that the idea emerged that the
Aboriginal race was cognitively inferior and that the people were,
therefore, doomed for extinction (Beresford, 2003b, p. 42).
Furthermore, the European settlers saw the Aboriginal people as
nomads and hunter/gatherers without systems of law, social
organisation, or property rights and who failed to cultivate the soil.
The British authorities failed to acknowledge the prior rights of the
Aboriginal people and, therefore, the land was labelled in 1835 as
Terra Nullius – land belonging to no one (NSW Migration Heritage
Centre, 2010). This allowed the British to claim the land, under
international law of Europe in the late 18th century, as land that was
not properly occupied and used, and could be taken by anyone who
would put it to productive use.
The fact that the doctrine of terra nullius was the legal
justification for the occupation of Australia meant that, legally,
Aboriginal people did not exist. This made it easier to ignore
their rights (Parbury, 2005, p. 40).
Accounts of the extent and degree of the ‘Frontier Wars’ that marked
Aboriginal resistance to the European invasion of land have come to
light in the past four decades, having previously been excluded from
the mainstream historical record in Australia (Reynolds, 1989;
Reynolds, 2013). Up until the 1960s, the State governments had sole
responsibility for Indigenous affairs. Consequently, from the 1880s, a
range of policies and practices appeared in different forms and at
different times in the colonies around the country. These policies were
largely based on three main principles: the idea that basic education
should be available to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children
on the understanding that racial inferiority would result in them not
achieving highly; the need for segregation of white and Indigenous
children for fear of moral contamination and uncleanliness; and the
demand for Indigenous people to assimilate themselves into the white
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culture (Beresford, 2003b, p. 43). Three examples of policies
introduced into NSW highlight these principles:
-

Despite the lobbying of many non-Indigenous people, the Clean,
Clad and Courteous Policy of 1884 decreed that as long as
Aboriginal children were clean, clad and courteous, they were
permitted to attend school (Schwab, 2013, p. 213).

-

Lobbying resulted in the Exclusion on Demand Policy in 1902
(Beresford, 2003b, p. 45). This stated that, in spite of the 1884
legislation, no Indigenous Australian child could attend school if
any non-Indigenous parent objected to their attendance.
Consequently, if any white parent objected to the presence of an
Indigenous child in the class – usually from fear of contagion to
their own child – the Indigenous student was required to leave the
School. “Unfortunately, many White parents did object” (BinSallik, 2003, p. 22).

-

In many parts of the country, Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children who wanted an education had to attend the
mission schools on the reserves which were not staffed by the
Department of Education. In order for Indigenous Australian
children to attend these schools, Indigenous families often had to
relocate to the mission environment, and this in turn led to
overcrowding and unhygienic living conditions, which further
enforced the white community’s belief in their own superiority.
Consequently, only about 15% of Indigenous Australian children
received an education in the late 1940s; only about a further 10%
received an education through the mission schools (Neville, 1947,
p. 149). This policy officially remained in place until 1972
although it was not necessarily enforced in metropolitan areas
after the 1950s.

During the latter half of the twentieth century, several different
approaches were taken towards the treatment of Indigenous
Australians, and these approaches are reflected in the schooling that
was made available to the children.
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Firstly, there was segregation where Indigenous Australians were
forced to live in squalid areas known as camps or reserves, only some
of which were served by schools. It is generally acknowledged that
this segregation stunted the emotional, physical and social
development of the children (Beresford, 2003b, p. 49), so much so
that even when they were allowed to attend public schools, they often
had little hope of success.
Secondly, there was the attempt to reduce the increasing number of
so-called ‘half-caste’ Aboriginal Australians by encouraging them to
intermarry with white people. In order to achieve this cultural
assimilation and biological absorption, children were removed from
their families and sent to missions and government homes (Beresford,
2003b, p. 52). Although the concept of biological absorption
disappeared during the 1940s, the practice of forced removal
continued. The length of time such removals continued to be
undertaken, the treatment that was visited on those children within
those institutions and its longer term impact upon them once they
were disarded to make their own life, was, and continues to be, a
complex issue. There are some Aboriginal adults who claim that their
education and good health can be attributed to this practice of forced
removal but the overarching sentiment about this aspect of Australian
history, commonly referred to as the Stolen Generation, is one of
embarrassment and disgust amongst non-Indigenous people, as there
were many problems associated with the missions/homes and
education. As Beresford says, these included:
-

an emphasis on Christian teaching rather than formal education;

-

the physical, sexual and emotional abuse of some children;

-

the poor standard of amenities;

-

the requirement for children to perform extensive manual labour;

-

low expectations for aspirational vocations; and

-

poorly trained staff, especially with regard to their knowledge of
and appreciation for Indigenous culture (Beresford, 2003b, p. 53).
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Whilst it could be argued that there has been a commonality of
experience across many groups of Indigenous Australians during this
era, that does not mean everyone has had the same experience or that
there is a commonality of thinking amongst all. Therefore, individuals
and groups have reacted in a diversity of ways. The reality of life in
many families and communities today, would seem to suggest that
many people felt, and continue to feel, a very deep sense of anger and
abiding pain as a result of what was done to them, and their families,
in the missions/homes. Contemporary research would seem to suggest
that the high rates of abuse, addiction and hopelessness that
characterise the way of life, including increasing suicide rates, in
many contemporary communities throughout Australia, may well be
an inter-generational impact of that era.
Furthermore, in schools at this time, there was no attempt made to
incorporate an Indigenous content or cultural perspective into the
curricula, and no attempts were made to include ‘Indigenous learning
styles’ into the teaching strategies used by the teacher (Santoro et al.,
2011). The idea that Aboriginal children have particular, culturallydifferent ways of learning needing particular, different styles of
teaching became popular after the curriculum reform initiated by the
Whitlam Labor government of the early 1970s. This idea has been
adapted more recently to support policy initiatives aimed at ‘closing
the gap’ between non-Indigenous and Indigenous school achievement
(Yunkaporta, 2009). However, it has been critiqued by researchers. As
Santoro et al. (2001, p. 69) note,
While Nakata believes that it is important for teachers to
understand how Indigenous students’ ways of knowing are
different from those of non-Indigenous students because such
understandings ‘make teachers more sensitive to their students
and […] reveal the complexity of the factors with which they are
dealing’ (2003, p. 9), he issues a note of caution. He believes
that the cultural difference schema, particularly from the
perspective of Indigenous students’ differences from nonIndigenous students, that is used to explain the problems faced
by Indigenous people in regard to education, ‘stands to provide
a convenient explanation of student failure that exonerates
teacher practice’.
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By the end of the 1970s, almost 25% of the Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander population had never attended school, and only 3.5%
had completed secondary education (Beresford, 2003b, p. 57). This
was

a

result

of

on-going

generational

self-doubt

and

underachievement, poor living conditions, inadequate schooling, the
socio-psychological impact of segregation and assimilation, the lack
of congruence between the western schooling and Indigenous culture,
and the stress associated with marginalisation.
In the 1967 referendum, Australians voted overwhelmingly to remove
two references in the Australian constitution which discriminated
against Indigenous Australian people. This change gave the
Commonwealth constitutional powers to draw up legislation specific
to Indigenous Australians, meaning that special programs and policies
could be introduced. As Schwab (2013) states,
The 1967 Referendum signalled an emerging moral view that as
the most disadvantaged Australians, Aboriginal people deserved
social justice, support, and opportunity (p. 214).
The end of the 1970s is usually recognised as the beginning of reform
in Australia regarding Indigenous education (Beresford, 2003b, p. 64).
This is due to the overwhelming results of the referendum; the
Australian census of 1971 and the findings of several reports including
those written by Watts (1976, 1978, 1982) which highlighted the low
participation rates of Aboriginal students in secondary and postsecondary education in Australia, and poor subsequent employment
opportunities; and the changes to policy and reviews that took place
under the Whitlam government in 1972 (Schwab, p. 214).
Since the 1980s, there have been many inquiries, reports and
investigations into various aspects of Indigenous education because of
the Government’s on-going failure to educate Indigenous Australian
children with success. The 1989 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Education Policy, (AEP) for instance, identified twenty one
national goals for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education and
training, across the fields of: Involvement of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people in educational decision-making; Equality of
access to education services; Equity of educational participation; and
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Equitable and appropriate educational outcomes (MCEETYA, 1989).
The objective of these goals was to achieve educational equality by
the year 2000. However, ten years later, in response to what was seen
as a continuing lack of educational success for Indigenous
populations, the Coolangatta Statement on Indigenous Rights in
Education (World Indigenous Peoples’ Conference on Education,
1999) reiterated an internationally agreed framework for Indigenous
educational rights and self-determination. In 2009, Buckskin’s Review
of Australian Indigenous Education 2005-2008 pointed to the lack of
long-term commitment over short-term interventions for improving
educational outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children, and pointed to the National Partnerships Plan and The
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Action Plan 20102014 (MCEEDYA, 2009) as a longer term government policy aimed
at ‘closing the gap’ between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
educational outcomes.
Commencing as a Bullet School located in four silver-coloured bullet
classroom vans, Sandstone School opened in 1969. Lessons were held
in the vans for many years until the current buildings arrived in the
late 1980s. While the new building was originally meant to be an
education facility for a larger town centre, it inadvertently ended up at
Sandstone, and the fact remains that there is now a spacious and wellequipped primary school in Sandstone which serves two local
Aboriginal communities. Over the succeeding decades, the school has
attempted to educate the children of these communities, and it has
provided employment for several adults in the community, although
its success in terms of student achievement, as noted above, have been
few.
With the introduction of a national curriculum, (ACARA, 2011),
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures are now
meant to be a cross-curricular priority.
A conceptual framework based on Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Peoples’ unique sense of Identity has been developed
as a structural tool for the embedding of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander histories and cultures within the Australian
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curriculum. This sense of Identity is approached through the
interconnected aspects of Country/Place, People and Culture.
Embracing these elements enhances all areas of the curriculum.
The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander priority provides
opportunities for all learners to deepen their knowledge of
Australia by engaging with the world’s oldest continuous living
cultures. This knowledge and understanding will enrich their
ability to participate positively in the ongoing development of
Australia (ACARA, 2011).
The practice of children being separated from their families each
school day was not a part of Indigenous culture and, in some places it
resulted in mothers “wailing” outside the school buildings in some
remote Indigenous schools (Folds, 2001, p. 26), although this did not
occur at Sandstone. Furthermore, the routines required by western
education – routines that fail to accommodate Aboriginal cultural
practices such as ‘Sorry Business’, as noted above, the stereotypical
notion of ‘walkabout’, and concepts such as individual competition
and ‘planning ahead’ that are unfamiliar to many people in the remote
Aboriginal communities – may well mean that schooling for
Indigenous Australians will continue to be unsuccessful, even though
school curricula are now to include Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander perspectives.
During my time at Sandstone, I did not experience a marked level of
separation between the western classroom and the Indigenous
Australian people. This may have been due to the open door policy
which saw many mothers or grandmothers attending school each day
with their children, and the employment of several local Indigenous
Australians at the school.
Nonetheless, at Sandstone, the school must comply with the
requirements of the Federal and State Governments. Consequently, the
curriculum must contain the pre-determined number of hours for areas
such as Science and Art, even though the children would probably
benefit from more time being spent on literacy. Such requirements
mean that the educational needs of the children are not actually being
met, as decisions about what happens in the school curricula (and
when), are made far away from the school itself. Even in those schools
such as Sandstone where school buildings and other resources have
37

been provided and the local Indigenous Australian communities are
integrated somewhat into the school, educating the children has
remained unsuccessful.
In 1991, the Australian Government began the implementation of a
formal 10-year process of reconciliation. The aim of the process was
to reconcile Indigenous and non-Indigenous people by the end of
2000. The Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation (CAR) was
established to promote the process and to achieve specific goals: to
improve

education,

to

address

Indigenous

socio-economic

disadvantage and to develop a document of reconciliation. By the
conclusion of the 10-year process in 2000, neither the aim nor the
three goals of reconciliation had been fully achieved. However,
despite this, there were some successful outcomes including the
increased awareness of Indigenous issues by non-Indigenous people,
such as the commencement of annual ‘Sorry Days’, and media events
such as the ‘Sea of Hands’, the Sydney Harbour Bridge Walk in 2000
and the creation of a ‘People’s Movement’ for Reconciliation
(Gunstone, 2007). The 2007 ‘apology’ by the Prime Minister of
Australia, Kevin Rudd, was greeted by the Sandstone community with
joy and relief.
In 2006, in response to the Little Children Are Sacred report (Northern
Territory Government, 2007), the Australian Prime Minister, John
Howard, announced a radical takeover of Indigenous affairs that
would give the Federal Government control over most aspects of
Indigenous life in remote areas of the Northern Territory and Western
Australia. Measures introduced to manage the problems highlighted in
this report included bans on alcohol on Indigenous land, bans on
pornography, compulsory health checks for all children under 16
years, a Government takeover of some townships for up to five years,
quarantining up to half of people’s welfare payments for up to a year
to stop money being spent on alcohol, and withholding welfare
payments if children were not sent to school. The program, known as
‘The Intervention’, was designed to tackle “an epidemic of child
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sexual abuse in the territory” (Peatling & Murdoch, 2007b, p. 1;
Sutton, 2009).
It would be foolish to think that once legal regulation, social justice
and property justice are in place, and the treaty needs and
Reconciliation needs have been met, the emotional and physical needs
of the Indigenous people will be met. That is, that politics and the law
will ‘rescue’ these people. As Sutton (2009) says, it is “unscientific
mumbo jumbo” to think that politics and the law will:
deliver the people from extraordinary levels of rage, fear,
anxiety, neglect, malnutrition, infection, diabetes, renal failure,
sexual abuse, assault and homicide (Sutton, 2009, p.12).
These issues are characteristic of the nature of Aboriginal people’s
experience in many remote Northern Territory communities. As long
as these unacceptable and debilitating conditions are still in existence
in Aboriginal communities, education has little chance of being
successful. Therefore, it has been recognised that more than changes
to the law and politics are needed to provide a quality education to
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children.
In the Sandstone communities, the attendance at school had not
increased in the ten years leading up to the commencement of the
Sandstone/Sydney program which is the focus of this study, nor have
more Sandstone children progressed onto secondary education other
than through the Sandstone/Sydney program. In fact, of the
approximately one hundred children of high school age (an exact
number of school-aged children is not possible due to the itinerant
nature of some of the families), the only ones who have received any
form of secondary education that complies with ACARA requirements
are the children who have left the community and gone to school in
New South Wales. In 2007, the year before the program in focus here
commenced, the only student at secondary school was one girl at
school in Darwin, and she dropped out in Year 8.
Prior to the drastic strategies of ‘The Intervention’ in 2007 and the
national curriculum focus on Indigenous culture and knowledge
(ACARA, 2011), there had been a change in thinking about the nature
of high-quality Australian Indigenous education. This involved the
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idea that, in order for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to
survive in Australia, they will have to be comfortable with, and
competent in, a western lifestyle, but that this should be achieved
without compromising their own culture. In order for Indigenous
Australian culture to survive – including its languages, its values and
beliefs, its beauty and its traditions – in a predominantly ‘white’
country, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people would have to
become conversant with both lifestyles simultaneously. This means
that education had to include both a western and an Indigenous
Australian perspective.
Bicultural education, commonly referred to as ‘both ways’ or ‘twoway schooling’ is most strongly associated with Stephen Harris
(1990), although the idea appears to have originated in the 1970s
among Aboriginal people in northern Australia as they attempted to
come to terms with the power of white educational systems. Bicultural
education may have also stemmed from the desire to incorporate
aspects of a ‘white’ way of living which can be seen in the work of
anthropologist, Stanner (1979), who wrote in 1973,
Everywhere I have been in recent years there has been an
expressed want for at least pieces of our instrumental culture –
goods, money, transport – to be used in a combination of their
own choice within their own life-choices (p. 368).
Harris (1990) defines ‘two-way’ education as a “theory of schooling
for simultaneous Aboriginal cultural maintenance and academic
success” (p. xiii). This would address the dilemma experienced by
Indigenous Australians in remote areas who “want their children to
learn the three Rs and to grow up Aboriginal” (p. 1). According to
Harris (1994, p. 144), two-way schools have the following
underpinning principles:
-

they are organised around two separate systems or domains: the
western and the Aboriginal;

-

they are controlled by local Aboriginal people;

-

their administrative structures and processes are essentially
Aboriginal;

40

-

the western domain is presented as an alien system to be analysed
critically rather than adopted; and

-

the teaching of both domains is strongly contextualized.

The success of two-way education, however, depends on the
familiarity of the teacher with both target cultures (Harris, 1993) as
most of the literature on two-way schooling infers that bicultural
education takes place within the one class, with the one teacher. Twoway schooling also requires the children to attend school, and for there
to be a school which they can attend. It infers that the teacher needs to
be fluent in the local Aboriginal language and in English. In most
remote and very remote Aboriginal communities, few, if any, of these
criteria can be met.
The model that we initiated in Sandstone and have evaluated in this
study sees the students being educated in city schools and returning
each school holidays to their very remote Aboriginal communities in
the Northern Territory, an arrangement which is clearly not totally
consistent with the concept of two-way schooling. Nonetheless, the
concept of enabling Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students to
experience educational opportunities and success without losing their
understanding and acceptance of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
culture is the thinking behind both two-way schooling and the model
in this study, One Foot in Both Worlds. As stated by Herbert (2000):
Yet a critical aspect of maintaining credibility for Aboriginal
students and adults in their own world and in the world of work
or school, may be their need to maintain two different ways of
being and communicating (Herbert, 2000, p. 7).
The next section of this chapter outlines the extent of the problem of
poor educational achievement of Indigenous Australian children,
including an analysis of NAPLAN data that gives a quantitative
snapshot of the level of academic achievement of Indigenous
Australian children so that general comparisons can be made between
these Indigenous students who live and attend school in very remote
areas, and non-Indigenous students. This is followed by two further
sections: perceived causes of the problem, and possible solutions to
this educational problem.
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3.2

The Extent of the Problem of Poor Educational
Outcomes

My research provides a case study of the Indigenous Australian
education program that links Sandstone School, a very remote
Indigenous school, with two Sydney schools which are providing the
education for selected secondary students from Sandstone in an
attempt to provide educational outcomes that give more options than
are usually available to Indigenous children in very remote areas.
This section of the chapter provides the baseline situation we set out to
address, outlining the extent of the problem of poor educational
outcomes for Indigenous children in very remote parts of Australia.
3.2.1

The Extent of the Problem

As mentioned in Chapter 2, the educational achievements of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in Australia have been
described as “disgraceful” and their educational circumstances as
“dire” (Beckett, 2009, p. 1). Furthermore, the Australian Government
Productivity Commission policy report, Overcoming Indigenous
Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2009, found that, since 1999, of the
fifty indicators of disadvantage, there had been no improvement in
80% of them, including education, over that decade. I have noted
above, too, that Hughes and Hughes (2009, p. vii) also claim that there
has been no measured improvement in the literacy and numeracy
levels of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders in remote Australia
over the past twenty years.
Elsewhere, however, there are small signs of improvement in the
education of Indigenous students in the Northern Territory. A media
report released by the Northern Territory Department of Education in
2008 claims that there was a record number of Indigenous Australian
students – one hundred and fifty-four students –who at the end of
2008, gained their Northern Territory Certificate of Education
(NTCE). This represented a significant 22% increase in the number of
Indigenous students completing their NTCE since the previous year.
This

included

students

who completed their certificates in

Ramingining, Maningrida and Yirrkala. Burns (2009), the Minister
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representing the Minister for Education in the Northern Territory,
stated that he was especially pleased to see that this represented a
170% increase in the number of Indigenous Australian students
completing their NTCE since 2003.
However, according to Hughes and Hughes (2009, p. 7), this 22%
increase in Indigenous Australian students completing the NTCE or
equivalent is still contributing to a figure of only 12% of the total Year
12 Indigenous cohort of students in Australia as measured by the most
recent census. The 22% increase (from 2007 to 2008) only raised the
number of Indigenous Australian students being awarded their NTCE
or equivalent from 10% in 2007 to 12% in 2008, Australia-wide.
When looking at the Indigenous Australian students from remote
areas, the percentage is much smaller. In the township of Sandstone,
for example, which is located 200 kilometres north of Alice Springs in
the Northern Territory, only one student has ever completed Year 12,
and this student undertook his secondary education as a boarder at a
school in Alice Springs. Quoting Hughes, Ferrari (2008) argues that
Indigenous education in the Northern Territory has, in effect, not been
extended to secondary education. This is because most Indigenous
Australian students finishing primary school, especially in remote
areas, have only reached a basic primary level so that any secondary
classes, therefore, have to be conducted at an elementary level.
Improvements in the retention rate of Indigenous Australian students
have also been noted by Lindell (2009). He reports that, across
Australia, there were 4,800 Indigenous students enrolled in Year 12 in
2008, compared to just 2,200 in 1999. This represents an increase in
the retention rate from 35% to 46% over the same period. However,
Lindell goes on to cite Ray Land (2009), a senior policy adviser with
the Indigenous Education Leadership Institute, who claims that this
improved situation is not the case in remote or very remote areas,
because the quality of secondary education does not appear to attract
or retain students in remote areas.
Lindell (2009) also agrees with Land’s claim that the only way to have
an effective secondary education for remote Northern Territory
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students is to provide a boarding facility and an educational program
that has a strong vocational and training component. Lindell also notes
in his article that the Federal Government has apparently put funds
aside for a hostel to provide student accommodation in remote
Northern Territory, similar to the model used in Western Cape
College in far-north Queensland. This is a unique Government school
for the students of Cape York and the Torres Strait, which opened in
2002, comprising of four campuses, each set in their own cultural,
social and geographical location. The College has a Residential
Campus in Weipa with boarding facilities, giving the students from
Year 7 to Year 10 access to a high school education (Western Cape
College, 2013). With a 55% Indigenous student enrolment (ACARA,
2013), the program has a strong VET and post-secondary school
pathways program. However, according to 2012 NAPLAN results,
Western Cape College still has results in Reading, Writing, Spelling,
Grammar and Punctuation and Numeracy substantially below the
Australian schools’ average in Year 3, Year 5, Year 7 and Year 9
(ACARA, 2013).
Regardless of the varying claims of the extent of the level of
improvement in Indigenous education over recent times, at the
beginning stage of the study – 2008 –it seemed appropriate to gain,
first-hand, empirical evidence of the extent of the problem of
educational achievement for students from very remote areas in the
Northern Territory. Data that was comparative, recent, and specific
was needed, and for these reasons, NAPLAN data was used.
It is not the intention of this data analysis to infer that NAPLAN data
represents the whole academic picture for Australian students. There
are significant limitations and complexities with NAPLAN testing
(Wigglesworth, Simpson & Loakes, 2011; Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith,
2011; Willett & Gardiner, 2009); the difficulties associated with
NAPLAN testing at Sandstone School are discussed later in the
chapter. Nonetheless, as a snapshot of academic performance,
NAPLAN data is helpful, and is, arguably, the best data available for
the evaluative and comparative purposes of this study.
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3.2.2

NAPLAN Results

In 2008, a program of national testing, National Assessment Program
– Literacy And Numeracy (NAPLAN), was introduced across
Australia for students in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. The results from this
program have provided data that enables direct comparison of
academic performance of students from different regions of Australia
and with different cultural backgrounds.
The 2008 NAPLAN data is available from Ministerial Council for
Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs, 2008
and from the National Report: Achievement in Reading, Writing,
Language Conventions and Numeracy 2008, released by the Federal
Minister of Education on 19 December 2008.
For the purposes of this study, 2008 data has been used, as this was
the year when I was teaching at Sandstone School, and the year the
first parent decided it would be more beneficial for her daughter to be
educated away from Sandstone, in Sydney. This was also the first year
of NAPLAN testing, so the data demonstrates the baseline of
underachievement that spells out the problem this study has aimed to
address in the manner we designed.
As can be seen from the tabulated and graphical data below, the
NAPLAN results for 2008 show deficiencies in the achievements of
Indigenous Australian students from very remote areas, in literacy and
numeracy, at all tested year levels.
3.2.2.1 NAPLAN Results in Literacy, 2008
For purposes of differentiation and for clarity, the 2008 NAPLAN
results for literacy are presented in different forms – the reading
results are presented in graphical form; the writing results are
presented in tabular form. All results are presented in year levels –
that is, Year 3, Year 5, Year 7 and Year 9.
The results below have been gathered, tabulated and graphed from
data available in the 2008 NAPLAN National Report (Ministerial
Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth
Affairs, 2008). Upon completing NAPLAN, some student background
information is gathered including: student age, gender, Indigenous
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status, language background status, geolocation (metropolitan,
provincial, remote and very remote), parental education background
and occupation. In the NAPLAN National Reports, NAPLAN data is
reported overall, separately for these different groupings, as well as by
state/territory.
The tables and graphs below are organised by state. Within each state,
the results are shown for metropolitan areas, provincial areas, remote
areas and very remote areas. The degree of remoteness is determined
using the Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA). ARIA
measures the remoteness of a point based on the road distances to
Urban Centres. The basic premises of ARIA are that there are more
services available in large towns than small towns, and that
remoteness is a factor of the relative distance one must travel to access
a full range of services (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006a, p.
246).
These graphs and tables demonstrate the percentage of Indigenous
Australian students within these areas that is at, or above, the national
minimum standard. Sandstone School falls within the ‘very remote’
category of the Northern Territory section. This category, as I will
demonstrate by use of this data, consists of the least performing
schools in Australia.
Also included is a comparison of Indigenous Australian students
achieving at or above the national minimum standard compared to
non-Indigenous students achieving at or above the national minimum
standard. This is also shown by state. Sandstone School falls within
the Indigenous section of the Northern Territory. I will demonstrate by
the use of this data that Sandstone students, again, are among the
lowest performing students in Australia.
A review of the NAPLAN data presented below can lead to many
interesting observations –for example, the relative high percentages of
Indigenous students in the (largely metropolitan) ACT, and Tasmania
metropolitan and provincial schools who have literacy skills at, or
above, the minimum standard. However, for the purposes of this
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study, only that data that is relevant to the research question will be
discussed.
Year 3 Reading
Figure 2: Year 3 Indigenous Students (%) reading at or above minimum
standard, by State/Territory and Geolocation, 2008
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This graph shows that, with the exception of South Australia, Year 3
Indigenous Australian students achieved at higher levels in
metropolitan and provincial schools than in remote and very remote
schools in reading in 2008.
This graph also displays that Year 3 Indigenous Australian students in
very remote areas in the Northern Territory achieved the lowest levels
of reading of all Indigenous Australian Year 3 students in 2008. In
fact, only 14% reached the minimum standard.
(As there are no provincial, remote or very remote areas in the
Australian Capital Territory, and there are no metropolitan – “metro”
– areas in the Northern Territory, these columns have been left blank.)
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Year 3 Writing
Table 1: Year 3 Students (%) writing at or above national minimum
standard by State/Territory and by Indigeneity, 2008
NSW

VIC

QLD

WA

SA

TAS

ACT

NT

AUS

Indigenous

90.9

92.1

77.2

72.0

82.5

94.2

89.5

46.6

78.8

NonIndigenous

97.9

96.6

93.6

97.0

95.7

97.5

96.6

95.2

96.4

It can be seen from this table that the gap between Indigenous and
non-Indigenous performance in Year 3 in writing is far greater in the
Northern Territory than in any other state or territory. It can also be
seen that the Northern Territory is the only state or territory that has
fewer than 50% of Year 3 Indigenous students reading at or above the
national minimum standard.
Another interesting observation can be made from this data. The effect
of location is negligible for Year 3 non-Indigenous students in writing,
but the variable of location – especially living in the Northern
Territory –appears to have a significant impact on the performance of
Year 3 Indigenous students in writing. No definite explanation can be
obtained from this data but, from my experience, it may be due to the
fact that many Indigenous students in the Northern Territory speak
English as their second, or as another subsequent, language.
The following table, Table 2, shows that, in 2008, Year 3 Indigenous
Australian students performed at a lower level than non-Indigenous
students in writing in all states and territories of Australia.
Table 2: Year 3 Indigenous Students (%) writing at or above national
minimum standard by Geolocation, 2008
NSW

VIC

QLD

WA

SA

TAS

ACT

NT

AUS

Metropolitan

92.6

92.6

82.2

81.7

85.9

95.6

89.3

-

86.9

Provincial

90.0

91.7

80.1

80.9

87.9

93.5

n.p.

82.8

86.2

Remote

83.7

n.p.

*

62.8

69.4

85.4

n.p.

-

64.1

69.0

VeryRemote

93.6

-

61.2

51.0

50.8

n.p.

-

28.0

45.0

*

n.p. = nil population; – indicates that the geolocation code does not apply within
this state/territory for this year level.
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This table shows that, for all states/territories, Year 3 Indigenous
students achieved at higher levels in metropolitan and provincial
schools than in remote and very remote schools in writing, with one
exception.
Interestingly, in 2008, very remote Indigenous students in NSW
achieved higher results than metropolitan, provincial and remote
Indigenous students in NSW. In fact, very remote Indigenous students
in NSW achieved the second highest results out of any Year 3
Indigenous group, by geolocation, in Australia in writing. This result
was not replicated in subsequent years of NAPLAN testing, and is the
only area in the 2008 results in which very remote Indigenous students
performed better than students from other geolocations in the same
state. These results can, therefore, be seen as anomalous.
Another interesting point is the range of variation between remote and
provincial students. In some states, the difference between provincial
and remote students is relatively small; in other states and the
Northern Territory, the difference is significant. For the purposes of
this study, it is important to note that the Year 3 Indigenous students
in very remote areas in the Northern Territory achieved at the lowest
level in writing of any Indigenous group by geolocation and by state
in Australia, with only 28% of Year 3 Indigenous students achieving
at or above the national minimum in writing.
It is also worth noting that the Year 3 provincial students in the
Northern Territory performed better in writing in 2008 than Year 3
provincial students in Western Australia and Queensland.
While it is difficult to see definite trends and/or patterns from this
tabulated data, the poor performance in writing of the very remote
Year 3 Indigenous students in the Northern Territory in 2008 is clear:
most of these Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in Year 3
in 2008 performed below the minimum level in writing.
After Year 3, the next level of NAPLAN testing in Australian is
carried out in Year 5.
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Year 5 Reading
Figure 3 below shows that Year 5 Indigenous Australian students
achieved at higher levels in metropolitan and provincial schools than
in remote and very remote schools in reading in 2008. In NSW, for
example, more than 80% of Indigenous students from metro areas
were reading at or above the minimum standard. However, in NSW in
2008, only 45% of Indigenous students from very remote areas were
reading at or above minimum standard.
Figure 3: Year 5 Indigenous Students (%) reading at or above minimum
standard, by State/Territory and Geolocation, 2008
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In all states and territories, Indigenous Australian students in remote
or very remote areas performed less well and, in the Northern
Territory, only 8% of Year 5 Indigenous Australian students from
very remote areas achieved the minimum standard in reading in 2008.
Given that 14% of Year 3 Indigenous Australian students achieved the
minimum standard in reading, there is evidence of a deterioration in
the standard of reading as Indigenous Australian students get older.
That is, in 2008, as the age of the cohort increased, the gap between
non-Indigenous and Indigenous achievement widened.
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Year 5 Writing
Table 3 shows that Year 5 Indigenous students performed at a lower
level than Year 5 non-Indigenous students in writing in 2008 in all
states and territories of Australia.
Table 3: Year 5 Students (%) writing at or above national minimum
standard by State and Territory and by Indigeneity, 2008
NSW

VIC

QLD

WA

SA

TAS

ACT

NT

AUS

Indigenous

81.7

82.7

72.0

59.2

69.0

83.8

82.1

32.8

69.7

NonIndigenous

95.9

94.3

90.8

93.7

92.8

93.8

95.3

90.2

93.9

It is interesting to note that the Year 5 non-Indigenous students in the
Northern Territory performed at a comparable level in writing to their
counterparts in other states, and that Indigenous Australian Year 5
students performed worse than their non-Indigenous counterparts in
all states and territories. Most noticeably, the gap between Indigenous
students and non-Indigenous students is greatest in the Northern
Territory, where 90% of non-Indigenous students were writing at or
above the national minimum standard but only 32% of Indigenous
students achieved at this level.
Once again, when examining the different cohorts in 2008, there is a
deterioration in the standard in writing in all states and territories with
age. In the NT, 46% of Indigenous students were writing at the
minimum standard, at least, in Year 3 compared to 32% in Year 5, in
2008. When the location of students’ schools are considered, as in
Table 4, this pattern becomes even more pronounced.
Table 4: Year 5 Indigenous Students (%) writing at or above national
minimum standard by Geolocation, 2008

Metropolitan

NSW

VIC

QLD

WA

SA

TAS

ACT

NT

AUS

85.6

85.4

78.2

66.7

78.6

81.7

83.7

-

79.7

65.8

76.0

†

Provincial

80.3

80.1

73.4

67.6

66.0

84.8

n.p.

Remote

65.9

n.p

58.7

57.4

n.p

n.p

-

51.9

58.1

Very
Remote

55.4

-

50.2

41.1

35.1

n.p

-

13.6

31.6

†

n.p. = nil population; –indicates that the geolocation code does not apply within
this state/territory for this year level.
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This table shows that, in 2008, Year 5 Indigenous Australian students
achieved at higher levels in metropolitan and provincial schools than
in remote and very remote schools in writing. It also shows that Year
5 Indigenous Australian students in very remote areas in the Northern
Territory achieved the lowest levels of writing of any Indigenous
Australian group by geolocation and by state. Only 13.6% of
Indigenous Australian students in Year 5 in very remote areas of the
Northern Territory achieved at or above the national minimum
standard in writing in 2008.
After Year 5, the next level of NAPLAN testing in Australia is carried
out in Year 7.
Year 7 Reading
Figure 4: Year 7 Indigenous Students (%) reading at or above national
minimum standard, by State/Territory and by Geolocation,
2008
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This graph shows that Year 7 Indigenous Australian students achieved
at higher levels in metropolitan and provincial schools than in remote
and very remote schools in reading in 2008. Overall, in Australia, over
80% of Indigenous students in metropolitan areas, and nearly 80% of
Indigenous students in provincial areas were reading at or above the
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national minimum standard in that year. However, fewer than 30% of
very remote Year 7 students in Australia achieved scores in reading
that were at or above the national minimum standard. This result is
even worse for Year 7 Indigenous students from very remote locations
in the Northern Territory where only 13% were reading at or above
the national minimum standard. So while it is a trend in all areas of
Australia for remote and very remote Indigenous students to be
achieving at a lower standard than their Indigenous counterparts in
provincial and metropolitan areas, the results varied state by state and
seemed to be much more severe in the Northern Territory. NSW, for
example, had 70% of their Year 7 remote Indigenous Australian
students reading at or above minimum standard in 2008 compared to
45% of remote Indigenous Australian students in the Northern
Territory.
The trend of deterioration with age does not apply to reading in 2008,
as 14% of Year 7 students in the NT were reading at the minimum
standard or above, compared to Year 5 (8%) and Year 3 (14%).
Year 7 Writing
With regard to performance in writing, though, Table 5 shows that
Year 7 Indigenous Australian students performed at a lower level than
non-Indigenous students in all states and territories of Australia in
2008.
Table 5: Year 7 Students (%) writing at or above national minimum
standard by State and Territory, 2008
NSW

VIC

QLD

WA

SA

TAS

ACT

NT

AUS

Indigenous

76.9

77.6

72.3

59.9

67.5

81.9

84.1

29.9

67.9

NonIndigenous

94.3

93.8

91.2

92.6

93.4

91.2

93.6

89.2

93.2

It is interesting to note that there was very little difference in the
percentages of non-Indigenous Year 7 students who achieved at, or
above, the minimum standard, from the different states and territories,
in writing in 2008. There was more variation in the percentages of
Year 7 Indigenous Australian students who achieved at this level from
the different states and territories, particularly in the Northern
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Territory. Once again, the gap between Indigenous Australian students
and non-Indigenous students is highest in the Northern Territory
where nearly 90% of non-Indigenous Year 7 students in 2008 were
writing at or above national minimum standard, but only
approximately 30% of Indigenous Australian students were writing at
this same level.
The deterioration with age cohorts in the NT in the standard of writing
in 2008 appears to continue into Year 7 with only 30% of Indigenous
students writing at or above the minimum standard compared to Year
3 (46%) and Year 5 (32%). That is, in 2008, as the age of the cohort
increased,

the

gap

between

non-Indigenous

and

Indigenous

achievement widened.
Table 6: Year 7 Indigenous Students (%) writing at or above national
minimum standard by Geolocation, 2008
NSW

VIC

QLD

WA

SA

TAS

ACT

NT

AUS

Metropolitan

80.2

81.8

79.0

70.9

78.4

82.2

84.1

-

78.7

Provincial

75.9

73.7

73.5

68.1

69.0

81.7

-

65.4

73.8

55.8

57.9

n.p.

n.p.

-

43.3

54.0

49.8

34.7

25.9

n.p.

-

12.4

28.5

Remote

62.5

n.p.

Very Remote

n.p.

-

‡

This table shows that, in 2008, Year 7 Indigenous Australian students
achieved at higher levels in metropolitan and provincial schools than
in remote and very remote schools in writing. Again, it also shows that
Year 7 Indigenous Australian students in very remote areas in the
Northern Territory achieved the lowest percentage of achievement at,
or above, the minimum standard of writing of any Indigenous group
by geolocation in Australia. Only 12.4% of Indigenous Australian
students in Year 7 in very remote schools in the Northern Territory
achieved at or above the national minimum standard in writing in
2008.
Also, the trend of the deterioration of the standard in writing with age
in 2008 for Indigenous students continues, with 12% of Year 7

‡

n.p. = nil population; – indicates that the geolocation code does not apply within
this state/territory for this year level.
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students writing at or above the minimum standard compared to Year
5 (13%) and Year 3 (28%) students.
After Year 7, the next level of NAPLAN testing in Australia is carried
out in Year 9.
Year 9 Reading
Figure 5 shows that Year 7 Indigenous students performed at a lower
level than non-Indigenous students in writing in all states and
territories of Australia in 2008.
Figure 5: Year 9 Indigenous Australian Students (%) reading at or above
minimum standard by State/Territory and Geolocation, 2008
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Interestingly, Year 9 remote Indigenous Australian students in NSW
and Western Australia achieved at similar levels to Year 9 provincial
Indigenous Australian students in the Northern Territory and South
Australia. Continuing the trend established in results from earlier tests,
the results are again most severe in very remote schools in the
Northern Territory where Year 9 Indigenous Australian students are
the lowest performing group of Indigenous Australian students of any
geolocation in Australia.
Year 9 Writing
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Table 7 shows that Year 9 Indigenous students performed at a lower
level than non–Indigenous students in writing in all states and
territories of Australia in 2008.
Table 7: Year 9 Students (%) writing at or above national minimum
standard by State/Territory and by Indigeneity, 2008
NSW

VIC

QLD

WA

SA

TAS

ACT

NT

AUS

Indigenous

67.7

68.9

61.8

49.9

57.4

68.9

73.4

32.8

59.7

NonIndigenous

90.0

90.6

85.3

88.2

88.9

85.7

89.3

84.6

88.8

Once again, the percentage of Year 9 non-Indigenous students who
were writing at the national minimum standard, or above, was quite
similar in all states and territories of Australia in 2008. However,
because only 33% of Indigenous Australian students in the Northern
Territory were writing at this level, the gap between Indigenous
students and non-Indigenous students is highest in the Northern
Territory.
Table 8: Year 9 Indigenous Students (%) writing at or above national
minimum standard by Geolocation, 2008
NSW

VIC

QLD

WA

SA

TAS

ACT

NT

AUS

Metropolitan

71.1

73.6

66.9

60.7

66.0

65.6

73.4

-

67.9

Provincial

66.9

64.9

61.8

52.6

56.6

70.9

-

51.3

62.6

Remote

39.7

n.p.

§

48.2

46.0

n.p.

n.p.

-

41.0

44.4

Very Remote

n.p.

-

33.1

27.6

25.5

n.p.

-

13.7

23.8

This table shows that Year 9 Indigenous Australian students achieved
at much higher levels in metropolitan and provincial schools than in
remote and very remote schools in reaching the national minimum
standard in writing in 2008.
This table also shows that Year 9 Indigenous Australian students in
very remote areas in the Northern Territory achieved the lowest
percentage of students reaching the minimum standard in writing of
any Indigenous geolocation in Australia. Only 13.7% of Indigenous

§§

n.p. = nil population; –indicates that the geolocation code does not apply within
this state/territory for this year level.
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Australian students in Year 9 in very remote schools in the Northern
Territory achieved at or above the national minimum standard in
writing in 2008.
The trend of deterioration in results with age in writing seems to have
plateaued, with 28% of Year 3 students, 13% of Year 5 students, 12 %
of Year 7 students and 13% of Year 9 Indigenous students reaching
the minimum standard in writing in 2008.
From these observations of the NAPLAN data of 2008, it is possible
to conclude the following:
-

Lower percentages of Indigenous Australian students than nonIndigenous students from the same geolocation had literary skills
that allowed them to test at, or above, the national minimum
standard in 2008 for all of Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. Therefore, it can be
concluded that the Indigeneity of these students is a significant
factor affecting their academic performances in literacy in these
as in other locations.

-

The percentages of non-Indigenous students with literacy skills at,
or above, the national minimum standard was similar for all states
and territories in Australia for all the years that were tested. For
non-Indigenous students, location does not seem to be a
significant factor affecting their academic performances in
literacy. However, the percentages of Indigenous Australian
students with literacy skills at, or above, the national minimum
standard was noticeably lower for those students in the Northern
Territory. For these students, the factor of their Indigeneity seems
to be compounded by their geolocation.

-

The weakest performing group in the literacy results of the 2008
NAPLAN tests was the Indigenous Australian students in the very
remote schools in the Northern Territory for all the years that
were tested – Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. Their results are noticeably
lower than any other group of students, by geolocation and by
State/Territory. As Sandstone School is a very remote school in
the Northern Territory, these national test results confirm what the
school itself had predicted, that the academic performance of the
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Sandstone students in literacy would be very weak, and verifies
my findings at Sandstone School where most of the Aboriginal
children could not read basic English vocabulary, and lacked the
confidence to utter even simple English words in the classroom
setting. As I have argued above, too, the lack of this sort of
communicative cultural competence can often characterise these
children’s interactions in their home and community language
resulting in the sort of language loss portrayed far more
effectively in the movie Samson and Delilah (Thornton, 2009)
than in the results of national standardised testing, which cannot
capture the nature of its devastating effects on youth.
These conclusions can be seen to support the claim that the standard
of academic achievement of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students is “disgraceful”, and that their educational circumstances are
“dire” (Beckett, p.1). The extent of the problem of academic
achievement in literacy for Indigenous Australian students in very
remote schools appears to be concerning and endemic.
3.2.2.2 NAPLAN Results in Numeracy, 2008
As is the case for literacy, the results from NAPLAN testing can also
be used to assess and analyse the academic performance of Australian
students in numeracy. While the emphasis of this study is on literacy –
because of the impact of the English language and literacy on the
participation of Indigenous Australian students in the community as
well as at school – it was also thought appropriate to investigate the
performance of these students in numeracy as a way to support the
claim that the extent of the problem of academic performance of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children is widespread and
serious.
The 2008 NAPLAN results in numeracy are tabulated below. Unlike
the literacy results, there are no sub-sections in the numeracy results.
Therefore, all results are presented in tabular form.
The graphs have been organised by state and territory. Within each
state and territory, the results are, once again, shown for metropolitan
areas, provincial areas, remote areas and very remote areas. These
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tables demonstrate the percentage of Indigenous Australian students
within these areas who are at, or above, the national minimum
standard in numeracy.
Also included is a comparison of Indigenous Australian students
achieving at or above the national minimum standard in numeracy
compared to non-Indigenous students achieving at, or above, the
national minimum standard. This is also shown state by state.
Year 3 Numeracy
Table 9:

Year 3 Indigenous Australian Students (%) at or above
National Minimum Standard in numeracy by Geolocation and
by State/Territory, 2008
NSW

VIC

QLD

WA

SA

TAS

ACT

NT

AUS

Metropolitan

89.5

93.5

82.0

83.8

81.7

94.7

89.9

-

85.9

Provincial

88.7

92.6

79.6

80.7

78.6

94.6

-

86.7

85.5

59.8

75.3

82.7

n.p.

-

68.3

70.4

51.4

58.5

68.3

n.p.

-

35.0

47.5

Remote

80.9

n.p.

Very Remote

83.6

-

**

This table shows that Year 3 Indigenous Australian students achieved
at higher levels in metropolitan and provincial schools than in remote
and very remote schools in numeracy in 2008. It can also be seen that
the students with the lowest percentage of achievement at the national
minimum standard in numeracy are the Indigenous Australian students
in the very remote schools of the Northern Territory where only 35%
of Year 3 students have reached the minimum level in 2008.
Table 10: Year 3 Students (%) achieving at or above national minimum
standard in numeracy by State/Territory and by Indigeneity,
2008
NSW

VIC

QLD

WA

SA

TAS

ACT

NT

AUS

Indigenous

88.6

93.0

75.5

75.5

79.2

94.5

88.4

52.4

78.6

Non-Indigenous

97.3

96.8

93.3

96.1

94.6

96.8

96.7

96.5

96.0

This table shows that Year 3 Indigenous Australian students achieved
at a lower level than non-Indigenous students in all states and

**

‘n.p.’ = nil population; – indicates that the geolocation code does not apply within
this state/territory for this year level.
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territories of Australia in numeracy in 2008. Interestingly, the results
for non-Indigenous students were very similar across all states and
territories. There was more variation in the results for the Indigenous
Australian students across the states and territories, with the results for
the Indigenous Australian students noticeably lower in the Northern
Territory that for any other state or territory.
It is also worth noting that the Indigenous Australian students from the
Northern Territory appear to achieve better results in numeracy than
they do in literacy. It is not possible to conclude that they are better at
numeracy than at literacy, however, as the higher result may be a
reflection of the different quality and/or nature of the numeracy testing
compared to the literacy testing.
Year 5 Numeracy
Table 11: Year 5 Indigenous Australian Students (%) achieving at or above
national minimum standard by State/Territory by Geolocation,
in numeracy, 2008
NSW

VIC

QLD

WA

SA

TAS

ACT

NT

AUS

Metropolitan

82.8

86.5

75.2

72.7

77.0

84.7

83.3

n.p.††

78.5

Provincial

77.8

80.3

74.0

69.0

63.9

89.2

n.p.

70.6

75.7

Remote

58.8

n.p.

51.7

59.5

n.p.

n.p.

n.p.

54.9

56.3

Very Remote

52.1

n.p.

43.3

39.8

49.3

n.p.

n.p.

20.3

32.9

This table shows that Year 5 Indigenous Australian students achieved
at higher levels in metropolitan and provincial schools than in remote
and very remote schools in numeracy in 2008. Once again, the lowest
performing group by state and by geolocation is the students from
very remote schools in the Northern Territory.

Table 12: Year 5 Students (%) by Indigeneity, achieving at or above
national minimum standard in numeracy, 2008

Indigenous

NSW

VIC

QLD

WA

SA

TAS

ACT

NT

AUS

78.9

83.3

69.5

61.6

68.5

87.8

82.3

38.3

69.2

††

‘n.p.’ = nil population; –indicates that the geolocation code does not apply within
this state/territory for this year level.
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NonIndigenous

95.2

95.0

92.0

93.7

91.7

92.9

95.3

91.6

94.0

This table shows that Year 5 Indigenous Australian students achieved
at a lower level than non-Indigenous students in all states and
territories of Australia in numeracy in 2008. Once again, even though
the results from the non-Indigenous students were lower in states and
territories with more rural and remote school, the results for
Indigenous Australian students showed more variation, especially
those from the Northern Territory where only 38% of the students
achieved at the national minimum standard in numeracy.
Year 7 Numeracy
Table 13: Year 7 Indigenous Australian students (%) achieving at or above
national minimum standard in numeracy, 2008
NSW

VIC

QLD

WA

SA

TAS

ACT

NT

AUS

Metropolitan

87.5

88.9

87.3

84.2

82.6

90.2

90.3

n.p.‡‡

87.0

Provincial

83.4

87.0

84.1

81.7

78.4

93.5

n.p.

80.2

83.9

Remote

73.2

n.p.

69.2

68.9

n.p.

n.p.

n.p.

62.7

67.8

Very Remote

n.p.

n.p.

59.0

53.8

48.0

n.p.

n.p.

34.9

46.4

This table shows that Year 7 Indigenous Australian students achieved
at higher levels in metropolitan and provincial schools than in remote
and very remote schools in numeracy in 2008. Once again, the lowest
performing group is the Indigenous Australian students from very
remote schools in the Northern Territory.

‡‡

n.p. = nil population
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Table 14: Year 7 Students (%) achieving at or above national minimum
standard in numeracy by Indigeneity
NSW

VIC

QLD

WA

SA

TAS

ACT

NT

AUS

Indigenous

84.5

87.9

81.8

74.2

75.9

92.4

90.3

50.2

78.6

NonIndigenous

96.6

96.8

95.9

96.5

95.4

95.5

97.3

95.6

96.4

This table shows that Year 7 Indigenous Australian students achieved
at a lower level than non-Indigenous students in all states and
territories of Australia in numeracy in 2008. The Indigenous
Australian students from the Northern Territory achieved, again, the
weakest results. The uniformity of the results for non-Indigenous
students across all states and territories is also noteworthy.
Year 9 Numeracy
Table 15: Year 9 Indigenous Students (%) achieving at or above national
minimum standard in numeracy by State/Territory and by
Indigeneity, 2008
NSW VIC

QLD WA

SA

TAS

ACT

NT

AUS

Metropolitan

82.6

81.2

77.1

73.5

75.8

83.9

83.8

n.p.§§

78.9

Provincial

80.0

76.0

73.8

70.7

70.0

90.8

n.p.

66.2

76.2

Remote

56.7

n.p.

67.2

60.1

n.p.

n.p.

n.p.

56.0

60.4

Very Remote

n.p.

n.p.

44.3

50.2

36.9

n.p.

n.p.

24.8

38.2

This table shows that Year 9 Indigenous Australian students achieved
at higher levels in metropolitan and provincial schools than in remote
and very remote schools in numeracy in 2008. While the low
percentage for Indigenous Australian students from very remote
schools is consistent with all previous results – in numeracy and
literacy – the relatively poor results of these students in South
Australia and Queensland are interesting, as is the fact that the results
from students in remote schools in the Northern Territory are only
slightly lower than those from students in remote schools in NSW.

§§

n.p. = nil population
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Table 16: Year 9 Students (%) achieving at or above national minimum
standard in numeracy by Indigeneity, 2008
NSW

VIC

QLD

WA

SA

TAS

ACT

NT

AUS

Indigenous

80.3

78.4

73.2

66.2

68.7

88.5

83.8

46.1

72.5

NonIndigenous

95.4

95.5

93.8

94.3

93.7

93.1

96.9

93.6

94.8

This table shows that Year 9 Indigenous Australian students achieved
at a lower level than non-Indigenous students in all states and
territories of Australia in numeracy in 2008.
From these NAPLAN results for numeracy, it is possible to conclude
that:
-

all Indigenous Australian students achieved at higher levels in
metropolitan and provincial schools than in remote and very
remote schools in numeracy in all the year groups tested – Years
3, 5, 7, and 9 – in 2008

-

all Indigenous Australian students achieved at a lower level than
their non-Indigenous counterparts in all states and territories of
Australia in numeracy in 2008

-

the lowest percentage of students achieving at, or above, the
national minimum standard in 2008 occurs for Indigenous
Australian in very remote schools. This is true for all year groups
tested.

These numeracy results confirmed the conclusion from the literacy
results that the academic performance of Indigenous Australian
students in very remote areas is endemic and in need of serious
attention.
The results from the first NAPLAN testing in 2008 delivered evidence
of a ‘gap’ in the academic performance levels between nonIndigenous and Indigenous Australian students. It was on this basis
that the (then) Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd, delivered his first report
on ‘Closing the Gap’ with one of the six targets being to “halve the
gap in reading, writing and numeracy achievement for Indigenous
children by 2018” (Council of Australian Governments, 2008).
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Federal Minister for Education, Julia Gillard, in December 2008,
pledged $2.3billion to improve Indigenous education, and “to close
the gap between Aboriginal and non-Indigenous students” (SBS,
2008). After the 2009 NAPLAN results, Kevin Rudd reiterated his
government’s commitment to “halve the gap in reading, writing and
numeracy achievement for indigenous children by 2018” (Rudd, 2009,
as cited in Hughes and Hughes, 2010).
3.2.2.3 NAPLAN Results, 2009
While the NAPLAN results of 2008 will be used as the baseline data
for the purposes of this study, a brief comment will be made about the
NAPLAN results for 2009 to indicate the on-going nature of the
problem of the poor academic performance of Indigenous Australian
students.
Table 17:

A summary of the NAPLAN Achievement of Year 5 Reading,
in both 2008 and 2009, as representative of the overall
comparison between the 2008 and 2009 results
Non-Indigenous
Students

Indigenous Students

Geolocation

Year

Mean Scale Score

Mean Scale Score

Metropolitan

2008
2009

492.0
501.4

428.7
436.5

Provincial

2008
2009

481.3
490.1

420.3
428.6

2008
2009

471.3
477.2

371.3
374.4

2008
2009

464.4
479.0

307.6
329.4

Remote

Very Remote

The NAPLAN results in 2009 indicate the basis of real concern for
inequities of educational provision, with the Indigenous Australian
children in remote and very remote areas seeming to show only a little
improvement in academic performance since the 2008 testing (Lunn,
2009, p. 7). Lunn’s analysis of the data reveals that 30% of all
Indigenous Australian children continue to fall below the national
minimum standard, compared to 10% for non-Indigenous students,
even though some improvements in some areas have been made. For
example, there was a slight improvement in Year 5 reading for very
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remote Indigenous students. However, for Year 9 Indigenous
Australian students in remote and very remote areas, the results are
even worse with only 20% of students reaching the national minimum
standard.
The data from the 2009 NAPLAN testing reveals that one in three
Indigenous Australian students in the Northern Territory failed to
meet minimum benchmarks in either literacy or numeracy (Ferrari,
2009, p.4). This highlights the effect of location on the NAPLAN
results – remoteness seems to be associated with poor academic
achievement, as well as Indigenous status.
As stated by the then Federal Minister for Education, Julia Gillard,
“The (NAPLAN) report shows that indigenous students continue to
have achievement levels substantially behind the achievement levels
of non-indigenous students” (Gillard, 2009, as cited in Lunn, 2009.
Original spelling).
Hughes and Hughes’ (2010) analysis of this NAPLAN data led them
to note that:
NAPLAN and My School show most of the 150 schools with the
lowest NAPLAN results are remote and very remote schools
attended mainly by Indigenous students. There are few nonindigenous schools in this 150, and few indigenous schools
outside it. Many of these schools are in the Northern Territory,
with some in Queensland, Western Australia and South
Australia. Many students who graduate from these schools
cannot read, write or count. In these schools, 70 per cent to 80
per cent of students in years 3, 5, 7 and 9 fail to achieve
minimum national standards. Indigenous year 9 students in
many remote schools have literacy and numeracy equivalent to
mainstream students in year 3. They are six years behind and
never catch up. About 20,000 indigenous students attend these
schools. (Original spelling)
From both the literacy and the numeracy results in the 2008 and 2009
NAPLAN, it is obvious that there are two aspects of the poor
achievements of Indigenous students in Australia: the location of their
schools, and their Indigenous status. This is also noted by Craven who
states:
As remoteness increased, the gap between Indigenous students
and all students increased. Similarly, as Indigenous students
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progressed through school, the proportion who achieved the
national benchmarks decreased… (Craven, 2011, p. 7).
Before moving onto the next stage of the chapter, it is important to
acknowledge the limitations with NAPLAN data which may be
misrepresenting the true extent of the problem of poor educational
outcomes for Indigenous Australian children.
3.2.2.4 Problems with NAPLAN Results
While the NAPLAN results provide a valuable external measure of
literacy and numeracy achievement levels for students across
Australia, there is at least one major flaw with the data – it only
applies to those children who sat for the NAPLAN testing. If the
children who did not sit for the NAPLAN testing happen to be
academically weak, it is possible that the NAPLAN results overstate
the achievement levels for all students in Australia.
For Indigenous Australian students, the possibility of overachievement being reported in NAPLAN results presents a very
concerning picture: given the poor attendance rates of Indigenous
students, the reality is probably much worse. In fact, as Hughes and
Hughes (2009, p.vii) estimate, in many remote schools, almost 100%
of Indigenous children either did not sit the tests or failed to reach
national minimum standards in the 2008 NAPLAN tests. At Sandstone
School in 2008, while absenteeism was not noticeably worse at the
time of testing than at other time during the year, I can confirm that
not one student reached the minimum standard in any area of
NAPLAN testing.
There are also other problems with NAPLAN for Indigenous
Australian students. For example, in Sandstone in 2008, the first year
of the NAPLAN testing, NAPLAN proved to be a frustrating
experience for the children. The students were split into their two
classes to complete the tests. Because there were only two teachers,
the students who were not being tested were sent outside to play
structured games with the local assistant teachers while the other
students sat the test. This meant the students sitting the NAPLAN tests
were keen to finish the tests and get outside to play. Also, there were
other students who were keen to do well, but they were frustrated at
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their lack of understanding of the questions. They could not
understand why the teachers would not assist them. In one class, this
resulted in one of the boys picking up a table, throwing it at the
teacher and swearing. In this way, the NAPLAN data is also flawed,
and may represent an under-reporting of the actual achievement and
capabilities of Indigenous Australian students. While these issues
indicate the problem with using NAPLAN data to sensationalise the
problem with Indigenous student achievement, my own experience
suggests that, regardless of these limitations of NAPLAN reporting,
the severity of the results would indicate that the conclusions from the
data remain valid.
Having identified the extent of the problem of educational
achievement for Indigenous children, especially those in remote and
very remote areas in Australia, the next section of the chapter reviews
the literature associated with the perceived causes of the poor
educational outcomes of Indigenous children in remote and very
remote areas. Current thinking about Australian Indigenous education
will bring about little overall change in the life chances of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander children without a clear understanding of,
and attention to, the other social and psychological issues that affect
Australia’s Indigenous children and their families at large.

3.3

Perceived Causes of the Problem of Poor
Educational Outcomes

This section of the chapter continues the literature review for this
study, and aims to investigate the perceived causes of the problem of
poor educational outcomes for Indigenous children from remote and
very remote areas of Australia.
3.3.1

Cultural Practices and Living Conditions

As much research has indicated (Hanlen, 2010; Nakata, 2007; Rigney,
2002; Rudolph, 2011) there are many aspects of western education
that are incompatible with aspects of Indigenous Australian culture,
making western education difficult for Indigenous Australian students.
From my experience in Sandstone, these reports remain accurate in
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terms of the issues this raises for engagement and success in the
school setting, and include:
-

crowded housing and lack of resources at home (pens, paper, a
desk) which means that it is often not possible for students to do
homework.

-

the expectation that Indigenous Australian children will give up
their beds for older relatives who may be staying with them.
Consequently, children can arrive at school tired due to
inadequate sleep.

-

many Indigenous children display behaviour that is unfamiliar to
western teachers. For example, Indigenous children do not use
words that express ‘thankyou’ or ‘please’ because it is expected
that everyone has obligations to other members of the family
(Heitmeyer, 2001, p. 221). Also, Indigenous Australian children
living in traditional communities are not permitted to look
directly at an older person. These behaviours may be seen as
disrespectful to western teachers, and may be off-putting for the
teachers.

-

in traditional Indigenous Australian culture, children are often not
allowed to ask questions of older people as a mark of respect.
This custom discourages dialogic learning in the classroom which
is seen as a preferred teaching style by many teachers (Renshaw,
2004).

-

most Indigenous Australian children have not been separated
from their parents prior to attending school. This can make the
first months of schooling a very anxious time for the children and
their parents.

-

much school time is lost due to ‘Sorry Business’ which takes
place after the death of a family member. This can involve
Indigenous Australian families living away from their homes,
often in unsanitary shanties, until the completion of Sorry
Business. Given the size of most Indigenous Australian families,
Sorry Business can be a common occurrence.
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Bearing in mind Nakata’s (2003) argument that cultural differences
have been over-emphasised in the explanation of poor educational
outcomes for Indigenous Australian students, the factors listed above
do have an impact on the learning of these children. However, in my
experience at Sandstone, I too found that these cultural factors alone
did not lead to the “appalling” educational standard of the children
that Nakata (2003, p. 8) and others report in relation to Australian
schooling. Other important factors are discussed below.
3.3.2

Lack of Schools

Very remote areas of Australia are poorly serviced by schools because
the population is so thinly spread. As noted above, this is especially
true for secondary schools in the Northern Territory which are usually
only found in the regional centres such as Alice Springs or Darwin.
I found it unacceptable that secondary education had never been
offered by the state to these Indigenous people living on their
homelands. Compared to the public education options available
in all mainstream urban areas of the NT, the people of the
Sandover region missed out altogether. Surely this had to be an
equity issue...... secondary education had been the ‘missing link’
to life options for Indigenous people residing in remote
localities in the Northern Territory (Richardson, 2001, pp. 6-7).
As well as the lack of school buildings and infrastructure in remote
locations, an associated problem exists in relation to the teachers who
staff them.
3.3.3

Staffing Issues

Staffing rural and remote schools has been a problem for Australian
education for well over a century (Green & Reid, 2004; Reid et al.,
2010; Roberts, 2004). Schools in very remote areas are even harder to
staff because of the geographic and social isolation that many teachers
experience when appointed to them. In their study on the loneliness of
long-distance principals in Western Australia, Lock, Budgen, Oakley
& Lunay (2012) found that many principals had noted the challenges
they faced in recruiting and retaining good teaching staff. These
principals said the staff did not want to live in “basic conditions”.
These principals were often faced with 100% staff turnover each year,
and some said teachers would often leave for holidays and simply not
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return. This staffing issue, as well as poor access to reliable
technology, lack of access to goods and services, high cost of living,
poor standard of accommodation and lack of privacy contributed to
the principals’ dislike of their job (Lock et.al., 2012, p. 8). Reasons
given by principals who choose to leave their positions include
exhaustion and stress, staff conflict and professional isolation (Lock
et. al., 2012, p. 8). Therefore, not only is attracting and retaining staff
in remote schools problematic, retaining leaders is also an issue.
There are other issues related to staffing schools in Indigenous
Australian communities that further complicate the issue of retracting
and retaining staff. Etherington (2008, p. 74), a pastor and educational
researcher who has lived in Indigenous Australian communities for
more than twenty years, states that inexperienced teachers are the ones
who tend to be employed in remote schools, as effective teachers do
not want to go out bush partly because of the fear of failure. New
teachers tend to have lower expectations for the standards of the
students including behavioural standards, as any poor behaviour is
attributed to “cultural” reasons. According to Etherington, remote
communities actually need the most experienced teachers in their
schools.
There is some evidence to suggest that Indigenous Australian children
are adept at mastering the use of technology (O’Donoghue, 1992), and
this was certainly my experience at Sandstone. However, a lack of
teacher experience with technology and/or a lack of expertise in the
ways to use technology to promote cultural learning for Indigenous
Australian students (Christie, 2005) can also negatively impact on the
academic progress of Indigenous Australian children in remote and
very remote settings.
As well as a lack of cultural knowledge in simple matters such as
markers of respect described above or of dress, such as I experienced
in Sandstone, and report below in Chapter 4, such inexperienced
teachers usually have a poor understanding of some of the behaviours
that are culturally-determined. For example, in many Indigenous
cultures, it is the normal practice for people to move around during a
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speech (Malcolm et al., 2003, p. 92). Indigenous Australian children,
therefore, are not trained or used to sitting and listening to a teacher,
as is often required by inexperienced teachers. Indigenous children
(and some non-Indigenous children too!) require more movement in
their day; this is also a challenge for new teachers who could view the
restlessness of Indigenous Australian children as evidence of boredom
or inability. Herbert et al. (1999) also state that many community
members and students feel that teachers do not understand how
Indigenous children learn. Teachers are often standing at the front of a
classroom and delivering instruction or knowledge in foreign
terminology. However, the students would benefit from modelling,
visuals, explicit instruction and hands-on activities (Herbert et al.,
1999, pp. 43-49; Herbert, 2000)
Together with Roberts (2004), Green & Reid (2004), and Reid et al.
(2010), Etherington (2008) also identifies the high turnover of staff as
one of the other factors affecting the quality of education offered to
Indigenous Australian children in remote and very remote schools. As
well as their inexperience, he says that, along with housing issues and
isolation, many teachers leave remote schools mainly because of the
“sheer disappointment of seeing children lose any chance of realizing
their potential” (p. 75).
In some communities such as Aurukun for example, extreme security
measures are necessary to protect the teachers from the lawlessness
and violence that exist in the town (van Tiggelen, 2008a, p. 22). Such
characteristics of some remote Indigenous Australian communities
would not be helpful in attracting teachers to them.
My experience in Sandstone in relation to safety was relatively mild.
While I lived alone in a house next to the school, I felt quite safe
knowing that I was surrounded by houses with other staff and local
people who would look out for me. However, I was aware of the
fighting that went on in a near-by house. Furthermore, I was aware
that during certain times of the year there were people breaking into
the school and sleeping there at night. However, these problems were
never threats to me; rather, I found the local white men more of a
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problem and, at one stage, sought the assistance and protection of the
local Aboriginal men through the Sandstone School community.
However, I did have first-hand experience of another key factor in the
poor achievement of Aboriginal children in schools –poor attendance
rates.
3.3.4

Attendance at School

Many commentators (e.g. Etherington, 2008, p. 75; Pearson, 2010, p.
14) on Indigenous Australian education identify the main issue
affecting education in remote and very remote schools as the
attendance of the students. Beresford, (2003a, p. 14) cited MCEETYA
data from 2000 when he claimed that, on any one day, 24% of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are estimated to be
absent from school. Similarly, Chris Sarra (2007, 2008), well known
for the role he played as the first Aboriginal principal of Cherbourg
State School in South East Queensland, has identified on-going nonattendance along with poor literacy, poor numeracy and low teacher
expectations as the major issues affecting Indigenous education;
Pearson (2010) argues that, once the attendance issue has been
addressed, acceptable Year 12 results will follow.
Pearson (2011, p. 289) also suggests that welfare payments to parents
or guardians of school-aged children ought to be linked to the
attendance of that child. After the release of Little Children Are
Sacred Report (Northern Territory Government, 2007), the then
Federal Minister for Families, Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs announced that the Government would introduce immediate
measures to assist the children of Indigenous Australian families.
Among these measures was the linking of income support to school
attendance (Jumbunna Indigenous House of Learning, 2008, p. 13).
The Federal Government then led a trial of linking welfare payments
to school attendance, focussing on fourteen schools in the Northern
Territory and thirty schools in Queensland. Overall, the trial found
attendance rose by 5% in these schools (Bolton, 2012). The linking of
welfare to school attendance was scrapped by the Queensland State
Government in 2012. Other strategies such as ‘No Pool No School’
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(Australian Government Department of Health, 2006) have been
introduced in some communities to provide the children with a real
incentive to attend school.
In his speech to the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Education Conference in October 2011, the Hon. Peter Garrett, then
Minister for School Education, Early Childhood and Youth, identified
school attendance as the most urgent problem affecting the education
of Indigenous Australian children. He claimed that average attendance
for these children is 73%, with some schools as low as 40%. He also
said that, “each day of missed learning cuts away at the foundation on
which future learning can build”.
A study undertaken for the Commonwealth Government by Bourke et
al. (2000) concluded that, while improvements in attendance rates
have been made in some areas,
Indigenous students continue to be the most educationally
disadvantaged student group in Australia and, overall, few
positive changes have been apparent in attendance rates. ......
schools in some remote regions have reported a decline in
attendance over the last 10 – 20 years (Bourke et al., 2000, p.
7).
A more recent Northern Territory Inquiry (2007) also identified
attendance as a major issue affecting the education of remote
Indigenous Australian students, but claimed that Indigenous
Australian children who do attend are often “unruly, disrespectful and
lawless” and this, in turn, leads to “promiscuity and violence” (p. 72).
While this is a sweeping generalisation, it reflects the perception of
the public and many teachers (Etherington, 2006) that this lack of
authority by their parents and the community elders is one of the
reasons that these children do often not attend school. In other words,
Aboriginal parents do not force their children to attend school.
However, Herbert (2000) claims that the issue of non-attendance of
Aboriginal students is complex and rather than placing the blame with
the students and with their life situations, a broader perspective is
necessary. Herbert states that the problem will not be resolved until
schools and educational institutions look closely at the programs that
are being delivered. Programs need to be relevant.
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If schools do not give equity of access to an educational
experience that is relevant to the learning needs of Indigenous
students, then our education systems will continue having to
throw precious resources at trying to 'fix the problem' (Herbert,
2000, p. 4).
Further to this, Herbert states the importance of making schools places
where students are valued and places where the students want to be.
Aboriginal students are coming to school with a range of skills,
including being bilingual and incredible carers, and these qualities
need to be recognised and celebrated. Teachers and school staff need
to value their Aboriginal students’ identity and develop a deeper
insight into their culture. When this happens world views can be
shared and relationships can be built, all of which will impact on
Aboriginal students’ participation in the education process (Herbert,
2000).
Zubrick et al. (as cited in Craven, 2011) and Langton (2012) also
argue that attendance is more of an issue for Indigenous children in
remote and very remote areas compared to regional and metropolitan
areas. Langton explains that the latter have more systems that support
and encourage parents to send their children to school. For example,
social workers and child protection systems in city and regional areas
will chase up children who are chronically absent from school.
Furthermore, she claims that families in metropolitan and regional
areas have a longer history of people completing school and of being
employed.
My personal experience at Sandstone confirms this, although I found
that the other factors noted above such as Sorry Business, family
feuds, externally-organised sport carnivals and tiredness after a night
of noisy drinking by the parents were the main reasons that led to the
children’s absences from school.
At Sandstone School, the Indigenous Australian culture was
celebrated. The Sandstone School Principal and teachers were
supportive of cultural business such as Sorry Business and Men’s
business, and time was spent helping these students “catch up” on
school work that had been missed for these events. All instructions
were repeated in language; there were language and culture classes for
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the students held by local staff; the classrooms were a place where
families members were welcomed (as can be seen in my journal
entries which note that there were some days where I had
grandmothers in the class without their grandchildren!); and the
Principal encouraged bush trips each term where the whole school
would go “out bush” for the day and learn from the local people.
Sandstone school, being fortunate enough to have the only Aboriginal
Principal in the Northern Territory, was certainly a place where
Aboriginal culture and identity were celebrated. However, we still
faced attendance issues. Clearly, Herbert’s (2000) claim that
attendance is a complex issue is true.
Even more recently, Rothwell (2010) has reported that, on average, at
the remote Indigenous community of Wadeye, only 14% of children
attended at least four days out of every school week, and that as many
as 63% are “chronically disconnected from education” (Rothwell,
2010, p. 4). Quoting the education consultant of the Indigenous
Catholic Community Schools of the Northern Territory, Rothwell
(2010) writes that,
so-called lost generations of people, who did not come to school
themselves, they are now the parents of kids who are not coming
to school. They are quite anti-school, actually (Rothwell, 2010,
p. 4).
While this remote school is well funded and elaborately resourced, it
appears to be failing at the most fundamental level: getting the
children to school. This situation of poor attendance may well be
repeated in other remote Indigenous schools in Australia.
At Sandstone School, for instance, there was a roster for the teachers
to take the troopie*** to the communities and town camps in the
morning, prior to the arrival of the school bus, to encourage the
students to come to school. This would involve a quick trip around the
community, beeping the troopie horn and waking people up. The
troopie would then follow the school bus en route around the
community to make sure children were getting onto the bus. The other

***

Toyota Landcruiser Troopercarrier Manual 4x4, the school vehicle
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students would often let the teacher know when a student was hiding
inside a house. The teacher would then encourage the family to bring
the student out to the bus. This often resulted in arguments and crying
from the student and, when this happened, the parents would usually
let the student stay at home.
One morning, I encouraged the family of a 7-year old boy to send him
to school. They tried to get him onto the school bus, but he did not
want to come, so he picked up a rock and threw it at the front of the
bus, putting a dent in the front bumper. The other students on the bus
stared out their window as though nothing unusual had occurred.
The students or their parents would often give the same reasons for
not attending school. The student was either ‘sick’ or ‘not here’ or
‘getting a ride to school’. However, sometimes the reason was that the
student felt teased at school. Because the teasing was in language, the
teachers would have no idea it had occurred, especially as the words
used in the teasing were often so harsh that the student felt he could
not repeat them or translate them into English to the teachers. Of
course, there were also the attendance problems due to tired children,
funerals, Sorry Business, initiation and sports carnivals. Some
students also swapped between other communities so often that they
would come to one school for four weeks and then go to the other
community school for the rest of the term.
Clearly, the problem of poor attendance at school by Indigenous
Australian children is complex –and at this stage in both the
research/policy literature and my own experience, seemingly
intractable.
3.3.5

Lack of Cohesion Among Factors

Addressing each issue in turn, as has been done in this chapter, runs
the risk of overlooking the interrelationship that exists between the
different issues. Poor educational outcomes are not just the result of
one or two single factors; rather they are the result of many factors
interacting together. Issues such as the home situation, the lack of
English literacy, the health of students and their families, and the low
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attendance rates all interact to affect the success of students in
education.
Furthermore, it is more than just the factors that have been identified
in this chapter. Many Indigenous Australian children experience
sociological and psychological conditions that work together as
factors that mitigate against success in education. According to
Beresford (2003a, pp. 27–40), these factors include intergenerational
transfer of disadvantage that happens to students when their parents do
not succeed in education; alienation from school, often because of the
language barrier, resulting in low self-esteem and aggression; and the
differences in cultural norms and values.
Beresford (2003a, p. 23) implies that many policies do not succeed
because they fail to address the depth and complexity of the
educational problem; that there is a lack of commitment and
leadership to implement such strategies; and that there is a lack of
understanding on the part of the policy-makers about the difficulties
that schools have to implement change.
Since the release of the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Educational Policy (Department of Education, Science and Training,
2009), there have been attempts to ensure that any policy decisions
regarding Indigenous Australian people acknowledge and try to
address the complexity of issues facing Indigenous Australian
students. For example, the National Indigenous English Literacy and
Numeracy Strategy, launched in 2000 by the Australian Government
Department of Education Training and Youth Affairs, aimed to
address the attendance of students, the health of the students,
incentives to stay at school, the importance of building strong
relationships with Indigenous communities, developing better
parenting skills, and improving the quality of teaching. While some
attention was given to the ways to try to implement this plan, the
recent NAPLAN results, as outlined earlier in this chapter, would
indicate that strategies such as these are not working.
Clearly, finding a solution that addresses the complex, and poorly
understood issue of Indigenous Australian education, is extremely
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difficult. Throughout this section of Chapter 3, I have looked at some
of the perceived causes that have resulted in the poor quality of
educational outcomes for Indigenous students who live in remote and
very remote areas of Australia. I have argued that there is no single
factor that can be addressed to ‘solve’ the problem of poor
achievement of Indigenous Australian children in very remote schools
and communities. In discussing the range of issues that impact on
school learning, I have highlighted also the interconnection of many
of these factors around school attendance, arguing the recognised
importance of this for learning.
As can be seen from the matters discussed in this chapter, Indigenous
education in Australia is an intersection between complex social,
health and education issues associated with the home life of these
students, together with the equally complex and demanding but often
contradictory or incommensurate requirements, of mainstream
educational success. It is in this environment, which Nakata (2007)
refers to as a cultural interface, that students must live and operate. At
Sandstone, I experienced the challenges of this interface, living and
working and seeing the complexities of remote Indigenous life, firsthand. Trying to address these issues for the benefit for Indigenous
students is the motivation for this inquiry.
In the next section of the chapter, I complete the literature review by
investigating some of the possible solutions to the educational
problems encountered by Indigenous Australian students in remote
and very remote areas of Australia.

3.4

Possible Solutions to the Educational Problems
Facing Indigenous Children

In this section of Chapter 3, I aim to review the literature that
addresses proposed solutions to the educational problems facing
Indigenous Australian students from remote and very remote
communities. I begin by highlighting the lack of success in improving
the educational outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children in the 1990s, arguing that in spite of the benefits of a
historical background to the currently-proposed solutions to this
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massive issue in Australia, these continue to have no guarantee of
success.
3.4.1

National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education
Policy (1989) and Review (1994)

Historically, the issue of poor outcomes in relation to Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander education has troubled governments for decades.
In 1988, an Aboriginal Education Policy Task Force examined a wide
range of evidence on education for Aboriginal people and Torres
Strait Islanders. Its recommendations included:
setting targets for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people’s participation in all sectors of education. It advocated
the continuation and expansion of programs which had been
found to be effective, and the introduction of additional
innovative programs and support services, new curriculum and
teaching practices to support these targets. (Australian
Government: National Review of Education for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Peoples, 1994, p. 3).
On the recommendation of this Task Force, a national policy for the
education of Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islanders (Australian
Government Department of Education, Science and Training, 1990)
set the objective of achieving educational equity for Indigenous
Australians by the year 2000 –that is, that Indigenous Australians
should achieve the same levels of educational access, participation and
outcomes as non-Indigenous Australians. This policy recognised that
the key to improving educational outcomes for these groups lay in
“concerted, cooperative, long-term strategies which involved all
governments and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
themselves” (Australian Government: National Review of Education
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, 1994, p.4).
Thus the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education
Policy came into effect on 1 January 1990, endorsed by all Australian
federal and state governments. This policy identified twenty-one longterm goals for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education, based
on four themes: Involvement; Access; Participation; Outcomes. These
goals included the following that I consider to be the most relevant for
this study:
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Goal 10: To achieve the participation of Aboriginal children in
pre-school education for a period similar to that for all
Australian children
Goal 11: To achieve the participation of all Aboriginal children
in compulsory schooling
Goal 12: To achieve the participation of Aboriginal people in
post-compulsory secondary education, in technical and further
education, and in higher education, at rates commensurate with
those of all Australians in those sectors.
Goal 13: To provide adequate preparation of Aboriginal
children through pre-school education for the schooling years
ahead
Goal 14: To enable Aboriginal attainment of skills to the same
standard as other Australian students throughout the
compulsory schooling years
Goal 15: To enable Aboriginal students to attain the successful
completion of Year 12 or equivalent at the same rates as for
other Australian students.
Goal 19: To enable the attainment of proficiency in English
language and numeracy competencies by Aboriginal adults with
limited or no educational experience.
(Australian Government Department of Education, Science and
Training, 1990).
With the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education
Policy as its starting point, in 1993, the Australian Federal
Government appointed a Reference Group to oversee a National
Review of Education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.
This review received 170 written submissions, met with hundreds of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, and called on the
expertise of academics and other consultants. The final report was
produced in 1994.
The review identified forty-four recommendations which are based on
seven themes: Involvement and self-determination; Equitable access;
Raising participation; Equitable and appropriate outcomes; Reporting,
monitoring and evaluation; Resources and needs.
Interestingly,

of

all

these

recommendations,

only

three

recommendations have the potential to affect, in any obvious and
positive way, the school participation/attendance rate of secondary
students from remote or very remote areas. These are:
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Recommendation 13iii: That the Commonwealth and States and
Territories jointly provide additional capital funds for
residential facilities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
secondary students from rural or remote areas where their
access to secondary education is currently limited, and where
demand for such facilities can be demonstrated;
Recommendation 15: That the Commonwealth, States and
Territories continue to develop the use of alternative
technologies, including video-conferencing and teleconferencing technologies and computer-based teaching and
learning aids, to deliver off-campus, mixed-mode and distance
education services to Aboriginal people and Torres Strait
Islanders for whom local access to relevant education services
is not yet available.
Recommendation 23: That the Commonwealth improve
ABSTUDY by abolishing the income test on the living away from
home component of ABSTUDY for secondary school students in
rural or remote areas.
(Australian Government: National Review of Education for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, 1994).
Over twenty-five years since the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Education Policy and Review, the educational situation for
Indigenous people in Australia remains dire. It would seem that these
proposed government-based solutions of the 1990s to the educational
problems facing Indigenous Australian children living in very remote
areas have failed. The focus of this section will turn elsewhere for
possible solutions.
3.4.2

Other Suggestions

In a 1990 study of six Aboriginal students who were succeeding in
their senior secondary studies, Day (1994) identified the following
factors which he deemed to be important in the students’ success:
-

the students had a strong personal and Aboriginal identity;

-

they displayed academically purposeful learning behaviours;

-

there were positive relationships and support within the family;
and

-

the parents and the students possess some school and Western
cultural knowledge and attitudes that are important for success at
school.
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These factors link closely with the ‘Both Ways’ approach to education
for Indigenous students described earlier. However, as these students
were local children in the context of Day’s metro-based study, there is
no certainty that these would be successful or even attainable factors
for students from remote or very remote areas.
Mick Dodson is Professor of law at the Australian National University
and director of the University’s National Centre for Indigenous
studies; he was also the Australian of the Year in 2009. When
addressing the National Press Club in this role, Dodson stated that he
wanted to spend the year helping all Australian children to get a good
education (Dodson, 2009 p. 10). Dodson claims that, while he values
the physical infrastructure of schools, he believes the human capital of
education to be more important. He cites an example of a new school
on an outstation in the Northern Territory where the teacher is only
required to attend for five or six days of every fortnight.
Consequently, he argues, by the age of 10 years, the thirty children are
educationally too far behind to ever catch up.
Dodson cites a few possible solutions to the problems associated with
the education of Indigenous students in remote communities.
Some of us might think the solution lies in sending kids from
remote communities to boarding schools; some that we should
be teaching them in their own country on their own turf. Others
might think the solution lies in building boarding schools in
regional centres. Some might think we need to develop specially
trained teachers to work with Indigenous children.....some might
think there’s a lot to be gained by recruiting volunteers.... I want
us to examine all approaches rather than falling into the trap of
imagining there’s just one answer that suits every situation
(Dodson, 2009, p.11).
Beresford (2003a) has similarly argued that any proposed solutions for
the problems associated with the education of remote Indigenous
Australian students are unlikely to be effective for all students, given
the large spread of Indigenous communities across different
geographical areas of Australia, as well as the complexity of the issues
associated with the education of Indigenous students. That is, there is
unlikely to be one single effective and universal approach to
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education in Australia.
82

Even though there may be different solutions for different Indigenous
communities, at policy level, the Northern Territory Government sees
that there are many general issues that need to be addressed. A 2007
inquiry into Indigenous education identified many issues associated
with the education of Aboriginal people (Northern Territory
Government, 2007, p. 51, pp. 147–154). These include:
-

the importance of language and cultural understanding. This may
involve teaching the students in separate classes for boys and
girls;

-

the importance of an expectation of student success by teachers;

-

poor attendance at school. Parents who are often preoccupied with
drinking, gambling and fighting may not manage to get their
children to school, even though they understand the link between
schooling and potential employment. Also, children often get
bullied and teased at school (usually as a result of disagreements
between adults) and this leads to an unwillingness to attend
school;

-

the need to teach in the language of the students as the students in
remote areas have poor English;

-

the need for consistent and appropriate sex education; and

-

the need for more teachers and resources as staffing and resources
in Northern Territory schools are based on attendance numbers,
not on the enrolment numbers. So, when there is a surge in
attendance, the schools cannot provide for the additional children.
Schools also need meal programs, home-school liaison officers
and access to school counsellors.

The inference from this report is that, if these issues can be addressed,
then the problem will be remedied. However, no practical suggestion
as to the way to achieve this program of solutions, or to fund it, was
made available in the report.
Other literature contains many suggested solutions to the educational
problems facing Indigenous students from remote Australian
communities. However, overall, there are three main themes: get
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better teachers into the remote communities, send the children to
board in a town/city so that they can get better teaching, and involve
the community in the education process. For example, as Dodson
(2009, p. 10) states, there are many different solutions to the
educational problems facing Indigenous children from remote
communities, such as getting more specially trained teachers working
in the bush or getting more volunteers into these remote areas to help
in the schools to teach them on their own country, or sending the
students to regional or city boarding schools. He too suggests that all
these options should be carefully examined in order to attempt the
most effective solutions.
Other researchers argue that the key factor in the education of
Indigenous Australian students is the collaboration between the
schools and the Indigenous community. In his address to the National
Rural Education conference in Perth in 2004, Kemmis stated that,
If positive work carried out by such schools and agencies isn’t
valued and ‘owned’ by the local Indigenous community, young
people may be disinclined to stay on in school; with the
consequence that they may inherit and continue the social and
educational disadvantage suffered by many in the current parent
generation of Indigenous Australians (Kemmis, 2004).
There are often tensions between the espoused wishes of community,
or individual members of a community, and dominant views about
political correctness in relation to Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people as an undifferentiated group. This highlights the need
for more complex and situated understandings of the most effective
mechanisms to achieve better educational prospects for children – in
some cases, such as for the community I focus on in this study – the
solution did not appear to be in waiting for better teachers and more
inclusive and appropriate curriculum and pedagogy.
3.4.3

Getting Better Teachers into Remote Schools

The 2007 inquiry into Indigenous education (Northern Territory
Government Report, 2007) identified many principles which
consultants and organisations need to adopt when engaging with and
supporting Aboriginal people to achieve better educational outcomes.
Several of these principles were associated with the quality and skills
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of the teachers. For example, the report concludes that teachers need
to be culturally aware in order to have students achieving outcomes (p.
203), and that concepts at school need to be explained in the local
language for the students to clearly understand them. The inquiry
states that teachers need to be bilingual. “Hopefully there will come a
time soon where these children are greeted in their own language upon
arrival at school” (p. 147).
In order to be able to follow these principles, the report argues there is
a need for incentive packages to be offered to teachers, not just on a
financial level, to encourage teachers to stay three years or longer. The
positive impact that effective teachers can have on the education of
Indigenous Australian children is also acknowledged by Craven who
states,
What is clear is that, across all socio-economic indicators in
one of the richest nations on earth, Indigenous Australians
remain the most disadvantaged Australians. In the land of ‘fair
go for all’, closing these gaps is one of our greatest challenges.
I believe that what can make the biggest difference is the quality
of our teachers, who quietly close the classroom door, develop
genuine relationships with Indigenous students, focus on
culturally appropriate education, and ensure Indigenous
students achieve at the same achievement and psycho-social
educational outcomes (e.g. academic self-concept, motivation
and engagement) as their non-Indigenous peers (Craven, 2011,
p. 13).
O’Keeffe (2008a, 2008b) discusses the work of researchers trying to
identify the reasons that some rural and remote schools succeed in
attracting and retaining quality staff. Clearly such information is vital
if remote and very remote Indigenous schools are to have any hope in
attracting quality teachers. One study that has aimed to shed light on
this issue (Reid et al., 2010) used a community nomination method
that meant very few remote schools were included in the case studies
of successful schools, simply because few remote communities
nominated as successful in retaining staff (Reid et al., 2012, p. 4).
Educational commentator Heslop (2003), who reflects on his personal
experiences while living in the remote Indigenous Ngaanyatjarra
Lands, highlights the importance of teachers who come into
communities to work in conjunction with the community, forming
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partnerships which benefit the education of the Indigenous students
and which can “immeasurably enrich the lives of teachers” (p. 208).
However, Heslop (2003, p. 209) identifies that most teachers who
enter remote Indigenous communities are usually just like I was when
I arrived at Sandstone: non-Indigenous, young, living away from
support networks, and in their first teaching job with no remote living
experience or experience working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people. Furthermore, they are usually keen for a transfer after
two years to a location that is more in line with their aspirations,
although they are often overwhelmed by the demands of the job and
leave before the end of their two years, just like all the others in the
cohort who began with me in Alice Springs in 2007. As noted in the
introduction, none of these remained in the Northern Territory for
more than 12 months. This may well be because the teachers,
may as well be moving to a different part of the world. The fact
that the district happens to be in Australia is irrelevant when it
is remembered that the main language, culture, religion, society
and economy are quite foreign to non-Aboriginal traditions
(Heslop, 2003, p. 214).
Interestingly, Lock et al. (2012) found in their case study of staffing in
remote schools, that many of the responses regarding the benefits
about teaching and living in isolated schools were often also the
responses to the challenges. For example, lifestyle was discussed as an
attractive

feature,

particularly

the

natural

environment,

yet

professional and personal loneliness, as well as lack of privacy, were
noted as concerns. Furthermore, the enjoyment of having close
relationships with the local community was seen as a positive feature,
at the same time that dealing with community-related problems and
tensions, as well as assuming community leadership roles, was
considered daunting (Lock et.al., 2012, p. 10).
The importance of the quality of the teachers, and the need for the
teachers to become immersed in the life of the community while still
retaining

a

professional

distance,

was

highlighted

in

the

autobiographical work by Shaw (2009) who spent time teaching in a
remote Indigenous Australian school. Similarly, Hewitson (2007) has
reported on the success of a remote school for Indigenous Australian
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students, located 480km southwest of Katherine in the Northern
Territory. She concludes that the expectations of success and the
inclusion of the community in the decision-making for the students
were paramount in leading to the success of this school which saw
some Year 12 students complete their Year 12 studies and gain access
into university based on their academic scores (rather than their
Aboriginality). It is interesting to note, and reflective of the findings
of case studies of rural schools that have successfully retained teachers
over time (Reid et al., 2012) that at this school, Hewitson’s husband
was the school principal, and her son was one of the Year 12 students.
This suggests that the impact of the interaction between the
teacher/principal and the community could also have positively
influenced the achievement of the students, confirming conclusions
about the need for teachers to become immersed in the life of the
community (Shaw, 2009; Lock et al., 2012; Reid et al., 2012).
Herbert et al. (1999) in their research found that a key element in
improving the quality of education for Aboriginal students is the
student/teacher relationship. Yet, many of the Indigenous community
members interviewed in their study felt that the teachers had no
understanding of their children and their culture. As one community
member stated, “We get teachers straight out of universities that just
have no understanding –they've never even seen a black kid before”
(Herbert et al., 1999, p. 17).
It is difficult to imagine how quality teachers can be induced to work
in remote schools when government reports claim that it is proving to
be very difficult even to get quality teachers into city and regional
schools. It is widely acknowledged (Hattie, 2003) that the teacher is
the major in-school influence on student achievement, but teacher
quality varies widely. As Dinham writes:
Various solutions have been proposed to improve teaching
quality, including: performance pay; higher entry standards;
reforming teacher education; payment by exam results; smaller
class sizes; higher salaries; golden handshakes for burnt-out
teachers; rewards to teach in challenging schools; leagues
tables; increased principal control over hiring; teaching
standards and registration/certification; and the perennial
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sacking of poor teachers. None is a panacea. Many lack
operational detail, have chequered histories, or are not
supported by evidence (Dinham, 2008, p. 1).
Finding ways to attract quality teachers to work in remote schools is
clearly not going to be easy, if possible at all. Proposing that quality
teachers be employed in remote schools to lift the educational
outcomes of Indigenous Australian students is good in theory, but
does not seem to be realistically possible when it is not even possible
in city and regional schools. Perhaps it is a matter of political will to
identify and implement effective incentives.
3.4.4

Increasing the Use of English in Remote Schools

With the national NAPLAN testing so clearly indicating the poor
performance of Indigenous Australian children in literacy, the
Northern Territory’s then Education Minister, Marion Scrymgour, was
reported as claiming in October 2008 that the first four hours of
education each day in all Northern Territory schools should be
conducted in English, saying “It was necessary to improve attendance
rates and lift the literacy and numeracy results in remote Indigenous
schools” (Parker, 2008, p. 8).
This decision has met with considerable opposition from Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander groups in the Northern Territory who claim
that this decision would lead to a loss of their Indigenous languages.
“Language is generally accepted as a key contributor to cultural
identity and its loss seen as a precursor to the loss of land” (Parker,
2008, p. 8). Opponents included many remote schools, the Association
for Teachers of English as a Second Language of the Northern
Territory, Indigenous elders and community members. Consequently,
this decision was reversed.
Sandstone School has some teachers who speak fluent (mothertongue) Standard Australian English. However, at least one of the
teachers and most of the teachers’ aides, all of whom are Indigenous
Australians,

speak

non-Standard

English.

So,

while

it

is

understandable that the Northern Territory government is keen to see
the improvement in literacy results in the national testing program, the
likelihood of getting teachers who are fluent in Standard English into
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all remote schools in the Northern Territory is unlikely, especially
given the importance of employing teachers who are also aware of,
and sensitive to, Indigenous Australian culture, as discussed earlier.
3.4.5

Equipping Schools to Provide More Services to Students

There is growing recognition of the need for Indigenous Australian
students to be fed each morning upon their arrival at school
(Strohfeldt, 2008). Even regional schools are beginning to provide
breakfast to students to ensure that “local Aboriginal kids receive a
healthy and filling start to their day” (Strohfeldt, 2008, p. 28).
Strohfeldt’s research refers to a school that operates in the northern
suburb of Elizabeth in South Australia, where a decision was taken to
provide added nutrition for the children, and to use this to help them
with their manners and other social skills, their behaviour and their
concentration in class.
While this strategy may be a novel approach for city and regional
schools, remote and very remote Indigenous schools such as
Sandstone School in the Northern Territory have been providing
meals to their students for several years. The students at Sandstone are
fed breakfast upon arrival at school, followed by morning tea, lunch
and occasionally afternoon tea as they board the buses to travel home.
On the days when the Sandstone children arrive at school hungry,
such as Mondays (after the weekend), I observed the children’s
behaviour at school to be more rowdy and their concentration worse,
even after having breakfast at school. This may also be a result of less
sleep due to the increased noise in the community through the night.
Furthermore, Sandstone School also provides a bus service for the
children from the two nearby communities, as well as daily washing
of the school uniforms for the children. So, even though the school
provides many additional support services to the children and their
families, these do not result in educational outcomes for students that
are at an acceptable level. Therefore, as a solution, the provision of
breakfast and other services does not seem enough, by itself, to enable
children to learn well enough in remote and very remote Indigenous
Australian schools. That is, while the provision of meals and other
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services may be necessary, they are far from sufficient conditions for
educational success.
In 2008, the Council of Australian Governments (COAG, 2008b)
planned to provide access for all Indigenous Australian children to
fifteen hours of preschool education per week in the year prior to
school, taught by a trained early childhood educator. This access was
to rise to forty hours per week by 2013. While this seemed to be a
worthy initiative, the practicality proved to be prohibitive. As McTurk
(2008) from the School for Social and Policy Research at Charles
Darwin University writes,
Facilitating staffing of this strategy will present acute problems
for Australia’s governments, especially since remoteness and
inaccessibility can operate to the detriment of arguably the most
needy children (p. 4).
It seems clear that the challenge of increasing education provision in
remote areas is likely to remain insurmountable across many
dimensions. Another government attempt to find a solution has been
to force greater responsibility onto Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander parents, as discussed below.
3.4.6

Linking Welfare Payment to School Attendance

Following an announcement by the Federal Liberal Government in
2007 that Indigenous and non-Indigenous parents in remote
communities would have half their welfare payments quarantined if
their children had three unexplained truancies from school (Peatling &
Murdoch, 2007b, p. 1), the incoming Federal Labor Government
commenced trialling new legislation that linked welfare payments
from Centrelink to school attendance at the beginning of 2009. If a
child had not been attending regularly, parents were to take reasonable
steps to contact the school and to work to get the child back to school.
If this legislation proved to be successful, it was to be rolled out
nationally.
The then Minister for Education and the Deputy Prime Minister, Julia
Gillard, justified the program by saying,
We will not be able to improve literacy and numeracy, increase
the Year 12 retention rates or close the unacceptable gap
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between Indigenous and non-Indigenous education outcomes if
kids are not turning up to class (Lollback, 2008, p. 5).
This initiative was not acted upon at Sandstone School as it was not
possible for the parents to contact the school to inform the school of
absences. Apart from the fact that the school did not have a
receptionist to take such telephone calls, or the fact that many of the
Indigenous parents did not speak much English, like many remote
communities Sandstone only had one land line pay-telephone and few
families had mobile phones. (Sandstone did not have mobile reception
when I lived there). For remote communities, this initiative was not
realistic and, however noble its sentiment, failed to understand the
nature of material circumstances for many people living and operating
at the ‘cultural interface’ between traditional Indigenous cultures and
mainstream Australian society (Nakata, 2007). Consequently, the
program has not been rolled out nationally, although ABSTUDY
payments for students over 16 years are still dependent on regular
attendance (Smail, 2014).
3.4.7

Changing the Curriculum

The issues I raise here associated with educating Indigenous children
are not only relevant to remote areas in Australia. In Canada, for
instance, a unique community-based education partnership has been
formed between the Indigenous people and postsecondary institutions.
Community elders teach aspects of certain courses whose curricula
have been amended to be “consistent with cultural values that enhance
positive cultural and community identity culture” (Ball, 2004, p. 455).
This particular partnership was formed on the basis that many
Indigenous students are neither intrinsically nor extrinsically
motivated to learn the overwhelmingly white, middle-class content or
to engage in the types of learning activities found in mainstream
postsecondary programs.
This initiative focuses in promoting the values and identity of the
Indigenous people rather than trying to offer Indigenous curriculum
content because it is impossible to understand the heterogeneous
history, language, culture and social organisation of hundreds of
different Indigenous groups. The authors of this program imagined
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that the co-creation of a new approach to curricula would prepare
Indigenous community members to “walk in both worlds” (Ball, 2004,
p. 459). This partnership has resulted in many more Indigenous
students entering and completing their tertiary studies, and is claimed
to be well on the way to achieving its desired outcomes.
However, it is unknown whether such a program, were it ever to be
developed in Australia, would be successful for secondary students.
The Canadian program is for tertiary students who are keen to
complete their tertiary studies but who drop out before completion. In
Australia, it is still a challenge to get Indigenous students in remote
and very remote areas to begin their secondary education, let alone
complete tertiary studies. Furthermore, such a program is the result of
a decade of planning – and the dire situation of education for
Indigenous students in Australia cannot wait ten years for initiatives to
be put in place.
Nonetheless, the argument of the importance of culturally-relevant
curricula through the teaching of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
studies, is suggested by recognised researchers such as Craven (2011,
pp. 19-20).
In many ways, the concept of living in ‘both worlds’ embodies the
aims of Harris’ notion of two-way schooling (1990) which is to enable
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in remote and very
remote areas to achieve academic success while still growing up as
Aboriginal. Perhaps the main difference is that the study under review
involves the Sandstone students living in city areas during school
term-time, mainly because there is no local school which they can
attend. This solution, of course, places the idea of the students needing
to learn to operate at the interface between the two cultures as central
to its success; they need to learn to live with ‘One Foot in Both
Worlds’.
3.4.8

Providing More Schools

In the early 1990s, independent community-controlled Indigenous
schools were established in Australia. While initially it was thought
that these schools would enable Indigenous people to achieve self92
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education of their students, it is now recognised that they promote the
“weaker” features of self-management, participation and involvement
(Bin-Sallik et al., 1994). Nonetheless, these schools provide the
opportunity to focus on the educational needs of Indigenous students,
in conjunction with the local Indigenous communities.
However, according to Schwab (1996) there were only twenty such
schools in Australia in 1994, and they continue to cater for
approximately only 2% of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait student
population, and even these schools are struggling to entice their
students to complete their secondary education to any credentialed
exit point. There are only two independent community-controlled
Indigenous schools in the Northern Territory, and neither of them
offers boarding accommodation. Once again, Indigenous students
from remote/very remote communities in Australia miss out on
secondary education opportunities.
If there are no local schools for Indigenous Australian students from
remote and very remote communities to attend, the students need to be
educated elsewhere. Attending boarding schools becomes a necessary
alternative.
3.4.9

Sending the Children to Boarding Schools

There appears to be growing support for the idea of allowing and
encouraging Indigenous Australian children to attend boarding
schools to complete their secondary education (Etherington, 2006;
Pearson, 2011; van Tiggelen, 2008b). This support is coming from
educational researchers, certain sections of the Indigenous Australian
communities and the Government, examples of which are outlined in
the following paragraphs.
Etherington (2006) in his doctoral thesis investigated the Indigenous
Kunwinjku People and, in particular, their pedagogy. He found that
Kunwinjku people had a complete, working and satisfying pedagogy.
Kunwinjku adults performed a comprehensive and intentional
teaching role with their offspring using a curriculum agreed on across
the Kunwinkju clans in both formal and informal settings.
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He found that a variety of teaching methodologies was used in the
range of settings, intended to produce adults who would in turn teach
subsequent generations. This pedagogy was distributed across the
whole Kunwinjku community and was the subject of frequent
discussion. However, with changes to government, authority and the
economy, this pedagogy has been displaced. This has affected not
only the learning of the children but also the social group implications
as well. The Kunwinjku pedagogy was socially cohesive, so its
disruption adds cyclically to the fragmentation induced by new kinds
of economic competition.
Etherington (2006) went on to give two suggested solutions to the
disappearance of the teaching that used to take place in this
Indigenous community: I quote him at length here to illustrate his
ambition for change to the situation in which he worked in Northern
Territory schools.
Firstly, given the divergences in parental aspiration reflected in
variable attendance and home life patterns, the school could
underwrite a stranded approach to allow longer term pedagogic
relationships between selected teachers and those children who
attend well. Optimally, they could succeed in ways that are
exemplic to some other families (p. 45).
He continued:
Secondly, given the way some aspirational parents have availed
themselves of funding for secondary boarding schools for their
children, governments should explore funding for children
whose families elect to place them with friends in major centres
(a kind of family based boarding system). In addition, given the
need for children to be acculturated into school learning before
their teen years, governments should also explore options for
boarding pre-secondary aged children.
As a kind of half way house towards schooling away from the
community, funding should be found to allow experimental
boarding for short periods for groups of children in a “learning
house” in the remote communities. This would allow “live in”
teachers who would run for, say, a week for each group, a
curriculum of general schoolwork but include household and
mainstream social knowledge including intensive immersion
style English (p. 45).
Interestingly, two years later, Etherington (2008) appears to have done
away with his first solution, but remains committed to the idea of
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boarding, identifying the need for research into the benefit of
boarding.
There is evidence to suggest that, increasingly, Aboriginal
people from remote communities are now sending their children
to boarding schools, often in centres located thousands of
kilometres from home. This emerging phenomenon needs
immediate research. It looks like remote Aboriginal parents are
beginning to exercise a choice for their children and are trying
to equip them to deal with the mainstream society......... this
proposal recognizes that the earlier generations of leadership in
remote Australia had benefited from boarding experience
(Etherington, 2008, p. 75).
Evidence of this support was clearly seen in a newspaper article on the
Wik people of the Aurukun community in Cape York, written by van
Tiggelen (2008a). In this article, van Tiggelen quotes Jonathon
Korkaktain, an Aurukun Shire councillor and would-be candidate for
Mayor, and Martha Koowarta, the widow of a local land rights hero,
who both want children (and especially the girls) aged from 9 to 17
years removed from the community and sent to boarding schools for
their education. Karkaktain says that he would like to see the closure
of all their local schools from Grade 5 and beyond, even with the
children taking part in short-term educational programs from Grade 3
in boarding schools. He claims that,
At the moment, many of our kids end up with a grade 2
education in grade 6, so they can’t compete (van Tiggelen,
2008a, p. 31).
He also makes the following reflective comment:
Last time I was mayor, we were fighting to get that senior
school. But I can see a picture now that I couldn’t before. Back
in my day, ....the elders fought for our rights, for money, for
beer, for land, so we could live in our world and be ourselves.
But it has meant that our children could never have more than
us, only the same or less. The elders didn’t understand that we
had to take a step out of our world, in order to give our kids a
chance of a better life. They need one foot in both worlds. That
is the big picture I see; that (has been) our great mistake (van
Tiggelen, 2008a, p. 31).
Ten days after van Tiggelen’s article appeared in the Good Weekend
of the Sydney Morning Herald, the Federal minister for Indigenous
Affairs, Jenny Macklin, visited the school and witnessed first-hand the
behavioural problems and the poor attendance of the Indigenous
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students at that school. Her solution was to announce, only hours after
her visit, that a 120-bed boarding hostel would be built for high school
students from Aurukun and other Cape York communities (van
Tiggelen, 2008b, p. 31). This incident highlights the importance which
both the Indigenous communities and the Government have come to
place on boarding as a solution for many of the problems facing
Indigenous education.
Further support for Indigenous boarding programs was also shown in
2008 when the Australian Federal Government funded a scholarship
program for Indigenous students. The program, the Australian
Indigenous Education Foundation (AIEF) which was to cost the
government $20 million over the next 20 years, was proposed to
enable two thousand Indigenous students to attend “top private
schools” by contributing towards their tuition and boarding fees, and
their uniform expenses. The program is clearly only for the Aboriginal
children who are selected by the AIEF, and only for Aboriginal
children who attend boarding schools (Australian Indigenous
Education Foundation, 2008).
The AIEF program has the support of many respected civic leaders
including Warren Mundine and Her Excellency Professor Marie
Bashir, although the leader of the Indigenous Education Leadership
Institute in Queensland, Chris Sarra, has told the ABC that he would
prefer to see the money being spent on educational facilities closer to
the students’ homes (O’Keeffe, 2008b, p.3; Harvey, 2010, p. 27).
More about this program is written below.
A few city boarding houses and hostels can be found in some cities,
including Sydney. Places at these boarding houses, which are partially
funded by the Federal Government through Centrelink, are available
to Aboriginal students from remote communities but they are
extremely limited.
The significance of Etherington’s comments, comments of Indigenous
leaders such as Pearson and others, and the action of the Federal
Government cannot be overstated. By acknowledging the role of
boarding in non-remote schools, they are displaying a general
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consensus that Indigenous Australian children need to be able to
straddle both cultures – their traditional culture and the culture of
western civilisation – and their respective education systems.
Nonetheless, it would be misleading to imply that there is unanimous
support for city-based boarding for Indigenous Australian students.
Chris

Sarra

who

heads

Queensland’s

Indigenous

Education

Leadership Institute prefers the option of regional boarding colleges
so that the students can be bussed back to their country, community
and families on the weekend (van Tiggelen, 2008b, p. 31). Pearson
argues that such regional options are not effective enough and that
students need to board further afield,
to escape the stifling reach of peer influence and parental
nonchalance. A case in point is the NT’s Tiwi Islands
experience, where a boarding college built too close to its
source communities is sinking in apathy (van Tiggelen, 2008b,
p. 31).
Pearson (2011, p. 299) classifies the claim that high-quality secondary
education can be provided in remote communities as “a fallacy”. He
expands as follows:
Attendance at high-expectation boarding schools has declined in
the past twenty years in favour of attempts by governments to
provide secondary schooling in our communities. This
experiment has failed profoundly and the remnant secondary
facilities should be closed down. It is a matter of scale: with
small student populations, it is impossible to provide the
teachers and specialisations required to deliver a proper
secondary education.
Pearson continues:
Another fallacy – expressed by Peter Holt from the Hollows
Foundation - is that boarding should be rejected because
students risk suffering cultural loss. First, I have as good a
knowledge of the history and languages of my communities as
any of my peers who never left Cape York – because of
education… Second, Aboriginal communities are disintegrating
socially and culturally because of passive welfare and substance
abuse... A life in which you are stuck with limited opportunities
in remote communities is not conducive to cultural maintenance
(Pearson, 2011, p. 299).
One of the reasons that families from Sandstone are not supportive of
their children attending the boarding school in Alice Springs, which is
relatively close to their community, is that there are members of many
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different communities at the school, and some of these communities
are feuding with the Sandstone families. In this regard at least, Noel
Pearson is right – it seems preferable to have the boarding facilities at
some distance from the community.
Even greater opposition to the city-based boarding idea comes from
Social Justice Commissioner, Tom Calma, who believes that higher
education relocation is a form of social engineering (van Tiggelen,
2008b, p. 31). Unfortunately, he does not suggest any strategies that
would address the dire problems associated with current Indigenous
education, especially in very remote areas.
3.4.9.1 Current Boarding Programs in City Schools
There are very few boarding programs for Indigenous students in nonmetropolitan areas. One such example is regional Djarragun College
near Cairns, Queensland. While this school is making extraordinary
progress in many aspects of education – such as school attendance,
student retention, Year 12 completion, VET programs and job
readiness – there are other areas that still need to be addressed. No
Year 12 student, for example, in 2008 had yet gained entry into
university from Djarragun College (van Tiggelen, 2008b). Since 2011,
Djarragun College has been governed by a board consisting of
members from the Cape York Institute (CYI), and chaired by Noel
Pearson. In 2012, no students from the Year 12 cohort received a
tertiary offer (Independent Schools Queensland, 2013, p. 16). As a
result, a new teaching method, Direct Instruction, was introduced
across Prep to Year 10. It will be interesting to see whether this
change impacts on the results of these students in future years.
While there are very few city government schools with boarding
options for remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students,
there are currently, however, several programs that have been
established to cater for Indigenous Australian students in city-based
boarding schools. These programs are based on the provision of
scholarships/financial assistance to enable the students to attend the
school. Some of these programs are detailed below.
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The Indigenous Youth Leadership Program (IYLP) has placed several
hundreds of students from remote communities in forty highachieving independent and government schools around Australia. The
chairman of IYLP, Joe Ross, say that the program is “unashamedly
elitist if giving an Indigenous child the choice to access the best
education Australia can offer is elitist” (Rintoul, 2008, p. 27).
Another program is the Yalari program which was founded in 2005 by
Waverley Stanley (2009a), an Indigenous man from north-west
Brisbane who received a full boarding scholarship at Toowoomba
Grammar School in 1980. The program was designed to:
-

give Aboriginal children from remote communities a first class
education at the highest achieving boarding schools in the
country;

-

provide students with life experiences, self empowerment,
independence, growth in self belief, role models for others,
exposure to new ideas, and sustainable long term personal skills;

-

assist schools with the cultural needs of Aboriginal students,
sharing knowledge and best practice between schools, creating
long term partnerships between schools, communities, parents
and students;

-

provide programs which break the cycle of poverty, abuse or
other misfortune by educating children.

According to its founder, Stanley (2009b, p. 3),
We have seen positive changes in our children from the
successful transition into their new boarding school community,
their increase of confidence, improvement in their academic
achievements and their personal growth and maturity.
A similar but broader arrangement is the Cape York Leaders Program
(CYLP) run by the Cape York Institute in Queensland. Formerly
known as Higher Expectations Program (HEP), it was joined with the
Cape York Institute’s tertiary program in 2012 to form CYLP. CYLP
currently has seventy-seven students from fifteen communities in
Cape York, Queensland. In 2006, the first HEP student graduated
from Year 12. Since then the number of students graduating has been
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increasing and, in 2012, all nine of their Year 12 students graduated
from secondary school. In 2013, twelve out of the thirteen of their
Year 12 students graduated from secondary school.
The future of Cape York, Palm Island and Yarrabah Indigenous
communities will depend on a new generation of young people
who are well educated and who can strengthen their
communities through their work and leadership in areas such as
health, education, business enterprises, financial administration
and general management. While large numbers of students from
Cape York, Palm Island and Yarrabah communities travel south
each year for secondary education, too few successfully
complete courses which lead to university studies and entry into
the professions and business world. We believe that there are
many young people in Cape York, Palm Island and Yarrabah
who have the potential to be high academic achievers, but who
need financial and other forms of assistance to help them
achieve their goals (Cape York Institute: For Policy and
Leadership, 2010, p. 1).
Cape York Leaders Program (CYLP) is run by the Cape York
Institute, a regional organisation based in Cairns, established to
improve economic, educational, health and social conditions among
Cape York’s Indigenous communities; through the Macquarie Bank
Foundation; a small number of Queensland’s most academically
successful boarding schools; and the Commonwealth Government’s
Abstudy program. Its aim is to identify and support potentially
successful Indigenous students from throughout the Cape, Palm Island
and Yarrabah communities so that they can complete secondary
education and progress to university studies. HEP provides much of
the assistance which parents /guardians need to send their children to
leading boarding schools – in Brisbane, Rockhampton, Townsville,
Charters Towers and Cairns –as well as a wide range of services to
support the students once they have enrolled. Commenced in 2006,
HEP had thirty-five students in independent boarding schools in 2009
(Wenitong & Mindamarra, 2009); in 2013, HEP had seventy-seven
students in independent boarding schools.
Hopefully in the future, all Indigenous people may be able to
experience the best of both worlds. To live a life filled with
opportunity and choices, choices that enable us to engage with
the global economy and to form decisions based on our own
opinion and understanding, so that we as a people may be able

100

to fully enjoy our nation’s wealth (Shonae Hobson, Academic
Leader Secondary, 2013, as cited in Cape York Institute, 2013).
One of the issues that can be raised in objection to Indigenous
Australian students moving from their remote homes to city schools is
a loss of their understanding of their own culture. However, as stated
by Pearson (2004),
Aboriginal social and economic integration is necessary…this is
not an assimilation programme…complete command of English
and knowledge of European culture can be combined with an
Aboriginal cultural identity (p. 12).
The Australian Indigenous Education Foundation referred to above is
currently supporting many Indigenous students who are boarders at
Australia’s leading schools. These schools include St Joseph’s
College, St Ignatius’ College, St Gregory’s College, St Scholastica’s
School, St Catherine’s School and Presbyterian Ladies’ College,
Sydney. In 2010, almost 85% of the Aboriginal students who accepted
these scholarships finished Year 12, with at least 60% going on to
university. Such a success rate is impressive (Harvey, 2010, p. 27). In
2012, fifty-two students in total had graduated from Year 12 since
2009 under this program. Having attracted over $57 million in
funding, AIEF currently supports around three hundred students per
annum (Australian Indigenous Education Foundation, 2013).
However, it would seem that these scholarships are not available to
students from the Northern Territory (Australian Indigenous
Education Foundation, 2013). While the AIEF 2012 Annual Report
states that 23% of their students are from very remote areas and 11%
from remote areas, the AIEF has a vast majority of their students from
New South Wales and Queensland, only 4% of their students from
Western Australia, and none from the Northern Territory. Since the
Federal Government has a joint venture of $40 million with the AIEF,
it is surprising that none of these scholarships is supporting students
from the Northern Territory. That is, students from remote and very
remote Indigenous communities such as Sandstone in the Northern
Territory – arguably the Indigenous students who are in most need due
to their remoteness –do not have access to this heavily-funded
program.
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When the Sandstone/Sydney program first started, some Sydneysiders asked me if the program was repeating the “stolen generations”
problem. I concur with Noel Pearson who claims that the allegation
that Indigenous Australian students from remote communities
attending city schools represents a repeat of the stolen generations is
“just silly” (Pearson, 2011, p. 299). We both agree that the only way
that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students can survive in their
own communities is to be given an education that gives these students
future options, and to have capabilities to exercise choice, one of
which is to remain in their communities after their education (Pearson,
2011, p. 275).
3.4.10

Summary

It would seem that, in the matter of educating remote Indigenous
Australian students, there is now agreement that, rightly or wrongly, it
is not possible to:
-

provide the number of schools throughout Central Australia that
would enable Indigenous Australian children to gain a secondary
education without leaving home

-

equip remote and very remote Indigenous Australian schools with
adequately trained teachers who are fluent in English and the
local Indigenous languages, as well as being fully aware of the
local cultural issues.

As my argument here has indicated, for Indigenous children to exist
positively in Australia, they need to be able “to orbit between the two
worlds and have the best of both” (Pearson, 2009 p. 1) and therefore
learn to live successfully at the ‘cultural interface’ between traditional
and western societies (Nakata, 2007). A growing number of
Indigenous people believe that this can be done through city boarding,
thereby giving Indigenous Australian students from remote and very
remote communities the opportunity to gain a complete secondary
education. This strategy has the support of many Indigenous people –
and it is the basis for the study I have undertaken for this doctoral
thesis.
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In previous chapters, I outlined the social situation for Indigenous
Australians and the situation regarding education for Indigenous
Australian students, particularly those from very remote communities.
I will now continue the narrative of my time as a teacher at Sandstone
in my first year there, 2007, in an attempt to set the specific context of
Sandstone as clearly as possible for the reader; to describe the
circumstances that led to a request from several Sandstone parents to
have their children attend school in Sydney; and to demonstrate the
relationship which existed between the communities that are served by
Sandstone School and me which is a unique feature of the
Sandstone/Sydney program investigated in this study. Furthermore,
the relationship is fundamental to the research, the methodology for
which is outlined in Chapter 5.
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4

THE STORY CONTINUES
TEACHING AT SANDSTONE

In this chapter, I describe, in narrative form, some of the issues and
circumstances that impacted on me during my first year of teaching at
Sandstone. Fortunately, during my time at Sandstone, I kept a journal,
the entries in which have formed the basis for this section of this
chapter. It is hoped that this account outlines some of the difficulties
that hinder the learning of the children at Sandstone as well as
providing some insight into teaching in a very remote school and my
own positioning as a teacher struggling to understand the cultural
differences I faced on a daily basis. The narrative is also intended to
describe the relationship that grew between the Sandstone
communities

and

me,

which

is

a

unique

feature

of

the

Sandstone/Sydney program, and its role in the research that was
conducted for this study, as well as the circumstances that led to the
commencement of the Sandstone/Sydney program.

4.1

Sandstone School in 2007

4.1.1

The First Term

Term 1 started and I was quickly overwhelmed by so much of the
school and the communities. Everything seemed foreign to me – from
the clothing, the cultural practices of the local Indigenous people, their
language, the health of students, their ability level and poor attendance
at school, and all the social problems of the community right through
to the stunning scenery and beautiful children. Fortunately, the new
friendships which I was forming helped to counteract my feelings of
loneliness and isolation. It was proving to be a place of extremes.
The first day started with the arrival of the students on the school bus.
They hung bare-footed off the railings of the verandah outside the
classroom as they waited for the door to the hall to be opened. The
children had messy and knotty hair, snotty noses and wore dirty, loose
clothes. They also carried a distinct smell, a mixture of camp fire and
body odour. They were agog at their new white teacher.
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Students were allowed into the hall where they were each given a
clean uniform. They went into the bathroom to have a shower and get
changed. Some of the very dirty clothes were thrown into a washing
machine to be ready for the afternoon. When the students had put on
their school uniform and looked clean, they were allowed into the
kitchen where the staff provided each child with breakfast – a bowl of
weetbix. This was organised by the local staff.
During the first week of school, my class averaged an attendance of
seven students out of the enrolled twenty-four students. Most of the
attendees were males between the ages of twelve and fourteen years
and, as they had completed “men’s business”, they could no longer be
referred to as “boys”. Academically, their levels ranged from
Kindergarten to Year 3; their English language and literacy levels
were particularly low.
The students’ English was difficult to understand, and they spoke
shyly and hid their faces. Their sentences were short, simple demands.
During class they would use their Aboriginal language to speak to
each other, and this, of course, was foreign to me.
Under the School’s Accelerated Literacy program (which was the
approach to reading

used by all NT schools during my time at

Sandstone) the students would focus on one text per term. They would
study passages from the text, all their spelling words would come
from these passages, they would look at the author’s intentions and
follow the structure of this passage for their own writing. During the
term, they would study two or three passages from the text, and by the
end of a few weeks studying a passage, they would have read it so
many times that they would have learnt it by rote.
In Mathematics, we started with a unit on Time. From data collected
in the pre-test, it became apparent that their understanding was at a
Year 2-3 level. As part of this unit, the class drew up a calendar. The
following diary extract outlines one eventful day.
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7 Feb 2007
For Maths, I am currently teaching ‘time.’ As part of this unit, I
thought I would put the students’ name on their date of birth on
a calendar. However, it turned out that only 2 students in my
class knew their date of birth. More than half didn’t even know
how old they were. Using school information, we went through
each student, wrote their date of birth on the board and they got
to write it on the huge class calendar which we had previously
designed and painted. The students were excited and had these
amazed faces when I told them how old they were. This is
probably one of the most surreal moments of my life. They
seemed to understand, maybe from TV, that birthdays are a time
of celebration. One boy told me he was 14, I told him he was
actually turning 13 this year, and he just gave me a dazed look.
The majority of the students seemed to think they were a year or
two older than they actually were. One girl’s birthday is next
week. I said we would have to have a cake. Yet, she was so
‘shamed’ that she kept her face hidden under the desk. The
whole situation was very weird.
The realisation of the difference between the standard of these
students’ learning and what I had been taught to expect of students
(and what curriculum documents assumed was the norm) became
overwhelming. Finding resources that were relevant, age-appropriate
and level-appropriate for the syllabus was proving to be impossible, so
all the resources had to be purpose-made by me. A typical diary entry
from this time outlines this difficulty.
15 February 2007
More than ever right now I am feeling a lot of pressure.
Pressure to put in long hours, pressure to teach the units that
have to be taught, pressure to find time to make resources and
pressure to do it well. I need more time to plan and organise. I
feel stressed and a bit teary.
Other surprises at this time included Men’s Business. With many of
the teenage males out bush, Aboriginal staff members were involved
in corroborree for three nights of the week. They started dancing at
10pm and finished when the sun rose. They then came to school, still
covered in paint and ash, and very tired but excited. Seeing these
adults trying to combine their Aboriginal culture with full-time
employment was eye-opening for me.
During Week 6, I was required to go into Alice Springs for
professional development on teaching Accelerated Literacy. Two local
Aboriginal women, also staff members at the school, and one of their
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daughters, Charlotte, came as passengers because they needed to
spend some time in Alice Springs. We were heading south down the
Highway in the school troopie when they started speaking loudly and
pointing, indicating that I had to stop. All three of them quickly left
the vehicle.
After a while, the three of them returned to the troopie with armfuls of
“bush bananas”. Although they were green in colour, they were
delicious. The rest of the fruit made it back to the families that
evening.
After I arrived back from Alice Springs after the professional
development session, I saw for the first time the social problems the
community was facing. The Chairman of the Anmatyerr Council, a
local man, had been caught drink-driving. He was facing a seven-year
term in gaol. He was clearly not an appropriate role model for the
young men and boys in my classroom.
During the middle of March, I had a particularly lonely weekend.
Friday was a “short Friday” (every second Friday the school finished
at midday). It felt like everyone in Sandstone went to the football in
Alice Springs. I stayed at work until 6pm and busied myself for the
rest of the weekend with programming, cleaning and doing my SES
work (I joined the SES to keep me occupied and involved in the
community). So, from midday Friday until 6pm Sunday I did not see
or speak to anyone in person.
During these early months, I was learning more and more about
working with Aboriginal children. The diary entry below describes a
bush trip with the children.
13 March 2007
We went on a bush trip today out to Hanson’s creek. I really
enjoyed today, seeing the students involved in activities that are
of great interest to them and that they are so good at. It was
strange –when we got out there are students and staff just
started hacking at trees with axes. They proceeded to place the
cut branches in one set tree to make a big shade area. I’ve just
always used what shade is given, it’s never really crossed my
mind to create more by using the other trees nearby. How
clever.
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This term I organised an attendance incentive for the class: students
with over 85% attendance would be eligible to take part in a Big Trip
later in the year. My assistant and I went out to the communities at the
end of March to discuss the idea with the families of the students in
our classes. This was my first trip out to the communities; I was able
to see where most of the children live. My recollections of the
experience are recorded below.
28 March 2007
We went to the Station first. My goodness what a different world
they live in. Sandstone Station is 17kms west of Sandstone town.
When you get close all you see is dirt with unloved houses. Each
house seemed to have 2-10 cars all beaten up out the front.
There was also a basketball court with what looked like 10-15
school-aged children playing a game. There were clothes
hanging over the balconies on the houses, mattresses out the
front of the houses, and a very eerie feeling.
The other community appeared more disadvantaged. The houses
are all placed close together. The ground resembles a tip with
beer cans and rubbish everywhere. The families were all sitting
outside their dark-looking houses. There were toddlers walking
around naked – playing in the puddles with the camp dogs.
Nothing I say or write could possibly describe these places and
just how grotty they are. They seem so third world and I can’t
believe they exist in our country. I am shocked, and the
experience of going out there has made me feel ill.
The state of the living conditions really hit home the following day
when a girl in my class discovered a louse in my hair as I helped her
with her computer work. With all the children and many staff having
lice, contamination was inevitable. I went to the clinic for some lice
treatment and spent the night scrubbing my scalp and combing out
lice. It took hours.
During the term, I made a few friends – the Accelerated Literacy
Coordinator, a friend from orientation who was teaching in a
community 300km east of Sandstone, with whom I caught up with
every third weekend, and two local Aboriginal women who were also
on staff at the school. Their companionship helped me enormously
through the term.
4.1.2

The Second Term
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During Term 2 I learnt much more about the community. I dealt with
students who were petrol-sniffing, a community in Sorry Business,
friends leaving the community, funerals, and tired, hungry and abusive
students. Furthermore, I learnt about the frustration caused for
teachers by students moving to and from communities, and the
difficulty of getting the children to school each day. But, despite all
this, there were many good teaching days.
As the term started, three students from my class were caught petrolsniffing in and out of school. The community had never previously
had sniffers and wanted to keep the practice away from the
community, so community members and local police were quickly
involved and a meeting with all the stake holders was held at the
school. In an attempt to explain the harsh reality of the results of
petrol-sniffing, one of the policemen pulled out a body bag to show
the offenders what they would be carried away in if they kept sniffing.
Soon after this, the school’s Accelerated Literacy Coordinator who
had become my good friend left Sandstone. This was hard for me as
she had been a big support to me – I had eaten dinner at her house at
least once per week and we had walked together at 6pm every
evening. I was starting to learn that the Territory was a transient place.
I was also starting to learn that many of the local people – adults and
children –come and go continually. The students move between
communities, and between schools. For example, there was one boy
who came to school every day for the first four weeks of term, then I
did not see him for nine weeks, and then he was back at school every
day. Another two girls came on and off in Term 1 and part of Term 2,
but then went to a school in a community 150km away. Another girl
played cards with the adults in the community rather than coming to
school. So, her grandmother decided to come to school with her every
day to ensure the girl attended school. There was one week when her
grandmother came to school more days than the girl!
The seemingly never-ending number of deaths from alcohol and
suicide, and the associated Sorry Business, was another continual and
tragic feature that the community had to deal with.
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Many children were hungry when they arrived to school each
morning, especially on Monday mornings. As the school provided
breakfast, this problem was quickly resolved. However, due to the
nightly noise in the communities, apparently from music and fighting,
which made it very difficult for people to sleep, many of the children
were also very tired when they arrived to school. Consequently,
several children used class time to sleep.
An interesting characteristic of the pattern of social interaction
between Indigenous Australian children is their quick use of empty
threats. If the children missed out on a turn on the computers, for
example, they would threaten not to come to school the following day.
However, the next day they would show up to school as though
nothing had happened. I learnt to ignore their threats.
To try to promote better attendance, a member of the school staff
would go out on the bus run every morning to help get students on the
bus. The bus would wait outside each house, tooting the horn until the
children boarded the bus. Most times this was successful, but not
always. The parents usually ignored the bus.
The language barrier also presented difficulties for non-Indigenous
staff and the students and, as I was completely unprepared for this, it
created major gaps in my ability to teach as well as I would have
liked. For example, one day we were reading a book with two
characters – Mr and Mrs Armstrong. The students had no idea that Mr
Armstrong was male and Mrs Armstrong was female, and did not
make the connection that they were married. The assumptions that a
shared culture provides for the teaching-learning relationship became
clear. An Aboriginal teacher would have been able to start with this
sort of information about European cultural norms – and compare it
with forms of address in the Anmatyerr culture. It took me several
weeks to become alert to what I needed to notice about the texts and
resources I was making and finding. On the other hand, swearing in
English was commonplace.
However, despite all of this, there were many wonderful days.
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29 May 2007
Today was brilliant. It was the first day this year that my class
has had 100% attendance –that is, everyone on the roll for my
class showed up. We had English in the morning – I had the
younger children and my AT took the older students in another
activity (as they get shamed when the eight-year olds are better
than them at reading). That worked well. We then had a handson Maths lesson outside where the students were very engaged
in the learning. After lunch we went up to the police station as
part of our vocational program and the students interviewed the
local policeman about his job. He showed them through the
station and even locked a few of them up! As a treat for them all
coming to school I bought them all an ice-cream. It was a really
good day!
4.1.3

The Third Term

In preparation for the Big Trip which we had decided would be to
Sydney, we held a meeting with the families of the students going on
the trip. This meeting took place down in one of the communities,
sitting in a circle in the dirt, surrounded by the camp dogs. It did not
feel hygienic, but communication in the community is an effective
way of working together with the parents. So, trying not to look
concerned, I joined in and sat with everyone in the circle.
Many of the issues that interrupted my teaching and my students’
learning continued, including difficulties getting the children to
school, students smoking, and health issues for students and staff. This
term, the students experienced the stress of preparing for the annual
Northern Territory state-wide testing. This testing included a spelling
list which contained words that the children had never heard. Needless
to say, for these children who could not even spell the high frequency
words, such a spelling test was frustrating and humiliating for them.
The Big Trip was held in Term 3. Sadly, after a nasty experience of
domestic violence, the other teacher, a local Aboriginal woman, was
not able to accompany us on the Big Trip. Nonetheless, other staff
members, including the Principal, made themselves available to step
in.
The trip was a huge success. Seeing the children’s faces as they took
part in new experiences was priceless. These experiences included
watching a solar eclipse, going to the zoo, going up Centre Point
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tower, shopping, visiting the Botanic Gardens and going to AFL and
NRL matches. My memorable moments include:
-

Driving down the highway in the bus from Sandstone School and
past one of the communities to find families lining the road to
farewell us

-

Taking off in the plane, with all the children yelling “ohhhhh”,
and the boy next to me saying, “Eeerin, this plane falling
backward”.

-

Driving down Parramatta Road in Sydney and one of the girls
saying to me “I love Sydney but this traffic make me sick”.

-

The kids swimming at night in the ocean pools even though it was
freezing.

-

Charlotte walking out of City Girls’ School after meeting our pen
pals and asking if she could “go to that school, please”.

One of my favourite moments from Term 3 occurred when I was
walking along with a boy in my class who was teaching me words
from his language. That afternoon, in class, he did really well in the
running record I was doing on him for Literacy, so I told him, “Good
job” in Anmatyerr language. He looked at me in shock and then gave
me a massive smile. It was so great to know we were teaching each
other!
4.1.4

The Fourth Term

Term 4 was hot! No wind, no humidity. Just dry heat. The students
were very unsettled. There was a lot of drinking within the
communities and the students were coming to school with stories of
cars being blown up, domestic violence and swearing. The students
were tired and cranky, and the younger classes were out of control.
As a result, the Principal arranged for two meetings to be held with the
parents. The behaviour, attendance and language of the children were
discussed. As a result, the children were much more punctual for the
school bus in the mornings. Nonetheless, it was still a tough term
because of the behaviour of the children. On the other hand, I had
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grown to love Mondays because the students would show up for
school and seem really happy to see me. They would be full of stories
to tell me from the weekend.
During the term, two older students decided to go to school in Darwin
and had to sit an entrance test. They were required to write the
alphabet. They could not do it. Yet again, I questioned the
effectiveness of the Accelerated Literacy program to teach English.
During Term 4, one of the mothers approached me about the
possibility of her daughter, Charlotte, attending school in Sydney. As
Charlotte’s mother was my assistant teacher, and Charlotte had been
trialling School-of-the Air with my help, the request was not a surprise
for me. Charlotte’s mother said that she wanted her daughter to be
educated, to get away from the alcohol and to keep their culture alive.
Little did I realise that this was the beginning of the Sandstone/Sydney
program.
The year ended with a Christmas party at the school to which all the
children and their families were invited. My class performed the
Christmas story and some outback music. The teachers gave out class
awards, Santa came and distributed presents, the students’ reports
were distributed, and the community joined together for a meal.
Possibly the highlight of the party was the photostory of the year as it
was probably the first time these families had seen pictures of the
Sydney trip or the students’ bush sports. It was a wonderful occasion
and a strong reminder that most of the families are proud and
interested to hear how their children were doing at school, and
aspirational for them.
Importantly, I had agreed to Charlotte’s mother’s request to try to sort
out an arrangement that would allow Charlotte to attend City Girls’
School the following year. This had the support from the Sandstone
School Principal as having a scholarship program available to the
children of this community was something the long-standing Principal
had wanted to see happen. And so it was that in the Christmas
vacation period, of December 2007/January 2008, I had to arrange
Charlotte’s enrolment and accommodation. I arranged for her and her
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mother to visit the school in term 1 and for Charlotte to commence in
term 2. As I was to return to Sandstone for 2008, Charlotte’s
arrangements in Sydney would have to be overseen and monitored by
me from afar.
The experience that I was acquiring by living at Sandstone gave me
first-hand insight into the challenges being faced in very remote
Indigenous communities, especially when it comes to educating the
children. The experience also helped me to frame the research for this
study, as the relationship which I was establishing with the Sandstone
people allowed me to pursue a research approach which may not have
been possible otherwise. It is to this that this chapter now turns.

4.2

Sandstone School in 2008

In January 2008, having spent the school holidays with family in
Sydney, I returned to Sandstone. My journal articles continued to
record my experience at Sandstone and provide the recollections and
quotes of this time at Sandstone.
4.2.1

The First Term
28 January 2008
So I am back out bush and feeling pretty good about it. I was not
feeling too bad about coming back, no tears anyway. It is
strange being back and noticing all the smells again –like the
smell of the camp fire that seems to run through the house at
night time. Everything out here is pretty much the same. The dog
seems happy to be back, the grass is long but not as dry looking,
the aircon broke within half an hour of turning it on, there is red
dust everywhere. All standard stuff.

School was delayed in starting for the year as there was Ceremony
happening within the community. This meant we had two extra days
to get things organised within the school. I was moved to the Primary
Class which I was really excited about.
I went into the year thinking that it should be easier than the last as I
knew what to expect. I wanted to make sure I started every week
feeling fresh and relaxed and I wanted to try to get into Alice Springs
to do more exercise and catch up with friends more frequently.
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However, it was only two weeks into term when things became
difficult, again. On the 13th February the Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd,
in Parliament House, officially said “Sorry” to the Stolen Generation.
I watched the televised broadcast at the school with the Principal at
7:30am. We taped it and played it back to the children when they
arrived at school. However, the children had a total lack of
understanding and interest in the topic. The Principal tried to get them
to show more respect but the children were out of control for the
whole day, teasing each other and hitting each other. One boy even
teased one girl about her deceased father.
I was needing high energy levels each day to simply keep the children
on task. It was as if every lesson was a performance. Even walking
between lessons or to meal times was a major effort as these were the
key times for fights to break out between the children. They could not
be left with out someone teasing and someone else crying. I just
couldn’t seem to teach the children to be nice to one another. And
perhaps the violence which the children display to one another is
learnt from the violence shown to them by their parents.
15 February 2008
Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd, wants better literacy and numeracy
outcomes for Aboriginal children within a decade. I am not sure
how that can be achieved when there are tired and hungry
children who are literally climbing up the walls, singing silly
songs in class, hitting staff, and swearing constantly. Maybe if I
had a class of 10 students, I could teach them. But my class has
25-30 students and I am just trying to maintain some kind of
control each day.
One day, after school, another staff member and I drove home some
children who had been naughty at school. Two of them had to be
restrained by local staff so they did not break the troopie window.
When the local staff explained to the parents the behaviour of the
children, they seemed very angry and assured the local staff that they
would get a beating for it. Similarly, a few days earlier, a six-year old
was violently misbehaving, so I went to pick up her mother so she
could come and take her child home. When the mother got to the
school she walked right up to the child and smacked her right in front
of us.
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I had one girl in my class who smelt so badly, all day, every day. She
would have a shower in the morning, and she would get a clean
uniform to wear but it made no difference. She also wore a beanie
every day in 42 degree heat. She is such a lovely girl but she would
get teased endlessly, even from her own brothers. One day my
assistant teacher and I washed all the children’s hair to try to eradicate
the lice. We had to throw out this girl’s beanie because it was infested
with lice. She cried for the rest of the day.
The bus runs continued this term and the staff encountered the same
difficulties. One morning I was driving the troopie collecting the
children from the camps. I saw two girls in the older class run out into
the scrub and hide. The teenagers they were with lied about the
whereabouts of the girls – they said they were at the coucil library. I
found this incident particularly annoying and frustrating.
In my classroom, Charlotte was often doing school-of-the-air work.
She struggled to do it independently so I was helping her as well as
teaching the class. One day, Charlotte came to school wearing three
quarter jeans, a big shirt, no shoes and lip balm. She was teased by
Tessa and Diane for thinking she was “White”. There is enormous
pressure on these children to conform. Anyone who does anything
differently is teased and isolated very quickly.
One day in the staffroom I was talking about one of my students and
saying that I have trouble with him because he is always fighting and
teasing other children but, at other times, he can be such a lovely
child. One of the local staff members told me that, the previous week,
he had moved himself out of his house and into another house because
he was so sick of all the alcohol and violence in his own home. This
child was ten-years old.
Towards the end of February I became unwell but I could not stay at
home because we were already short staffed –all the local staff were
also away at a language and culture workshop. In the morning I taught
my class together with the middle years class and the learning was
quite successful. However, while they were having lunch in the dining
room, their behaviour deteriorated so the Principal did not let them go
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outside to play. After lunch, they came back to class swearing, teasing
and being as rude as possible. Children were fighting and walking
over furniture. There was absolutely no control of one child who was
not even meant to be at school because he was banned until we had a
meeting with his parent. (Unfortunately, the staff member on the bus
run had ignored this ban and picked him up anyway). Charlotte had to
“babysit” him for me in class, so she got none of her school-of-the-air
work completed that afternoon. With two classes in one classroom, no
local staff and all the most disruptive children in attendance, the
situation was not conducive to learning and was even frightening.
I was not enjoying the teaching because it felt like I was babysitting
naughty children for families who had no control of their children and
who feed them irregularly and poorly – the children often seemed to
come to school on “sugar highs”.
By March, despite some good teaching days, I felt as though I was at a
dead end. Many of the children continued to be uncontrollable.
Children were swearing at staff, and even swearing at an elder from
the community who would often come in to school with her grandsons
– she would just sleep on the classroom floor all day. One day, a boy
punched a girl in the back of the neck before trying to strangle her.
Interestingly, that day in my release time after lunch, the School’s
Accelerated Literacy coordinator took my class. He had been principal
of many bush schools and was an excellent and experienced educator.
He sent someone to get me part-way through the lesson, saying he
needed me in the classroom. He said he had “never seen behaviour
like that before and it was totally demoralising”. He described the
behaviour of the children as “extreme”.
Following several staff meetings, we held a community meeting not
long after this episode where we raised our concerns about the
children’s behaviour. I spoke about the teasing in the classroom and
how I felt sorry for the children in the class who wanted to learn but
didn’t get a chance because the other eighteen children are spoiling it
for them.
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Nothing changed, however, and we went back to teaching as before.
After the four-day Easter break, I had only twelve children in my class
show up to school, and that was a large number compared to the other
classes. The children said the other kids were all at home “being lazy”.
Clearly our community meeting had no impact.
4.2.2

The Second Term

During my April holidays, Charlotte and her mother went to Sydney
for Charlotte’s visit to her potential new school. She was a bit teary
but had a great time at school the next two days.
18 April 2008
Charlotte was outfitted in her uniform and organised her text
books. We also went to Redfern to visit some of their friends and
visited the house of the family where she will be staying. Their
trip absolutely exhausted me, and also meant I did not get a
proper holiday but it was worth it. I just hope this program
works out!
The Principal was on leave this term and the Acting Principal did not
arrive until the second week of term, so the three teachers had to take
it in turns of being in charge. The day I was in charge, a fax came
through in the morning saying that the Kormilda College students
were to leave at 9:50 am on a chartered plane from the airstrip. So, I
had to leave my class and rush to the community and try to find the
students. I only managed to locate three girls; the other six students
weren’t ready or did not want to go for various reasons. What a battle!
However, we took the Sandstone students on their morning fitness
walk past the airstrip to wave off the three students as they flew to
Darwin.
On the first day of Term Two I only had thirteen students in
attendance. By Day 2 I had nineteen. They seemed to be very slow to
return to school after the holidays. By the second day back of Term
Two I had already caught head lice. I hated it, but it did not upset me
like it had the previous year.
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25 April 2008
One day this week, I was reading to the class, who were on the
floor in front of me, when one girl picked a louse out of the hair
of the girl next to her, and placed it on the head of the girl in
front of her. She then realised I had been watching and she
quickly found the louse and put it on her own head. What?!
During my first week I had a really bad session with some of the
students. After fitness in the morning, four girls refused to come
inside. I had no choice but to leave them outside hiding. So I started to
teach my mathematics lesson. The four girls eventually decided to
come in to the classroom but they were determined to distract the
other students with a silly toy. The other students, who were trying to
do their work, were growling at them in language. I eventually asked
one of the girls to hand me the toy until recess. Old Sarah, a
grandmother who used to come to my class room each day, also told
her to give it to me. The girl then swore at this elderly lady and the
situation proceeded to get more and more out of control. I left the
room and asked the teacher in the room next door to help. She was a
local lady and came in a growled in language and separated some of
the students. So I then had sixteen students doing maths at their desks.
1 May 2008
I had a brother and sister drawing pictures and walking around
the room because they felt “too lazy” to do the maths, even
though it was an interesting activity. I had one boy sleeping on
the floor. I had two of the silly girls in other rooms and two were
left in my room, one mimicking my every word and the other
calling out rude names to the students at their desks who were
trying to do work. It felt like a zoo.
After school I went to see the parents of the girls. The parents
responded really well and agreed the girls should miss out on play the
next day. They also said they would talk to them that night. The next
day I was shocked when all girls came to school with their mothers
behind them. The girls were model students, listening and trying hard
all day. They missed their play time and were polite and apologetic to
me. They were different children. What a difference parental support
and expectations make!
Another battle for me during this term was dealing with the people
from the Alice Springs-based Accelerated Literacy (AL) team who
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come in to the school for a week each year and check over our
teaching and programs, even though the promised AL programs never
arrived at Sandstone School despite repeated requests. Consequently,
the Sandstone AL Coordinator and I wrote all our own literacy
programs.
When the AL team from Alice Springs arrived in Week Two, they
informed me that my chosen passage and my program were
unsatisfactory, even though the program was written in conjunction
with our AL Coordinator who has been teaching for over thirty years.
As a result, a member of the visiting AL team went into my class and
taught AL for the 90-minute session. He started the children on a new
passage, ignoring all the work we had done in Week One. His lesson
was teacher-centred and he spoke at the children for the whole lesson.
The spelling words had no link to each other and the students were not
engaged in the learning. Ben, one of my top students, took himself to
the corner and slept for an hour. Four girls walked out of the room and
refused to come back. The lesson was a disaster!
The following day, there were also problems with the AL lesson. At
this time it became apparent to me that some of the programs that are
mandatory for the students of very remote schools are poor quality –
irrelevant and, clearly, unsuccessful.
The next day I had to teach the AL lesson in front of the Alice
Springs-based AL team, while being filmed. While preparing the
lesson during the night before, I changed the lesson plan to suit the
students and totally ignored the AL program. I didn’t let the AL
teachers do any of the teaching at all. After the lesson, I was told that
my lesson was “flawless” and that it was one of the best AL lessons
the AL team had ever seen in action!
After that week at school, Charlotte left for Sydney. Her mother, my
Assistant Teacher, was much quieter and held her head down during
the farewell to her. Charlotte’s mum and great aunt then drove her into
Alice Springs and to the airport. Charlotte apparently had a few tears
but her mum told her to be strong within herself and to read from the
Bible if she ever felt lonely. The ladies then drove to the field near the
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airport to wave the plane off. Her mother called her twice that night to
check in and encourage her to be strong.
Some weekends in Term 2 were very lonely and I was finding it hard
to switch off from work when it was just across the fence from me. I
was ending each week really exhausted. The children’s teasing,
fighting and swearing were endless. I have one Year 3 student in my
class, Tyson, who is slightly darker than the others. The other boys,
who were also black-skinned, call him “black animal” and worse.
Despite repeated reminders from me and the other staff, the students
don’t seem to know the correct behaviours and they certainly don’t
display them at home. Last night, two girls in the Junior Class set fire
to a building in one of the communities. They are 7 years old.
And then there is Koshi who is the biggest bully in the class. I am just
about at a complete loss as to what I should do with him. He puts
down the children who are doing their work, he loudly points out
everyone’s faults and he consistently makes the others cry. He asserts
this tough attitude over others, even his own relatives. Yet, he is quite
smart and can do his work so well when he puts his mind to it. But he
is disruptive to the learning in the classroom with his constant noisemaking and teasing. He did not even show respect to the tutor in my
classroom, who is a male in his early twenties and is closely related to
him. I became so frustrated because there are children in the room
who really want to learn but they are being short changed because of
disruptive and annoying students.
Charlotte continued to be happy enough in Sydney. She was teary for
a couple of days but then settled in. She joined the athletics team and
her mum continued to be very supportive and encouraging. None of
the fellas††† made it back to Kormilda. People in the community are
saying it is because of the community pressure to stay and play
football now that the AFL season has started.

†††

Fellas is a vernacular term used in Sandstone for ‘young men’ in the community.
Using the term ‘boy’ implies that the male has not been through cultural initiation.
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One weekend in the middle of May there was a death in one of the
Sandstone communities. One of the students’s father suffered a heart
attack and passed away. The following Monday morning I was
walking with the students in fitness when the girls told me about all
the fighting in the community on Sunday as a result of the death. The
girls said that “when the sun was straight up there was a big mob of
people fighting on the oval”. Her understanding was “his wife had
been seeing another man” and “the father was chasing away the other
man” and that is, apparently, why he had a heart attack. So there was
payback on the wife. I found it interesting that someone needed to be
at fault for his heart attack.
The daughter, who we all knew well from school, was devastated at
the loss of her father and apparently burnt everything in the house
before trying to commit suicide. The police stopped her. All of these
events were being retold to me by students less than eleven years of
age. That day there were not many students at school but the ones who
were there were the settled students, so we had an excellent day of
teaching and learning.
The next Wednesday there was a meeting the community to finish off
all the business related to the death of the man. All the local staff left
the school to be at the community meeting so the other teachers and I
were left at school with the children. The kids went wild. They were
fighting each other, crawling around the floor, under and over
furniture. It was quite scary. As they left school for the day, they
yelled that they would not be coming back the next day. Sure enough,
the following day they all showed up as if nothing had ever happened.
Charlotte came back from her trial in Sydney. She proudly showed the
other curious students many photos. Her family was so pleased with
her and are encouraging her to return. She has really good family
support. Charlotte says Sandstone school is “boring” compared to her
new school, so I think she will decide to return. Her only concern is
what she will do if she is in Sydney and her family gets sick. I have
assured her that we will send her home if there is any bad news.
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23 May 2008
I have this lovely group of students in my class who love
learning and will do anything to get things right for me. One
student, Chris, tries so so hard but he really struggles. Today, as
I was teaching spelling, Chris answered a question correctly
and I gave him my usual amount of praise. We were on the floor
and, as I turned, I caught a glimpse of the look on his face. It
was priceless. He was so pleased with himself. It is little
moments like that that make me love teaching these children.
Charlotte returned to Sydney later in Term 2 for the last three weeks
of term. She settled back in straight away and she seemed happy when
we spoke to her on the phone.
One week I attended a professional development course in Alice
Springs. We played one of those get-to-know-you games and one of
the questions we had to talk about was, “What do you want to achieve
as a teacher”. I was shocked by the responses. People were saying it
was to pay off the bills or to fund their own children through school.
No one spoke about the students. People then proceeded to spend the
next two days criticising the department and our bosses. It was a
negative experience. One teacher even started criticising the woman
who is Acting Principal at Sandstone. I was highly offended, as the
Sandstone staff are very supportive of one another and work together
as a family. I was also surprised at the lack of professionalism. One
male teacher did not make it to the second day of PD as he was so
drunk the night before he ended up in Alice Springs hospital. Another
teacher left at 3:21pm on Friday because staying beyond that was
against working regulations. In my journal that night, I wrote, “Oh
please don’t let me turn into one of these teachers”.
The problems with education in very remote schools were becoming
very clear to me. On payment days, there is low attendance at school,
much gambling and big drinking nights. Remote Indigenous Australia
really needs a group of students to get properly educated, with the full
support of their families, and for them to then come back to the
community and be role models.
This might then set up aspirations for the younger students. At the
moment there are four generations of no success in the community.
And why is this? One look at the quality of the teachers in remote
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Australia and at the mandated teaching pedagogy – Accelerated
Literacy (AL) –and the answer becomes clear. Very remote
Indigenous schools need teachers who are more committed than the
ones I encountered at the PD course in Alice Springs, and programs
that are more engaging than AL.
Term 2 finished in a frantic way. On Tuesday, two of my students’
mother was beaten in the community. Consequently, the next day, one
of the children was uncontrollable at school, swearing and upsetting
family members.
On Thursday at recess, the students in the playground started taunting
the slightly darker boy again, in a cruel and unrelenting way, which
disrupted the behaviour of the whole class as they were returning to
class. One of the girls tripped over in the playground and was laughed
at by her class mates. Back in class, the dark-skinned boy seemed fine
but, suddenly, as the lesson started, he threw a box of counters on the
floor, punched the white board, turned over three big tables and was
about to destroy my lap top when another staff member heard the
noise and rushed in to restrain him. The whole incident really rattled
me.
20 June 2008
The poor students. They have been telling me about late nights
and drinking and music. You can see it in their behaviour and
their lack of problem-solving strategies. They are tired. I just
feel sad because I have students in my class with so much
potential but they are stuck in this cycle of poverty/welfare
dependency/ limited life options. I was on bus duty this week and
just battled and battled to get students to school. Parents were
telling me they were sick or they were taking them to town for
shopping. Some families could not convince the kids to get in the
troopie. It was disheartening and made me feel like I was
wasting my time out there.
On the other hand, there were some fantastic moments. One boy
started to come to school every day and was trying so hard. I gave him
a football at the end of term for being the most improved student. He
was so pleased that his efforts had been noticed and rewarded. And
then there was Taylor who was reading and writing so well. I had been
his teacher for 18 months and I could see the huge improvements
which he had made.
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Then there was also the success of Charlotte in Sydney. She was
doing well and other parents, such as Chris’ and Taylor’s, approached
me about similar options for their children.
There were also other little successes including two little boys who
were often uncontrollable in Junior Class but were now trying hard
and showing improvements. It was encouraging.
Sadly, at the end of Term 2, we said goodbye to the school’s AL
coordinator. At his farewell, he highlighted how professional and
competent all the staff are at Sandstone. We’ll miss him. I’ll also miss
the acting principal. She has been wonderful. Goodbyes are a common
occurrence in the Territory.
4.2.3

The Third Term

Week 2 was exhausting. The student behaviour across the school was
very demanding. The Junior Class teacher had to call the police on six
of her students yesterday; I now have two students who are not
allowed at school unless their carer comes with them, and I have five
new students who have really low skills and no idea about the
appropriate behaviours for school. This means that five students are in
class with fifteen students who are used to learning and who are at
very different academic levels.
This term I found the movement of students between schools in the
NT to be so frustrating. Not only because of the five new students in
my class, but also because of the ones I have lost. For example, I had a
ten-year old girl in my class whose formal assessment ranked her at
the most basic of levels. I spent many hours writing and submitting a
request for funding, a plan for behaviour management, and an
Individual Education Plan for each KLA. I drove to town the
following weekend and bought all the necessary resources for her. The
next week was a huge success for her. There were no tears and no
fights, and she did some learning. Then her father was released from
jail and her family moved to another community. Just when we were
starting to make some progress, she changes schools!
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To add to the worry, there has been someone walking around the
school at night. This is worrying as the school is just over the fence
from my home.
During this term, I also went to my first funeral in Sandstone. It was
the funeral for the cook’s mother. The service was held in a shed with
concrete floor in the middle of the community. Everyone sat on the
ground, women on one side and men on the other side.
The service started with a hymn, then some readings and a talk from
the Aboriginal pastor. I understood none of this because it was all in
Anmatyerr. The whole thing felt a bit chaotic as there were children
wandering around the shed, dogs fighting and babies crying.
After this, everyone stood up quickly and walked out. Women were
weeping which made a sad howling sound. A ute came and people put
the coffin in the ute. As the ute pulled away, five dogs attacked
another dog and I thought they were going to kill it. Someone
eventually threw a stone at the dogs which broke up the dog fight.
Everyone walked behind the ute and out to the graveyard, located
behind the community. The coffin was quickly lowered by men
standing in the grave. The pastor spoke again in Anmatyerr. Children
played in the pile of dirt that was next to the grave, ready to cover the
coffin. I watched on nervously as I was sure one of the children was
about to fall into the grave. Everyone picked up a handful of dirt and
threw it in the grave and then quickly disappeared home. For me it
was a strange experience.
During the week, five of my students were suspended from school. It
started on a Monday when the Principal had my class so I could teach
Science to the Middle Years class, a routine which we followed each
Monday. During this time, seven of my students behaved
inappropriately and, as a consequence, she decided they were not
allowed to come on my class excursion into Alice Springs the
following day. The students were told of this decision when they
arrived at school on Tuesday. and they were very unhappy with the
decision. They started swearing and yelling obscenities at the staff,
myself included.
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Even after we left for town and the students continued to misbehave
for the Principal and the other staff. Five of the seven students were
completely out of control to the point where the Principal drove to the
community and picked up their families. Everything was explained to
their families and the students were taken home. However, they
received no punishment from their families, and they were seen, not
long afterwards, riding bikes and playing in the community centre.
Meanwhile, apart from getting abused at the start of the day, I had a
lovely day with the remaining eleven students. Our current unit was
on China (the location of the Olympics that term), so we went to a
Chinese restaurant in town where the children used such beautiful
manners. They tested out chopsticks and two boys actually persisted
with the chopsticks for the duration of the meal. They did not like the
sweet dishes like honey chicken and sweet and sour pork. They much
preferred fried rice, pork and spring rolls. As we left the restaurant,
they said goodbye to the owner in Chinese. We had a really happy
day.
The following day, because the others were suspended, I only had the
same eleven students in my class. We completed so much work! There
was no teasing, no fighting, no crying. They were kind to each other
and interested in learning.
The Group School Principal came to the community to have a meeting
with all the families and children who were involved in the
suspension. The Sandstone Principal was very upset by the whole
incident and disappointed at the lack of support of the school by the
parents. Personally, I was numb over the whole incident. All I knew
was that I have had the best week of teaching without those five
children in my class.
The Principal went further with this issue and met with Department of
Education personnel in Alice Springs to address the behaviour issues
that we were experiencing at the school. At this meeting, it was even
suggested that the behaviour was the result of prenatal alcohol
syndrome. A representative from Students Services visited the school
that week and she said that every school in the district was
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experiencing the same type of behaviour and all staff were worn out
from dealing with similar behaviour issues. The local police have also
reported that the alcohol and violence in remote communities were
“terrible”.
During August I decided that I would return to Sydney the following
year. While I was lonely at Sandstone and looking forward to being
closer to family and friends, the main reason was to get the
Sandstone/Sydney program up and running, and I felt I would be
better used supporting the children while they are in Sydney. I had
tried to find support for the program through other means. For
example, I had contacted the AIEF and asked for support for the
program but was told that they could not assist in the establishment of
this program as their funding is only granted to well-established
programs. It soon became apparent that I would have to do it myself.
During the middle of September I met with the Sandstone Principal
and the parents who were interested in their children going to Sydney
the next year as part of the Sandstone/Sydney program – as Charlotte
had been doing this year. We had the families of seven students attend
the meeting. It was a positive meeting on so many levels. Firstly, all
the fathers attended which in my time at Sandstone I had never seen.
Also, the parents were sitting around and discussing the future of their
children and the importance of an education. They were talking about
lengthy commitments and sacrifices and what it will mean in the long
run for their family, community, culture and languages. They were
discussing how these children would be the future leaders of the
community and positive role models for younger generations of
Sandstone children.
At the conclusion of the meeting, the families thanked me warmly for
creating opportunities for their children. At this stage, I am unsure
how it is all going to work out, or who is going to fund it!
One incident in spelling this term is worth noting:
12 September 2008
Today during spelling I was getting the children to put their
spelling words into alphabetical order. Matty put the word
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“head” before “held” and I asked him to explain this choice to
the class. His response was “too much that ‘a’ bin first that ‘l’”.
I knew exactly what he meant but I was shocked at his poor
spoken English. I know this is how all the students talk but I
guess they are not as loud or as confident as Matty in saying
their thoughts. I rarely hear things said so confidently and so
incorrectly!
4.2.4

The Fourth Term

We had a music festival at the school early in Term 4. The children
were buzzing with excitement. The last day of the festival was a big
day. I was on the bus out to the community at 7am to pick up the
students, as we had an early start to the day. The concert in the
evening then finished at 9:30pm. So, after washing uniforms, hanging
them out, driving home the creek camp kids and finishing emails for
the day, it was 11pm before I arrived home. But it was good fun.
During the last song of the evening the children all went to the front
near the stage to dance. One boy stood on the stage and just laughed –
it was extremely funny!
After the music festival, staff and I headed off on the trip to Sydney
and Canberra with the students with high attendance. We spent a few,
very happy days in Sydney, followed by a drive to Canberra where we
saw the sites of the Capital City We had a wonderful trip: no tears, no
fighting, no whinging, just lovely children. It was great to hear them
speaking in English everywhere we went and really trying to interact
with the people we met. While we were in Sydney, we visited City
Boys’ School where the boys played basketball and I had a job
interview!
Not long after we returned to Sandstone, I received a phone call from
the Head Master of City Boys’ School. He congratulated me on my
“impressive two years” of teaching out bush. He offered me a job at
the school for the following year, saying that he had spoken to my
referees including the Sandstone Principal. I went and thanked her
profusely, and she congratulated me warmly – it was very kind of her.
The next morning was a Saturday, and my assistant teacher called in
at my house to see if I wanted to go out bush with her. I told her I
received a phone call from Sydney and I had the job. She screamed
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and hugged me and said “Eeerin, that is the good news”. She then
started crying: I did too. We were both then laughing and crying at the
same time.
11 October 2008
I guess that it has started to sink in that I will be leaving. I feel
sad but also excited at the opportunity to work with these
families to get some of these children more highly educated. It
seems to be such a big opportunity opening up, and we really
need to make it work.
The Principal mentioned that while we were on the trip the behaviour
at the school was uncontrollable. The police were called in to restrain
a girl in Year 1! This incident served to emphasise the importance of
giving another option to the children capable of gaining a higher
education. The Principal noted that the more able children from recent
times were all sitting around Sandstone doing nothing, and all those
girls were mothers themselves now.
Two weeks before the end of term, there was rain so the waterholes in
the area had filled up. This particular weekend, my assistant teacher
came over and asked me and a visiting friend if we wanted to go out
onto her country with her. Of course we accepted! En route we
collected bush coconuts and she showed us several waterholes. We
then went to a gully where many of the Sandstone children were
swimming, including two older girls, Uma and Rachel. I had taught
Rachel in 2007 and the beginning of 2008. When she turned 12, she
decided to go to school in Darwin. However, while there, she was
caught fighting with other girls, and was sent home.
At the water hole, Rachel followed me around, wanting to chat. We
talked about many things including her time at school in Darwin. She
also told me that the white shirt I was wearing would never go back to
its normal colour after being in the gully! Uma was also having a great
time. She had her face covered in mud and her hair flicked over her
face and was walking through the water trying to scare the children. It
was a happy day with so much laughter.
That night, I had shocking nightmares, which proved to be somewhat
of a premonition.
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The next day, the Principal came over to my house and told me that
there had been an accident, and Rachel was in hospital. After
swimming in the water hole, Rachel and Uma had, apparently, broken
into a local store and had taken some cash. They then went down to
the road house and hitched a ride on the top of a car carrier truck,
unbeknown to the driver, with the intention of getting off at the next
town, where they had some family. However, when the truck arrived
at the next town, it did not stop, so the girls jumped off the fastmoving vehicle.
16 November 2008
Rachel is now on life support and Uma is in a critical condition.
Never in my life have I experienced such a level of sadness. It is
just so unbelievable, after such a happy day at the gully, 24
hours later one girl in on life support and the other is in a
critical condition.
I also heard that Uma, when she got out of hospital, would receive
some kind of pay back for her involvement. She was older than
Rachel, so she was blamed for the accident. I felt for her and how
scared she must be.
The following day Rachel passed away.
I spent the next few days feeling numb. The school was closed as we
were not allowed to enter it until it had been smoked out. Everyone
was in Sorry Business. The place felt still and quiet, and I was so, so
sad. My friend returned to the community and spent a few days doing
all my washing, cooking and cleaning. I was sick with sadness; plus I
had conjunctivitis from the water hole. I was a mess! I spent that week
just thinking of all the times spent with Rachel such as the time I took
the class glass rock climbing in town and she was really good at it, the
best in the class, because of her long skinny legs. Or when we were in
Sydney and the children saw a new type of bird with long skinny legs
and labelled them as “Rachelles”. Or the time she picked the lice out
of my hair and I was so upset I had lice, or the time she broke into the
spare teacher house and asked me if I was still her friend, or the time I
was in the troopie collecting children for school, and she ran away and
went deep into the bush. So many memories, most of them involving
her getting into mischief, but I couldn’t help but love her beautiful,
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affectionate nature. She was one of those students who always held
your hand, always wanted to have a conversation with you and always
loved you. And she was right, the shirt I wore in the gully that day
never returned to its normal colour.
My last week at Sandstone soon came. Leaving was hard. Packing up
the house, classroom and the school for the end of the year was
exhausting and stressful but saying goodbye was a nightmare. We had
a very quiet Christmas party, nothing big as Rachel’s funeral had still
not taken place. My class produced a picture story of Christmas. This
was followed by some student awards and a little farewell for me. The
Principal spoke and explained that when I arrived I was just out of
university and was, and still am, enthusiastic about teaching. She
outlined some of the things I had done for the school and also
mentioned the Sandstone/Sydney program, saying that, if it works, my
impact on the community would be huge.
The local teacher spoke and said some lovely words about my
teaching and the support I have given her over the past year. She
presented me with a dot painting done by the children. My assistant
teacher then spoke, and she and the local teacher were both crying, as
was I. She talked about our friendship, my support for her daughter
and my willingness to learn about their country and how we went
hunting so many weekends together. She presented me with a big
canvas painting, done by another assistant teacher, which represents
my time at Sandstone. It was beautiful. She then gave me a big hug.
My class was very quiet beause they were all teary. What a year! They
had been such a hard class but brought so much joy. A class of
extremes, a place of extremes! Most of all, I wanted to remember their
great sense of humour, and the numerous laughs we had had together
throughout the year.
I then had to say a few words of farewell. I thanked the Principal, and
said that I hoped that I was always as passionate about education as
she was. I thanked the other teacher for teaching me efficiency and
organisation in teaching. I thanked the local staff for their consistent
and happy manner. I addressed the local teacher and told her that she
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had the warmest heart of anyone I had ever met. I then spoke to my
assistant teacher, telling her how fortunate I was to teach with her and
how I looked forward to work every day because of our friendship. I
thanked her for showing me her country. Lastly, I addressed the
community and the children, and thanked them for having me and
being so welcoming and open with their language and culture.
The assembly ended soon after and my class gathered around. It was
really lovely. Three mothers – Chris’, Taylor’s and Ben’s – all came
to thank me for what I have done for their children. It was moving to
be thanked.
As the children boarded the bus home they leaned out the windows
waving and yelling, “We’ll miss you” and “Please come back soon”.
As the smaller bus left, the assistant teachers opened their windows
yelling, “God bless you Eeerin”. At that moment I felt like the luckiest
person alive to have met such amazing people.
In the next chapter, I turn to the details of the research that was
conducted for this case study including the methodology.
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5

THE RESEARCH CONTEXT:
THE RESEARCH FRAMEWORK

This thesis reports and evaluates my professional role in setting up a
still-ongoing (2014) program of schooling for the children of the
Sandstone community beyond that available to them and their families
in the community and in the Northern Territory. My overall intention,
in responding to Charlotte’s mother in a way that led to the formation
of the Sandstone/Sydney program was to support her child to further
her education. That has been the driver of the program, and has led to
the conception of this study into how she, and other Indigenous
children from very remote areas of Australia, given the opportunity to
attend a city school and to board – either in a home situation or in a
boarding house with flexible protocols – under the care of a guardian
who is well known to the Indigenous family and the Indigenous
community, will experience this opportunity to obtain a secondary
education.
In this chapter, I outline the framework for this study by defining the
focus and scope of the research; I then outline the methodology of this
study by describing the ways, decisions and concerns associated with
the study’s research methods.

5.1

The Research Question

I have chosen to test this in a case study of the program that has
emerged from the situation described in the first section of this chapter
and that is currently providing an education in Sydney schools for
several Aboriginal children from Sandstone School. These children
have left their very remote community in the Tanami Desert in the
Northern Territory to attend school in Sydney. It is important to note
that, as outlined above, this program commenced at the request of
members of the Sandstone School community who approached me to
have some of their children go to Sydney for their education. The
alternative for these families was to send their children to board in a
school in Darwin or Alice Springs, an option that has previously
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proven to be unsuccessful, as only one Sandstone student has
completed Year 12 in more than forty years of this practice.
This research involves both quantitative and qualitative research to
determine:
-

What are the effects of this education program on the levels of
literacy and numeracy of the students involved in the program?

-

What are the attitudes of the students towards this education
program?

-

What are the attitudes of the Indigenous community towards this
education program?

-

What are the attitudes of significant staff including the principals,
teachers and support staff in the Sydney schools towards this
education program, in order to determine whether this program is
proving to be successful?

As someone who has lived and breathed this program for over eight
years now, my own feelings towards the program and the study, while
not explicitly in focus here, are nonetheless recorded in my initial
decision to study what was happening in the program, and my
subsequent writing and analysis. Chapter 4 above is the record of what
happened before; and it is necessary that the reader shares some
understanding of the emotion and implication I bring to this study. It
is neither ‘unbiased’, ‘objective’ or ‘scientific’ in the traditional sense,
and my research has been guided always by the advocacy,
commitment and hope for success for the program we began in
Sandstone with our response to Charlotte’s request. This study can be
classified as advocacy research which was developed by Padgett
(Given, 2008) and it seeks to answer the question of how social
improvement might be brought about through the action of this
program. At base then, my research question is: what can we learn
from this program that can be utilised by the Sandstone community,
the teaching profession and other academic researchers to improve
educational outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children?
135

Advocacy research is intended to assist in advocacy…to
assembly and use information and resources to bring about
improvements in people’s lives. As such, it shares with some
other research approaches (e.g. action research) an allegiance
to the values of social responsibility and community
empowerment (Given, 2008, p. 10).
Given the current state of the educational outcomes of children from
the remote and very remote areas of Australia, programs which help
Indigenous students to have post-school and vocational options – the
same options that are available to non-Indigenous students – must be
significant to the welfare and futures of the Indigenous people of
Australia. Furthermore, such programs are a clear acknowledgement
of the capacity of Indigenous students to learn (McConaghy, 2000),
and go a small way towards providing equity in education for
Indigenous Australians.
It is important to note that, while the current level of educational
achievement for Indigenous children is often measured in terms of
NAPLAN results, attendance rates at school and other similar
indicators, this program is not aiming to focus solely on such
indicators. As Folds (1993) highlighted some years ago, social
commentators often measure social disadvantage in terms of other
factors such as home ownership, unemployment levels and school
retention rates. The aim of our program is merely to give these
Aboriginal students some choice in the way that they want to spend
their lives, by helping them to gain a secondary education. Therefore,
while any measurable improvement in NAPLAN results is noted in
this study, there are other worthy personal and social benefits to be
gained from completing secondary education, as outlined in the
Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth
Affairs’ Melbourne Declaration of Educational Goals for Young
Australians (2008). These include enabling young Australians to
become confident and creative individuals, and active and informed
citizens.
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5.2

Research Methodology

In this section of the chapter, I outline the methodology used in this
research which includes the collection and analysis of both
quantitative and qualitative data. While I began my appointment to
Sandstone with the idea of continuing to study as a way of dealing
with the isolation of a small remote community, my original academic
interest in studying the professional situation of teachers in remote
schools changed over the years I spent in the community. It changed
both in response to the situation of practice in which I found myself,
and in response to what I have argued above is the failure of
systemised education in remote communities such as Sandstone to
make a difference to the lives of children. I have noted above that, as a
professional research doctorate, this study aims to make a contribution
across three areas – the profession, the academy, and my own
professional practice (Lee et al., 2009). Its academic contribution rests
in the work that will follow the accreditation of this thesis as a
doctoral thesis, as I seek to publish from the study and argue for the
value of the work to other researchers and, particularly, to the field of
initial teacher education. Its contribution to the teaching profession
has already been noted through the involvement of a number of
schools and teachers in the work of the study and the program itself.
Its contribution to the practice of child-focused cross-institutional
partnerships and my own professional practice, and to the learning of
my students, is a matter for the reader to assess through the account
that follows.
5.2.1

Research Methodology Involved in this Study

Given that this research is focusing on a specific situation –the Sydney
education program for Indigenous children from the very remote
Sandstone area – a case study seemed to be the most appropriate
methodological approach to take for this inquiry as it allows the
respectful study in a careful, and non-intrusive process of several
young Indigenous students, who are other people’s children, and for
whom I have guardianship responsibilities while they live in Sydney.
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The case study approach has been highlighted as a means of
conducting research that is directed at having an impact upon practice.
The goal of a case study is to undertake an inquiry in which both the
researcher and the participants have the opportunity to reflect upon a
particular instance/example of practice (Freebody, 2003). Typically, a
case study is the preferred strategy when the focus is on contemporary
phenomena in a real-life context (Yin, 2003), or when an intense
analysis is needed of a phenomenon or social unit (Merriam, 2002).
Consequently, case studies have been widely used for research in a
variety of subject areas, including specific studies in psychology,
sociology, political science, and social work (Gilgun, 1994, cited in
Yin, 2003).
The case study approach is even more important for research of
Indigenous matters. As Mellor and Corrigan (2004) argue, the case
study is a research approach “that can access and provide
opportunities to express voice” (p. 49). Given the rich oral tradition
found in the Indigenous Australian culture, the opportunity to include
conversation and talk from those involved in this study of the
Sandstone/Sydney program as a way of providing reliable data, makes
the case study the research approach of choice.
Given that a case has been defined (Stake, 2005) as,
one small collection of people, activities, policies, strengths,
problems or relationships studied in detail (p. vii),
and that,
qualitative understanding of cases requires experiencing the
activity of the case as it occurs in its contexts and in its
particular situation (p. 3),
there is even more reason to use the case study approach in this study.
This case study does include some objective quantitative aspects, as
numerical NAPLAN data will be used to measure the levels of
improvement in the students’ levels of literacy and numeracy over
time, where possible. Also, while the aim of case studies is to
understand a particular social unit, and does not claim generalizability
across situations, this case study does, as I have noted above, aim to
advocate for change. It will also include some recommendations for
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the profession, to assist any replication of this program that might seek
to provide education to Indigenous students in metropolitan schools.
For such purposes, quantitative data may prove to be useful as an
evidence base for providing the basis for on-going investigation.
Qualitative data has been the main form of empirical data collection in
this study as an attempt to get a fuller picture of the participants’
views of the Sandstone/Sydney program. As noted by Mellor and
Corrigan (2004),
Qualitative and case study research can provide richer and
more personalised data than other methodologies, thus leading
to a more complex understanding of the many ways in which
factors impact and interconnect in the real lives of Indigenous
people (p. 47).
Furthermore,
Good studies use both qualitative and quantitative research
methodologies to get the best picture of data (p. 47).
Given the interconnectedness of factors as outlined in Chapter 3, the
use of quantitative and qualitative data within a case study seems a
sensible and justifiable approach.
5.2.2

Quantitative Research Used in this Study

Quantitative data has been used in several ways in this research. As
has been shown already in Chapters 2 and 3, the extent of the
educational deficiencies in the provision of schooling in remote
Indigenous communities, and the resultant academic achievements
among Indigenous students in Australia, have been highlighted
through the use of quantitative data obtained through the national
NAPLAN testing. In both the literacy and numeracy areas, and at all
levels – Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 – Indigenous students continue to perform
worse than non-Indigenous students in the same state or territory, and
Indigenous students in remote and very remote areas perform at lower
levels than Indigenous students in regional or city areas. Therefore,
NAPLAN data can be used to provide a sense of the general academic
standard for Indigenous children from very remote areas of the
Northern Territory. Other specific quantitative data has been gathered
from the Federal Government’s My School website for Sandstone
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School as well as for the Sydney schools in the program. This data
will be used to determine the academic achievement levels of
Sandstone School and compare them with the two city schools
attended by the Sandstone students as provided through the My School
website
For the students who have left Sandstone to come to Sydney to attend
school, any available results from national testing, including
NAPLAN testing, have been used to determine their baseline level of
academic achievement prior to leaving Sandstone, if possible. These
results have been compared to results from national testing that has
been completed by the Sandstone children since arriving in Sydney.
For example, one of the girls at City Girls’ School completed Year 7
over two years, so it has been possible to compare her Year 7
NAPLAN results from 2009 with her results in 2010. The academic
grades from the City Schools’ reports over time have been analysed to
note any improvement. All this data has been used to estimate the
extent of the improvement in the students’ academic achievements.
Permission to use these results has been gathered from the Principal of
Sandstone School and the families of the Indigenous students involved
in the Sandstone/Sydney program as well as from the students
themselves. Anonymity has been maintained through the use of
pseudonyms for all the students, the Indigenous communities and the
Sydney schools which the children attend.
The use of this quantitative data in this study, however, has several
limitations. Firstly, there are the deficiencies associated with
NAPLAN testing as discussed earlier. NAPLAN testing looks only at
one area of numeracy and three areas of literacy, and from these
results makes conclusions about the academic achievement of
students. Skills in other academic disciplines such as Art, Music,
Science and Technology are ignored. This is a recognised problem
with the NAPLAN testing and, arguably, a considerable problem for
these Indigenous students, several of whom have demonstrated
considerable talent in the Visual Arts, Biology and Sport.
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A second limitation associated with the use of quantitative data is the
definition of education. The holistic education that is being provided
by the City Schools aims to develop more than academic
improvement. These schools aim to develop the students’ confidence,
citizenship and leadership, none of which is assessed by NAPLAN.
The differences between this and the ‘extra curricular’ attention to
basic health, nutrition and cleanliness needs of students that must be
focused on in Sandstone marks an area of difference that cannot be
qualified in any meaningful sense.
Finally, it is important to note that the Indigenous students were often
absent from school, even when in Sydney, as they were regularly
required to return to Sandstone for Sorry Business; they also often
missed the return flights to Sydney. Consequently, they often missed
testing days, meaning that there is only a limited amount of
quantitative data available.
The quantitative data that comes from the NAPLAN testing, the My
School website and school grades was, therefore, limited. It must be
complemented by qualitative data that comes from other, different
sources.
5.2.3

Qualitative Research Used in this Study

Qualitative research has become an increasingly important mode of
inquiry for the social sciences, particularly in the general fields of
education, nursing, social work and community development. The aim
of qualitative research is to establish authentic insights into the ways
in which social experience is created and given meaning (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2000). Hammersley suggests that,
qualitative research documents the world from the point of view
of the people studied … rather than presenting it from the point
of view of the researcher (1992, p. 45).
Also, Creswell (1998) outlines the breadth of qualitative research in
his definition,
Qualitative research is an inquiry process of understanding
based on distinct methodological traditions of inquiry that
explore a social or human problem. The researcher builds a
complex, holistic picture, analyzes words, reports detailed views
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of informants, and conducts the study in a natural setting (p.
15).
Qualitative research, then, entails gathering and documenting
participants’ views, attitudes, beliefs, and experiences, as well as
establishing the way they make sense of their lives (Merriam, 1998).
As Padgett (2009) notes in advocacy research,
…some qualitative approaches are a better fit than others. With
ethnography, the researcher observes organizations and/or
communities to understand their behaviours, interactions and
tacit understandings that shed light on the problems being
advocated against (or the goal being advocated for) as well as
potential solutions. […] When advocacy research is carried out
in partnership with the affected community or group, it may
overlap with participatory action research and communitybased research (p. 9).
For the study, several qualitative approaches were used. Firstly,
because it was considered important to understand how the students
were experiencing their education in Sydney and the meaning that the
experience had for them, interpretative data was gathered through the
use of interviews and written reflections. This interpretative approach
allowed the students’ and others’ perspectives and perceptions to be
included in the study (Merriam, 2002, p. 4).
Interviews were conducted with as many parents of the Indigenous
children attending the two City Schools as possible. There has been a
strong association between these parents and myself over a
considerable period of time and so I felt they were forthcoming with
their comments. Also, their comprehension and use of English was
mostly adequate, so our communication was meaningful. The
Principal of Sandstone School who has known all the children since
they were very young was also interviewed as part of the Sandstone
community.
These interviews were based on open-ended questions in a narrative
format, and the parents were encouraged to talk at length about the
Sandstone/Sydney program.
There has been much discussion among stakeholders, including
parents, university supervisors and the University Ethics Committee
about my decision to seek the viewpoints of the students themselves
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for this study. This decision, while central to my purpose, raised
delicate ethical issues of unequal power in our relationship and the
potential for coercion impacting on their capacity to give informed
consent to the process, and providing an honest account of their
feelings in relation to what they have experienced.
As discussed below, there is an existing (power) relationship between
these students and myself as researcher. As detailed in Chapter 4, I
have taught all of them at Sandstone, and I have maintained a close
personal/professional relationship with them as their ‘educational
guardian’ while they have attended the Sydney schools. My
relationship with three of the girls has been even closer over three
years as they boarded in the house I lived in, under my supervision,
while they attended the nearby school.
None of the students was, therefore, interviewed alone – all interviews
with students took place in small groups, although even here they
were less forthcoming in their comments than their parents, as
predicted. As informal and ongoing discussions about their experience
in Sydney were a regular feature of our home life over these years –
and the girls have been able to decline taking part on occasions when
they were not interested – I did not believe that they have felt
compelled to contribute to this study. However, as discussed in the
section on research ethics below, the relationship is complex – I am
personally invested and implicated in this study, and must be clearly
both open and reflective about this.
Staff members who were associated with the Indigenous students at
the two City Schools were also interviewed. As the guardian of the
children, I was already in constant communication with these people,
so I felt the information given by these teachers at the point of
interview was able to be taken as frank and critical evaluation of a
process in which we had all been involved.
The interviews provided much rich and descriptive qualitative data
that was subsequently transcribed. Each of the interviewees was given
the opportunity to read the transcripts and change any of these
responses/comments. The data was then tabulated so that the key
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issues could be identified. Selected passages from the interviews are
included in Chapters 7 and 8 to validate my analysis.
The first-hand narrative account of my time as a teacher at Sandstone
School that has been presented in Chapter 4 above is an approach that
has been included to give richness and depth to the understanding of
the case study (Merriam, 2002, p. 8). There are many reasons why I
have incorporated this narrative aspect to the study. Firstly, it gives a
first-hand account of the difference between the Sydney culture that I
was used to, and the very remote community experience. Some of the
comforts of city living which I took for granted, such as shops and
fresh fruit, were missing in Sandstone; also, this Indigenous
community presented challenges that I had never previously
encountered, such as snakes and alcohol abuse, and, as can be seen
from my journal entries above, extreme heat, poverty and dirt. While
my own transition was huge, the narrative thread reflects and
highlights the enormity of the transition that the children must
encounter when moving from Sandstone to Sydney. The narrative
account may also prove to be professionally helpful for any other
teachers who are contemplating, or preparing for, working in a very
remote Indigenous Australian school.
The narrative account also provides an opportunity for the reader to
gain a clearer understanding of the “Eurocentric lens” (Max, 2005, p.
86) through which I see the world which I have inhabited as I have
tried to negotiate existence at what Nakata (2007) calls the ‘cultural
interface’. Throughout this research, I was conscious of the fact that
my personal story has influenced the values that I hold, and my way of
thinking and conceptualising. While some researchers such as Max
would claim that this non-Indigenous influence renders me ineligible
to investigate Indigenous matters (see also Smith, 1999; MoretonRobinson, 2004), I am hoping that the narrative accounts are ways of
exposing my personal lens for comment and even criticism.
In further response to Max, I also argue that the Sandstone/Sydney
program, which is the focus of this research, was set up in response to
requests from the Indigenous members of the Sandstone community.
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While Indigenous people were not used as academic research allies
(Max, 2005, p. 86), the very establishment of the program – its
procedures and protocols – were determined by the Indigenous parents
and staff of Sandstone school. This investigation of this program will,
hopefully, lead to improvements of the program which will benefit
more Indigenous students, if so desired by the Sandstone community.
I also use the narrative component to give academic strength to my
research report, demonstrating in this way the on-going relationship
that was built up between myself and the Sandstone community
during my two years there. This trust relationship is fundamental to
this program: if these parents did not have trust in me, they would not
have requested that their children be under my guardianship in
Sydney. This underlines my thesis that such programs need to be built
on strong and established relationships between city schools and
Indigenous communities in remote locations which do not have local
access to secondary education for their children.
And finally, the narrative form pays tribute to the importance of storytelling in Indigenous Australian culture. During my time in Sandstone,
I observed the transmission of culture and instruction through the use
of story-telling and, as a result, I have come to appreciate the power of
the narrative form. By including some narrative in this study, I hope to
acknowledge the Indigenous Australian culture, to pay respect to the
Sandstone elders, and to enhance the effectiveness of this thesis.
Using a technique demonstrated elsewhere (Johnson-Bailey, 2002), I
have also included entries from my personal journal in the narrative
account.
Personal stories provide the meaning and experience that give the
descriptive richness and fullness to qualitative research. It also places
on me, appropriately so, the responsibility for telling the story clearly
(Chase, 2003). The added advantage of using journals to describe a
personal story is that this story-telling is not dependent on the
relationship between an interviewee and interviewer, a relationship
that can often hinder the telling of a life story (Chase, 2003).
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Of course, narratives and all other forms of qualitative research can be
accused of bias and other subjective shortcomings (Merriam 2002).
Some researchers such as Merriam (2002, p. 5) argue that the way
around such problems is to identify, acknowledge and monitor such
potential biases. Other researchers such as Haraway claim that all
knowledge is partial and fraught with deficiencies; the ideal of
objectivity can be achieved by simply referring to data, inferences and
conclusions as “situated knowledge” (Haraway, 2003, p. 27) – that is,
knowledge placed within a context. This knowledge may have a more
limited range and application than external and disembodied
objectivity, but the points of view are richer in content as they take
into account the environment and the information constituting the
context. As noted above, my involvement in this study is
acknowledged and I have attempted to overcome my biases and
investments wherever possible in the interpretive analysis I present
later in this study.
5.2.4

Study Design and Research Ethics

The different components of the research are listed below, along with
the data collection strategy that was used for each, allowing for
triangulation of data, “as a strategy that adds rigor, breadth,
complexity, richness and depth to any inquiry” (Denzin and Lincoln,
2000, p. 5). Triangulation ensures that conclusions are valid as it
involves collecting data from different sources and/or perspectives.
The information I sought included:
Changes in the Students’ Standards of Literacy and Numeracy
To understand the baseline situation regarding the educational
achievements for Indigenous children in remote/very remote
communities across Australia, and specifically Sandstone School,
NAPLAN results were analysed, as summarised in Chapter 3. These
results were obtained through the My School website and verified
through conversations with the Sandstone Principal.
At City Girls’ School, all students complete numeracy and literacy
testing upon their arrival in Year 7. For those Sandstone girls who join
the Sandstone/Sydney program in Year 7, the results from this testing
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represents their baseline academic standard. This data has been
analysed and compared to their most recent academic results.
The data from the Indigenous students was collected at different times
and is as complete as possible. Sometimes, some of the students did
not complete the NAPLAN testing as they were back in Sandstone for
Sorry Business after the death of a family member; one student did not
attend City Girls’ School for a whole term due to a serious health
issue which needed on-going attention at Alice Springs hospital and,
consequently, her academic standard did not progress at this time; nor
was it measured. Nonetheless, any available longitudinal NAPLAN
data for individual students was analysed.
City Girls’ School and City Boys’ School distribute school reports at
different times of the school year for different year groups, so the data
was not always related to an end-of-year standard. Nonetheless, the
progress over time is apparent, mainly because this study has been
conducted longitudinally from 2008 – 2013, so trends can be seen.
Student work is not included in this study, with the exception of some
pieces from students in the latter years of the program who were not
included in the interviews. The non-inclusion of the school was a
deliberate decision and was based on the desire to maintain the
students’ anonymity and to not embarrass the students. In fact, the
students were very keen to ensure that their work would not be
included in this written thesis. However, the report comments serve to
provide valuable information regarding changes in the students’
standards of literacy and numeracy.
Feedback from the Indigenous Students
The students have been fully aware that I have been studying their
experience and progress at the city schools. For the purposes of this
study and to avoid any issues of “shame”, a separate interview was
conducted for the girls and another interview for the boys. The data
collected was used to determine their perceptions and thoughts
regarding the Sandstone/Sydney education program. The group
interview was seen as preferable to individual interviews as it allowed
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the students to help one another in the use of the English language,
and to support one another during the interview.
As was the case for all the participants in the interviews conducted for
this study, the students had the option of withdrawing from the group
interviews at any time; the participants were also given the choice as
to who conducted the interviews – in all cases, they requested that I
ask the questions and conduct the interviews.
The importance of the relationship that had been built up during my
two years as a teacher at Sandstone, and then during my time as the
Sydney guardian of these children, cannot be overstated. Not only was
the relationship fundamental in initiating the program – the parents
trusted me enough to request that I take the children back to Sydney
with me – it also enabled the children and the parents to be frank in
their daily conversations with me and in the interviews for this study. I
am certain that the children would have refused to take part in the
interviews had they wished to do so.
While in Sydney, the Sandstone boys lived in the City Boys’ School
boarding house. I took them on outings most weekends or attended
their Saturday sport matches. As City Girls’ School is not a boarding
school, the girls are day girls, so they lived with me for several years
in a house adjacent to the School. For this reason, the children were
very used to talking with me about school-based issues.
In my role as researcher, careful thought and attention were given to
the nature of the interview questions for this study, of course.
However, my experience at Sandstone meant that I was able to frame
the questions in ways that did not offend or embarrass the participants.
Furthermore, the children and the parents occasionally responded in
Walpiri, and I was able to translate this for them and then check my
translation with them. Such a cultural advantage was significant.
Requests for children to join the Sandstone/Sydney program always
come from the Sandstone families, so it was important to get feedback
from the Sandstone Community about the program.
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Feedback from the Indigenous Community of Sandstone
Approval for the study was sought from Indigenous community
members of Sandstone.
Interviews took place with the parents and other key members of the
Sandstone community, most notably the Sandstone School Principal,
during my visits to Sandstone School during the course of the study.
These visits are regular because face-to-face conversations with the
families are essential in maintaining my relationship with them.
Furthermore, visitation is the best way to correct any misinformation
about life in Sydney and to identify and then address any concerns
about the Sandstone/Sydney program.
I conducted these interviews as an open relationship has been
established between me and the community members. Also, the
parents are very familiar with talking with me about the progress of
the children, and about any problems that are being experienced. In
fact, as the children’s Sydney guardian, it was not uncommon for me
to speak to at least one Sandstone parent by phone every night. Often,
there were two or more telephone conversations.
The interview with the Sandstone School Principal took place at
Sandstone School in the enrolment room. This room was also used
with some of the parents and community members who were often at
Sandstone School. However, some of the interviews with the parents
took place outside their homes in the communities. The families
scurried around to find a box or crate for each of us to sit on. One
mother breast fed her baby for most of the interview.
Smith (1999) flags that there may be times during the interviews when
the Indigenous parents may not want to discuss their concerns about
their children. Her experiences with Maori research in New Zealand
have shown that some Indigenous people will not engage with nonIndigenous researchers. As some of the interviews went for more than
two hours, I did not feel that this research encountered difficulties of
access or openness. Once again, the relationship between us, the longterm engagement in the research, and the development and
maintenance of trust between the families and myself suggest that we
149

all know we share a common concern for the children, and were
probably the reasons for their frankness and willingness to
communicate.
In designing the study, I intended to ask the Sandstone Principal, who
is herself Indigenous, to conduct the interviews with the Sandstone
community members if there was any reluctance on the part of the
Indigenous people to engage with me during the interviews. However,
as it happened, there was no need for an intermediary.
Feedback from the Sydney Schools
Interviews also took place between senior staff members at the two
Sydney schools. These included the Head of the Senior Schools at
both City Schools, the Director of Boarding and the Boarding
Housemaster at City Boys’ School, and the Head of Academic
Support at City Girls’ School.
As with the interviews conducted in Sandstone, and with the children,
these interviews were recorded with the interviewees’ permission and
the data was tabulated, where possible, for ease of analysis.
In order to keep data properly organised, all interviews were taperecorded and transcribed verbatim with transcriptions of interviews
prepared immediately. Also, to assist with the data collection, I used a
field notebook to record details of my observations throughout the
interviews.
It is acknowledged that much of the data that was collected,
particularly that from the Sandstone community, was in an oral form
due to the poor quality of the written English of the Indigenous
Australian families involved. These families speak a broken form of
English, and I can understand basic words in Walpiri, so
communication was possible – and it has been possible in times past.
Indeed, it would not be possible for these Indigenous Australian
people to write detailed answers to questionnaires.
Care was taken to ensure that the data was accurate, with the correct
connotations and meaning; understanding innuendo and inference can
present difficulties where the native languages of the interviewer and
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the interviewees are different. I anticipated that part of the dialogue
during the interviews would require taking into account cultural
issues. My intention was to take an ethical stance so as to ensure that
maximum accuracy and subtlety of the translating and reporting
required would be accomplished (Marshall and Rossman, 2006).
When carrying out

qualitative research, researchers

face a

fundamentally interpretative role. This means that the researcher
filters the data through a personal lens that is situated in a specific
context. All such inquiry is value-laden and it is to be expected that
the researcher’s skills, attributes, personal characteristics, interests,
and views will have some degree of impact on the data collected
(Creswell, 2003, p. 182). This possible impact was acknowledged, and
in reporting my research in this dissertation, I hope that my careful
planning and follow-up with the interviewees has allowed me to avoid
overlooking or silencing nuances or meaning that the participants have
brought to our conversations.
5.2.5

My Role as Researcher

My role in this research is complex, and it is important that this
complexity is noted.
As described earlier, my association with the Sandstone communities
started when I commenced as a teacher in the Sandstone School in
2007. Possibly because the nearest town is two hours’ drive away, I
had no choice but to immerse myself fully into the community.
Although I did not fully appreciate the significance of this at the time,
the Indigenous community accepted me into their community. Small
events, such as being shown sacred sites and being entrusted with the
care of an Aboriginal baby, were, apparently, signs of my inclusion
into their society. The Sandstone children would often play in my
house on weekends; their parents allowed me to drive them to
swimming holes on the weekends; the women frequently took me
hunting and gathering; the women taught me the language. I count
many of these women as my friends – many of the Sandstone adults
and children attended my wedding in 2010.
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In short, my association with the Sandstone community is complex.
While my relationship with them as a teacher at the school was
initially a professional one, it changed over time, to be influenced by
the fact that I had a social relationship based on trust with the
community – as a friend – and a societal relationship where I was
dominant, such as when we went shopping with the Aboriginal
women in the “white” shops in the nearest town or where they were
dominant, such as when we went hunting. As Meaney (2004) states,
all these relationships influence my role as researcher.
The role of professional researcher can be one infused with tacit
relations of power. The program that exists between Sandstone School
and the two City Schools, if misconstrued, could be seen as a white
educator imposing her position of power on a vulnerable Indigenous
community, desperate to have their children educated at any cost.
However, the lived reality of this relationship has been very different
because the social and societal factors of the professional relationship
have resulted in an ebbing and flowing of power, as outlined by
Meaney (2004, p. 181). Firstly, and most importantly, the Sandstone
community members approached me to take their children with me
back to Sydney to be educated. I never had this intention when
working at Sandstone – the idea was suggested to me by the women of
the community with the full support of the Sandstone School
Principal. The relationship of trust that existed between us
complemented the professional relationship – they entrusted me with
their children, to educate them well. This case of the education
program which commenced in 2008, and which has continued since
then, constitutes my research data.
Secondly, the community members, particularly the women,
communicate with me in a very forthright manner. Furthermore, as
noted above, the communication is frequent – I speak with one, at
least, of the women from the community every day, at least once but
often many more times. Consequently, where possible, every decision
regarding the children is still made by their mothers, through me. For
example, approval to go to a friend’s house to play, go to the dentist,
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buy a mobile phone, or take tennis lessons is still given by their
mothers.
The children return to the Sandstone community every school
holidays, so it is very clear that these children are still, first and
foremost, members of the Sandstone community.
Alternatively, the relationship that exists between me and the
Sandstone community could be viewed in terms of “inside/outside”
the community. As a non-Indigenous person now living away from
Sandstone, I am divorced from the complexities of being an “insider”
researcher. As Smith (1999) identifies,
Insiders have to live with the consequences of their processes on
a day-to-day basis for ever more......Insider researchers also
need to define closure and have the skills to say “no” (p. 137).
Although I am, technically, now an outsider, the relationship that I
established with Sandstone community which led to their request to
me to take some of their children with me, back to Sydney, in order to
gain an education, could make me an insider. In this regard, this study
becomes ethically complex – and I believe my research requires
significant theorising and reflection because, while not an insider in
Smith’s (1999) terms, I am nonetheless inside the research – I lived in
Sandstone for two years and taught these children in the school there.
Smith (1999) claims that Indigenous research needs to “privilege the
Indigenous presence” (p. 6) to “ensure that research with indigenous
people can be more respectful ethical, sympathetic and useful” (p. 9).
While Smith’s main intention is to develop Indigenous people as
researchers (p. 17), she cites Graham Smith’s models as ways that
culturally-appropriate research can be undertaken by non-Indigenous
researchers. They are as follows:
-

Indigenous people guide and sponsor the research

-

the non-Indigenous researcher is incorporated into daily
Indigenous life and sustains a life-long relationship which extends
beyond the research

-

the researcher seeks the assistance of the community to support
the research
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-

the research outcomes are reported back to the Indigenous people
and benefit the Indigenous community.

These approaches were all adopted in the methodology of this case
study.
It is my argument that the request from the community to me to take
the children to Sydney with me for their education highlights the
position of trust – trust which is perhaps reserved only for insiders – in
which I have been placed by the parents of these students and the
issues of what I am calling “pre-consent” that have actually forced the
study along the design lines that have emerged.
Smith also argues that even more preferable is the involvement of
Indigenous

people as

researchers in

the

project

(p.

178).

Unfortunately, this recommendation was not possible in this case
study because it proved impossible to assemble the relevant
community members together with the potential Indigenous coresearcher/s at the same time and in the same location. Often the
interview moments occurred at unscheduled times, and these moments
led to long conversations that contained invaluable stories and
reflections. Trying to orchestrate these interview moments to coincide
with the presence of an Indigenous co-researcher would have
jeopardised the content and quality of the interviews.
In summary, this study is a case study of the association/program that
exists between the Sandstone community and the two city schools
which has arisen through my relationship with the Sandstone school.
As researcher, I have asked the Indigenous Australian children, their
families, the community and staff from the city schools about the
program, and it is my hope that the frank and free-flowing relationship
that exists between me and the Indigenous Australian community
continues, to ensure that their comments are a true reflection of their
thoughts about the program. I was aware that if I came to detect any
reluctance or embarrassment on their part, I would need to delegate
the interviews to a colleague who is also well known to the
community.
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The ethical concerns associated with cross-cultural research, research
involving minors, and research within possible relationships of power
where I have been given responsibility for the simultaneous tasks of
caring for the students and carrying out the study are complex and
important. They mean that I have needed to work with mindful
consideration of the ethics of the study – a duty of which I have been
aware since first agreeing to bring the students to Sydney.
Therefore, although I have made every effort to ensure objectivity, my
personal involvement might have also shaped the way that I undertook
this study and influenced the way that I have viewed and interpreted
the data. As a consequence of these realisations, I attempted to adopt a
reflexive research stance through which I join those researchers who
emphasise “the importance of self-awareness, political/cultural
consciousness, and ownership of one’s perspective” (Patton, 2002, p.
64).
The strategies outlined above take account of the ethical
considerations that are vitally important during qualitative research.
Authors such as Rossman and Rallis (2003), Creswell (2003), and
Silverman (2005) stress the obligation of researchers to respect the
rights, needs, values, and desires of participants. This study has been
conducted in an ethical manner with participants being given a
detailed explanation of the purposes of the research, and has required
their voluntary consent before taking part. I believe that the processes
of data collection and analysis will protect their privacy. Signed and
informed consent forms were obtained prior to all the interviews, and
all transcriptions and written interpretations have been made available
to the participants. An outsider, not involved in the school or the
research, read and discussed the information forms to the members of
the community who were unable to read, thereby providing these
Indigenous people with the opportunity to ask questions without the
perceived risk of offending me, the researcher.
Despite all these considerations, precautions and reflection, the
complexity of my role is acknowledged and underscores the parallel
complexity of the study itself. It has been exploratory, and it has been
155

risky for all members of the project. As I go on to present and argue in
the following chapters, the program that is reported here cannot be
seen as a simple and single solution to the problem of remote
Indigenous education but, as argued by Pearson, it may well assist us
to think about certain boarding arrangements as one means of working
towards improvement and equity in education.
5.2.6

Indigenous People and Research

Additional challenges and complexities associated with the research of
Indigenous matters are well outlined by Smith (1999) who argues that
university-approved research is a western approach which represents an
imperialistic assumption that other cultures can be understood and
authentically represented. She claims that Indigenous people find such
research offensive and worthy of cynical disdain, mainly due to past
injustices and incompatible interpretations of culture, society, time,
space and knowledge. And yet, rigorous research of Indigenous cultures
and/or programs is important because, as Smith acknowledges, amateur
research – such as travellers’ tales, film-making and journalistic articles
– will happen, and knowledge claimed, regardless of the disdain (p. 2).
Nakata’s advice (2007) is to document the knowledge in ways that keep
it connected to the Indigenous locale, to avoid classifying this
knowledge in western categories that “suit hierarchies, linearity,
abstraction and objectification” (p. 9) and to keep it connected to “the
people who are its agents” (p. 9). Through the use of the narrative style,
the inclusion of comment from members of the Sandstone community,
and the constant communication with the Sandstone community
throughout this research, it is hoped that this advice has been followed.
In the next chapter, through the use of NAPLAN data, I outline the
academic standard of the two City Schools which agreed to accept
Sandstone students as part of the Sandstone/Sydney program. Chapter 6
also includes a description of other programs for Indigenous Australian
students, followed by a year-by-year outline of the Sandstone/Sydney
program, from 2008 until 2013, ending with a summary of the
involvement of the Sandstone students in the program.
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6

THE PROGRAM COMMENCES:
SCHOOLS AND STUDENTS

I begin this chapter with a description of the Sydney schools involved
in this study, as a way of highlighting the difference in educational
opportunity and outcomes between the City Schools and Sandstone
School. This chapter also describes the uniqueness of this program by
summarising some of the other Australian programs for Indigenous
students. I also provide some information on the students themselves
as a background for the results outlined in later chapters. Many of the
outcomes of the program can be attributed to the nature and ethos of
the City Schools, as well as characteristics of the students, so the data
and descriptions in this chapter are important.

6.1

The Schools

City Boys’ School is an independent, Anglican, day and boarding
school renowned for its outstanding facilities. The School has a total
enrolment of over 1900 students and, as noted on its website, has a
commitment to academic excellence, pastoral care and participation in
a breadth of sporting, creative and performing arts. It has a wideranging curriculum which aims to cater for those students who are
intellectually gifted through to those students who are more interested
in vocational courses.
City Girls’ School is an independent, Anglican day school. At the time
of writing, it has a total enrolment of approximately 850 students. Its
public information explains that it has a commitment to each
individual girl, teaching them, caring for them and helping them grow
and develop academically, physically, emotionally, spiritually and
socially. It has small classes, high standards, well-qualified and
passionate teachers, a broad curriculum and good facilites. The girls
from Sandstone attending this school board privately in a school house
set up specially for them and located adjacent to the School.
Sandstone School is a government school located in the Northern
Territory and has an enrolment of 87 students. It provides services to
students from 4 years old through to young adolescents. In its forty157

three year history, only one student from the community it serves has
completed Year 12. This student was accommodated by a teacher in
Alice Springs.
As there is no secondary class at Sandstone School and the School
does not have the facilities to offer a complete secondary curriculum,
older students have to travel to Darwin or Alice Springs for their
secondary education. This arrangement has not proven to be
successful: those students who had wanted a secondary education
have remained in Darwin for less than a year, and sometimes even less
than a term. When the students return to Sandstone they usually do not
return to Sandstone School as there is no secondary program for them
there. Consequently, the students spend their time unemployed, with
very few prospects for the future. At Sandstone, there always seem to
be a lot of teenagers in the community just hanging around, with
nothing to do.
6.1.1

NAPLAN Results Comparing Sandstone School to the
City Schools

The purpose of the inclusion of the data below is to demonstrate the
difference in literacy levels and numeracy levels of Sandstone school
where the students have come from, and the schools they have gone to
as part of the program being investigated in this study. NAPLAN
results from Sandstone School, City Boys’ School and City Girls’
School have been tabulated in relation to the Australian Schools
Average over a period of 4 years – 2008 – 2011 – to detail these
differences. It can be seen from this data that the students have gone
from a small school with results well below the national average in all
areas tested in the NAPLAN, to schools in Australia that are achieving
well above the national average.
6.1.1.1 NAPLAN 2008
In 2008, Sandstone School had an enrolment of 74 students, 100% of
whom were Indigenous – mostly Aboriginal but some of the families
claim to have partial Torres Strait Islander heritage. In 2008, City
Girls’ School had an enrolment of 714 students, just one of whom was
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Indigenous. In 2008, City Boys’ School had an enrolment of 1982
students, none of whom was Indigenous.
Figure 6: Comparing Year 3 NAPLAN data for the three schools, 2008
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In 2008, the Year 3 student population at Sandstone School was below
the reporting threshold in Reading, Writing and Numeracy. Therefore,
no scores have been placed on the graph in these areas. Student
performances in Spelling and Grammar and Punctuation at Sandstone
school were well below the Australian Schools’ Average. Both the
City Girls’ School and City Boys’ School had results above the
Australian Schools’ Average for Year 3 in each of the areas of
Reading,

Writing,

Spelling,

Grammar

and

Punctuation,

and

Numeracy.
The Year 5 and Year 7 Sandstone School student population was also
well below the Australian Schools’ Average in the areas of Reading,
Writing, Spelling, Grammar and Punctuation, and Numeracy in 2008.
Both City Schools had results above the Australian Schools’ Average
for Year 5 and Year 7 in the areas of Reading, Writing, Spelling,
Grammar and Punctuation, and Numeracy, as indicated by Graphs 7
and 8.
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In 2008, the Year 9 student population at Sandstone School was below
reporting threshold in all areas, so the results have not been graphed.
Figure 7: Comparing Year 5 NAPLAN data for the three schools, 2008
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Figure 8: Comparing Year 7 NAPLAN data for the three schools, 2008
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6.1.1.2 NAPLAN 2009
In 2009, Sandstone School had an enrolment of 70 students, 99% of
whom were Indigenous. The student attendance rate was 66%, and
90% of the students had a language background other than English. In
2009, City Girls’ School had an enrolment of 760 students, 1% of
whom was Indigenous Australian. 51% of the students at the school
had a language background other than English. The student attendance
rate was 90%. In 2009, City Boys’ School had an enrolment of 1964
students, none of whom was listed as Indigenous. 16% of the student
population had a language background other than English.
In 2009, the Year 3 and Year 5 student population at Sandstone
School was below the Australia Schools’ Average in Reading,
Writing, Spelling, Grammar and Punctuation, and Numeracy. The
Year 3 and Year 5 average results for both City Schools was higher
than the Australian Schools’ Average in all areas tested, as shown in
Graphs 9 and 10.
Figure 9: Comparing Year 3 NAPLAN data for the three schools, 2009
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Figure 10:

Comparing Year
schools, 2009
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In 2009, the Year 7 student population at Sandstone School was below
the reporting threshold and, therefore, has not been graphed. There
were no Year 9 students at Sandstone School in 2009. The Year 7 and
Year 9 average results for both City Schools were higher than the
Australian Schools’ Average result in all areas tested.
6.1.1.3 NAPLAN 2010
In 2010, there were 74 students enrolled at Sandstone School of whom
97% were Indigenous. The student attendance rate was 60%. 80% of
the enrolled students had a language background other than English.
In 2010, City Girls’ School had an enrolment of 744 students, 1% of
whom was Indigenous Australian. The student attendance rate was
90%. 61% of the enrolled students had a language background other
than English. In 2010, City Boys’ School had an enrolment of 1933
students, none of whom was listed as Indigenous Australian. The
student attendance rate was 96%. 51% of students at this school had a
language background other than English.
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As for the previous years’ comparisons, Figure 11 presents the
NAPLAN results for the three schools for this year, across all four
domains.
Figure 11: Comparing Year 3 NAPLAN data for the three schools, 2010
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As shown in Graphs 12 and 13, in 2010, although showing an
improvement on the 2009 results, the Year 3 student population at
Sandstone School result was below the Australia Schools’ Average in
Reading, Writing, Spelling, Grammar and Punctuation and Numeracy.
The Year 3 average result for both City Schools was again higher than
the Australian Schools’ Average result in all areas tested.
The Year 5 Sandstone School student population was below the
Australian Schools’ Average result in Numeracy, and also below the
reporting threshold in Reading, Writing, Spelling, and Grammar and
Punctuation. The Year 5 average result for both City Schools was
higher than the Australian Schools’ Average result in all areas tested.
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Figure 12: Comparing Year 5 NAPLAN data for the three schools, 2010
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Figure 13: Comparing Year 3 NAPLAN data for the three schools, 2011
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In 2010, the Year 7 student population at Sandstone School was below
reporting threshold in all areas tested, so the results have not been

164

graphed. The Year 7 and Year 9 average results for both City Schools
was higher than the Australian Schools’ Average in all areas tested.
6.1.1.4 NAPLAN 2011
In 2011, Sandstone School had an enrolment of 78 students, 97% of
these were Indigenous Australian. The student attendance rate was
65%. 97% of the students had a language background other than
English. In 2011, the City Girls’ School had an enrolment of 748
students, with 1% of these being Indigenous Australian. The student
attendance rate was 95%. 59% of the students had a language
background other than English. In 2011 City Boys’ School had an
enrolment of 1913 students, with none listed as Indigenous Australian.
The student attendance rate was 95%. 53% of students had a language
background other than English.
In 2011, the Year 3 student population at Sandstone School was below
the Australia Schools’ Average in Reading, Writing, Spelling,
Grammar and Punctuation, and Numeracy. The Year 3 average result
for both City Schools was higher than the Australian Schools’
Average result in all areas tested.
Figure 14: Comparing Year 5 NAPLAN data for the three schools, 2011
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In 2011, the Year 5 Sandstone School student population was below
the Australian Schools’ Average result in the areas of Reading,
Writing, Spelling, Grammar and Punctuation, and Numeracy. The
Year 5 average result for both City Schools was higher than the
Australian Schools’ Average result in all areas tested.
Year 7 and Year 9 student populations at Sandstone School were
below reporting threshold and, therefore, no data has been graphed.
The Year 7 and Year 9 average result for both City Schools were
higher than the Australian Schools’ Average result in all areas tested.
6.1.1.5 NAPLAN 2012
In 2012, Sandstone School had an enrolment of 87 students, 97% of
whom were Indigenous Australian. The student attendance rate was
74%. 96% of students had a language background other than English.
In 2012, City Girls’ School had an enrolment of 746 students, 1% of
whom were Indigenous Australian. The student attendance rate was
90%. 59% of students at the school had a language background other
than English. In 2012, City Boys’ School had an enrolment of 1934
students, none of whom was listed as Indigenous Australian. The
student attendance rate was 96%. 46% of students had a language
background other than English.
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Figure 15: Comparing Year 3 NAPLAN data for the three schools, 2012
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In 2012, the Year 3 student population’s results at Sandstone School
were below the Australian Schools’ Average result in Writing,
Spelling, Grammar and Punctuation, and Numeracy, and had declined
from its own 2011 results. The Year 3 population at Sandstone School
was below the reporting threshold in Reading. The Year 3 average
result for both City Schools was higher than the Australian Schools’
Average in all areas tested.
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Figure 16: Comparing Year 5 NAPLAN data for the three schools, 2012
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In 2012, the Year 5 Sandstone School student population was below
the Australian Schools’ Average result in the areas of Reading,
Writing, Spelling, Grammar and Punctuation, and Numeracy. The
Year 5 average result for both City Schools was higher than the
Australian Schools’ Average result in all areas tested.
The Year 7 and Year 9 student populations at Sandstone School were
below reporting threshold and, therefore, the data has not been
graphed. The Year 7 and Year 9 average results for both City Schools
were higher than the Australian Schools’ Average result in all areas
tested.
As can be seen from this data, the NAPLAN results for Sandstone
School from 2008 until 2012 were well below the Australian national
average in all areas tested. The consistent poor results show very
clearly the standard of literacy and numeracy of the Sandstone
children.
The Sandstone/Sydney program saw students from Sandstone move to
two Sydney Schools, both of which demonstrated excellent academic
standards, well above the national average. Moreover, the difference
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in other areas of the Schools, such as the size and the multicultural
mix of the City Schools were other marked differences which the
Sandstone students encountered upon their arrival at the schools.

6.2

The Program Begins

In this section of the chapter, I outline the steps that were taken that
led to the formation of the Sandstone/Sydney program that educates
Indigenous children from Sandstone in schools in Sydney.
It is important to note the other education programs for Indigenous
students that exist in Australia in order to identify the uniqueness of
the Sandstone/Sydney program, and to see why Sandstone students
could not participate in these other programs.
The Sandstone/Sydney program is possibly unique in Australia. While
there are some other programs which assist Indigenous Australian
students to attend city schools, including the programs listed below,
most/all of the students involved with these programs come from areas
outside the Northern Territory. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children from remote and very remote areas of the Northern Territory
have the added challenge of having English as their second or
subsequent language, if at all. For this reason, they are often not
accepted into programs which are dependent on guaranteed successful
outcomes for continued government funding.
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6.2.1

Other Education Programs for Indigenous Students in
Australia

Table 18: Table of Sample of Education Programs for Indigenous Australian
Students‡‡‡

Program

Yalari

Description Since 2005, has been offering full scholarships for secondary
education at 31 of Australia’s leading boarding schools for
Indigenous children from remote, rural and regional
communities. (There is currently no breakdown on these
locations on the Yalari website).
Students

There are 182 students on scholarships nationally. More than
60 students have graduated from high school as Yalari
Scholars.

Funding

Aims to raise $20 million by 2015. Draws on financial support
from individuals, companies, philanthropic foundations and
government departments.

Program

Cape York Institute – Cape York Leaders Program

Description Since 2004, the focus has been to get Cape York secondary
students high quality, high expectation boarding schools. In
2006, it included tertiary students. Key outcome is for
Indigenous members to have the capabilities to participate in
the real economy.
Students

Focuses on students from Cape York. In 2013 there were 77
students in the program. There were 13 in year 12, 12 of which
graduated. Each year there has been between 2-8 student
withdrawals from the program. In their first year, 2005, there
were 11 students in the program, and 7 student withdrawals.

Funding

Relies heavily upon corporate and philanthropic support.
Australian government, Queensland government Indigenous
Youth Leadership program, Macquarie Group Foundation.
Modest parent contribution.

‡‡‡

(All information has been taken from the public websites of the

programs.)
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Program

Australian Indigenous Education Foundation

Description Opens doors for marginalised Indigenous students to access
high-quality education in culturally inclusive environments,
giving them the tools and confidence to take full advantage of
the opportunities before them.
Students

In 2012 supported 294 students. Has a retention and Year 12
completion rate of over 90%.
Federal Education Department statistics show AIEF has the
highest rate of Year 12 completion out of any federally funded
program; 84 students have graduated from AIEF since 2009.
In 2012, 4% of AIEF students were from WA, 42% from NSW
and 52% from QLD. 19% of the students were from major
cities, 18% from inner regional, 29% from outer regional, 11%
remote and 23% from very remote areas. None was from the
NT.

Funding

$40M joint venture between the Australian Government and
individual, corporate and philanthropic investors. In 2012,
AIEF had attracted $57M in funding. Modest parent
contribution.

Program

The Smith Family – Indigenous Youth Leadership Program
(IYLP)

Description Supports Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students living
in remote or very remote areas of Australia to attend a high
performing secondary school (government or non-government)
and/or university to complete Year 12 and/or an undergraduate
degree.
(IYLP has now become a component of the Yalari Program.
Applications for this program now go through Yalari.)
Students

In 2011-2012 there were 111 students in the program.
A total of 26 students have graduated from this program.

Funding

Government-funded through the Federal Department of
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations.

Program

William Clarke Aboriginal Program at William Clarke
School in NSW

Description The College offers scholarship assistance to Indigenous
students from Halls Creek Western Australia as part of the
Dural Excellence in Education Program.
Students

In 2010 there were 10 students from the isolated town of Halls
Creek, WA. The students live together in a boarding house
which was set up for them and run by former Halls Creek
locals.

Funding

Scholarships provided by the school.
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As can be seen from Table 18, the range and variety of the programs
are considerable in terms of size and structure of the programs, level
and source of funding, and the drawing area of the students in the
programs. Nonetheless, there is a common theme: to assist in the
education of Indigenous students.
Occasionally, Aboriginal children from very remote areas such as
Sandstone are able to attend city schools in the Northern Territory, but
the drop-out rate is high, often in situations such as I have already
described for Rachel from Sandstone. In 2011 and 2012, there were no
teenagers from the Sandstone community attending high school in
either Alice Springs or Darwin; no Sandstone student has graduated
from any Northern Territory high school since 2004.
Furthermore, those students who attend high school in either Alice
Springs or Darwin do so without a prior relationship with the school
staff and without the direct care of a guardian who is familiar with the
Sandstone community. The anxiety which these Indigenous students
experience upon leaving Sandstone must adversely impact on their
learning and retention at these schools (Adermann & Campbell, 2007)
without any connection to home. The relationship that exists between
the Indigenous community of Sandstone and myself, the Sydney
guardian of the children, is probably a unique and important feature of
this program. Given its unique status, and the fact that the number of
students sent from the community has increased each year – in 2014,
there will be seven students from Sandstone at school in Sydney – this
study is significant.
6.2.2

The Start of the Sandstone/Sydney Program

Charlotte was the first student to participate in Sandstone/Sydney
program. Charlotte came from a community near Sandstone School,
although she most often stayed in Sandstone town with a family
member who was a teacher at Sandstone School. Charlotte’s mother
also worked at the school as an Assistant Teacher. Charlotte had an
older sister who did not go to school. Her grandfather was the local
pastor who read the Bible to Charlotte from a young age – an
exposure to literature unique in the Sandstone community. Charlotte
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was different from the other children, as she always strived to learn
and was not ashamed to speak in English.
In 2007, Charlotte was the best reader at Sandstone School, even
appearing in the Accelerated Literacy promotional video which was
shown throughout the Northern Territory. Charlotte often talked about
her ambitions, something that seemed foreign to the other children at
the school. She was keen to learn English and keen to engage in
conversations with the non-Indigenous staff. It was evident that the
curriculum offered at the school was too easy for Charlotte, so she
was enrolled in the School of the Air. I stayed behind twice a week to
work with Charlotte on her School of the Air work.
In 2007, four girls in my class, including Charlotte, became electronic
pen pals with three girls at City Girls’ School in Sydney. I had
introduced this initiative in an attempt to improve the girls’ skills in
literacy and technology, and their cross-cultural understanding. Over
six months, the girls wrote weekly emails to each other. The girls from
Sandstone, with support with spelling, would write about hunting trips
on the weekend and about the weather in their country, for example, if
there had been rain. The girls from the City School would tell stories
of weekend birthday parties at friends’ houses and about family trips
to different places around the city and the world.
Charlotte’s attendance at school was excellent. Therefore, she earned a
place on the “Big Trip” to Sydney which was a reward for students
with over 85% attendance. This trip included a visit to City Girls’
School so the girls could meet their pen pals. This was a successful
meeting, and the Sandstone girls were very impressed with the school.
Upon leaving the school, Charlotte said to me, “I want to go to this
school”.
When Charlotte returned home, she expressed this interest to her
mother who spoke to me about it. Due to the costs involved, we
decided to approach existing Indigenous educational foundations to
see if Charlotte could benefit from their programs. Her application
was rejected by all these foundations for reasons which were unknown
to us at the time. Since then, however, I have learnt that Indigenous
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students from very remote communities rarely get financial support
from government-based foundations, probably because the students’
success rate in education is very low and the foundations are
dependent on successful outcomes for their continued funding.
We then discussed the situation with the Principal of City Girls’
School who was keen to help Charlotte and saw this as a way to both
live the espoused values of the School and to help the Indigenous
Australian community. As the school did not have boarding facilities,
and I was still working at Sandstone, suitable accommodation was
sought. A teacher in the City Girls’ Junior School, whose husband had
worked with Aboriginal people in Tennant Creek so had some
knowledge of the language and culture of Central Australia, agreed to
have Charlotte stay with their family. A business in Alice Springs
agreed to sponsor Charlotte – this one-off payment covered the costs
associated with Charlotte’s travelling to and from Sydney, uniforms,
text books and excursions.

6.3

The Program’s First Year – 2008

In Term 1 2008, Charlotte and her mother travelled to Sydney to visit
City Girls’ School, and to meet the host family and the staff. When
they returned to Sandstone, they discussed the experience with the
family and agreed to give the school a trial in Term 2. Charlotte
travelled to Sydney and commenced Year 6 at City Girls’ School the
following day. Wearing shoes and a dress uniform and stockings,
speaking only English, and eating different food were a few of her
new experiences. Nonetheless, she settled into school life quickly,
particularly through involvement in sport.
The accommodation proved to be the most challenging part for
Charlotte. She had never slept by herself before, and was afraid of the
dark. Her host family soon moved her so that she shared a room with
one of their daughters. Nonetheless, Charlotte was initially quite
homesick.
When Charlotte returned to Sandstone in the holidays, some of the
other children teased her for acting “white”. She also appeared keen to
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stay close to her family. Undaunted, however, Charlotte returned to
City Girls’ School in Term 3 and Term 4. Unfortunately, towards the
end of Term 4, a young relative and close friend of Charlotte’s was
tragically killed in a horrific accident in Sandstone. Charlotte flew
back to Sandstone to be with her family at this time, and so was two
weeks short of completing the school year in Sydney.
By the end of Charlotte’s first full term in Sydney, many other
Sandstone parents were expressing an interest in City Girls’ School
for their daughters. The opportunity was often discussed by the
children at Sandstone School.
Due to the interest shown, the Sandstone Principal and I decided to
hold an information meeting at the School for parents who were
interested in their children getting an education in Sydney. Seven
parents, including some fathers, representing seven children, attended
the meeting. The Principal commented that she had never previously
seen Sandstone parents, and especially fathers, discussing the future of
their children and the importance of education. The parents talked
about the commitment and the sacrifices of the program, but also what
it could mean for the future of their families, the community, culture
and languages. They stated that these children will be the future
leaders of the community and will be positive role models for all the
other children.
At this point it became evident that the program needed a school for
the boys. After many more unsuccessful applications to existing
foundations, and much letter-writing to boys’ schools, City Boys’
School expressed an interest in being involved which included
providing accommodation for the boys in their boarding house. My
diary entry on that day reads as follows:
1 September 2008
Yesterday I finally heard back from one of the schools I wrote to
regarding boys scholarships. The Head of the Senior School
phoned. He seemed like a nice man and also very interested.
Finally I feel like there is a break through. It has been months of
letter writing and phone calls and now there is finally something
happening. I am also extremely happy that it is such a good
school. I showed Taylor the website today and he took an
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immediate liking when the home page had a picture of a cricket
game. He said “Erin, those mob play cricket there?”
Towards the end of 2008 we had our annual “Big Trip” for those
students with high attendance. So, during our few days in Sydney, we
organised for the Sandstone boys to play the City Boys’ School boys
in a game of basketball. It was a friendly game – a lot of fun and it
was a great way for the Sandstone boys to see City Boys’ School.
The cultural interface met by these students as they headed off to
Sydney became very apparent during the first year of the
Sandstone/Sydney program. The children were leaving the safety,
familiarity, comfort and support of their own culture to live and learn
in a new environment with different language, cultural practices and
relationships. The students experienced the ‘push and pull’ of the
desire to be educated and the desire to stay at home.

6.4

The Program’s Second Year – 2009

Ben started the program in 2009 at the City Boys’ School. He was
from Sandstone town and lived with his sisters and his parents. His
“mother” was actually his mother’s sister, and she worked at
Sandstone School; in his last year of the program, his parents
separated, and this resulted in him dropping out of the program in
2012. Ben started his studies at City Boys’ School undertaking a Year
7 transition program which meant that, for much of the time, he was
based in Year 6. Ben was a personable and out-going student who
enjoyed interaction with others.
Chris also started the program in 2009 at City Boys’ School. His
family often moved between the communities in Sandstone, and also
between a community 1,000km from Sandstone. When he was
accepted into the program, he was living with both his parents and
several siblings in a house in the community 17km west of Sandstone.
Neither of Chris’ parents worked. Chris was a quiet but hard-working
student. His literacy and numeracy ability was the weakest of all the
original students, but his dedication to learn proved to be impressive.
Taylor, who was also from the community 17km west of Sandstone
town, lived with his two younger brothers and his mother who worked
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at the School. He commenced the program in 2009 at the City Boys’
School with Chris. Of all the original students, it was Taylor who
would suffer the most from homesickness.
With Charlotte already at City Girls’ School, another girl, Anna,
joined the program in 2009. She was from the community 10km south
of Sandstone town and lived with her mother, father, two brothers and
sister, although there were often many other family members living in
their little house. Anna’s parents worked in the night patrol in the
community. Anna had a quiet and caring nature, always trying to do
the right thing and always watching out for the younger children.
Anna commenced her Sydney studies in Year 7 on a partial study
program with additional intensive literacy and numeracy. Anna
completed her Year 7 studies over two years.
At the beginning of 2009, I flew to Sandstone community the week
before school started. All the students were very excited, except for
Ben who was apparently over near Katherine. The power of bush
communications meant that Ben showed up in Sandstone the day
before their flight to Sydney. Ben had no shoes so Taylor gave him a
spare pair to wear on the plane; in the plane we were accompanied by
Charlotte’s mother.
As I had already returned to live in Sydney, the girls initially lived in
an apartment with me; I was the guardian for all the children. All the
students arrived in Sydney with boils, scabies and lice. Antibiotics
were prescribed and their sores and lice were treated. Having a few
boys together, and a Sandstone friend for Charlotte, seemed to make
the transition into school at Sydney easier for the children, although
Taylor was very homesick for the first week. A diary entry at that time
reads:
5 February 2009
Ben and Chris have taken to the experience straight away. They
are involved in the life of the school and enjoy the boarding
house. When I was speaking to Ben over the weekend he claimed
to have made lots of friends and said he really liked how there
was food available to eat whenever he felt hungry!
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City Boys’ School moved the boys into a two-year ‘Year 7 transition
program’, as the move directly into Year 7 proved to be too great for
the boys, both educationally and socially. The Year 6 families
welcomed the boys into the year group and frequently invited them
out on weekends. Once again, the boys were very busy with sport.
Similarly, the girls proved to be the stars of their softball team, taking
their team to victory in the grand final match.
At times, family members would visit the students. For the girls, this
meant living with their family in a local Indigenous hostel as the girls,
understandably, wanted to be with them every moment possible
outside school time. However, during these visits, City Girls’ School
noted the girls were often late for school, arriving unshowered and in
the incorrect uniform. The school was very understanding, especially
as the girls seemed to have an extra spark about them during the visits
from their families.
During this time, the students were partially funded by Abstudy.
Generous families, often families that would take the girls on outings
on weekends, occasionally paid for some of the girls’ expenses; the
schools met the large difference in the tuition fees. However, nearly
all other expenses were being met by me, including the rent for our
apartment, medical expenses, air fares, pocket money and clothing
costs.
Term 1, 2009, was, of course, a difficult term, especially for the boys
as they had to adjust to life in a boarding house. The boarding house
staff would not allow the boys to speak their Indigenous language
when there were English speakers in the room, and this caused many
problems. On the one hand, the boys needed to relax and speak in
Walpiri; on the other hand, the boarding house wanted to be an
inclusive environment. The families of the Sandstone boys were not
fully supportive of this rule, and the language problem in the boarding
house was something we all struggled with over the years. Eventually,
after much tension and many problems, the boarding house introduced
language speaking areas, not just for the Sandstone boys, but for the
international students too.
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As described earlier, the living conditions at Sandstone were very
different from those of a boarding school environment. The boys
found the transition very difficult; they were also scared of the dark in
the boarding house and had trouble keeping track of their possessions.
Homework was hard and this caused them considerable frustration.
Adhering to set routine times for homework, dinner, bed and room
inspection was difficult. The boys were having great difficulty
understanding English, so following simple instructions was not
always possible.
The girls had to make many hygienic and lifestyle changes. This
included learning how to use a toilet, wear sanitary pads, clean their
teeth, use deodorant and use breakable crockery. The girls also learnt
domestic chores such as washing up and making their beds. We also
had to eat very basic, plain food. In the mornings I would often go into
the girls’ room to wake them up, to find them both asleep in the same
bed. We decided that they were allowed to share a bed on Friday and
Saturday nights as I felt this arrangement was a reasonable
compromise. Every night they went to sleep with their bedroom light
on. Nonetheless, for the girls, a very calm and happy routine was
established at home.
City Girls’ School withdrew the girls for a few lessons each day for
academic support. The canteen supervisor made them lunch and
afternoon tea every day and they developed a good relationship with
her. The girls had a few friends, but tended to keep to themselves. The
boys, on the other hand, were very popular and had offers most
weekends to stay with different friends.
At the end of Term 1, one of the girl’s mothers and the Sandstone
Principal visited the City Schools. Both were impressed with the
schools and the arrangements for the students. They even gave a talk
to a year group at City Girls’ School about Indigenous culture which
was well received.
All five students – Charlotte, Anna, Chris, Ben and Taylor –returned
at the beginning of Term 2. Charlotte seemed very relieved to be back
at school as she had been involved in fights at Sandstone in the
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holidays, many of which were attributed to the additional alcohol that
was being consumed as a result of the $1,000 ‘back to school’
payment from the government. Regular visits to the school counsellor
were organised for Charlotte to help her to control her temper. One of
the boys was also seeing the school counsellor at City Boys’ School in
an attempt to help him control his tendency to fight.
However, overall, the year was very positive for the students with
their involvement in many school sports, their trips in and around
Sydney and the friendships they developed with other students from
all different backgrounds. Furthermore, their spoken English was
considerably better by the end of the year and they were all
confidently speaking in English to staff and students alike. When
speaking to their parents, the parents would often say how proud they
were of their children’s English; each term they came home with new
words that even the parents hadn’t heard before. One father
commented on his son’s respectful manners and confidence.
One incident from 2009 remains firmly in my memory, probably
because it so clearly showed the interface and the tension between the
two cultures in which the children were now living. I recall asking
Taylor to tell me his favourite food. He told me that he had two
favourite foods: a Big Mac and kangaroo tail.

6.5

The Program’s Third Year – 2010

Three boys did not return to school at the start of the school year. Two
of the boys, Ben and Taylor, were taking part in Initiation. Even
though the Sandstone elders brought forward the date of Initiation to
minimise the disruption to school as much as possible, it still meant
that the boys were late returning to school. City Boys’ School was
very accommodating of this, as the staff appreciated the importance of
this ceremony to the Indigenous culture. The third boy, Chris, did not
return because his parents were fighting with Charlotte’s family, so he
was not allowed to be on the plane with her. The Sandstone Principal
intervened, and the three boys returned to Sydney one week later.
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Both girls returned on time, although Charlotte returned with no bag
and, consequently, no clothing at all. She was also very tired and slept
nearly all the first week. She reported that she had been involved in
more fighting in Sandstone in the December/January holidays.
Although it was difficult to get many details from her about these
incidents, it seemed that she and another girl had been physically
fighting over the attentions of a boy who lived in Alice Springs.
Another boy, Jeremy, joined the group in Term 1, 2010. Jeremy’s
mother spoke to the Sandstone Principal and said that, because she
was fearful that Jeremy would be homesick and lonely, he could only
come to Sydney if he could stay with me until the other boys came
back. Consequently, Jeremy joined us in our little two-bedroom
apartment on a mattress on the living room floor.
Jeremy came home from school very happy after each day. Even
though the homework was well beyond him, his teacher made
concessions and modifications for him. City Boys’ School staff were
now much more understanding of the boys’ ability levels as this was
now their second year with students from Sandstone; consequently,
they had measures in place ready to cater for the Sandstone boys.
By Week 4, all four boys were at City Boys’ School, all living in the
boarding house. Due to increasing rental costs, the girls and I had to
move out of our apartment. We moved into a little house owned by
City Girls’ School; the School significantly reduced the rent for us to
make it affordable.
During this term, Charlotte’s behaviour continued to deteriorate. She
would stay awake at night, texting boys in the Northern Territory on
her hidden mobile phone. The messages on the phone were
extrememly inappropriate for a young teenager. Her school work
began to suffer as a result of her tiredness, and she received her first
detention. Charlotte’s mother confirmed how difficult Charlotte had
been at home during the Christmas holidays when, for much of the
time, she had been staying in Alice Springs with an older ‘sister’ who
had allowed Charlotte the same degree of freedom afforded to many
teenage girls in this town.
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During Term 2, one of the boys, Ben, was involved in an altercation
with the house mother in the boarding house. There were significant
differences in the accounts of the event, but the School decided to
suspend him, allowing him to return to School, eventually, as a day
boy only. So, when Ben returned to Sydney, he lived with the girls
and my husband and me. It is interesting that this altercation took
place during the week of the NAPLAN testing. Although this cannot
be confirmed, Ben was well aware of his comparative lack of literacy
and numeracy prowess, and his violent outburst towards the house
mother may have been the result of the stress that he was feeling about
this testing.
The other boys were enjoying their co-curricular involvement in
school life but they, too, were struggling academically. While most of
their teachers were delighted to be part of their learning journey, it
was very evident that they did not have the support, the resources or
the experience to differentiate the curriculum enough to make it
accessible for the boys.
At the start of Semester 2 in 2010, one of the boys, Chris, missed the
plane back to Sydney for no known reason. The money for another
airfare was found, and he returned to Sydney one week later,
accompanied by his father. During his stay, Chris’ father explained the
tensions that exist, in many Indigenous communities, with many
families fighting with other families. At Sandstone, these tensions are
so historical in nature that the people involved in the fighting cannot
even remember the original cause of the dispute. For reasons unknown
to me, these tensions were particularly heightened at this time, and all
the children were affected. As I have noted above, the impact was
particularly strong for Charlotte who struggled to cope with the pull to
participate in the Sandstone and Alice Springs communities.
Furthermore, payback, along with accidents associated with alcohol
and cars, led to tragedies and complications within the community.
The holidays between Terms 2 and 3 seemed to be especially grim
with many deaths from car accidents, fighting and payback. Therefore,
with several of the children living with my husband and me, the start
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of Term 3 had a slow start as it was difficult to get the routine of the
house re-established after apparently disruptive holidays.
By the end of 2010, with six children attending school in Sydney, the
program was well established. There were many challenges at this
time including ensuring that the children returned from holidays on
time; teaching some of the children to control their tempers; finding
the money to purchase their belongings and airfares; getting them
clean and healthy at the start of each term; and communicating
constantly with their parents. However, the progress of the children
was undeniable. Their literacy and numeracy skills, although weak,
were much improved; the children were healthier; their confidence
was much greater; and they were learning to manage city-living. Each
term that they attended school in Sydney was a term’s more education
than they would have received had they remained in Sandstone.
It was in 2010 that it became apparent how well the chidden were
learning to live in a western society. They had mastered many cultural
practices such as using cutlery, showering regularly, and keeping track
of their belongings. The delineation of the two cultures in their
thinking was also clearly evident: I recall helping Anna to pack her
bag to go home at the end of a school term. I inadvertently put her
school shoes in her bag when she said, “Nah Eeerin….don’t need
them back home”.

6.6

The Program’s Fourth Year – 2011

During 2011 it became apparent that, while Charlotte continued to
strive in areas such as sport and art, her behaviour at home was
proving more and more challenging. Her constant and secretive phone
use after lights-out, and her threats, yelling and obscenities were all
proving wearing and frightening for the other members of the house.
She was also arguing constantly with her mother because of problems
they experienced when she was at home during the holidays. After one
major incident, I decided that I could no longer have Charlotte living
in our home. Charlotte returned back to Sandstone Community until
alternative accommodation could be sought.
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The following term, City Girls’ School found a home-stay family in
the local area which was willing to accommodate Charlotte. Charlotte
had her own room and much more freedom in this house than she did
with me. She stopped going to school on time as she slept in most
morning. However, she was well adjusted to the city life, managing
transport systems with ease, and having excellent communication
skills, enabling her to talk to a range of people. With Charlotte’s
brilliant sporting talents, she helped her softball team and hockey team
make it to the finals.
In 2011, Anna took on the role of helping her younger sister, Alia,
settle into the Sydney School. Anna guided Alia through the year in a
gentle sisterly way. Alia had a close relationship to Charlotte and they
were inseparable at school break times. This friendship resulted in
unacceptable behaviour from Alia, and she was soon in trouble at
home and at school as a result. Despite this, Alia’s first year in Sydney
was relatively smooth and she received the Best and Fairest award for
her hockey team. Anna and Alia contributed to their local Sydney
community by holding a cultural dot-painting workshop at a local
public primary as part of NAIDOC week celebrations.
Anna completed Year 8 and had an outstanding year all round,
receiving the Principal’s Award at Speech Night. With her friendly
and unassuming nature, Anna seemed to delight everyone who worked
with her. She continued to complete her studies in a quiet manner and
as a result she made huge academic gains, achieving excellent results
in her report for a majority of her subject areas, as well as receiving a
Mathematics Subject Award for her hard work and enthusiasm. Anna
also won a Highly Commended Award for her design in ceramics and
a Highly Commended Award for her colour work in art at the City
Girls’ School annual Art Show.
In 2011, another Indigenous girl from Alice Springs, Sharne, joined us
for a short-term 12-month placement. She, Anna and Alia continued to
reside in the house with my husband and me.
The fellas over at the Sydney Boys’ School had another exciting year,
with Jeremy and Chris seeing snow for the first time, and Taylor and
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Chris attending several cadet camps. The boys achieved enormous
success and received many accolades and awards through their sport
which included basketball, rugby, diving, athletics and AFL. For
them, sport was the highlight of their schooling, along with their
friendships with many other boys.
All the boys continued to make academic gains, and City Boys’
School appeared to have a supportive pastoral care system set up for
them. They had regular meetings with the school counsellors and
often took themselves to this area for some quiet time. They felt safe
and cared for in the counselling area.
However, the year did not go without its problems for the boys.
During Term 1, Ben had a serious fight with another student at school
who had been calling him a “golly wog”. Ben asked him to stop
several times before hitting the boy hard. The other boy had to go to
hospital. Sadly, as a result, Ben had to be withdrawn from the school,
making him the first “drop-out” from the Sandstone/Sydney program.
Mid-way through the year, Taylor also had an aggressive outburst in
the boarding house, threatening the other students after some teasing.
For obvious reasons, City Boys’ School was extremely concerned
about this reaction so they asked for Taylor to be assessed by an
outside psychologist. I took him along for the appointment and it was
decided that there was nothing psychologically wrong with Taylor, he
just needed to learn how to deal with his temper.
Other problems in the boarding house continued. These included the
speaking of Walpiri by the boys and other minor incidents which
caused the boys considerable distress. As a result, Jeremy did not like
the boarding house master. This dislike, combined with the promise of
AFL stardom in Alice Springs by the local football team meant that
Jeremy did not return to Sydney in Term 3.
Upon reflection of this year, it is apparent that, while some issues
associated with managing the cultural interface lessen with time, other
issues begin to surface. The homesickness, language barrier and
different cultural practices all seemed to diminish in significance;
other issues, mostly associated with adolescence, became prevalent.
185

Of these, the temper outbursts, the occasional violence and Charlotte’s
secretive communications with young men in Alice Springs were the
most challenging.

6.7

The Program’s Fifth Year – 2012

During 2012, there were five girls from Sandstone attending City
Girls’ School. Charlotte undertook Year 10, and continued to be
enthusiastic about her involvement in the sports program, especially
softball where she excelled as a pitcher. However, Charlotte, who was
still living in the home-stay arrangement, continued to be late for
school, often not arriving until after recess. City Girls’ School gave
her many chances and tried many strategies with her, including
involving her in a local Indigenous mentoring program, but nothing
would enthuse her commitment to her academic studies.
Charlotte’s mother visited Sydney to try to sort out the lateness and
Charlotte’s on-going texting communication with young men at Alice
Springs. This visit ended in a loud and violent argument that resulted
in the home-stay family calling the police for assistance. It was at this
point that City Girls’ School decided that Charlotte needed to leave
the school.
So, at the end of Term 2, after five years in Sydney, and having
partially completed Year 10, Charlotte returned to Sandstone. She
now had excellent speaking and reading skills in English. She was 16
years old, and accomplished in both “worlds” of her experience,
although clearly balancing very precariously in the cultural interface
between the Sydney school world and the world of adolescent identity
formation in her home community. The opportunity had given her
skills in areas such as home living, sport, navigating a city and dealing
with a range of different people, of which she would not have had
otherwise. She had also experienced many academic/social/cultural
events that could never have occurred in Sandstone.
Interestingly, when asked, Charlotte always reported that she wanted
to stay in Sydney, finish her education and go on to further tertiary
study. However, she was also drawn to the attractions of a different
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form from the youth in her community, and the “pull” of the freedom
of Sandstone was stronger.
Anna, in Year 9, did not return until Term 2 due to a serious health
issue. When she eventually returned, with Alia, she had fallen behind
in some areas of her learning, but she continued to be a happy and
courteous member of the school community. She played basketball,
softball and hockey, receiving the “Best All Round” softball award.
Anna, by this stage, had developed excellent organisation skills and
her work was always immaculately presented.
Alia completed her final year of the Year 7 integration program where
she worked on her Individual Education Program with great success.
Her literacy and numeracy skills continued to develop. Her teachers
reported that she made sound progress and gained a lot of confidence
in her writing as her vocabulary expanded.
Anna and Alia were closely related to Charlotte, as well as being good
friends. When Charlotte’s education finished at the end of Term 2, I
was very curious to see how this would affect Anna and Alia.
However, both girls arrived on time in Term 3. When, later in Term 3,
there was a death of a family member, the girls returned to Sandstone
in order to attend the funeral. They did not return to Sydney that term.
Again, in 2012, City Girls’ School held what had by now become their
annual community service camp at Sandstone in the September school
holidays. This camp, ‘The Year 9 Pilgrimage’ is an opportunity for
selected Year 9 girls from City Girls’ School to learn from, and
contribute to, the Sandstone community. Because Anna and Alia were
at Sandstone at the time, they joined the City girls for many of the
camp activities. While they indicated to the girls and to the City staff
in attendance at the camp that they would be returning to school in
Term 4, they both missed their returning flights. In the end, neither of
the girls made it back in Term 4. Their uniforms were returned and
their enrolments at City Girls’ School were cancelled.
Camilla and Mez both commenced in Year 6 in a Transition Program
at City Girls’ School in 2012. Both girls enjoyed playing softball,
basketball, hockey and touch football, and were appointed Sports
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Monitors. Much to their delight, their Year 7 softball team won the
competition. Camilla’s commitment to learning and her popularity
amongst her peers earned her the role of Class Captain in Term 2.
Mez, due to a funeral, missed Term 3. However, she grew in
confidence throughout the year and moved up several reading levels.
Both girls were enthusiastic participants in the Junior School musical
where they performed for several nights in front of large audiences.
This would have previously been unthinkable back in the Sandstone
community as it would have been a “shame job”.
The fellas over at the City Boys’ School had another busy year, with
Matty joining the group. Matty managed to see the many sites of
Sydney, as well as enjoying a trip to Canberra. However, Matty
proved to be the most difficult student to have in the program to date.
He had temper tantrums on the phone to his mother and would often
display this same level of disrespect to staff. He stole some athletic
‘skins’ from the clothes line of a boarding house tutor and refused to
return them. Furthermore, he was rude to kind volunteers who would
take him on outings after school and on weekends. It was decided,
between the school and his mother, that this was not the right pathway
for Matty. His mother was obviously disappointed and she spent many
nights calling to discuss this option. Being in charge of the program, I
felt responsible for taking him in the first place. Had I had known the
extent of his behavioural issues, I would never have considered him
for the Sandstone/Sydney program. He returned to Sandstone
community where he continued to be problematic for the local school
and his family.
Taylor and Chris were, again, busily and successfully involved in
many sports including basketball, rugby, diving and athletics. Chris’
teachers continued to comment on his good nature and his gentle
manner. However, during the year Chris’ mother had another baby.
Chris was reluctant to come back to Sydney in Term 3 despite his
father’s encouragement. On one memorable day, Chris and his father
arrived at Alice Springs airport ready to return to Sydney, only to
discover that they were one day early for the flight. During the
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following 24 hours, Chris decided that he didn’t want to return, so his
time in the Sandstone/Sydney program ended. So, Chris, despite never
being in trouble in school, having his parents’ full support and
encouragement, being extremely popular amongst his peers and with
the teachers, and achieving great results in sport, still decided that he
did not want to return to the School. His father called me every day
for nearly a fortnight, begging me to think of a way we could help get
Chris to return. In the end, it seemed that the pull to be in the
community and near family was too strong.
During Term 1, Taylor had another violent outburst in the boarding
house. He was unsettled at school during the day and had been
removed from class for being rude and disruptive. He spent the day
with the school counsellor. Anna’s parents happened to be in Sydney
at the time and went to the boarding house to try to intervene.
The rules of the boarding house did not allow Taylor to have the
weekend out of the boarding house, despite the recommendation of
the school counsellor. It was clear that the confinement of the
boarding house as a result of continual wet weather was proving to be
difficult for him. Not surprisingly, I received a phone call from the
boarding house master that night telling me that Taylor was being
very disruptive, but I was still not allowed to come to get him to take
him to my house for the rest of the weekend.
Much later that evening, a serious incident occurred that involved
Taylor breaking a pool cue, threatening a staff member with a butter
knife and then, allegedly, stabbing a door in the boarding house with
the knife. Taylor was put on a plane back to Sandstone the following
day.
Because this incident had occurred in the boarding house, and not at
school, Taylor was allowed back the following term as a day student.
Taylor lived with a home-stay family, and the first few months of this
arrangement went smoothly enough. However, Taylor was being
encouraged by his friends in Sandstone to stay in Sandstone so he
could play AFL. Before long, Taylor was misbehaving at school,
ending up in the counsellor’s office most days. One day, I even
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received a call saying that Taylor had been bullying a student in his
year who had returned only that term after nearly losing a battle to
cancer. Taylor seemed to have little sympathy for him. One day
Taylor insisted that he would cut himself if he was not put on a plane
home. Despite his mother’s pleas that the school do everything it
could to keep him in Sydney, the counsellors finally convinced her
that it was too hard for Taylor as he simply did not want to be there
anymore. So, the next morning, three staff members picked up Taylor
from his home stay with a farewell card and gift. They made his
farewell as positive as possible. Taylor’s journey in Sydney was over.
As can be seen above, the boarding house at City Boys’ School was
the source of many of the problems experienced by the Sandstone
boys. Even with the appointment of a much more flexible and
understanding Boarding Housemaster, it became obvious that the
Sandstone/Sydney program needed another school for the Sandstone
boys.
And so, in 2012, we welcomed City Coed School to the program. This
school is a smaller school, located in a regional area outside Sydney.
This School was prepared to accept Ben into the School, even though
the School knew of Ben’s issues at City Boys’ School. Ben, with his
fun-loving nature, often had offers to go to friends’ houses on the
weekends where he was able to experience life on the farms and
properties around the town. In June, he went on a school trip to
Thredbo where he saw snow for the first time. Ben represented City
Coed School in basketball and football.
However, it became apparent in Term 3 that Ben’s home life in
Sandstone had taken a turn for the worse. One family member was
even murdered next to his home as a result of an alcohol-fuelled
argument. This event seemed to trigger violent outbursts with Ben.
One time, he hit his best friend at school, and damaged school
property when being teased about a girl. The School had to take
appropraite measures and Ben was suspended.
Ben’s second outburst occurred the following term during class and
seemed to be the result of a minor misdemeanour escalating out of
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control. As a result, he tried to run away, but was eventually sent to
Sydney where he spent a few days with a visiting member of the
Sandstone community. Ben went home at the end of Term 3. It was
then that his father left his mother for another woman and his mother,
usually a responsible member of the community, decided to start
drinking. Ben did not return to school.
In 2012, Sebastian started at City Coed School. His quiet and honest
approach ensured he was popular with both staff and students. He
represented the School in rugby and was a member of the athletics
team. Unfortunately, as the result of a very nasty infected boil,
Sebastian fell sick on camp which put him in a hospital in NSW for a
few weeks, before he was transferred to Alice Springs hospital to be
closer to family and for surgery. Sebastian missed Term 2 at school
but, without any family support or encouragement, he returned in
Term 3. In fact, to get to the airport, he had had to hitch a ride, and
seemed very keen to get away from his loud and drunken family.
At the end of a very happy Term 3, Sebastian asked if he could stay in
NSW over the holidays as he didn’t want to return home, but it proved
too difficult to find holiday accommodation. When Sebastian went
home at the end of Term 3, his family moved to another community
and he missed the flight back to Sydney at the start of Term 4. So he
spent Term 4 at Sandstone community school, pleading to return to
City Coed School. Once again, his family went to another community
over Christmas, and he again missed the flight back for the start of the
following year, and he has not returned to Sydney since then. It
seemed that without a committed family, it was far too hard for the
students to make this opportunity work for themselves, even when
they were keen to learn and the school was an ideal match for the
student. Even so, it is hoped that Sebastian will return to the program
in the future: City Coed School has kept a place for him, should he be
able to return.
In 2012, Andy joined the program, also attending City Coed School.
Andy did not return to Sydney in Term 4 as he was fearful of
returning by himself without Sebastian.
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This year saw another significant development. My husband and I
moved away from Sydney and, while I remained the guardian of the
children, my presence was less immediate. For the boys, this was not
so difficult as there was always easy access by phone; I also visited
regularly and my family provided much support. However, for the
girls, this meant a significant change to their living arrangements as a
new carer had to be found. The challenges associated with finding and
funding a full-time live-in carer for the girls were huge, but
establishing this practice was important for the sustainability of the
program.

6.8

The Program’s Sixth Year – 2013

At the time of writing in 2013, there are only two girls in the program.
Anna, with much-improved health, is in Year 10, and is continuing to
show steady improvement win her studies. Camilla is also progressing
well in Year 7. These girls continue to live in the same house, under
the care of a permanent and full-time carer who is providing a happy
and stable environment for the girls. Although Anna continues to
return to Sydney late at the start of each term, Camilla is remarkably
punctual. Her father visits her in Sydney several times throughout the
year.
Unfortunately, the carer has decided to move out of the house at the
end of the year, so a replacement carer will need to be found.
Fortunately, more responsibility for the after-hours care of the girls
has been accepted by City Girls’ School, for instance, the senior staff
of the School are now in regular communication with the girls’
families; the transport to Saturday sport is all organised by the PE
staff; and the school is providing a greater level of homework support.
This assistance, together with my continued guardianship, is greatly
appreciated and has helped to ensure the continuation of the program.
There are three new girls enrolled from Sandstone School in the City
Girls’ School for 2014: Meaghan, Sara and Eleanor.
Sebastian returned to City Coed School at the start of 2013 and was
joined by another boy in Year 7, both as boarders. His family moved

192

away from Sandstone during Term 1 which meant that Sebastian did
not return to Sydney at the start of Term 2. The other boy, Andy, was
again not prepared to return to Sydney by himself, and so no boys
were in school in Sydney as part of the Sandstone/Sydney program
after Term 1.
As I reflect upon the Sandstone/Sydney program at this time, I realise
how much I have learnt about Indigenous culture, the difficulties that
these students face at home, the challenges they face when living and
learning at a cultural interface, and the pitfalls to avoid in helping
students to adapt to living in ‘Both Worlds’. Sharing this knowledge is
part of the motivation behind the writing of this thesis.

6.9

A Summary of the Students

At this point it is worth summarising some of the enrolment details of
the Sandstone students in late 2013. This summary in Table 19 also
includes the children who are planning to join the Sandstone/Sydney
program in the near future.
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Table 19: The Students of the Sandstone/Sydney Program
Year joined the
program

Name

School Year
entered

Year left the
program

Charlotte

2008

Year 6

2012

Ben

2009

Year 6 (on a Year 7
transition program)

2012

Taylor

2009

Year 6 (on a Year 7
transition program)

2012

Chris

2009

Year 6 (on a Year 7
transition program)

2012

Anna

2009

Year 7 (completed
over two years)

Still attending City
Girls’ School

Jeremy

2010

Year 6 (on a Year 7
transition program)

2011

Alia

2011

Year 7 (completed over
two years)

2012

Camilla

2012

Year 6 (on a Year 7
transition program)

Still attending City
Girls’ School

Mez

2012

Year 6 (on a Year 7
transition program)

2013

Matty

2012

Year 6 (on a year 7
transition program)

2012

Sebastian

2012

Year 7

2013 (still has a
place at at City
Coed School)

Andy

2013

Year 7

2013 (still has a
place at at City
Coed School)

Sara

2014

Year 7

Still attending City
Girls’ School

Eleanor

2014

Year 7

Still attending City
Girls’ School

Meaghan

2014

Year 7

Still attending City
Girls’ School

In the early days of the Sandstone/Sydney program, I had hoped to see
Sandstone children completing their secondary education and going
onto tertiary education if they wished. However, as students began to
drop out of the program, it became apparent that, for most of the
children, this was not a realistic goal. As I noted above, managing the
cultural interface has been the most significant challenge for the
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students and parents involved in this program, and for many of them,
this interface proved to be too daunting to allow them to complete
their education in Sydney.
When I realised that each term of education was a term of education
that would not have been possible for these students at Sandstone, and
that every skill learned in Sydney might make the difference for their
future employment, I re-shaped my goal for this program. While the
ultimate goal is still to have Sandstone children completing secondary
education, I have realised that this may take a generation to achieve.
In the meantime, each term of education is seen as a victorious
achievement for the children and for their teachers.
I began this chapter with a focus on the school achievement as
measured by the annual NAPLAN tests over the duration of our
Sandstone/Sydney program, and in the remainder of the chapter I have
focused on the extra-academic aspects of the students’ lives and
relationships from year to year. In Chapter 7, I compile and analyse
the data obtained through NAPLAN results and other school-based
sources, such as school reports, to determine the improvement in the
students’ level of literacy and numeracy while participating in the
Sandstone/Sydney program. Chapter 7 then moves to report on, and
analyse, the feedback about the Sandstone/Sydney program, given by
the Indigenous students involved in it.
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7

RESULTS:
CHANGES IN THE STUDENTS’
ACHIEVEMENT LEVELS AND THEIR
FEEDBACK

The data collected for the purposes of this research is presented in the
following two chapters: results from the Indigenous students involved
in the Sandstone/Sydney program, and feedback from the other
stakeholders. In this chapter I first focus on the changes that occurred
to the students’ literacy and numeracy capacities as a result of their
education in the Sydney schools, before turning to the voices of the
students themselves, in interview, about their experience. In Chapter
8,

feedback

from

the

other

major

stakeholders

in

the

Sandstone/Sydney program is recorded and discussed, before
providing an overview of the program immediately prior to the
conclusion of the study in Chapter 9.
In the first instance, I have attempted to establish the base level of
their literacy and numeracy, so that an understanding of their starting
positions in literacy and numeracy can be established.

7.1

Base Level of Literacy and Numeracy

It is difficult to establish a base level of literacy and numeracy for
individual Sandstone students. While Sandstone School issues reports
for students, the comments of the teachers try to be positive and
encouraging, and any A-E grades are usually relative to the other
Sandstone students rather than indicative of their level of achievement
against national criteria.
For this reason, the NAPLAN results should be the most useful.
However, even these are problematic. I have been told that, at times,
the NAPLAN tests at Sandstone School were completed in an invalid
way through a misunderstanding of the instructions; at other times,
there have been classroom distractions for the students while sitting
for the tests. Furthermore, the chronic absences of the students mean
that many of them have not completed NAPLAN tests at all.
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Consequently, NAPLAN data for individual students from Sandstone
School is not available and, even if it were, it would not be reliable.
Despite the inaccuracies and the limitations of the NAPLAN program
of testing, the whole school data is the only way to gain some sense of
the students’ base level of literacy and numeracy. This data was
presented in Chapter 5, and clearly shows that the Sandstone
children’s achievement levels in literacy and numeracy are well below
the average national levels. As the students get older, their results tend
to deteriorate comparatively, so much so that when they are in Years 7
and/or 9, the level is so low that it can’t be reported.
Another source of data is the student’s results once they arrived in
Sydney, using NAPLAN results, where possible, and school reports.
This data will be investigated in the next section of the chapter.

7.2

Changes in School-Based Levels of Achievement
Through Staff Comments

At City Girls’ School and City Boys’ School, and also at City Coed
School which some of the students attended later in the program, the
students are issued with reports at the end of each semester.
Summaries of the report comments are tabulated below for five of the
students who have been involved with the program for more than two
years in order to identify any changes in the students’ learning over
time while participating in the Sandstone/Sydney program. Direct
quotes are used where possible.
7.2.1

Charlotte’s Results

Charlotte’s results, as can be seen in Table 20, show a steady
improvement in her work until the fourth year when her attitude to
school and study changed. Her continual use of social media afterhours impacted on her homework, her sleep, and her behaviour.
In the fifth year, Charlotte moved out of the house with the carer and
the other Aboriginal girls and into a home-stay family. However, this
resulted in many late arrivals to school. The deterioration in her level
of achievement can be seen in the table of results. Her talent in sport
and the Visual Arts is undeniable.
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7.2.2

Anna’s Results

The improvement in Anna’s literacy, numeracy and confidence are
clearly evident in the results tabulated below in Table 21. Her talent in
sport, despite some health issues, and in the Visual Arts is also clearly
evident. Anna is engaged in the life of the School and seems to enjoy
her learning and her school involvement.
7.2.3

Taylor’s Results

A keen sportsman, Taylor’s interest and talent in sport are obvious
through these report comments as tabulated in Table 22. Also obvious
is the improvement which he experienced with his academic school
work, and his personal development in areas such as organisation,
punctuality and confidence.
Swearing, poor hygiene and temper outbursts are also mentioned in
the boarding house comments.
Taylor’s eventual departure from City Boys’ School was in response
to not wanting to miss the finals of his team in the AFL season in the
Barkly Australian Football League competition in the Northern
Territory.
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Table 20: Charlotte’s results – report comments and carer’s comments

After
One
Term
2008
In Year
6 at City
Girls’
School
After
one year
2008
At the
end of
Year 6
After
two
years
2009

Sport and Cocurricular

English

Mathematics

An attentive listener.
Her writing requires further attention as she
learns to self edit.
Her understanding of the effective use of
grammar and sentence structure is still
developing but still at a basic (~Year 2)
level. (NB. Charlotte was videoed as the
example of success, supposedly at the Year
5 level, in the Accelerated Literacy video in
Sandstone just a few months before leaving
for Sydney).

Has a sound understanding of
whole number and has achieved
some good results in
multiplication and division.
Needs revision with fractions.
Has trouble with word
problems. Encouraged to be
more interactive in maths
classes.
Has an emerging understanding
of measurement, space and
geometry and patterns and
algebra.

Private tennis lessons

A delightful personality
Kind natured and friendly
Interacts confidently with students and
peers.
A mature approach to dealing with
situations
Works well independently and cooperates
with enthusiasm with peers
Considering the contrast between her
remote home life and school setting, her
efforts and attitudes towards settling into
this school are to be admired.

Learning how to spell unknown words and
use a broader vocabulary in her writing.
Exposition writing shows evidence that she
understands how to write supportive
arguments whilst following a set structure.
Needs to learn to elaborate on ideas.
Gaining confidence to contribute in class.
Benefits from working in small groups.
Encourage to continue regular home
reading.

Has made solid progress in all
areas of mathematics and is
confident at a Stage 2 level
(Year 3/4).
Positive attitude. Sound
understanding of number facts.
Her work in measurement and
shape is improving.
The use of concrete aids has
been beneficial to her
understanding.

Netball team. Tennis
lessons
Primary choir.
Crusaders

A delightful personality. Kind natured
and friendly
Interacts confidently with students and
peers.
A mature approach to dealing with
situations
Works well independently and cooperates
with enthusiasm with peers
Considering the contrast between her
remote home life and school setting, her
efforts and attitudes towards settling into
this school are to be admired.

Proficient achievement in
visual arts.
The presentation of her
written work requires more
attention.

Involved more in class discussion.
Responded well to the issues in a nonfiction text.
Gave a sound speech on courage. Able to
analyse language and structure of media
text.
Is learning to compose news articles.
Writing skills continue to improve.

Maths competence is
improving. Homework skills
are improving.
Contributes confidently in class.
Seeks teacher assistance when
required.
Competent in geometry, algebra
and number patterns. Needs to

Has involved herself
in school life.
Excelled in the
sporting arena.
Best all round in
netball, touch
football, softball and
basketball.

Made tremendous progress as she has
sought to widen her social network.
Cooperative, polite. Tries her best to do
the work asked of her.
Keeps her area clean in the home
environment. Takes pride in her
appearance.

Becoming increasingly more
confident. Needs to practise
exam-style questions.
Answers questions in class.
Skilful, positive, interested
and talented in art making.
Displays a keen interest in the
visual arts.
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Social and Accommodation

Other

Needs to develop her ideas more fully in
her paragraph and extended responses.

revise geometry, time and
equations.

A natural athlete who
performs most tasks
with ease and
precision.

Helps to clean. Uses manners.

Has progressed steadily. Contributes
opinion more often voluntarily.
Has sound knowledge of the plot and
language of Shakespearian text.
Results have been erratic. When she is
motivated and organised, her work is
excellent. However, on occasion, her lack
of organisation and time management
means that her work is either not attempted
or incomplete. Needs to develop the
substance of her paragraphs and her written
responses.

Has struggled to master the
content presented. Is usually upto-date with homework.
Difficulty with English
language has hampered her
understanding of some
concepts.
Needs further revision in all
areas.

Basketball. Best all
round in softball.
Hockey. IGSSA
athletics. Touch
football.
Participates actively
in sporting lessons.
Has displayed
excellent natural
ability.

Quiet and polite. Needs more focused
approach in some lessons.
Some difficulties with cooperating with
other students in the house.
Keeps her area tidy. Show some negative
responses to basic requests around the
house.
Difficult to get out of bed in the morning.

Participates in wide variety of
activities in school and house
activities.
Needs to ensure she always
wears the required school
uniform.
Skilful in ceramics course.
Often not prepared for
lessons.
Demonstrates a natural
aptitude for art making.
Has returned to Sydney with a
serious health issue that
required ongoing treatment.

Thoughtful student in English.
Imaginative writing demonstrates sound
ability to develop a creative idea and
effectively communicate it through
appropriate language and structure.
Must apply feedback to her work in order to
write sustained, analytical responses to
specific questions.
Needs to complete set work and bring her
books to class.
Needs to develop writing style by
organising information in correct sentence
format.
Needs to read written texts more accurately
to be able to read beyond the literal when
necessary.

Needs to improve her attitude
and effort. Often late for class.
Comes to class without
necessary equipment. Is quick
to understand concepts and
works well once she is on task.
Poor assessment results reflect
her lack of preparation.

Is a talented athlete
who has strong
fundamental
movement skills in
several sporting areas.
Displays excellent
execution and
coordination skills.
Did not submit
PDHPE assignment.
Softball. Hockey.

Despite ups and downs in her academic
career, she has acquired a larger group of
supportive friends.
Always polite to most staff. Often late to
class and distracts the class when she is
present.
Requires regular prompting to stay on
task.

Needs to arrive to school on
time (71 days late in Semester
2).
An independent student.
Organisation and use of class
time are not satisfactory.
Has not completed or handed
in most assessments and
projects in most subject areas.
In visual arts, the work she
has produced is evidence of
her talent in this area.
However, due to her
tardiness, her art work is
rarely complete.

Progress has been limited by frequent
absences.
Her writing is showing some progress as

Her results do not reflect her
ability.
An urgent review of

Softball Team 1.
Has a good work ethic
in PDHPE.

Her grades indicate lack of motivation.
Up late at night on phone. Hard to then
get out of bed in morning.

Is keen about some aspects of
school life, in particular
softball.

At the
end of
Year 7
After
two
years
2009
At the
end of
Year 7

After
four
years
2011
At the
end of
Year 9

During
the fifth
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year
2012
During
Year 10

she beings to structure her responses in a
logical way, developing and supporting her
ideas with evidence from the text.
Needs to continue to refine her expression
with close attention to her use of
punctuation and grammar.

trigonometry, surface area,
volume and arithmetic is
required.
Her progress has been impeded
by absences and poor efforts in
completing homework.
When focused in class, she
achieves greater success with
her work.

Is a willing and
engaged learner who
contributed regularly
to class discussions.
Her assignment was
sound.
Was keen to produce
a successful
synchronised
swimming routine and
worked with well her
group.
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Needs to improve her time
management and punctuality
to school as she rarely attends
roll call or even period 1 in
the morning.
Is a capable artist and her
commitment to the production
of her art work is growing.

7.2.4

Chris’ Results

The report comments below in Table 23 indicate Chris’ improvement
in academic standards and in areas of personal development. Of all the
Indigenous boys at City Boys’ School, Chris was the one who seemed
to adjust best to the demands and expectations of the boarding house.
Chris’ family often moved away from Sandstone, and this made it
difficult for him to get back to the airport at the end of each holiday
period. Consequently, Chris often returned to school well into term
time.
After four years in the program, Chris’ family moved permanently to a
community 1000km from Sandstone and Chris did not return to City
Boys’ School.
7.2.5

Ben’s Results

The report comments listed below in Table 24 indicate that Ben also
showed considerable improvement in his literacy and numeracy skills.
A very popular boy, he also had issues with his behaviour and
language in the boarding house.
Eventually, Ben was expelled from the boarding house, and he
relocated temporarily to the Indigenous girls’ house. He then spent
three terms back at Sandstone until a place could be found for him at
City Coed School. Despite the high level of support from the school,
he had two outbursts with other students at his new school, and it was
decided it was best if Ben did not participate in the program.
7.2.6

Camilla’s Results

Camilla started at the City School for Girls in 2012 and entered Year 6
on a Year 6/7 Integration Program. Her results over the two years that
she was in Sandstone/Sydney program are tabulated below in Table
25.
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Table 21: Anna’s Results – report comments and carer’s comments

After
One
Year
2009
At the
end of
Year 7
#1

After
Two
Years
2010

Social and
Accommodation

English

Mathematics

Sport and Co-curricular

She copies work carefully from the board.
Needs to use paragraphs in her writing.
Understands contextualised spoken English.
Expresses simple messages in English.
Learning to communicate adequate
information on a known topic.
Asks questions for help. Reads with
understanding short texts with simple
language structures and familiar
vocabulary.
Learning to comprehend short paragraphs
and to use inferential cues. Can write clear
basic sentences. Learning to communicate
ideas and experiences through writing
based on familiar language.
Learning to spell common words using
knowledge of letter patterns. At Stage Two
Level (Year 3).

Experiences difficulties with
performing calculations involving
perimeter, area, volume and time.
Learning to perform operations
with numbers.
Learning to describe number
patterns.
Always focused.
Consistently trying to improve her
work.

Softball
Basketball
Netball – won the ‘Best All
Round’
Touch football
Student Christian Group.
Does not participate in
carnivals.

Shows great strength of
character.
Cooperative. Willing to learn.
Gentle soul.
Engages in limited dialogue
with peers and staff.
Starting to iron uniform.
Learning to clean dishes and
keep area tidy.
Sleeps with light on.
Sleeps in own bed.
Learning to apply deodorant.
Is now showering frequently.

Wears her uniform with
pride.
Taking responsibility for all
work being done.
Working independently.
Improving organisational
skills.
Maintaining a neat and
orderly locker and folders
being organised by subject
order.
Learning to contribute to
class discussions.
A significant health issue
has been identified and
managed with regular
medical visits.

Can use ideas to create a story.
Can reflect on own work.
Much more willing to share her work orally
with the class.
Encouraged to read a range of texts to assist
with spelling and expression.

Won the Mathematics Subject Award
for diligence and excellent progress
throughout the year.
Creates and analyses number patterns
using words and algebraic symbols.
Performs calculations involving
perimeter, area and volume
Recognises angles.
Learning to problem solve.

Drama production cast member.
Netball team 11
Social justice group
Touch football
Basketball – won the Most
Improved Award
Softball

Keeps area mostly tidy.
Rarely needs reminding to do
jobs.
Always friendly.
Engaging in some conversation
in English.
Does not need light on to sleep
at night.
Very good at brushing teeth.

Won a progress prize
Promptness is exceptional.
Very helpful.
Her organisation of her locker
and use of her planner are
improving.

Approaches lessons with enthusiasm.
Has grasped concepts and themes studied in
Shakespeare unit of work.
Has grown in confidence and she participates

Learning to solve linear equations.
Applies formulae to find the area.
Operates with ratios.

Hockey Team 3
Touch football team 5
Netball

Brings a mature attitude to her
work.
Always friendly and willing to
help her peers and teachers.

Won the Principal’s Award
for perseverance and
Commitment at Speech Day
Organises herself well.

At the
end of
Year 7

Other

#2
After
Three
Years
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2011
At the
end of
Year 8
After
Four
Years
2012
At the
end of
Year 9

After
Five
Years
2013
At the
end of
Year 10

in class discussions.
Her writing continues to develop and she is
adding greater depth to her extended
responses.
Encouraged to focus on sentence structure and
vocabulary.

Graphs linear relationships.
Applies angle properties of triangles
and quadrilaterals and from the
intersection of straight lines and
transversals on parallel lines.

Softball Team 2
She is a keen sportswoman.

Has exceptional manners at
home and school.
Does not need reminding to
complete nightly duties such as
washing dishes.
Looks neat and tidy for school
each day.

Is well-prepared for lessons.
Works with sustained effort
and enthusiasm.
Always uses time effectively.
Applies herself to her
learning to achieve positive
results.
Works well independently
and with teacher support.

Working with focus and determination in
class.
Identifies and analyses language forms and
features in poetry.
Can write logical and cohesive analytical
responses.
She is encouraged to share her ideas in class
discussions.
She displays talent in her writing and is
encouraged to read widely so that her written
expression may continue to improve.

An engaged student who is
commended on the high standard of
work she has demonstrated this
semester.
She makes valuable contributions
each lesson.
She has received sound results with a
strength in algebra.
Is highly developed at finding the
perimeter and area of composite
figures and surface areas of solids.
She encounters some difficulties with
questions involving significant
figures.

Softball Team 2 – Best All Round
Basketball Team 3
Netball
Northern Territory community
Camp

Happy and courteous.
Actively engages with her
peers.
Participates in school carnivals
immersing herself in the
atmosphere and spirit.
Is a great role model to the
other Indigenous students in the
house.
Has a very settled and relaxed
nature around the house.

Immaculate presentation and
well-maintained planner.
Art Show Commendation –
Ceramics.
Art Show Commendation –
Printmaking.
Is an independent student.
Displays a conscientious
attitude to all aspects of her
studies and works without
disturbing others.
Makes effective use of her
study during class time.
Appreciates teacher
assistance.
Contributes to and gains from
the shared learning
experience of the class.

Has a competent ability to write
imaginatively, with precision and flair. She is
able to support written arguments with
appropriate elaboration, analysis and
quotations.
She is attentive and her readiness to engage
with set tasks in English confirms her
commitment to her studies.
Assessment taks are being modified to Stage 4
(Year 7) level.

She is developing in her Year 10
mathematics ability. She is
developing her ability to determine
relative frequencies and theoretical
probabilities, as well as to interpret
graphs, parabolas and hyperbolas.
She tries hard to understand concepts
in class by asking questions and
working on set tasks.
She has shown good technique in the
algebra topic at Stage 3/4 level.

Netball Team 4 – Best All Round
Enjoys team sports and always
displays good team spirit.
She is a talented sportswoman.
She shows excellent movement
and execution skills across a
range of sporting disciplines.

Always has a friendly smile to
share with her peers and
teachers.
Kind, caring and thoughtful of
the younger Aboriginal students
in the house. Has a gentle and
polite attitude towards others
and is always willing to help
around the house
Is very motivated to finish her
schooling.

Commended for her
determination to her
academic goals.
Has a positive work ethic.
Her willingness to ask for
guidance with tasks has been
of particular benefit to
developing her skills.
She is a conscientious student
who is able to remain focused
at all times.
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Table 22: Taylor's results - report comments and boarding comments

After
Half
Year
2009
During
Year
6/7
After
One
Year
2009
At the
end of
Year
6/7

After
Two
Years
2010

English

Mathematics

Gaining confidence in expressing ideas
orally, especially in group work.
Encouraged to take care with
handwriting.
Is a confident reader and is working to
further develop his comprehension of
basic texts.
Needs assistance and a structured
framework when writing.

Is confident and accurate in
addition, subtraction and
angles but this is not
consistent in other areas.

Reads with growing expression and can
decode most unknown words (Stage 2
level).
Is increasing his ability to comprehend
set texts and has displayed increasing
confidence in expressing his ideas.
His written work is beginning to show
detail with only a few spelling,
grammatical and structural errors.
Has demonstrated a sound understanding
of the text types addressed.

Is confident when reading aloud to his
peers.
Should read as often as possible to
improve fluency and vocabulary.
Encouraged to keep a writing journal to
benefit his creative and formal writing.
Needs to express his ideas in a more

Sport and Cocurricular

Social and Accommodation

Other

Basketball.
Rugby.

Reads in boarding house chapel.
Is slowly becoming accustomed
to the expected etiquette when
speaking with adults. Needs to be
on time and stick to the boarding
house routine.
Has a strong group of friends.
Has a quiet strength of character

Needs to make a determined effort to
remember to bring all the required
equipment with him to lessons.
Shows commitment and respect in
group work. Needs to focus on time
management and organisational skills
to meet deadlines. Can lose
concentration in class.
Has shown determination and effort
to improve his skills. Is encouraged to
observe his behaviour at all times.

Sound understanding of
fractions.
Is able to select and use
appropriate unit to calculate
length, area and perimeter.
Works at a basic level with
am and pm times.
Can interpret timetables.
Is encouraged to continue to
revise number facts and
patterns.
His general confidence in
mathematics has been the
biggest improvement this
year.

Rugby.
AFL.
Basketball.
Learning to listen and
speak appropriately in
class.
Developing skills of
cooperation.
Learning to apply
movement skills that
require communication,
cooperation and decision
making.

Has started to regularly engage
others in conversation and takes
an interest in what others do and
say.
Manners have improved
significantly.
Happy to help around the house
when asked. However, does need
to be reminded to fulfil his duties.
Active participant in activities.
Could be more organised at
inspection time.
Punctuality is improving.

Inconsistent use of record book.
Needs to improve his organisational
skills.
Improving organisational side of his
studies.
Works hard on maintaining
enthusiasm in lessons.
Has become much more polite with
his teachers and peers.
When focused can produce work of a
pleasing standard
Is growing in confidence, maturity
and self-discipline.
Shows drive and determination.

Has ability to understand new
concepts.
Achieved a wonderful result
in final assessment.
Improvement can be seen in
Number, Time and Number
Systems.

Rugby.
Has a large amount of
potential as a rugby
player.
Basketball.
School Track and Field
team. Outstanding and

Popular and likeable.
Has strong friendships.
Pleasant nature, easy-going.
Manners and politeness have
continued to improve as has his
ability to speak with others.

Keen participant in all inter-house
activities.
Always completes homework.
Keen to learn.
Disorganised.
Needs to be more focused in some

205

At the
end of
Year 7

After
Three
Years
2011
At the
end of
Year 8

During
the
Fourth
Years
2012
During
Year 9

structured manner and in greater detail.
With greater application, he could
achieve better results.

Needs extra work on Integers
and Algebra.

determined athlete.

Must be aware that swearing is
not acceptable.
Needs better hygiene and
cleanliness.
Needs to manage his clothes
better.
Is usually punctual.
Improved application during prep.
Can be involved in teasing of
other boys.
Needs to work on anger control

classes.
Has been involved in community
service with the boarding house.
His record book is under better
control.
Can be lazy, particularly in the
second half of a term.
Has returned to Sydney with head lice
on two occasions this year.

Reads every night before he goes to bed
in the boarding house.
Making pleasing progress.
Works hard to improve his literacy skills.
His results in his assessment reflect
improvements at Stage 2/3 level
Continuing to consolidate work habits in
class
Book work and homework are up-to-date.

Tries hard but has difficulties
in several conceptual areas
Topics such as Pythagoras
theorem and Geometric
Construction are well
understood.
Needs to work on applying
rules in topics such as Angles
and Geometric Figures

Co-premier of the Rugby
competition. Developing
as an industrious inside
centre.
Strong work ethic and
natural ability.
Commitment to improve
his skills.
Basketball. 8As
Outstanding member of
the track and field squad.
His keen commitment to
improve at each carnival
will stand him in good
stead.

Can sometimes tease younger
boys.
His manners and politeness are
good.
Needs to help others in the
boarding house more.
Always punctual for inspection,
prep, meals and bedtime in the
boarding house.
Can get cranky in the boarding
house when asked to do things
when he is tired.
Has strong friendships.

Participated well at cadet camp.
Taking more responsibility in his
organisational skills.
Is maturing and showing strong
leadership abilities.
Has a pleasant manner and willingly
follows instructions at school.
Has shown great focus to meet the
outcomes of his subjects.
Is a quiet worker and is encouraged to
ask more questions.

Very good oral interaction skills. Able to
express humour and everyday ideas in
group situations. Continues to work on
vocabulary.

Has a good understanding of
algebra, linear relationships
and numbers.
Spatial awareness causes him
difficulties and he has
troubles with perimeter, area
and volume.
Multiplication and addition

Basketball. Rugby.
CAS Track and Field
team.

Confident and social student.
Great sense of self, strong
convictions in his thinking and a
good sense of humour.
Finds it hard to be away from
home but always tries his best.

Cadet unit.
In class he works well for about 30
minutes but then needs a break or a
distraction before returning to work.
Always a pleasure to teach.

A good grasp of everyday English language.
His reading comprehension has improved and
he is able to extract the main topic sentence
from an unfamiliar text. Is unable to make
judgements based on the text. He is working
towards giving more sophisticated responses.
Is able to write basic creative texts using
simple conventions and express ideas at Stage
3 level.

are strong. He is not so confident
with subtraction and division.
Has a high rate of completed
homework and class work.
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Table 23: Chris’ Results –report comments and boarding comments

After
Half
Year
2009
During
Year
6/7

After
Two
Years
2010
At the
end of
Year 7

After
Three
Years

English

Mathematics

Commenced year at Stage 1 level.
Worked very hard to improve
skills. Listens well and follows
instructions. Becoming clearer
when speaking with classmates and
teachers. Shows courage when
speaking in front of others.
Is increasing his fluency and
understanding of material.
Recognition of sight words is
improving. Gaining confidence
when sounding out words. Can
write simple sentences. Needs
assistance and a well-structured
framework when writing.

More work needed in
addition, subtraction and
angles.
Needs to practise basic
facts in all operations.
More revision of fractions
and decimals would be
beneficial.

Pleasing progress in English.
Worked hard to improve his skill.
Has a basic understanding of the
novel read in class.
Must continue to develop writing
skills by using correct punctuation
and spelling.
Weekly spelling results reflect
steady improvement.
Increased confidence by speaking
in a clearer and louder voice when
participating in discussions.

Progress has been made in
the areas of number
theory, number patterns,
whole numbers, and
number systems.
Asking more questions for
understanding.
Enjoys the challenges of
learning new concepts.
Working at Stage 2 level.

Worked hard to improve literacy
skills.
Three week absence greatly

Found circles and
cylinders topic difficult.
Can solve equations, use

Sport and Cocurricular

Social and Boarding

Other

Has high level of hand
eye coordination.
Enjoys being highly
involved in ball sports.
Has completed
extension activities due
to his skill level.
Soccer.
Basketball.
Swimming training.

Brilliant start to boarding.
Gets along well with all his
peers as well as older boys.
Always punctual.
Works well during prep time.
Always polite and a pleasure
to have in the boarding house.

Participates with enthusiasm in all
areas of school life. Has established
a wide network of friends. Works
cooperatively in all situations.
Teachers and peers appreciate his
kind, polite and gentle manner. Has
worked hard to adapt to new
routines and expectations and is
becoming increasingly organised
and focused. Is commended for the
effort he puts into his work. Needs
to develop his independent work
skills.

Rugby – has had an
excellent season
playing with courage
and intensity. He has
great speed and
footwork which have
enabled him to score
some memorable tries.
Piano.
Diving -

A good role model to those
around him.

Record book has been well kept
and organised.
Seeks helps when he does not
understand.
Is a well-liked young man by all
who encounter him.
Positive work habits and always
completes homework.
Treatement for lice is a regular
routine when he returns to Sydney.

Acts in a responsible manner.
Always punctual to inspection,
meals, prep and bed.

Cadet camp – he was a confident
student. He worked consistently on
all activities and tasks, meeting the

Highly motivated member
of team and has displayed
an excellent level of
motor skill and fitness.

Piano.
Rugby – he has a
natural ability. He is an
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2011

affected his results and general
performance.

formulae and has grasped
the concept of angles and
geometric figures.
The end of year exam
result was disappointing as
it did not reflect the
improvement he has
shown in class.
Pleased with his progress.

aggressive tackler,
reads the play well and
has the ability to make
passes in tight
situations. He has a
wonderful pass in both
directions and has great
potential..
Diving squad.
Basketball.

His area is always tidy and well
organised.
Has exemplary manners and
politeness.
Always gets along with others in
the house and is confident when
talking with staff.
Assists others when needed.
Is astute and empathetic.
When living outside the boarding
house in the Indigenous girls’
house, he kept working well in
prep and tried hard with his
studies.

challenges that were placed before
him in the Outdoor Education
Programme. Listens intently to
what is being discussed. However,
group would benefit from his more
active involvement in discussions.
Applies himself to all areas of
school life. His efforts continue to
earn him admiration of his fellow
students and teachers. His marks
are below average but he has shown
great determination to meet
requirements in each subject.

Participated well in Multilit and ESL
lessons. Has increased his reading
accuracy and comprehension to Stage 3
level (Years 5/6).
Uses basic conventions for organising
his writing and shows language
conventions at an early Stage 3 level.
Writes simple recounts and descriptions
of things, places and people.
Uses some conventions for separating
ideas (e.g. new line, capitals, full stop).
Uses suitable words to enhance writing.
Blends letters to make a new word.
Needs intensive support to meet Year 9
outcomes. Needs new vocabulary to
create more complex sentences

Maths ability has improved
greatly. Has a strong
understanding of algebra and
solving equations. Setting out is
strong. Areas of concern
continue to be knowledge of
tables and simple addition and
subtraction. However, both
these areas have improved over
the past three years.
Completion rate of homework
and set class work is high and
his eagerness to do extra work
in order to improve is very
pleasing. Maths is a subject in
which he can do well.
Questions involving literacy
skills present a problem for
him. Overall, his performance
in Maths has been outstanding
and the interest he has for the
subject should be nurtured.

Basketball. Diving
Squad – an outstanding
season. He is very
determined at training
and in competitions
and has finished with
good results. He has
been selected to
represent CAS at CIS
championship.
Cadet Unit.
Rugby.

Oral interactions with peers
and teachers is always
appropriate. Is a popular
member of his classes.
Is able to express himself
using comparisons and
contrasts, a range of fillers to
sustain everyday colloquial
conversation and
circumlocution when
necessary to compensate for
any vocabulary deficiencies.
Is able to infer meaning and
can grasp humour in texts and
conversation showing an
ability to understand cultural
capital.

Enthusiastic and good-natured
young man.
A delight to teach.
Attentive and keen to learn.
Is a polite, respectful and gentle
student.
His IT and visual literacy skills
enable him to present his ideas in a
variety of ways. In particular, his
visual literacy skills are shown in
art where his natural and intuitive
comprehension of line, colour and
texture enable him to produce
excellent art works.

At the
end of
Year 8

During
the 4th
Year
2012
During
Year 9
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Table 24: Ben’s Results – report comments and boarding comments

After
Half
Year
2009
During
Year 6/7

After
One
Year
2009
At the
end of
Year 6/7

English

Mathematics

Sport and Cocurricular

Works very hard to improve skills in
English. Listens well and follows
instructions. Becoming clearer and more
confident when speaking with classmates
and teachers. Has shown courage when
speaking in front of large audiences. Is
fluent in his reading of simple texts and
is working on his comprehension of
texts. Recognition of sight words is
increasing.
Gaining confidence when sounding out
unfamiliar words. Writes simple
sentences using capital letters and full
stops. Development of grammar and
sentence structure would help him to
write more fluent and complex
sentences. Needs assistance and a
structured framework when writing text
types.

Has made excellent progress.
Made a determined effort to
complete his work in a neat
and ordered manner.
Has shown that with a
positive attitude and sufficient
practice, he can increase his
accuracy in addition and
subtraction. It has not been
consistent across all areas.
Continued practice of basic
facts in all operations is most
important.
Further revision of fractions
and decimals would also be
beneficial.

Rugby.
Basketball.
Keen student although
can lose concentration
during instruction phase
of the lesson.
Has high level of handeye coordination.
Enjoys using his skills
while being highly
involved in ball sports
and games
Can be inattentive during
theory lessons.
Proving to be an
outstanding sportsman.

Outstanding start to boarding
life.
Takes great pride in keeping his
area tidy and organised.
Is punctual and always on time
to morning inspection.
Gets along with all boarders
and always keen for a chat.
Loves telling others about his
home.
Can get frustrated at times and
does not always solve problems
as well as he might though he is
working to rectify this trait.
Generally, he is fun-loving,
polite young man.

Kind and well-mannered student with
boundless energy and a happy
disposition.
Settled into school well, adapting
readily to routines and expectations.
Has established a wide network of
friends.
Popular. Works cooperatively in all
situations. Demonstrates an enthusiastic
and responsible attitude towards his
learning.
Gaining confidence to share ideas in
group and class discussions.
Has shown determination to improve
his skills and is to be commended on
the effort he puts into his work.
Developed his personal organisation.

Continues to work on Multilit program.
Solid improvement with recognition of
sight words
When writing, has demonstrated a good
understanding of the text types
addressed.
Improvements in both the quality and
quantity of written work.
Has difficultly decoding unfamiliar
words and transferring these over to his
writing.
Showing progress when
comprehending texts.
Beginning to talk more confidently in
the classroom.
Encouraged to be a more active

Works extremely hard.
Sound understanding of
fractions.
Can select and use
appropriate unit to calculate
length and area.
Accurately calculates the
perimeter of 2D shapes.
Encouraged to work on the
retention of number facts and
patterns.
Application of multiplication
tables has been an excellent
platform for him to solve
Mathematical problems.

Learning to listen and
speak when appropriate in
PDHPE classes.
Fitness is above class
average.
Rugby.
Basketball.

Social young man who enjoys
the company of others. Good
manners.
Respectful to boarding staff.
Sometimes needs to be
reminded to fulfil his rostered
duties.
Involved in any activity in the
house.
Consistently on time for
morning inspection.
Area always tidy and well
presented. Improving
application during prep time.
Inconsistent with bringing
record book back to boarding
house. Final term of year was

Works hard on developing friendships
with peers.
When focused, he participates well in
class discussions and asks appropriate
questions.
Taken more pride in the presentation
and quality of his work.
Possesses an infectious nature and his
sense of humour and goodwill are
obvious to all.
Whilst he has struggled with his
temper, there is a real sense of
determination, drive and passion to
make good choices.
Impressed by his resilience and it has
been an absolute privilege to work with
him.
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Social and Boarding

Other

listener.

After
Two
Years
2010
At the
end of
Year 7

Works well in English activities.
Learning to read more fluently and
decode new words with increased
confidence.
Demonstrates a good understanding of
the class novel.
Needs to work on his writing by
providing more detailed responses to
his reading experiences, supported by
examples, explanations and quotes.
His work habits have greatly improved,
especially his organisation and listening
skills.
Completed all homework and class
work.

difficult. I trust he has learnt the
importance of positive
relationships as well as the need
to monitor his behaviour and
his language.
Works well in Maths and
made steady progress.
Has made a concerted effort
to listen to explanations and
to commence work promptly.
Basic skills have greatly
developed, especially his
ability to manipulate whole
numbers, integers and recall
number facts.

High degree of effort in
practical lessons.
Likes to be involved in
sports and freely gives of
himself when asked to
perform different roles.

Expelled from boarding during
the year.
Lived with the Indigenous girls.
Always positive in the house.
Enjoys conversations with
people of all ages, and
reminiscing on times at home.
Clean.
Polite.
Always does what is asked.
Independent - caught
buses/trains to and from school.

Sent home during Term 1 for hitting a
student who called him a “golly wog”.
He tried to complain to the teacher but
eventually took the matter into his own
hands.

AfterThr
ee Years
2011
At the
end of
Year 8

During
the
Fourth
Year
2012
During
Year 9

Has some very strong friendships
within his peer group.
Friendly manner.
Behaviour in music immature at times
and distracted others from their work
on various occasions. However, tried
very hard to improve his skills in
practical lessons.
Talks too much to his friends in class.
Can be very disorganised and misplace
books.

Lack of confidence in his own ability.
This leads him to delay commencement
of tasks. Satisfactory development of
skills in reading and writing.
Elementary achievement of skills in
speaking, listening, and critical
thinking.
Understands that texts reflect
relationships with others and the world.

Capable but needs a more
consistent approach. Can be
disruptive and inattentive.
Elementary achievement in
all areas of syllabus.

Drums. Cadets. Rugby.
Cricket. Basketball.
Cross country.
Excellent achievement in
the development of skills
that enable an active
lifestyle.
His confidence and work
standard in theory classes
are improving.
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Welcome addition.
Always willing to take on new
and challenging experiences.
Positive attitude.
Working towards meeting the
standards of the house.
Enjoys engaging in boarding
activities.
Developing a variety of
friendships.

Trial at City Coed School. Lasted 3
terms.
Not confident in subjects involving
writing.
It is good that he seeks assistance and
reassurance with his work.
Needs to develop skills to cope with
written examinations.

Table 25: Camilla’s Results – report comments and carer’s comments
English

Mathematics

Working at a Stage Two level.
Made steady progress with
literacy support.
Has made speeches in class,
advancing her talking and
listening skills. She reads simple
fiction and non-fiction texts with
understanding using strategies
such as re-reading, pausing and
reading on to maintain meaning.
Can be hesitant to write
independently, but with
encouragement and guidance, has
shown sound improvements. She
would benefit from accurately
spelling high frequency words,
using known letter patterns and
sounds.

Can add and subtract three
digit numbers together with
trading.
Can multiply two digit
numbers together with
support.
She needs to rote learn her
times tables to increase speed
at which she solves problems.
Can divide numbers with a
remainder.
Can tell the time to quarter
past and quarter to.
Works hard in lessons.

During
the
Second
Year
2013
During
Year 7

Has worked well to improve
spelling.
Was not confident enough to
deliver her speech to the class.
Encourage to read widely outside
the classroom to help improve her
spelling, grammar and sentence
structure.

After
Two
Years

Perseveres when she finds aspects
of English course challenging.
Encouraged to become more
involved in class discussions.

After
One
Year
2012
At the
end of
Year 6/7

2013

Sport and Cocurricular

Social and Accommodation

Other

Proficient achievement in
Personal Development,
Health and Physical
Education
Was giving the
responsibility in Semester
Two of being the School
Sport Monitor
Softball
Basketball

Receives homework help –
supporting her to revise concepts
covered in class.
Made friends easily.
Asked to many birthday parties on
weekends.
Learning to clean up her dishes in
the house and use manners.
Learning to put out dirty clothes for
washing and keep area neat and
orderly.
Learning to take care of
possessions.
Quite reserved in the house.

Shown commitment, dedication and
enthusiasm towards work.
Consistently motivated.
Working at an overall early Stage Two
level.
Encouraged to continue to develop her
confidence to contribute to class
discussions.
A delight to teach.
Outstanding achievement in Creative
Arts and Dance.
Was involved in the Junior School
Musical.

Experiences difficulties with
the content.
Has a positive attitude.
Starting to ask more questions
to clarify meaning.
Encouraged to spend time
completing extra work to
develop her knowledge.

Basketball Team 5
Softball team

Has made many friendships in
secondary school.

Is still learning to be organised and
prepared for all lessons in the Senior
school.
She enjoys the process of representing
her ideas visually in Visual Arts.

Has found the pace and
content of the course
challenging.
Often needs assistance.
Her results in the yearly
examination were an
improvement on results
achieved earlier in the year as

Hockey Team 3
Touch football
Works well with others in
Physical Education
Shows a high level of skill
in a range of sports.

Courteous and supportive of her
peers.
Has really come out of her shell.
Much more organised and
motivated.
She seems to receive many awards
at school which we like to display
around the house.

Has enjoyed discussions in tutor time.
Has had opportunities to reflect of goals
and strengths.
Developing self-confidence.
Has appreciated the opportunity to learn
to knit as part of a charity blanket
donation.
She is organised and well- prepared for
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At the
end of
Year 7

she was able to demonstrate
basic knowledge in several
topics.
She is learning to generate
and describe number patterns
and expand algebraic
expressions.
Developing her skills to solve
linear equations.

Happy in the house.
Many friends which encourages her
to finish school.
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lessons.
She works with sustained effort and
enthusiasm in all subjects.
Has outstanding skills to make art
works in a variety of forms and media.
Won the Year Seven Principals Award
at Speech Day. Presented the “welcome
to country” to the Indigenous forum, in
front of a large audience.

An analysis of these results shows the following trends for these
students:
-

Upon arrival in Sydney, even though they are meant to have
completed their primary education in Sandstone and are ageappropriate for Year 7, the students’ numeracy and English
literacy skills are at Stage 1 (Year 1/2 level).

-

There is an obvious improvement in spelling, grammar and
writing skills with time. After 3-4 years, the students are usually
at Stage 3 (Year 5/6) level.

-

There is an obvious improvement in numeracy skills with time.
Arithmetic is solid and an improved understanding of other nonconceptual concepts is noticeable after 3–4 years.

-

The students all seem to have obvious talent in sport and visual
arts.

-

Time back at Sandstone for Sorry Business or health-related
reasons leads to a deterioration in progress.

-

There is a vast improvement in interpersonal communication and
confidence. After 3-4 years, the students are able to relate to other
students and teachers easily, showing stronger skills in teamwork
and organisation.

-

There has also been a marked change in the hygiene practices of
the students; health and dental issues have also been addressed
frequently upon the students’ return to Sydney from Sandstone.

These years at school in Sydney have led to significant improvements
in academic outcomes in literacy and numeracy well beyond the level
available

at

Sandstone

School.

These

skills,

together

with

improvements in interpersonal skills and confidence, have probably
provided many more post-school options, even for those students who
do not complete the Sandstone/Sydney program (i.e. have not
completed secondary education). The importance of improved hygiene
and health cannot be underestimated given the problems outlined in
Chapter 2 that adversely affect the health and lifespan of many in the
community.
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7.3

Changes in Students’ Levels of Achievement
Through NAPLAN

It has been difficult to collect a continuation of NAPLAN results for
most of the students when in Sydney due to chronic illness of some of
the students, their late arrival back to school at the start of the term, or
other impacting reasons.
Anna completed Year 7 over two years, so it was possible to collect
her NAPLAN results from her first year at City Girls’ School (Year 7,
in 2009), in her second year at City Girls’ School (Year 7 again, in
2010) and in her fourth year at City Girls’ School (Year 9 in 2012).
She was present at school for all these NAPLAN times. Her results are
shown in the graph below.
Figure 17: Anna’s NAPLAN Results over four years at City Girls’ School
Reading
8

Writing
Spelling

7

Grammar and Punctuation
6

Numeracy

Band

5
4
3
2
1
0
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Year
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The overall improvement in Anna’s results is undeniable. In the first
year, her level in Writing and Spelling was on the x-axis. These results
were the lowest that had ever been seen by the staff at City Girls’
School. In just one year – from 2009 to 2010 –when Anna was again
in Year 7, her results improved considerably in every area tested.
Despite many absences due to Sorry Business and a term away from
school in order to attend to a serious health issue immediately prior to
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the NAPLAN testing in 2012, Anna’s improvement in most areas
from Year 7 to Year 9 was, again, significant.
Having reviewed the changes to the students’ academic performance
using NAPLAN data and the comments from the students’ reports, the
rest of the chapter collates and reviews the feedback from the students
themselves. In Chapter 8, feedback from other stakeholders in the
Sandstone/Sydney program – the members of the Sandstone
community, and the teachers and other staff members from City Girls’
and City Boys’ schools. These comments also form part of the results
of this study.

7.4

Feedback from the Students Involved in the
Sandstone/Sydney Program

For cultural and ethical reasons, the interviews with the girls and the
boys were held separately, both in familiar environments. The first
interview was conducted with Charlotte (Year 9, 14 years old), Anna
(Year 8, 13 years old) and Alia (Year 7, 12 years old). At the time of
the interview, the girls had been in Sydney for a number of years,
ranging from 1 –5 years. This interview was conducted around the
dining table in the house in which they lived. The girls were at the end
of term, ready to fly home the following morning, so they were quite
excited.
The interview with the boys was conducted with Chris and Taylor,
both of whom were in Year 8 and aged 14 years. Both had been
involved in the program for over two years. The interview was held in
Sydney at the house where the girls stayed while attending school in
Sydney, and where both boys have also stayed when they have needed
time away from the boarding house.
The second girls’ interview was conducted in 2014 with three other
girls, Sara (Year 7, 12 years old), Eleanor (Year 7, 12 years old) and
Meaghan (Year 7, 12 years old), in the house where the girls reside.
At the time of the interview, the girls had been in Sydney for less than
one semester as they had just joined the program.
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The interviews were formal – quite different from our normal
interactions –and all students were aware of my purpose in gathering
their views for this study. They knew I would be writing about what
they said to me in my report, and the questions I asked were framed
for these purposes.
7.4.1

Students’ Accounts of their Experience

During the course of the interviews all the students commented that
the decision to come to Sydney for secondary education was a
decision that was made by both the student and their families. It is
important that the student is interested and keen to be involved; it is
also important that they have family support to help them through the
more challenging times.
The first student from Sandstone Community to go to Sydney was
Charlotte who had seen the City Girls’ School in 2007 when the
Sandstone students were in Sydney for a school trip I had promised
them as a reward for achieving over 85% attendance. Charlotte told
me as we were walking out the gates that she wanted to go to school
there. As explained:
We came here (to Sydney) on the excursion and then we met our
pen pal. And then that’s when I seen the City Girls’ School and
then I decided it was a great school and I decided that I wanted
to go there for my education. I went about it with you, Sandstone
School Principal, City Girls’ School principal, my mum and I
dunno who else. And then I asked you guys if I was allowed to
come. I dunno! You guys said yes so I tried it. And I liked it so I
came here. – Charlotte
Charlotte’s mother visited the school and saw the accommodation
before Charlotte came on a trial visit. After the trial visit, Charlotte
made the decision, with the encouragement of her mother, to come to
City Girls’ School. It was Charlotte’s decision; had she not wanted to
come to Sydney, her mother would not have forced her to do so.
Seeing Charlotte in Sydney, Anna decided it was something she
would like to try. Anna’s parents talked a lot about the option with
Charlotte’s mother and this eased many of their concerns.
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I wanted to get more education like. I saw Charlotte at a good
school and stuff. I talked to my mum and Charlotte’s mum and
they talked about it and talked to Erin. – Anna
After Anna had been at City Girls’ School for two years, her sister,
Alia, followed her to City Girls’ School. I am not totally convinced
that Anna’s mother understands the value of education. She just
knows it would be good for Anna to get an education. While Anna has
certainly had the encouragement of her parents, the decision to come
to Sydney and the decision to return each term has been hers alone.
Her sister, Alia, completed several good years at City Girls’ School,
but when she decided not to return one term, her parents did not try to
convince her otherwise.
Chris’ father clearly understands the value of education and he wants
a better life for his eldest son. He can see the struggles that he has had
in his own life. Chris was always a well-behaved and diligent student
at Sandstone School, and joining the program was an option he was
interested in. But it was his parents who had the final word, and as he
said: My parents talked to me and said “go”.
Most of the children are homesick in Sydney in their first term. This is
not surprising. For example, Charlotte was only 11 years old when she
came to Sydney and, yet, she left her family and got on the plane by
herself as her family parked their cars near the Alice Springs airport
fence and waved the plane off. She was greeted at the other end by her
host teacher. She knew no one.
When I first came I felt scared. I didn’t know what to expect.
So... I dunno. There were some lonely times. I got home sick.
That’s what made it worse. Then besides that it was good. The
school was good. – Charlotte
However, Charlotte managed to get through her first year and was
then joined by Anna. I moved back to Sydney in 2009 and the girls
lived together with me. Three boys also came to Sydney that year but
they lived in the boarding house at City Boys’ School. Charlotte’s
mum came for the first few weeks of the term to help all the students
settle in.
I was ok because I was with Charlotte. I missed my family but
Charlotte’s mum came with us. I felt ok and stuff. – Anna
217

The girls settled quickly with me in 2009. Over at the boarding house,
however, Taylor was very homesick in those first few weeks. He
wanted to get on the next plane home. Charlotte’s mother spent a lot
of time over at the boarding house helping him:
I was homesick that first term. – Taylor
Chris and Ben seemed to settle in a lot easier. Ben, a very sociable
boy, was quick to mix with other boys through games and sport. Chris
was quiet. He felt different from the other boarders because they
weren’t Aboriginal. As he explained it:
I just felt shy cause there was heaps of white people in the
school.
When Alia joined the group of students two years later, she also lived
with the girls and me. Alia was also quite homesick during that first
term. She reflected on this in the interview when the other girls teased
her for crying when she was missing her family:
I was home sick. I missed my family. – Alia
However, the students seem to have adapted to the routine of the
Sydney lifestyle fairly quickly. After the first term there has never
been tears due to homesickness. But this does not mean they do not
miss their family during the term. As Chris states: It’s hard in Sydney
cause not much family to support you. Taylor said that the hardest
thing about being in Sydney is the fact that there is not much bush
tucker.
One of the important parts of the program is sending the children
home for holidays. The students enjoy going home as they get to see
family, they have a break from school work, and they can relax. All
the children said they look forward to going home for the holidays.
I get excited because I get to see my family. Have a break from
this school. And this lifestyle. – Charlotte
It’s good to be home because I miss my family – Anna
It’s good to see my family – Alia
I get happy. Excited to go home. – Chris
I get excited. I am going back home to relax. No school work. –
Taylor
I love going back for holidays because I can relax. –Eleanor
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From the interview data, it seems that the children return after
holidays because their parents/family want them to get an education.
When the students go home for holidays they are quick to get back
into the swing of life in the Sandstone community, especially the laidback lifestyle and the independence. Over the years, it became
apparent that, after holidays, they sometimes found it hard to get back
on the plane to Sydney. At other times, they were very keen to return.
Eleanor, who joined the program in 2014, in Year 7, is adamant when
she states:
I like coming back for education. – Eleanor
However, with some students, some terms, the parents had to be quite
forceful in getting the children to return. As Alia states:
I didn’t want to come back but my family told me to get more
education. – Alia
Towards the end of the holidays, I would often send plane time
reminders, and the Principal of Sandstone school would often give
reminders and offer rides to the airport. I recall one term picking
Charlotte and Anna up from the Sydney airport. We were standing
around waiting for their luggage. Anna collected hers and Charlotte
instructed me that we could leave. Charlotte was standing there with
nothing in her hands –no bag, no wallet and wearing her baggy shirt
and shorts. She had put her bag in someone else’s car, which had gone
to Tennant Creek. She got in the other car to Alice Springs. This had
not fazed her, she just came without it! There was another term when
Ben was not in Sandstone so I assumed Ben would miss the plane. But
as I picked up the students from the airport gate, out walked Ben – no
shoes, filthy hair, and dirty clothes. He had heard through ‘bush
communications’ that the plane was leaving so he ‘hitched a ride’ of
some 300 km into Alice Springs.
Needing to force the children to return seemed to become more of an
issue as the students became older and preferred life in the
community. The parents, on the other hand, were increasingly keen to
get them out of the community and away from trouble and/or
temptations. Charlotte’s mother use to call the Sandstone police and
get them to help her get Charlotte off to school. Charlotte stated:
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I felt sad at the end of last holidays about coming back to
Sydney. I didn’t really want to come back so. I dunno. People
were forcing me to come back. The police. You. well I don’t
know if it was you. But my mum. The Head of the Senior School
was phone calling with my mum every day. There was so much
pressure because I didn’t want to come back. I don’t want to
come back and live this lifestyle because I am not really use to
it. I don’t like it here anymore because I miss my family and
miss the things that they do. And yeh. And another point. I do
come back cause I want to get a better education to achieve my
goal. – Charlotte
I found this statement of Charlotte’s to be interesting. I can see an
internal battle going on. On the outside she is feeling forced to go
back to Sydney and she is resisting. However, on the inside, one part
of her is telling her to stay in the community because her family is
there, life is easy and there is no stress. But the other part of her is
telling her to go to school so she can get educated and achieve her
goals. She wants to make something of herself and she knows this is
the only way.
This internal battle is also evident with Anna who states that she wants
to stay at home with her family but knows that her family is
encouraging her to go. At the same time she wants an education, the
community is boring and she wants to play sport in Sydney:
I didn’t want to come back but my family was forcing me so I
could get a good education and stuff. I miss everything up there.
But um I come back to get more like better lives and education.
Cause there is nothing to do up in the Northern Territory and
stuff. It boring like in the community. There is not much to do.
And I like the sport and stuff. – Anna
As I noted above, Anna’s mother would always leave the decision
about continuing at City Girls’ School up to her daughters. When her
sister, Alia, chose not to return, she was not ‘forced’ to do so, and
Anna’s comment here can be seen as indicative of the tensions she
feels as an adolescent between her home and the new culture she is
learning, between her community and the larger world beyond. Taylor
and Chris also seem to have family members encouraging (‘forcing’)
them to come back, though Taylor explains that part of him also wants
to come back:
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I didn’t want to come back. Not much time with family in
holidays. Shorter holidays. But I did come back to get a good
education. I want high distinction in university. And I come back
for sport. My cousin push me to come back. I don’t listen to
them and they slap me across my ears.– Taylor
I wanted to stop but my dad keep going, keep pushing me. –
Chris
As discussed above, the students know that they need to return to
school as they need an education so they can get a better job.
I come back to get good education. To get a better job. – Chris
And another point. I do come back cause I want to get a better
education to achieve my goal. I want to be a police woman. –
Charlotte
When talking about future aspirations, the girls teased each other.
Talking about future aspirations was not something that I found to be
a common occurrence when I lived in Sandstone. When I was
teaching the Middle Years Program, the class and I walked around the
community and looked at all the different kinds of jobs that there are
in the community. After this, the students were very shy in coming
forward with which job they would like. This seemed to occur when I
was interviewing the girls. They would tease each other when they
stated what they wanted to be ‘when they grew up’.
When Charlotte states she wants to be a police officer, for instance,
the others giggle at her. Charlotte responds with, Well, it’s better than
you. Charlotte tells Alia that she is going to do nothing in the future
but sit around the camp fire and smoke: Sitting next to the fire
smoking. Yeh true. The attention then diverts to teasing Alia; the girls
tell me that Alia doesn’t listen to her parents. Charlotte states, Yeh, she
don’t listen to anyone, that’s why she’ll be like shot in the brains. Alia
is then too embarrassed to state what she wants to be so Charlotte
reminds Alia that she wants to be a sportswoman. Don’t you want to
be a sportswoman? The girls laugh at each other. Charlotte then tells
Alia that she’s gonna be like this (makes smoking sign). Anna agreed
and said that Alia will be like their parents. Charlotte states that this is
because she’s got not much…still need to learn.
Anna, however, later manages to state: I wanna be a coach or
something. Maybe a clinic worker. I haven’t decided.–Anna. When
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the other girls are not teasing Alia and allowing her to speak, she
states that she would like to be a doctor.
The fellas tend not to tease each other so much. They take the
interview seriously, as their responses indicate, using the words of the
questions to frame their answers.
In future I hopes to be a rugby player. Or I want to go to
university. Or to be a mechanic and all that. – Chris
I have couple of hopes, to do athletics, rugby, basketball. I want
to go to TAFE to do carpentry. – Taylor
Interestingly, in the later interview, Eleanor makes a comparison
between her options if she stays in Sandstone and her options if she
stays in Sydney. The children seem to link staying in Sandstone and
staying at Sandstone school with gaining no education. The children
believe that they need to leave the community if they want a proper
education.
If I stay in Sandstone I would drop out by Year 10 even though I
am a good girl. I want to be a teacher. I have to stay in school. –
Eleanor
Sara and Meaghan discussed why school in Sydney is now better
suited to their needs:
I can concentrate in Sydney. The teachers at the City Girls
School are strict. So no silly business goes on in class and I
don’t get distracted. – Meaghan
The reason the City Girls School is good for me is because the
classrooms quieter and there is no swearing that does go on.
Everyone is nice to teacher cause they know they get in big
trouble if they are not. – Sara
All the students stated that the work in Sydney is harder, and
sometimes they do feel stress, especially in exam periods.
It’s hard when there is so much tests and stuff. Easy where there
is a good thing happening. Easy because there are fun things
happening all the time. Fundraising. Food stalls. Easy where
there is only good subjects on. Like ESL. English. Science. And
art. Yeh, there’s actually nothing hard, just the uniform.
– Charlotte
Taylor stated the exams are hard because we have 2 and half or 1 half
hour time plus reading time. Chris agreed stating that we’re not use to
it. Both fellas then discussed the fact that it is actually never hard in
Sydney.
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Sara seemed to have a good approach to it:
The other girls at the City Girls’ School care about good marks
and that makes me try hard too. The teachers help me until I
understand. – Sara
The students believe that learning English is one of the most important
things they will learn in the city. While many of them named another
subject as beneficial for their futures, most of them also stated that
they needed to learn English.
My science. My forensic science. And my English. And the
lifestyle. – Charlotte
English. And doing more art. Learning about that. – Anna
English and sports is for me. – Alia
I need to learn English. – Chris
Woodworking is important for me to learn. – Taylor
All the students stated that the work in Sydney is harder, and that they
sometimes do feel stress, especially in exam periods.
It’s hard when there is so much tests and stuff. Easy where there
is a good thing happening. Easy because there are fun things
happening all the time. Fundraising. Food stalls. Easy where
there is only good subjects on. Like ESL. English. Science. And
Art. Yeh, there’s actually nothing hard, just the uniform.
Taylor stated that exams are hard because we have two and a half or
one and a half time plus reading time. Chris agreed stating that we’re
not used to it. But, like Charlotte, both fellas then claimed that it is
actually never hard in Sydney. The students do, however, find
homework hard and stressful as there seems to be a lot of it.
Homework was never given at Sandstone School, so it is something
they need to learn to do.
Homework and like assignments and stuff are hard. – Anna
There is lots of homework. At Sandstone there is no homework
which is good but I don’t get practice. Sometimes I find the work
hard but it makes me to try harder. At Sandstone we have one
classroom with Year 4, Year 5 and Year 6 which means the work
is easy. – Meaghan
Anna, Alia and Charlotte also discuss the stress involved in speaking
in front of people, a common form of assessment in their new City
School. Alia refers to it as a ‘shame job’ which basically means it is
highly embarrassing.
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Speaking in front of people. In class. Shame job. – Alia
Is it to do with pressure, thinking you’re going to mess up. –
Charlotte, speaking to Alia
I felt that when I first came,. I didn’t want to speak. I just had to
talk to the teacher and stuff. Because I was too shy. – Anna
Socially, the girls tend to enjoy each other’s company. They prefer to
spend weekends with each other, and often like to sit together at
recess and lunch. However, some of the girls formed friendships. For
example, when discussing their favourite times they had had in
Sydney, Alia said, I like sitting with friends at school.
The fellas on the other hand were always mixing with other boys and
always at other boys’ houses on the weekends. While they enjoyed
knowing they had each other, they also enjoyed spending time with
mates from their year group. Taylor said his happiest time in Sydney
was with friends.
My happiest time in Sydney this was when I went to SFS§§§ with
friends to watch Sydney and Brisbane. And also and when we
also went to watch saints with Phil. – Taylor
Chris stated that his happiest time in Sydney occurs at the start of
every term.
My happiest time is start of each term meeting my friends back.
Saying hello. Hello to teachers. – Chris
In the interview the fellas agreed:
I feel alright and happy here. I have friends. – Chris
Me too. I’m happy here because I have friends. – Taylor
Throughout the students’ time in Sydney, the weekend outings have
always been a highlight. For both the girls and boys, there are many
volunteers and families who happily take the students to see the
sights of Sydney and NSW.
I enjoyed when I went to the footy. Saints playing. It was just fun
seeing. It was just fun. – Charlotte
My favourite time was at Luna Park. But there has been like lots
of happy time but I am not sure which is the best. Cause I like
Batemans Bay with Phil as well. I like going to footy with
Reanna and stuff. – Anna

§§§

Sydney Football Stadium
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I like going with Raylene to watch her team, Manly. – Charlotte
Sport is one of the best things about school in Sydney, and there is no
doubt that all the students’ experience success in sport. The success
and confidence that they gain on the sporting field seem to transfer
over into other areas as well as contribute to their overall happiness in
Sydney.
My happiest time in Sydney was winning the softball grand final.
It was at Ravenswood. Last year. – Charlotte
The students also like the wide variety of sports available, the fact that
the competition is serious and that they are taught how to improve
their skills.
We play sports three times a week, 2 training and game on
weekend. I like sport at the City Girls’ School cause it teaches
me how to improve my skills and lots of sports to choose from.
There is a pool at school. – Eleanor
I love playing sport at (City Girls’ School) cause it is more
serious and I can show off my softball skills. – Sara
The students, at different points in their interview, each seem to raise
the point that they hope that other children in Sandstone will come to
Sydney. They believe that the only way the other students can have a
bright future is if they choose this option. Charlotte noted that she
wants to: Have a brighter future for my younger family; Taylor
thought that they could help out the track and field team in javelin,
and Chris said:
To make this program better we need send more students I think.
they like get more um to get more education instead of staying
back and doing nothing. – Chris
When asked about their views of the purpose of the program, and
whether it should be extended, Anna comments that the students that
are here now need to help the children back home:
Those Sandstone kids they need to get more education like. To
get. I am not sure. We need to help them. – Anna
Charlotte’s response can be seen as articulating the difficulties she has
faced being so far from home as a young girl. She believes that it
would be good if the children could come here with their parents and
start off with fewer tests than the other girls in the school.
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Living with their parents and starting off here with less
education, starting off with a little stuff. Like if for example if the
other do 12 tests a year, we only do 6. Less pressure. Less load.
– Charlotte
Taylor agreed that it would be great to have more students here
saying,
They could help out the track and field team in javelin! – Taylor
These responses from the students are those that were similar across
all three interviews. There were other issues, however, that prompted
different responses from different groups.
7.4.1.1 Particular Responses from Girls
The girls noted that school in Sydney is very different from school in
Sandstone. In Sandstone you are in the one room all day with the same
teacher. In Sydney, there are different subjects, with different
teachers, in different rooms.
In Sydney you go to different classes each period. At Sandstone
we don’t have science or geography class. – Eleanor
The school is good. The lessons we had. The subjects we had.
There were more choices of subjects of what we did here. –
Charlotte
I have noted earlier Eleanor’s statement that if she was to stay in
Sandstone she would drop out of school by Year 10, even though she
is a good girl. Sara believes that she is challenged academically in
Sydney.
In Sandstone the work is easy and so I get distracted and get
naughty. The works at the City Girls’ School is hard and I get
better all the time. I get good practice from (after-school)
library session and homework after dinner. – Sara
Anna commented that staying in Sandstone gets boring as there is not
much to do in the community, but there is plenty to do in Sydney.
One girl stated that she enjoyed going to school without boys.
I like going to the City Girls school cause it’s all girl and no
annoying boys. – Eleanor
Both girls’ interviews raised the suggestion in their discussion that
Sydney is a healthier option. Several said they get more sleep, or I go
to bed early in Sydney. – (Meaghan) and they have better food.
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It important to learn about the lifestyle here. It’s healthier. The
food. There is more healthier opportunities from being fat. Like
in Sandstone people are being diagnosed with things. Here it is
more healthy. – Charlotte
We have 20 dogs at home and my cousin’s home. I share a room
with my sister but families and friends sleep over every night
and it is fun but I don’t get good sleeps because of talking and I
am squished. Mum and Dad sometimes have big fights. I usually
get to sleep around 1am-2am. Sometimes I can’t be bothered to
go to school. At home I cook my own dinner sometimes for
myself and sometimes for my families. Mum cooks too,
breakfast. – Sara
The girls who have joined the program in later years also identified
the importance of technology and the access they have to technology
in Sydney.
I don’t have a computer at home but my cousin who lives next
door does. I borrow it sometimes but my little brother uses it
when I want it. We do not have paper and pencils at home. I
have a couple of school books. At the City Girls School I have a
tablet, school books and lots pencils and pens. My homework is
on the internet. – Sara
Sandstone school was good fun but there are more resources in
Sydney. The library at Sandstone is small. My mum has a
computer but the cd part is broken and it doesn’t charge. At
Sydney my homework is on the computer. – Meaghan
7.4.2

Summary

In summary, I found the most interesting point out of these interviews
to be the battle these students face with going to school in Sydney or
staying

at

home.

In

fact,

every

person

involved

in

the

Sandstone/Sydney program finds the start of each term difficult: I
have to worry about getting students on the flight and money being
wasted with missed flights; the parents worry about getting the
students to the flight; the schools worry about having the students
back as they have academic programs waiting to be delivered and they
see the importance of every day at school.
Over the years, we have had a few students come and go through the
program and it is hard not to lose heart. To help me understand the
pushes and pulls the students are battling, I tabulated their responses.
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Table 26: Factors Influencing the Decision to go to School in Sydney
Push factors to go to school in Sydney

Pull factors to stay in the community

Family “forcing” them to go

Community members wanting them to stay
and play in local NT sporting teams

Intrinsic motivation to get an education

Bush tucker

Knowing that the education will lead to
a job

Family are there

Friends in Sydney

Exam periods are stressful

Friendly staff welcoming them back

Don’t like wearing the uniform

Fun weekend activities

A lot of non-Indigenous people in Sydney
making them feel shy

Healthier lifestyle

Easier lifestyle and no pressure

Sports
More subjects at school
Family will visit
Nothing to do in the community – the
community gets boring
There are fun things happening all the
time
They have each other in Sydney
More technology to do work
Single sex school to attend

While there seems to be a lot more ‘push’ factors to go to school in
Sydney, some of the ‘pull’ factors to stay in Sandstone are quite
strong. Some of these factors, such as the cultural practices and
aspects such as food, represent the tension that exists in the cultural
interface between Sandstone and Sydney. Other factors are those
experienced by most students who leave home, such as homesickness.
To overcome this last ‘pull’ factor, we help fund the families to come
and visit the children and we organise flights and accommodation for
them to do so.
Another big pull factor is other community members want the students
to play in their NT sporting teams. Taylor and Jeremy both returned to
Sandstone as they wanted to be a part of the winning AFL community
team. It would be helpful to the education of all NT children if the
Northern Territory Government placed some of these grand finals in
school holidays. There are also small sporting carnivals in different
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communities around central Australia, which mean students miss
flights as they are in another community. I remember when I was at
Sandstone School, we would have several Mondays with very low
attendance as all the families were in another community for a sport
carnival.
It takes a certain type of person to be able to overcome these pull
factors and be able to see the benefits of persevering with their
education in Sydney. As we have noted, the family support is
essential, but so too is the desire of the individual students to make the
program work for themselves.
In Chapter 8, I move on to analysing the feedback from the other
Stakeholders in the Sandstone/Sydney program, about the program.
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8

RESULTS:
FEEDBACK FROM THE STUDY’S OTHER
STAKEHOLDERS

There are many other people involved in this study as well as the
Indigenous students who had participated in the Sandstone/Sydney
program at the time of the study, members of the Sandstone
community, and the staff at City Girls’ and City Boys’ Schools. In this
chapter, feedback on the nature and value of the program from these
participants is collated and discussed. There has been a deliberate
attempt to include as much as possible of the voices of the different
people involved, to ensure that the results are authentic and to
acknowledge, in

particular, the critical

involvement in

the

Sandstone/Sydney program of the Sandstone people. It is noted that
the inclusion of this voice significantly adds to the length of these
results, but the insight given by the comments is well worth the
additional pages.

8.1

Feedback from Members of the Sandstone
Community

Because the Sandstone/Sydney program commenced in response to a
request from a Sandstone mother, and because the longevity of the
program is dependent on parental support, it was considered important
to interview various members of the Sandstone community for the
purposes of this study. The results of these interviews provide the
content for this section of this chapter.
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The people who were interviewed for this study are:
-

Ms X., The Principal of Sandstone School, in her 11th year at the
school

-

Mr A. and Ms H., the parents of two girls at City Girls’ School

-

Ms C. and Ms L., the mother and the female carer of one of the
boys at City Boys’ School

-

Mr M. and Mrs J., the parents of one boy at City Boys’ School

-

Ms P., the mother of one boy at City Boys’ School

-

Ms S., the mother of one girl at City Girls’ School

The interviews were conducted at various locations including outside
the home of Mr M. and Mrs J. in the Sandstone community, at
Sandstone School, and in the girls’ house in Sydney. The interview
that was held in the community with Mr M. and Mrs J. was the most
casual in its setting. When I arrived, Mr M. and Mrs J. looked around
and found two chairs and a crate for us to sit on. Mrs J. was holding
her newest baby and would feed her when the baby grizzled. There
were camp dogs fighting near us which can be clearly heard in the
voice recording of the interview. Mr M. actively kept them away from
us by occasionally throwing stones at them.
The interviews were conducted in English. The transcripts show the
use of Aboriginal English in many of the responses, which are
transcribed verbatim. Some parents decided to be interviewed
individually, while others chose to include another family member.
From the responses given, there were five areas upon which all the
community members agreed and commented. These will be discussed
in turn:
-

the aim of giving the Sandstone students some options after
school;

-

the aspirations of the Sandstone parents for their children;

-

the sense of benefit for the students in English literacy, personal
development, and the ability to cope in the city;
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-

the difficulties of being separated from the children during term
time;

-

the importance of the program as a relationship.

8.1.1

The Aim of Post School Options

All the parents and community members spoke of the positive impact
they saw that finishing school would have on the life chances on the
life chances of their children. As Mrs J. said,
After school is now his own choice. We don’t know what he
gonna think about. It’s all up to him to find a way. We just say
right way to go and not good way to go. So he going to do it
himself, to find a way, to believe in himself to be what he want to
be. But he wanna do uni.
Mrs J.’s comment that “now” her son, Chris, has “his own choice” of
a future, and that he might wish to “go the right way” and choose to
go on to higher education once he finishes schooling, encapsulates
both her own hopes for her son, and her observation that this will give
him a chance to “believe in himself” as actually having a choice over
what happens to him in life. This feeling was echoed by Mr M., as he
spoke about Chris.
We told Chris he lucky to get that scholarship. You get that
scholarship and it will put you in a big job. A better job. Better
world. Like where we was going we never had that. We wanted
this for our kids, someday. We wanted someone to come along
for Chris. And they did and that was you and we ask you. We
was wishing that it would turn out that way, with the
scholarship. We never had support like that when we was going
to school. It was hard. Aboriginal person wasn’t sure enough to
go up to a white person and ask something like that.
Mr M.’s comment highlights what he wants for his child as a parent,
to have “ a good job, a better job”, a “better world” than what he could
hope for Chris to be able to access in Sandstone and something he
wished he had received. I read his comment that, as an Aboriginal
person, he “wasn’t sure enough to go up to a white person and ask
something like that” as indicative of the lack of power he had felt as a
parent to be able to procure an education for his son. He “was
wishing” this might happen, he “wanted someone to come along”. It is
clear, however, that unless someone was able to initiate this for him,
he did not see that he had the capacity to do it himself. This same
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sense of hope and aspiration is evident in the words of the Sandstone
Principal, who said:
If we get this group of people through I feel sure one of them
will end up in the school in a professional roll. How great would
that be. – Ms X.
She speaks here as agentic and powerful in working towards a
solution: “If we get this group of people through…” In fact, at the
time of the interview, Ms X, the Principal, was in her eleventh year as
Principal of Sandstone. This was a remarkable tenure, in a group of
schools where the turnover of executive staff is commonly as regular
as that of its teachers. In fact, in the two years since she vacated this
role, there has already been a regular change-over in principals at the
school at the commencement of most terms; and at the time of writing
the school has no principal.
Further, all parents and the Principal of Sandstone School saw this
program as one that will have benefits in the long-run for the whole
community. Ms P. and Mr M. both talk about their children coming
back to the community and being able to help the families:
In the future if he could come back to the community maybe and
help his own people. – Ms P.
What he is doing is going to help us. To show us what city mob
got you know. We got to get some idea from him. Better to get
more educated. – Mr M.
The benefit of the Sandstone/Sydney program to the whole
community is obviously important to the parents. They do not view
the knowledge that the students will learn in Sydney as knowledge
that will stop with the children. There is an assumption that it will be
shared with, and bring benefit to, others. This is seen in Mr M.’s
comment that “we got to get some idea from him”. Getting an
education is not seen as something that is solely done to benefit the
individual; rather, its benefit will be shared, to help “us” and “the
community”.
Ms S. and Ms J. are more specific and talk about this group of
children coming back and helping their families and community by
having Standard Australian English that will give them the confidence
and the ability to stand up to the government and fight for their needs.
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Going to school in Sydney, well it’s talking in English. Like
straight English. Not mixing it up with Aboriginal English. It’s it
important for herself and the community to help with what the
community needs. The elders. I want her to become a person
that is going to help the community or fighting against the
government for what the community needs. So we need students,
like these students, to finish their year 12. You know there are a
lot of problems out there in the community that we need support
for. Because at the moment there is no people that have finish
their schooling and nobody doesn’t stand up. – Ms S.
In this world we have challenges with white people, especially
government, so we want him to be good at English so he can
help us out at home. The whole family, the community. Some of
the hard words, the politician words, the government words,
especially those words. – Ms J.
From these comments, it is evident that community members feel
alienated from decisions being made about their people and positions
of power in their community, and they attribute this to not having the
required language skills. Ms S. goes so far as to say that no one has
finished their education in the community and, therefore, there is no
one who can represent their people. They believe that getting this
group of students through will help solve this issue.
Similarly, Ms L. would like her son to be able to come back and be a
leader in the community, rather than just being another person “doing
wrong things”.
We want to see him really confident with read and write. You
know when he come back we want to see him get a job. We don’t
want to see him you know, going with others, doing wrong
things. When he comes back we want to see him come back see
him leadership for the community and for our family.
– Ms L.
However, Ms X., the Sandstone Principal, looks at the change and the
impact on the community as being generational. Ms X. discusses the
idea of getting a small group of students through now. This will then
set a new precedent for the younger students coming through
Sandstone School and, so, a bigger group might make it through in ten
years’ time. And as they have children, they might push them to go
that one step further in their education. In this way, it will change the
community over time.
If I looked at the total group I would be saying if we can be
getting anywhere between 4 and 10 students through in the next
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ten years we would have done a whole lot better than Sandstone
School has done in 40 years. That is always the comparison I
use. Then we would expect the ten years after that we would
expect it to grow. It is life-changing for the students that are
there now, life-changing for the future students. It is just going
to be life-changing for the community. – Ms X., Sandstone
Principal
What Ms X articulates here is a major conclusion from my own
analysis – that every small amount of time in education helps to
contribute to a long-term generational change in educational
achievement.
8.1.2

The Aspirations of the Sandstone Parents for their
Children

All the parents who were interviewed have aspirations for their
children and they all want their children to be educated. As can be
seen from Ms C.’s comment, it was clearly something that had been
discussed with the wider family.
All the family said we want to push him to get an education.. –
Ms C.
Some of the parents voiced a sense of desperation and regret when
discussing the Sandstone/Sydney program. For the parents, it appears
that they wish they had had a similar opportunity, and are very keen to
encourage it for their children.
It was a big opportunity for us, a big achievement for us to send
Chris and get that scholarship. It was time for us to look after
our kids. Chris especially. To go to that school. The rest of the
family was real happy. We didn’t get that opportunity. A big step
for us Aboriginals, for our kids to go to further school. We were
wishing that would come true one day and it did come true. –
Mr M.
Ms P. also reiterates the fact that this was an opportunity that she did
not have. She sees this as the only answer for their children to break
away from the cycle of drinking and/or ending up in gaol.
I want to see my kids grow up better way. There’s been, you
know, like just people doing nothing, just drinking, breaking in,
doing the wrong thing, everything. From my point of view I just
wanted him to go away to school because I didn’t get that
opportunity. I didn’t get that same education. – Ms P.
This was especially apparent to me, on one occasion, when I was
driving to Alice Springs from Sandstone Community with my
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husband. We stopped at a road house 150 kilometres out of Alice
Springs to get fuel when I was approached by a small group of
Aboriginal people who were obviously intoxicated. One of the
women, who looked old but who was in her late 30’s, roughly took
my wrist and begged for her son who was back in Sandstone to “go to
that school in that city”, throwing her arm in a south east direction.
This made me wonder why it was that this lady, whose son I had
taught at Sandstone and who had, in my world view, limited
knowledge of anything outside the Sandstone Community, was so
desperate to get her son out of there.
The Sandstone Principal makes the comment that, in most other towns
in Australia, and certainly for non-Indigenous people in Australia, it is
assumed that children will go to school, and that they will finish
school. In fact, in most states and territories, the school leaving age is
17 years. Yet, attendance rates were very low for teenage students in
Sandstone, and I have already noted that only one Sandstone student
had ever finished Year 12. Yet families in Sandstone, as elsewhere,
want the best for their children.
There are families that have aspirations for their children. They
want something better and they see that that is possible in the
long term for this community to have people who have finished
school. That is just assumed for some towns and non-Indigenous
people it is just assumed that that is going to happen, but that is
not the case in Sandstone. – Ms X.
All the community members commented on how pleased the families
are that their children are being educated in Sydney. Ms P. said that
she was happy about her son being in Sydney because he was safe
there, and because of the education he was receiving. This reinforced
a theme that often recurred when talking casually with parents –the
parents were often sending their children back to Sydney because, at
certain times, they wanted them away from the trouble in the
community.
I am happy about him there, that he is safe there, that’s the most
important. And that he’s getting an education. – Ms P.
Ms J. stated that she was excited for her son to be there, even after
four years of him being in the program. She said that she shows the
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family photos of him in Sydney and the family feels happy for them,
and wish the same for all their children.
We feel on top of the world that he in Sydney. We are excited for
him. There is a lot of words from our family. They wish their
kids to go to that school. We showed our family booklets of the
school and photos. They were so happy and excited. Some of
them cried. – Ms J.
The act of showing off her son and his achievements through photos
and booklets is something any proud parent would do. I remember
when Ms J. was in hospital after having her new baby and I called her
husband to congratulate them. He said that they were currently sitting
down showing all the nurses the photos of their son in Sydney! This
pride is also stated by Ms L. who says: We feel proud. We always
support him.
As can be seen in Mr M.’s comment, there was an initial shock to
have their son in another state and the family had mixed emotions
about him being so far away. But this was overcome by the thought of
their son having the opportunity to learn another culture while being
able to maintain his Aboriginality.
We have given him a goal. He gotta have a go out there.
Struggle out there. We have to encourage him. It was a bit
shocking. Wow, he’s gone to another state! Bit different. We was
feeling a bit happy for him to go to school and a bit sad for us to
see him go. In between. But most important thing that we came
up with was to get education. To learn in your fellas way. He
still got our culture but he got to learn another culture. – Mr M.
The Sandstone Principal, Ms X., also discusses the notion of these
children becoming strong in two cultures. Ms X. believes this is
possible, and states that there are examples of people who have been
able to do this. People like Allison Anderson, Mick Dodson, Patrick
Dodson, Noel Pearson, Bess Price, to name a few, are well-known
Aboriginal people who have been brought up in a community, who
left their community to gain an education, and who have never lost
their language and culture. Ms X. does, however, comment that there
are not enough examples of this in communities such as Sandstone.
The students’ own language and history and culture are
important to these parents of these students. They want these
kids to be Aboriginal people. They are happy for them to have
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an education but they have to remain strong people in their
community about who they are. Set in their own history and
culture too. And the parents think you can do both. I actually
think you can do both. There are reasonable examples all
throughout life that says that both is possible. There is just not
enough examples around. I mean these are not a bunch of urban
Aboriginal people. This is a bunch of bush people.
– Ms X., Sandstone Principal
While the students are in Sydney, the parents have found a lot of
pleasure in going to the city to visit their children, and this is an
important part of the program, as well as being a significant expense
for the Foundation. Ms X. comments:
This program has never been to distance people from their
families. It has been to include their families. That is an integral
part of this. Already we have seen a number of families go down
to Sydney. That has even exceeded my expectations. – Ms X.
While the families have been visiting Sydney, they have held art,
language and culture classes at the City Boys’ School and the City
Girls’ School, they have eaten meals in the boarding house and stayed
in the home with the girls. Furthermore, they have met with their
child’s teachers to discuss the progress of their child. In this way, the
parents and families are involved in the education of their children.
8.1.3

The Sense of Benefit for the Students in English Literacy,
Personal Development, and the Ability to Cope in the
City.

As Nakata (1997) wrote:
Islanders have long understood their need to be educated in the
ways of the non-Islander’s world (Nakata, 1997a & 1997b).
Facility with the English language and understanding of nonIslander institutional knowledges and practices have been
recognised as the path to effectively negotiating our position
with nonIslanders about the terms and conditions of our
participation in a changing order brought on by non-Islander
intervention in our lifeworlds (Nakata, 1994, 1995a & 1995b).
But in engaging with the education process, there has always
been a view to defending our own position whilst incorporating
and making effective use of the new. (Nakata, 1997, pp. 8-9)
All the community members were keen to discuss the benefits of the
program and the positive changes they have seen in their children. The
most common comment was in regard to the marked improvements
they saw in their English. Ms C. comments on her son having strong
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English as a result of his participation in the program; Ms J. states that
her son now has a greater vocabulary and says words that no one else
in the family has heard before; and Ms X. comments on the children’s
increased ability to follow instructions.
We see him with strong English now. He speaks good English.
When he was at this community school he didn’t have that good
English. – Ms C.
He’s more polite. He came home with some words I don’t
understand. He said something to one of the girls last night
which I don’t understand. He said that word and I said what you
said? I keep on asking him what did you say. One word that he
said. I just wanted to know what the meaning was. – Ms J.
The third year in the program, we really noticed the change in
their level of English and their ability to communicate with
complete strangers. And not just when introduced. They were
readily having conversations with complete strangers. The
confidence level and the level of English. Their ability to
generate a question and conversation had a level of
sophistication that we would be expecting the students to come
back with. And look they come into the school, during their
breaks, not all of them all of the time. Some come in every time
they are home. They get given an instruction and you know that
they will just will be able to do it because their level of English
is so much greater. – Ms X.
Ms X., the Principal of Sandstone School, continues on to discuss the
other benefits of the children being involved in this program of being
educated in Sydney. She talks about their ability to navigate a city and
transport, as well as the benefits of mixing with people who come
from different walks of life.
I think there is a whole lot more than the education program.
They are just so accustomed to getting on a plane and just
working it out. I think one was stuck at an airport once and
knew to call you. There was no panic. They are equipped with
tools to handle many situations. I do know they catch public
transport in Sydney. They are very capable. I think it has been
great. Even just the experience of being somewhere else and
being in contact with other people who they would not have in
their community. – Ms X.
The parents have also noticed other benefits that are on a more
personal level for the children. For example, Ms P. comments:
He learning self-esteem, responsibility. You know, just
everything. What he gets from that school is education. – Ms P.
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It appears that the program is working because the Sandstone parents
trust the school personnel and the carers of the children. All the
parents made comments about this program working because of the
people involved. Because they had an established relationship of trust
with me, they were more comfortable in sending their children to
Sydney. This can be seen in Mr A’s comment:
Sometimes I feel a bit worried when they go away. (But) when
they are with someone, put into to care with someone we know,
like you looking after them, we know they are in good care. – Mr
A.
Furthermore, the staff at the City Schools are also in constant
communication with the families in Sandstone and with the staff at
Sandstone School. It was obvious that everyone was working together
for the children on many different levels. This helped put the parents
at ease, as can be seen in Ms L.’s comment:
We know you looking after him. Teachers there and the
schooling. You and Hugh and P. there. Yeh, first time we got
worried but after that we forget because he’s learning. – Ms. L.
8.1.4

The Difficulties of Being Separated from their Children
during Term Time

Some of the parents explicitly mentioned the ‘loneliness’ they initially
felt when their children went to Sydney. As Ms P. states: During the
term time, while the children are away at school, the parents miss their
children.
Sometimes I feel lonely. But at the same time I jus think I want
him to finish school, and that. – Ms P.
During the term time, while the children are away at school, the
parents miss their children. They all made reference to this, but they
all followed up their comments about missing their children with a
positive comment about the program. This seems to indicate how
much they value the education the children are receiving as they are
willing to suffer the term-time separation, knowing the reward for it
will be greater.
I feel sad and miss them. But at least they go back for school. –
Ms H.
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I always feel that bit sadness when he leave from here. But his
dad always encourage him. Says he needs to go learn more
things. – Ms J.
These mixed feelings on the part of the parents are shared by all of us
involved in the Sandstone/Sydney program. The depth of our personal
involvement breeds doubt and insecurity, and sometimes a loss of the
long-term vision that the Principal has articulated above. But we have
kept going, and the majority of the community members agreed and
commented that the relationship between Sandstone and the Sydney
schools is vital for the success of the program.
8.1.5

The Importance of the Program as a Relationship

It is this relationship that speaks most clearly to Nakata’s argument
(2007) about the importance of awareness of ‘the cultural interface’
which he describes as the ‘lifeworld’ of Indigenous people – who are,
now and always positioned by history in the culture of the ‘other’ and
can never work within their own culture alone.
To make better we do cross culture. Because in the city people
don’t know. You know, you mob you need to invite elders and
school mob to share, share the culture. – Ms C.
Because of the partnership with the schools, like the sister
school relationship with The City Girls’ School and their Year 9
Excursion, and this year the City Boys’ School is bringing Year
12 up. We see it as a two way thing. – Ms X.
Some parents comment on the “pull” from other community members
to stay in the community and not continue with their education.
Sometimes when young man’s at school don’t go back to
Sydney, he will see others that are hanging around the
community. And they will encourage him to forget about Sydney.
Forget about his education. So he’d follow them. Because there
are a lot of young mens hanging around the community – Ms L.
The Principal of Sandstone School, having a lifetime’s worth of
knowledge and history with the people of Sandstone community,
believed so much in the value of this program that she continued her
long tenure at Sandstone School to ensure this program continued.
Firstly, the Principal reiterates the fact that this is a program that the
parents want.
What drives me is what the parents say regularly that they want
the kids to have the opportunity that they didn’t have. When Ms.
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P says that to me about Taylor, that strikes a chord with me.
When Mr.M says that this is the dream I have for myself but I
am realising it through my son. – Ms X.
The Principal also commented on how everyone in the community and
in the city schools needs to be on board for this program to work.
I don’t think it could have worked out without the level of
support that was given on a whole lot of levels. Including the
school, yourself back here, and just everyone pulling in the same
directions. The families. The students. I was impressed. – Ms X.
The Principal also says that this program is not an option that will be
suitable for every Sandstone student. This comment is interesting and
important. This program does not suit every child or every family, and
it should not be the only option in gaining a secondary education.
Being educated at Sandstone school still needs to be a valid option for
children. However, it will have a different outcome as Sandstone
School does not have the resources to provide the level of secondary
education that can be received by a student attending the City Schools.
Such resources include specialist staff, in music for example, English
as an Additional Language programs taught by highly-trained staff,
science laboratories and other equipment.
However, as Ms X. states, the education at Sandstone School still
needs to be a quality education for those children wanting to go down
that pathway. This is an issue she cannot address alone. The
government needs to ensure that there is retention in the executive
staff in the school, that the teachers are given opportunities for
professional development, that there is a level of bilingual education
so that the culture of the community is being celebrated in their
learning and that the resources are up to standard, so that all the
children in Sandstone can have access to a viable education.
Individuals have different needs for their education journey.
That’s our job to put it in front of them. Education is about
putting in front of people the options. There is a journey in
Sandstone you can pursue too. We have to make it the best
possible education that we can make it. Give people the tools
and support them to do so. Different people need different
options and opportunities. Being educated in Sandstone is a
valid option but it will have a different outcome. I think all those
opportunities have different outcomes. People have different
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expectations of people accessing those different options. – Ms
X.
I do not feel that in Sandstone the students can receive a quality
education, in current circumstances, especially in the secondary years.
When I was at Sandstone School, there was no secondary class, there
was only a Middle Years Class that was teaching reading and writing
at a Primary School level. More recently, the government has made
the school a “secondary school” for up to 16 year olds. But this is in
name only. The parents are told their child is in Year 9 but, in reality,
they are not accessing a Year 9 education that is in line with the
Australian curriculum. For example, the standard of numeracy and
literacy is basic, no specialist subjects such as Science are taught, and
no electives are offered. As Nakata (1997, p.6) wrote about his own
educational journey:
It was not until I attended school on the Australian mainland
that I had a credible measure of my real position.

8.2

Feedback from the Staff at City Girls’ School and
City Boys’ School

In this section of the chapter, I continue to present the results of this
study, reporting the findings of the interviews with staff from the City
Schools involved in the Sandstone/Sydney program. It should be
noted that the City Girls School is a day school; therefore, no boarding
comments have been made.
8.2.1

Interviews with City Girls’ School Staff

There were four interviews with staff members from the City Girls’
School. These were:
-

the Principal;

-

the Head of the Senior School who oversees the day-to-day
management of the Senior School and the pastoral care program;

-

the Year 7 Coordinator who oversees the welfare of the Year 7
girls;

-

the Coordinator of Academic Support who oversees, and carries
out much of, the Academic Support for the Indigenous Australian
girls.
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There were six areas that were commented on by all members of the
City Girls’ School staff who were interviewed. These are:
-

the huge improvement in the standard of the Indigenous girls’
literacy and numeracy;

-

the challenges in compiling an effective program for the
Indigenous girls;

-

the importance of the relationship between City Girls’ School and
Sandstone School and community;

-

the improvement in the Indigenous girls’ confidence;

-

the difficulty of ‘closing the gap’;

-

the aim of providing post-school vocational options.

8.2.1.1 Literacy and Numeracy Improvement
All the staff members from the City Girls’ School commented on the
huge gains the girls have each made in literacy and numeracy. When
each of the girls arrived, she would rarely speak English and would try
to stay as unnoticed as possible. At home, however, and in the
company of each other, it was close to impossible to get the girls quiet
as they would yell, laugh and play in Warlpiri. At school, however,
the shyness would come back. When the girls spoke in English at
school, it was said very quietly and usually only as nouns. For
example, “pen” when asking for a pen. However, the girls made quick
and impressive gains in their literacy.
I can remember when Anna came, back in Year 7, she was not
confident in English that she wouldn’t even have a conversation
with you. But by the end of her first year she was really able to
converse.[…] Anna, after 3 years, can now tell jokes and hold
her own. Her acquisition of English, I think for me, has been the
most, the biggest jump for that girl. – Head of Senior School
As the Coordinator of Academic Support summarised:
Some of the greatest changes have certainly been in their
literacy and numeracy. If we are looking at their acquisition of
skills in terms of language and academics, I think they have
really improved significantly in their literacy and numeracy
skills, and their language and oral speaking as well. Oral
language has definitely improved. But also in their level of
engagement. They were a little disconnected initially when they
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first came and appeared to be a little lost and out of sorts. –
Coordinator of Academic Support
The Head of Senior School discussed the gap that existed between the
girls from Sandstone and the other girls in their year group.
Academically there was a big gap between them and the other
students when they arrived but they’ve, especially Anna has
come forward in leaps and bounds and we are looking forward
to her NAPLAN tests next year because we think she will have
improved absolutely amazingly. – Head of Senior School
Some of these gains, especially in literacy, could be attributed to being
immersed in the language. However, due to the big academic gap
between the Sandstone girls and the other girls in their year group, the
learning programs were modified for the Sandstone girls, in order to
ensure the girls were able to access the curriculum. The Coordinator
of Academic Support summarised the level of support provided to
each of the girls.
We’ve done a few programs actually. For the students who
arrive in Year 7, what we have decided is to put them on a
pathway through Year 7, so we’ve done a two-year Year 7
course for them. So in their first year in our school they will do
English, Maths, Science, Geography, Visual Arts, Sport. During
the remaining time, they come to a one-to-one program with a
numeracy teacher or our ESL teacher and they will have
intensive numeracy and language lessons. Then in their second
year of Year 7, they do the subjects that they didn’t do in the
first year on top of another year of English, Maths and Visual
Arts and their core subjects. So in many ways, we see the
consolidation of what they did in their first year, come into play
in their second year. Because they have gone through another
set of English lessons with the same texts, they really have a
good understanding Year 7. In that second year of Year 7 they
also get the intensive one-on-one language and numeracy skill
building. Then in Year 8 they go back into the normal regular
time table with the regular curriculum. We also offer them an
elective that is called Independent Learning Skills (ILS) and it is
a small group of 4-6 girls that come together for various
reasons, whether it is because they need learning support or
because they are involved in elite sport. And so in those lessons,
which is an elective, they don’t miss out on any subjects. In Year
9, we continue to offer in class support as well. So for our
students in Years 7 and 8, we offer in-class support on top of the
ILS and the pathways program. So the student in Year 7, she is
getting in class support and is doing Year 7 over two years as
well as the one-on-one program. Our student in Year 8, she does
ESL and she gets in class support. Our student in Year 9, she
gets ESL as well as in-class support. It’s not all lessons
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obviously, but it’s 3 times a week, where our ESL teacher will
go in and sit in with them on lessons, whether that be geography
or history. – Coordinator of Academic Support
It is evident that the school and staff have provided considerable
additional staffing and resources to give these girls the best academic
program possible.
I think that people had the foresight to think that this is a
possibility, I think that it is great. – Year 7 Coordinator
8.2.1.2 Challenges in Compiling an Effective Program for the
Indigenous Girls
All the staff made comments regarding the difficulties involved with
creating education programs that were suited to the girls. Compiling
effective programs for each of the girls has involved some trial and
error to get to the point where the school is knowledgeable about best
practice for the girls. This can be seen in the comment made by the
Head of the Senior School.
Despite the PDs we still weren’t prepared for the huge gap
between the Aboriginal girls, and the school’s standard. So after
a few months we thought “they’re not getting success”. So we
decided to do year 7 over two years. And the extra time that the
girls had they did extra literacy and numeracy classes. So our
special education teachers organised a program around them.
So they did mainstream classes for three or four subjects, and
they had that extra literacy. And that seems to have worked well.
Parts of the program we have refined. At first we thought they
needed life skills like shopping but they learnt how to do that
REALLY quickly, so we didn’t worry about that so much. So we
are in that rhythm and pattern. – Head of Senior School
The City Girls’ School have created extra staffing positions to cater
for these girls, as they have needed a lot of one-on-one support,
especially initially.
We have also had the ESL teacher do one-to-one with them. –
Year 7 Coordinator
The School has also modified the assessments for the girls to ensure
they are being assessed on their improvements. This way, the girls feel
a sense of success and accomplishment with their learning. As they
progress through the year levels, this level of modification has been
brought back until they are doing tasks similar to that of their peers.
Also, their programs have been modified and their assessment
tasks are modified. So they don’t actually do the assessments
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tasks the other girls do, they do a modified assessment which I
think helps in their sense of achievement because if they had to
do the same assessments as the other girls then they probably
wouldn’t pass. This way their outcomes have been modified and
they are achieving their outcomes which is good. – Year 7
Coordinator
Another challenge for the staff has been gaining an understanding of
just how hard to push these girls, and how high to set the expectations.
I think probably when the first came we didn’t know what they
had come from and what they had learnt before or the type of
learning. I think also maybe we weren’t sure how far to push
them, what expectations there were. – Year 7 Coordinator
The staff found it challenging to make the curriculum relevant to the
girls. A lot of time and effort has gone into finding suitable resources.
I think marrying up the cultural, spiritual well-being of the
students, because they have such a strong connection with their
community and their culture, and trying to integrate their
cultural and spiritual worths into our curriculum has been
challenging for us. That integration. I don’t believe that the
NSW curriculum currently crosses indigenous cultures very well
at all. In that regard I have had to go out of my way to find links
to their culture. For example, in English and in numeracy
teachers have had to go out and find links. We are just now
starting to build up on some resources. So I think that has been
the biggest hurdle, trying to integrate their culture and
spirituality into the regular curriculum because there is not that
much out there. So trying to integrate the two so that they are
not separate. They have such a strong sense of community and
they identify very clearly with who they are and where they
come from so you don’t want to isolate that from them either.
You want that to be part of their experience here. – Coordinator
of Academic Support.
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8.2.1.3 The Importance of the Relationship Between City Girls’
School and Sandstone School and Community
The Principal of the City Girls’ School stated many of the important
factors that contribute to the success of this program, one of these
being the important relationship between the two schools and between
the Sandstone community and the City Girls’ School.
The multicultural nature of this school, its strong academic
support program, its emphasis on relationships, and its
comprehensive sport program have all been significant factors
that have contributed to the success of the Sandstone/Sydney
program. Equally important has been the constant and regular
communication between the Head of the Senior School with
parents of the Sandstone Indigenous students and/or the
Principal of Sandstone School. – Principal
This was further emphasised by the Head of the Senior School.
The relationship with the community and the commitment of the
community on the other side to their children and their
children’s education means that we have weathered at least
some of the storms and got through the other side. So I think the
relationship with the community and their commitment is as
important as our commitment to it. I think it is harder for them
than it is for us in many senses. We get international kids. We
are used to dealing with kids who have English as a second
language. We are used to dealing with kids with a wide variety
of learning needs. These kids have got significant literacy and
numeracy needs but it is really nothing that we haven’t met
before. Being a multicultural school there are children of many
skin colours so they don’t stand out in any way. So in a lot of
senses I think it is hard for the girls going from one world to
another. I always imagine the trust the community has put into
us, to give their kids to us, so I try and take that seriously and
try and give back the trust so I talk to them about whatever. –
Head of Senior School
Sending out staff and students to Sandstone is an important factor in
fostering these important relationships and, therefore, to the success of
the program.
For us to understand the poverty and the social issues that our
kids come from and being able to get your head around that is a
challenge. I personally didn’t know much about Aboriginal
culture and it has been a really interesting learning experience
for me. I think the most important thing I have learned is the
importance of community. The school allows me to go and visit.
So I go in the holidays in Easter time. So it has meant the
community knows me and I know them a bit. – Head of Senior
School
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It has been a steep learning curve but along the way, with the
Head of Senior School’s visits to Sandstone and as the girls
have been here longer we have been able to pick up a lot about
culturally, you know, what their lifestyle is like and what their
difficulties might be here. It has been a case of learning
gradually rather than having a full picture at the beginning.
– Year 7 Coordinator
We send a group of Year 9 girls to Sandstone every year and
that has helped to break down stereotypes. They learn the kids’
names. They have fun with the kids. It’s not just like what they
see on TV. The kids come back with a passion for service which
is amazing. That has been a positive thing. – Head of Senior
School
The Sandstone program in Year 9 has been truly successful. My
daughter went on that pilgrimage and she has been truly
inspired and she wants to go there on her gap year now. It is
amazing to see the connection that the girls have made. –
Coordinator of Academic Support
As has been discussed above, the relationship between City Girls’
School, me and the Sandstone community has been a fundamental
input contributing to the success of the program. On the other hand,
one of the most successful outcomes of the program has been the
noticeable increase in confidence of the Indigenous students involved.
8.2.1.4 The Improvement in the Indigenous Girls’ Confidence
Considerable emphasis has been placed on giving the girls confidence
in their ability. This is why the girls have had modified assessments
and why the staff have put so much thought and time into determining
the girls’ academic expectations. As the Year 7 Coordinator reflected:
I remember an educator saying a while ago that confidence is a
big thing in students and if they can have that confidence in
their own ability then I think they will realise their own ability. –
Year 7 Coordinator
As was discussed earlier, the girls had very little confidence,
especially in their English ability, when they first arrived.
And little Alia, you couldn’t hear her for the first term, and a
half. But now she will say “Miss, do you think this is right?” So
she does put her hand up and is a bit more confident. –
Coordinator of Academic Support
All the staff commented on the girls’ improved confidence:
The Indigenous students now demonstrate increased confidence
when dealing with other people and in the classroom. They no
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longer insist on holding a teacher’s hand when they go outside
the school grounds. – Principal
There have been big changes in their own self confidence. Their
level of participation in class has improved as well. And wanting
to read out loud, where they were very quiet. I know the two
younger ones who I work very closely with, just their level of
confidence and their willingness to be part of the classroom and
offer suggestions and participate in class discussions, that has
been such a beautiful thing to notice, that they are feeling
comfortable. I think that comes hand in hand with their own
confidence, they believe that because their literacy and
numeracy has improved and they feel they are at the same level
as some of the other girls and they can answer questions in
class. And their understanding has become more noticeable in
that regard. – Coordinator of Academic Support
They were very hesitant in putting their hand up and speaking in
front of other girls and then also their writing, but I think now
there is much more confidence. – Year 7 Coordinator
However, even with increased confidence, the difference between the
achievement outcomes of Sandstone girls and most of their peers
remains an issue. All the Indigenous girls, even after several years at
City Girls’ School, are still below the national benchmarks in literacy
and numeracy.
8.2.1.5 The Difficulty of ‘Closing the Gap’
All the staff members made reference to the fact that the girls, even
after being at the school for several years, are still below the national
benchmarks in literacy and numeracy, and that each of the girls has
different areas of need in their learning.
One of the things I try and avoid and I try to make the staff
avoid, is lumping the girls together because they are quite
different. Their personalities are quite different. Just because
they come from the same area doesn’t mean they all need the
same things. – Head of Senior School
Charlotte is very talented in art and has got lots of talent in
many areas. But she finds numeracy very difficult. And selfdiscipline is an area she needs to work on. Anna is really
diligent and has come a long way. It’s general knowledge and
stuff that that is missing because of growing up in a remote
community. I mean, she knows lots and lots about the desert, but
there are things that are assumed knowledge for city/NSW
students. Alia, she has only been here for a year, we are still
working getting that literacy and getting confidence in the
English. Especially formal vocabulary and the vocabulary of
subjects is where we are still working on with her. – Head of
Senior School
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Written English seems to be an area that takes a bit longer to ‘catch
up’ on.
While I said that their confidence in their writing has improved,
they need to be more fluent still in their constructing sentences
easily and then even their paragraphs. They are not able to
write an extended piece at the moment. I mean we do start essay
writing in Year 8, which is tricky and we need a lot of
scaffolding for that. So being able to write an extended piece
needs improving, in terms of English. – Year 7 Coordinator
However, the staff are confident that they are making huge gains, so
much so that the gap in their achievement level and the level of their
peers should keep narrowing.
They are not at their age-appropriate level in terms of their
written expression. So I would suggest in their language is an
area that needs further improvement. Their expressive language
and their written language. I believe in numeracy that they are
also not at their age-appropriate level or academic year level.
But at the pace they are going, they should try and narrow those
gaps
rather
than
them
getting
any
bigger.
– Coordinator of Academic Support
8.2.1.6 Providing Post-School Vocational Options
All the staff members talked about their hopes that the program will
lead the girls to a life with options so that they can make choices that
will shape their life and their future.
My big picture aim is that they avoid the pitfalls and temptations
and the sense of being trapped. That they have options. That
they can do what they want to do. That we give them the tools
that they can be whatever. I see education as a right. Everyone
has a right to a good education. For these kids, where they are
from that is not available. So we are giving them a gift. What
they do with it is up to them. We have to provide the best
education and support so that they can make good choices,
whatever those choices are. That’s the way I look at it. – Head
of Senior School
Undoubtedly we want an education for these girls so that they
have choice when they are older. They have a choice to return to
their community and work in their community or to not. But just
to give them a choice in life. I know it is a bit clichéd, but if
you’ve got an education then you’ve choices in life, not just
being pigeon holed into what your mother and grandmother and
what everyone else has done. – Year 7 Coordinator
We want this experience to give them an opportunity for the
future.[…] I know that our student in year 8 that her dream is to
be a teacher herself so if she could take those skills back to her
community and start with them, offering them the more than the
251

literacy and the numeracy, but the desire.[…] I think these girls
are really starting to realise that this is such a big opportunity
for them, that they can really go off with this and give back to
their community through their experiences.– Coordinator of
Academic Support
These girls will have career and life options which may not have
been available to them without this program. The girls will also
have the confidence to believe that these options and
opportunities are possible for them. – Principal
By the time of the interviews, City Girls’ School had experienced the
occasional girl from Sandstone leaving the program without
completing Year 12. The Principal reflected on this by saying,
While we want every Sandstone girl to complete Year 12, the
reality is that every term’s education is beneficial, even if Year
12 is not reached or completed, providing the girls with more
opportunities than would have been the case in Sandstone. –
Principal
So while some students may not leave the school with a Year 12
certificate or an entry score into university, all the girls are leaving the
program with improved literacy and numeracy which gives them a
skill set for future employment. Undoubtedly, their lives will be
different because of this acquired set of skills. They now have the
ability to converse with government officials that come into their
community, they have the ability to read and understand forms and
they have the skill set to navigate their way around big cities.
The six areas discussed in this section are key aspects of the program
that were seen as significant, and commented upon by every
interviewee. There are several other aspects that, while not universally
discussed, were regularly represented in the interview transcripts.
These relate more to non-academic issues, where effect and
relationship are spoken about rather than achievement, and will be
discussed in the next section.
8.2.1.7 Relational Dimensions of the Sandstone/Sydney Program
Many of the staff made reference to the fact that the girls now
understand, and have adjusted to, the school routine. It is a huge
transition from their little bush school to a big city school with 50minute periods, lockers, girls purposely walking to different classes,
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diaries to write in, books to manage and technology to use. However,
the girls adjust, quickly.
They have developed good coping mechanisms with being able
to manage the school routine. They do that very well. – Head of
Senior School
Obviously their first year is very difficult. It is a big cultural
change. They are having to learn not just education wise e.g. the
subjects which they have probably never had before, but also
just living in a city and all the different things that a city has to
offer. They are having to integrate into a different school
community. I think the first year is a steep learning curve for
them and I have noticed that in their second year they seem a lot
more settled and part of the school. – Year 7 Coordinator
Reference was also made to the girls’ homesickness although it isn’t
an issue for every girl. Anna, for example, never showed signs of
homesickness. Her sister, Alia, however, did have a few tearful nights
in her first term. This can be seen in the comment made by the Year 7
Coordinator:
I think initially Alia, because there are no other Sandstone girls
in her year group, was homesick, especially at the start of the
year when we went on camp and she was on her own and it was
her first week in Sydney. But, because she has her sister her in
another year group, she has some back up. – Year 7 Coordinator
The Head of the Senior School discussed the benefits of having more
than one girl from Sandstone as a means of helping with the
homesickness:
I think the fact that the girls know each other and have got
strong links means that they deal with homesickness. They’ve
got each other. They can talk through problems. They can speak
language when they are missing home. I think they are coping
really well. – Head of Senior School
Despite the occasional homesickness, the girls enjoy their time in
Sydney.
Living away from home is one of the major issues which they
are encountering. But I believe that once they are at school they
are quite settled, engaged and want to be here. – Coordinator of
Academic Support
The importance of family visits to the girls was also mentioned in the
interviews with staff from City Girls’ School who reported that, when
the families are visiting, the girls seem to walk around with an ‘extra
spark’ about them.
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I think that first year is difficult. I think it helps when they have
family come and visit. Especially special occasions like
birthdays. I know they get excited about that. I’ve always
encouraged them to talk about family. – Year 7 Coordinator
Another occasional comment referred to the effect on the girls’
learning when the Indigenous girls do not return to school on time at
the start of each term. For various reasons, there are some terms when
one or two of the girls are late in their return to the city school. These
reasons include waiting for a funeral to happen at home, having a sick
relative, and getting caught up in the life at home with no one
organising their return. This late return means that their education
programs are interrupted and their sporting teams are let down.
There is often a delay from their holidays in coming back at the
start of some terms. But once they are here they genuinely want
to be here and they seem to be engaged and seem to be getting a
lot out of what we are offering them here. – Coordinator of
Academic Support
However, the program has made significant progress in getting the
girls back to school on time. For example, there was a term when
Anna’s mum called to say that Anna would not be returning to Sydney
for a few weeks. After some discussion, it became apparent that she
was not returning because community members were ‘forcing her’ to
stay and play in their softball team in the NT community
championships. After discussion, a compromise was reached so that
Anna came back to Sydney for the first three weeks of term, returned
to the Northern Territory for a week of softball championships, and
then came back to Sydney for the remaining five weeks of term. In
previous years, such a compromise would not have been possible.
Some of the interviewees also commented on the other ways in which
the Indigenous girls have benefited from the program, such as gaining
an understanding of city living and western cultural expectations,
improved organisation, and improved health.
The Indigenous students are now able to cope in a busy city in
areas such as public transport. – Principal
The Indigenous students have gained a better understanding of
non-Indigenous cultural mores and expectations, such as saying
“please” and “thank you” and looking at people when speaking
with them. – Principal
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The girls are able to navigate their way around Sydney with
confidence. From people who come from a community of not
more than 500 hundred people to be able to navigate their way
around Sydney. I think it’s amazing. – Head of Senior School
I think they are managing really well actually, considering their
age because they are quite young teens. Having to live away
from home and they have to come to school in a proper uniform,
with their proper equipment and they have to be organised in
terms of their books. So in that regard I think they are managing
really well. – Coordinator of Academic Support
The Indigenous students are also healthier as regular medical
and dental check-ups are provided by the house parents. The
girls’ personal hygiene is also much improved. – Principal
Furthermore, most of the staff members made mention of the benefits
of such a program for all the girls within City Girls’ School, although
the Principal also noted that the program comes at enormous expense
to City Girls’ School. For many reasons, including the classification of
Sandstone School, the fact that City Girls’ School does not offer a
traditional boarding pattern, and because the girls come from the
Northern Territory, the School does not appear to be eligible for
government or other forms of funding. This means that City Girls’
School and the Foundation that was established to support the girls
have to meet most of the costs of the girls’ education.
The non-Indigenous students at City Girls’ School have also
benefited from the program. They now understand and
appreciate many aspects of Aboriginal culture and lifestyle. –
Principal
I don’t think the other students would have come across
Aboriginal students in their daily lives. It has been an
opportunity for them to get to know students from different
cultures. We are a very multicultural school as it is but I think it
is important that we also have the Indigenous culture
represented in our school. They are not treated differently or
labelled. And giving the Year 9 girls the opportunity to go to
Sandstone has been a wonderful immersion in the culture and to
see where these students come from and how they live. So I think
our girls have benefited even more, or to the same level as the
Indigenous girls here. It’s been reciprocal –what they have
received and what they have gained has been measurable for
both. It’s been a really positive experience actually. –
Coordinator of Academic Support
Undoubtedly the girls here from the city have started to be more
aware of Indigenous people in Central Australia. That these
girls are having to travel a long way here. We now send Year 9
girls to Sandstone for a period of time and they experience the
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life style. But the beauty of them being at City Girls’ School is
that we are a very multicultural school, so it benefits all the
cultures, not just the white Anglo-Saxon but all girls here at City
Girls’ School. The idea that we come from all walks of life here
at the City Girls’ School and we have always been very
accepting of girls from different situations. I think it also has the
girls in the city realise that we are very lucky to have this
opportunity and also to get them to think about the struggles
that Indigenous people have had over the last few hundred
years. – Year 7 Coordinator
Another relational matter raised by the staff at City Girls’ School is
the enthusiasm of the staff for the program, and this enthusiasm
contributes significantly to the success of the program, mostly through
the enthusiasm of the staff to undertake relevant professional
development and to create differentiated programs suitable for the
Sandstone girls:
We knew we were getting these girls into Year 7 so we prepared
the staff. We had PD on the background of the Indigenous
community. – Head of Senior School
The staff don’t struggle with kids not being able to do stuff. They
are very happy to help them and to structure things. – Head of
Senior School
Most of the staff made mention of their enjoyment with working with
these students. As the Head of the Senior School mentioned,
differentiation of the curriculum for these students is not a tedious task
for the staff, they enjoy doing it.
This can be seen in the passion the Academic Support Teacher
showed when recalling the lesson where she saw a shift in the Anna’s
learning.
Oh, and Anna! She was reading “Much to do about nothing”.
That’s Shakespeare! That was such a lovely equaliser. Where
we think, “oh my gosh, Shakespeare is going to be so difficult
for her and it wasn’t the case because it is difficult for all kids in
Year 8. And it was their first exposure to Shakespeare. She was
putting her hand up to read out loud in class because she
realised that everyone was having difficulty reading out loud in
class and it put her on an even level with everyone else. So she
is happy to put up her hand and read Shakespeare and she
knows that story back to front so I am so excited. You know that
moment as a teacher you see that light bulb? Well her light bulb
is going off and it is bright. That is so important as a teacher so
I am really excited about that for her. She knows all the
characters, the story, who is marrying who and why, and what
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happened and the twists and how did Shakespeare come to
this… she is on the bus! Most of the year she was just waiting at
the bus stop, but she is on that bus now and she is heading…
somewhere. It’s beautiful. I am really excited for her. –
Coordinator of Academic Support
Furthermore, the staff have been willing to reflect on their practice in
order to make future teaching better for the girls.
It’s a work in progress. Nothing is ever perfect. You do question
yourself sometimes and think “oh, I should have scaffolded that
better, or modelled that or looked for a better Indigenous
perspective here or there”. So nothing is ever perfect but so far
so good. Fingers crossed! – Coordinator of Academic Support
The staff’s enthusiasm for the program is also evident in the number
of staff who are interested in going out to Sandstone community.
I have to turn staff away, the number of teachers who want to go
to Sandstone with those girls. It has been good for those staff to
see what this is like. We do a little bit in Alice Springs, but
mostly just out in the remote area. The teachers that go see a
positive side to Aboriginal culture. They get to understand a bit
about the spirituality and a bit about how it all works together. –
Head of Senior School
The Head of the Senior School has especially gone out of her way to
foster a relationship with community members, which has added to
the success of this program.
Education is an important part, well it’s the core business of our
school. But we didn’t want it to be a patronising thing, or a “we
come in and white fella knows how to fix all your problems”.
What attracted me personally to the program was that there was
a partnership where we would build relationships, not just with
the girls we have but with the community. – Head of Senior
School
It has enriched my life. I mean it has made my Friday nights
interesting because it doesn’t matter where I am I get a phone
call from Charlotte’s mother! – Head of Senior School
The Sandstone girls are managing to acquire an excellent
secondary education without losing contact with their
Indigenous culture. This has been due to many reasons, not least
of which has been the warmth of the relationship between the
School and the community. – Principal
The final relational matter mentioned in the interviews with the
Indigenous girls referred to the fact that the girls are beginning to
interact with other girls and have become involved in the life of the
School.
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I have noticed that socially they engaged and interact really
nicely with the other girls. Even though they chose not to
necessarily socialise with the rest of their year group at recess
and lunch times, they participate really nicely in group work in
their classrooms and they volunteer for things and the other
girls draw them in. So even though they might want to sit on
their own, the other girls do invite them into their group work
and are quite accepting of them in their group work. I think that
have been a lovely noticeable change. – Coordinator of
Academic Support
I have noticed a difference between the different girls how they
have reacted to year 7. Initially there were two girls in year
seven together and I think in a sense they didn’t integrate as
well with the other girls because they had each other at recess
and lunch time. Whereas this year when we have had the third
girl on her own in year 7. I think she has integrated well. It is a
lovely year group and they include her in their conversations
and I noticed that recently when we had a house maths
competition and I was in the group that she was in, Warwick,
and I was watching the other girls interact with her and how she
was trying to answer the questions. It was lovely. – Year 7
Coordinator
I think what we have got in place has been fairly successful and
the girls genuinely seemed engaged and happy to be here. That
is more important than any academic achievements that they
could have made, just the fact that they feel part of the school.
And they do genuinely feel comfortable and want to be here.
That has been the biggest blessing because only then can they
learn and want to take on. Because if we didn’t have that then
they would probably sit in class, not take it all in and not want
to be there. But having them engaged in class and wanting to be
here is a big part in their overall achievement in this. –
Coordinator of Academic Support
I was watching them. We had sports awards. The two sisters
were looking across at each other and smiling and laughing and
enjoying the afternoon. Now they know the routine they are
relaxed and part of the school. – Year 7 Coordinator
In summary, this program has been a learning experience for everyone
involved – the families, the students and the schools. And the future
for the program looks bright!
With Anna being at the end of her sixth year in Sydney, and soon
to enter Year 12, I know there will be a few celebrations in the
Centre of Australia and the centre of Sydney as we see the very
first female student from the Sandstone community complete her
secondary education. How exciting! – Principal
8.2.2

Interviews with City Boys’ School Staff
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At the time of the interviews, there were two Indigenous boys from
Sandstone at City Boys’ School. For the purposes of this research,
there were four interviews with staff members from the City Boys’
School. These were:
-

the Senior Master who is second in charge of City Boys’ School;
he is also the Director of Boarding.

-

the Boarding House Master who lives in the house next to the
Boarding House and oversees the day-to-day running of the
Boarding House. He is also a teacher in the School and involved
in the boys’ co-curricular activities.

-

the Head of Counselling who is a trained

psychologist and

oversees the counselling services provided to all the students at
City Boys’ School
-

a Design teacher who is also the Director of Rugby. This teacher
had also previously been their School Housemaster.

The interviews were all conducted on campus at the City Boys’
School.
During the interviews with staff from City Boys’ School, there were
five areas which were mentioned by them all. These are:
-

the staff and other boys enjoy having the Sandstone boys as
members of their school community

-

the staff at City Boys’ School were unprepared for the low
academic standard of the Sandstone boys upon their arrival

-

the cultural differences between Sandstone and City Boys’ School
in Sydney

-

the Sandstone boys have made considerable academic progress,
although they remain well below the standard of their peers

-

the teaching staff at City Boys’ School have had to modify
teaching programs, assessment methods, and approaches to
teaching for the benefit of the Sandstone boys.

8.2.2.1 Sandstone Boys in the School Community
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During each of the interviews it was obvious that the boys from
Sandstone had become much-loved members of the school
community. The staff said that the boys had enriched their community
and had made the community of City Boys’ School more aware about
different cultures in our own country.
It has opened our eyes to another culture and to understanding
challenges…They have enriched our community. We have got a
handful of boys from this remote area and they have enriched
our community. Everyone would know them. I mean, their eyes
light up, they are just part of it. It is an amazing thing to have.
But it is hard to pin point why that is. I mean, it’s their
personalities. It’s who they are. And what they bring to their
interactions with people that everyone does want to work with
them, everyone does want to help. Not only staff, but students
and families. They are just so much a part of it. They are one of
many cultures here but for us to actually be able to reflect on
what we have at home. We tend to look abroad. We look at Asia
or Europe or wherever and we want to learn about other
cultures but we forget what we actually have here. I think that is
part of what The City Boys’ School has learnt. – Head of
Counselling
I think it has also taught us an acceptance of others. While we
are an accepting community it has helped us understand more
about people that maybe come from a different economic
background and from what I understand Sandstone to be like. I
think there are some senior students that are working to try and
help the Sandstone community as part of their community
service project for IB. And they now have an understanding and
awareness that we have some difficulties in our own country, not
necessarily just outside Australia. So there are some issues that
they are going to try and look after. – Director of Rugby/Design
Teacher
We have been able to have something to do with a culture that
we normally would have nothing to do with. In Sydney and
particular in this area of Sydney people are very ill-informed
and naive about Indigenous Australians and I think it has been
good for the staff and students to have dealings with these boys
and realise they are just boys like everybody else, they have got
their issues like everybody else and they have got a strong
culture, like everyone has a strong culture, and this has added to
the richness of the school. It has been good for that, good
program for the school to be involved in. – Boarding
Housemaster
As a school I feel completely privileged that I got to meet some
of these students and work with them. It’s an amazing thing for
us as a community. But really it is all about them and what is the
right thing for them. – Head of Counselling
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I personally think that the boys are the most outstanding kids. I
really do love having them in my basketball team. Their natural
flair for sport has been something fantastic to show that we can
bring people from another community and integrate them into
our community. – Boarding Housemaster
8.2.2.2 Academic Standard Upon Arrival
Staff members from City Boys’ School commented on the low
academic levels of the students upon their arrival at the school; they
said they were unprepared for the students to be so far behind their
chronological age, academically. No professional development or
upskilling of the staff was provided prior to the boys’ arrival, and this
made it more difficult for the staff to prepare for them. This can be
seen in the comments below:
Certainly from a literacy point of view that was a real
challenge… In some cases they were 5 to 6 years below their
chronological age. One student was reading chronologically but
his comprehension, that deeper learning, was the harder bit. So
on the surface it looked like he was getting along but when it
was required to have comprehension and further thought in task
it meant he got left behind. – Head of Counselling
Academically they have had great challenges. They were further
behind that what we anticipated when they came. We were
rather caught by surprise. – Head of Senior School
We were not prepared for the boys to come because we did not
have enough time. But in hindsight, we never would have been
prepared because we didn’t know where the boys were up to.
We have learnt on the run. – Boarding Housemaster
It was hard for the staff to have a full understanding of the boys and
what they were coming from as none of the staff had been to
Sandstone, or seen their way of life. The Head of the Senior School
was able to reflect on this and, in future, upskilling in this area would
be necessary for any staff working with these students.
We need to continue the in-servicing of staff so that as different
staff become responsible for them we need to make sure that
they are fully up to speed about expectations and that they need
to be a little bit more forgiving and understanding because they
do come from a different background. More than just because
they are from a different culture than other boys at the school,
but because they are greater challenges for Indigenous students
coming into this school than there would be for people coming
from mainland China or an international school or something.
Most of our boys do come from a similar types of schools to
what we have, even if might be in Chinese. So the Indigenous
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boys have major differences so I think our staff need to be
prepared. – Head of Senior School
Other challenges are that we have not received any training in
how to deal with these boys so we have had to learn as we go. In
terms of teaching, management of the boys in both settings. It’s
easy when things are going well. But we need to be able to
manage the boys when things are not going well. – Boarding
Housemaster
8.2.2.3 The Cultural Gap Between Sandstone and City Boys’ School
Another factor mentioned by all the staff interviewed for this study
was associated with the cultural differences between Sandstone and
City Boys’ School. Whilst at school in Sydney, the boys were faced
with many challenges and these included being homesick, eating
different food, speaking a different language, dealing with different
kinds of people and also carrying with them the weight of the
problems back in Sandstone. Learning to live in ‘two worlds’ proved
difficult for the boys, especially in the boarding house. This may well
have been compounded by the fact that they are considered ‘fellas’
(that is, viewed as men) in the Sandstone community but ‘boys’ at
City Boys’ School. In this way, it might have been easier for the
Sandstone students if the boarding staff at City Boys’ School more
readily acknowledged the ‘two worlds’ between which the fellas were
moving.
When the boys first arrived at the School, they were placed into Year
7. They were quickly overwhelmed with things like following a
timetable and remembering which books to take to certain lessons.
The boys, having a very relaxed sense of time, were often late to
lessons. I remember receiving a very big library fine for books that
had been lost between the library and the boarding house. As the
Director of Rugby commented:
I think that the boys very much struggled in the beginning with
the transition on how different life was. – Director of Rugby and
Design Teacher
However, by moving the boys into a transition program and
introducing other changes, the boys slowly learnt the routines such as
looking after their possessions and taking the appropriate books to
class.
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Originally, communication with the boys and them
understanding the message that we’re trying get across to them
and what our expectations are. There is no doubt being a
private boy’s school that we do some things in an old fashioned
way which is very different to the way things might have been
done in the Territory. Again that is based on an assumption that
I don’t totally know about. But communication with them, and
them understanding where to be and our routines. The fact that
we want them to look after their possessions. We had periods of
time where daily we would be handing them back bits and pieces
of theirs that they had left lying around. – Director of
Rugby/Design Teacher
From where they started from not really having a sense of
belongings, you know like whoever’s shoe is there just put it on
because it is a shoe, to understanding now that they have got
their bits and pieces and they go in a particular place. – Head of
Counselling
However, the cultural differences between Sandstone and City Boys’
School were most obvious in the Boarding House. The Boarding
Housemaster stated that while all boarders face challenges, these
students seemed to face considerably more than the average boarder.
I think they are managing remarkably well, considering the fact
that they have come from such a remote community, that English
is a third language, considering the fact that they have had to
deal with a number of social issues happening at their home.
Social issues to do with substance abuse, the deaths, the
violence, murder. Issues to do with finances to be able to pay for
things we take for granted. To come out of that environment and
into one of the premier schools in Australia where the
enrolments at the school are of a high socioeconomic
background, into an environment where the school has very
high standards of academia, sport, performance, behaviour, etc,
that is hard. Now the other variable is living away from home
which is hard for any boy from any culture whether they are
living hours away or whether they are living around the corner.
And then there is living with other boys from other cultural
backgrounds in the house. So there is a lot of challenges there.
Any boarder has to face many challenges but they have to face
more challenges due to those variables. – Boarding
Housemaster
Challenges in terms of food, challenges in terms of language,
challenges in terms of hygiene. Every day would have been a
huge challenge for them to start off with. – Head of Senior
School
Some of these challenges meant that settling into the boarding house
was not a smooth process. For example, the boys come from a
community where they have considerable autonomy. However, in the
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boarding house they have to follow rules and routines from the
moment they wake up, all through the school day until the moment it
is bed time. This challenge was discussed by the Head of Counselling:
Probably being in the boarding house is the hardest time for
them. I suspect it is because it is those after hours when there
are still rules and structures and they put in so much during the
day, and then not being able to completely relax as you might in
a home environment. Although it is supportive, they don’t have
those same opportunities that those other students would in a
home environment with their parents. I think that is probably
hard for them. More recently we have made some changes in the
boarding house so they are feeling more settled.
I do wonder whether boarding is for the greater benefit. I think
initially it is really important because it is close to the school,
everything is set up. But I wonder if we need to have plans in
place where they can have some release. Maybe they can have
time when they are in the boarding house and then a period
where they are out and then come back. If we could be a bit
more fluid with that because my worry is that that extra time in
the school like environment could be what is making the school
experience a bit more challenging at times. – Head of
Counselling
The boys also had to get used to other expectations such as those to do
with hygiene within the boarding house. For example, the boys were
expected to shower during shower time, to brush their teeth each
morning and evening, to wear deodorant and to go to the bathroom
when needing to use the toilet. Many of these practices are not done
within their Sandstone community. This was mentioned by the Head
of the Senior School who is also the Director of Boarding.
I think at the moment they are managing well considering all
things. At other times they haven’t managed well. When they
first came there was a feeling of isolation from the community,
where even just being in the streets, houses, trees and getting a
sense of closeness rather than the vastness of the spaces from
which they have come from. That environmental difference, and
the regimentation of the boarding house where they had to turn
up to things, hygiene. All of these were challenges for them
which took some time for them to make those adjustments. They
felt uncomfortable at times when we had to address some of
these issues. Had they not had the care of their guardian to help
them settle in which was a wonderful help for them, they had her
to be their advocate, being someone who would sit and listen to
them often and pass on information to us, had they not had this
it would not have been as successful as it is today. – Head of
Senior School
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There were also challenges in the boarding house to do with other
expectations regarding the speaking of their own language: they were
not allowed to speak Warlpiri when there was an English speaker in
the room. However, when tired or speaking to each other in a relaxed
setting, they would often forget and then be reprimanded and punished
for speaking in Warlpiri. When the students went home and told their
families, the families became quite upset. I approached the School
about this on a few occasions to no avail. The Head of the Senior
School was quite reflective when he mentioned this issue.
I think one of the things that has been extremely disappointing is
that our school did not come to terms with their desire to have
their own language area. That is something we should have
done earlier. It is something that now has been done where the
boys in the boarding house do have the opportunity to go and
speak their language if they so desire. It is a small thing in some
respects but it means a lot to the boys. It is something that could
have been done earlier but we had to sort out staff who were
against that particular innovation. So it was something we had
to work through with staff to get them on board and get them to
have an understanding of where these boys have come from. We
are still in the process. It is going to be a while before we get on
top of all of that. So I think that is one of the reasons that the
boys are feeling more at peace being with us. Obviously the
passage of time, but we have made some adjustments along the
way to accommodate them. – Head of Senior School
The differences between the two cultures, and the lack of
understanding of these differences by the staff at City Boys’ School
had, unfortunately, some repercussions for the boys as can be seen in
the comment made by the Head of the Senior School:
I think our staff, because they haven’t had exposure to
Indigenous people, didn’t fully understand how difficult it was
going to be for these boys. I think that has created a situation
where maybe they haven’t been as patient at times as what they
could have been; a situation where the boys may have felt they
weren’t given a fair chance. – Head of Senior School
On the other hand, the City Boys’ School staff have openly accepted
the challenge of educating the boys from Sandstone, and want to
ensure the program works for the boys.
So this program has challenged us. It has made us change our
practice. Many of our staff members who thought that they had
a good handle on Indigenous culture and Indigenous education,
it has made them rethink. There have been some very heart to
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heart discussions with members of staff to help them to come to
terms with attitudes and to come to terms with what we are on
about and I think that is very helpful and something that needs
to be done in our society on a larger basis. When we come
across such situations, when we are challenged or we have boys
responding in a way that we did not anticipate, rather than
responding with there is something wrong with the boys, we
actually say there is something wrong with what we are doing
and let’s rethink and work through this so we are actually
learning from the process. So I think that it has been a
wonderful thing for our staff who have had dealings with our
Indigenous boys because on the whole it has been such a
positive interaction. By and large, the vast number of our staff
have been wanting to make adjustments if necessary, they have
been wanting to learn more and wanting to be more helpful
when it comes to Indigenous issues. – Head of Senior School
However, even after some time, the boarding experience did not
become easier for the boys from Sandstone. At one point, Chris, who
had never been involved in any problems at the School or boarding
house, decided that he would only return to school in Sydney if he
could live with my husband and me in the house that we had set up for
the girls from Sandstone community. Willing to do anything in order
for the boys to gain an education, we allowed this to happen. Chris
lived comfortably with us for a term. We then started the process of
transitioning him back into the boarding house.
I think to begin with because it was all new, exciting, different
meant that in some ways that was able to take their mind off
home. I think that is getting harder. As they are getting older
they are more connected with what they are missing at home in
terms of their culture and their people. It is also getting harder
because the work is getting harder. The expectations are higher
as they are going through. When things get hard, the boys think
more about home. Now that is also typical of boys in boarding
schools, when times are hard they think about being at home a
lot more. But this is atypical as usually boys find boarding hard
to start with and then it gets easier. – Boarding Housemaster
Despite the cultural gap that exists between the Sandstone community
and the City Boys’ School community, the boys made noticeable
progress in their personal development, social interactions and
confidence in western society.
Considering what they leave at home or the set up at home, to
what they come to, they have done incredibly well. From where
they were in their first year to now they have learnt the
structure, they have learnt the systems, they have learnt the
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hierarchy of people, they have established connections with
peers and staff. They have managed, although with difficulties,
the challenges presented academically. – Head of Counselling
I feel like they have matured within themselves. I think they are
very proud and their families are very proud. I think they have
made a lot of progress. – Head of Counselling
I can see that they have been far more conversationalist and
they are not shy in coming forward. Maybe that’s because I was
their Housemaster. I have spent a fair amount of time making
sure that I am a good source of support for them. Not only as an
academic but as an adult and an adult role model for them. I
think that they have really improved their ability to
communicate with what their challenges are, or what their
queries are. – Director of Rugby/Design Teacher
Two of the staff, after discussing their progress in these areas,
extended this comment and discussed how the boys were learning to
move easily between the two cultures. As the name of this study –
‘One Foot in Both Worlds’ –suggests, this is one of the aims of this
program. Ideally, the students will be able to live comfortably in both
cultures, therefore maintaining their language, culture, and knowledge
of the land, animals and kinship, while also being able to live and
work in Western society, if required.
Some of the greatest changes in the boys has been their
independence with their work, getting through the day, with
their belongings, getting to school every day. From where they
started from not really having a sense of belongings, you know
like whoever’s shoe is there just put it on because it is a shoe, to
understanding now that they have got their bits and pieces and
they go in a particular place. They have been able to adapt to
that system and that is one of the biggest areas where we have
seen change. And probably the way that they can adapt between
the two. So when they are back home they are able to fit back
into whatever system they have there and then to come back
here and within a day they have been able to get straight back
into it and that is a massive sense of achievement in terms of
their progress. – Head of Counselling
When they came they were outgoing kids. They related really
well fairly quickly with their year group and with the other boys
in the boarding house. But I think that they are more confident
in those relationships now. From what I gather from what the
boarding house staff have been telling me they have got some
good solid friends that they have made, that they are able to
communicate at a level which you would expect boys at that age
to be capable of in this environment. They have taken a lot of
that on which is a wonderful thing because they have made
monumental changes. They haven’t given up on their culture at
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all, they are still able to fit back nicely when they go back home
again but they also fit nicely into here. They still have
challenges but they are integrating (I hate to use that word but it
sums it up) and they seem like one of us and we seem like one of
them if you get what I mean. – Head of Senior School
8.2.2.4 Academic Progress
All the staff from City Boys’ School who were interviewed for this
study were positive about the progress that has been made by the
Sandstone boys.
They have made huge progress academically… They have
managed, although with difficulties, the challenges presented
academically. – Head of Counselling
A number of different strategies have been put into place to help
with their education from our support services and they have
made big gains. Chris in particular is one to go the extra yards
with his studies. I think they have made academic improvements
from the time when they arrived here. – Head of Senior School
There are positive changes in the areas of literacy. Both in
spoken and written. All academic areas. Application to studies.
Application to training in sport. Integration into the
environment they are in, the school and the boarding….There
are lots and lots and lots of positive changes. – Boarding
Housemaster
Despite the academic gains that had been made by the students, all the
staff commented on the fact that they were all still behind their cohort
academically.
They are still not as confident as what we would like them to be
in our academic program but they are still making gains that we
would hope. They behave themselves, they get on with the
lessons they are supposed to. They might not get on with their
homework as well as we would like them to at times but that is
probably something that you would find with many other
teenagers. – Head of Senior School
From my observations reading, writing and comprehension of
tasks are areas that still need work even though they have made
massive improvement there. The boys need motivation to
continue also. Some days they have it, some days they don’t.
– Boarding Housemaster
The staff also mentioned that there is still a lot of improvement needed
before they would be able to attempt the Higher School Certificate.
They probably still need a lot of literacy support, again at a
higher level. They can certainly converse, they have got a lot
more vocabulary and they can interact. There is no issues from
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that point of view. But if they are wanting to complete higher
level studies they are going to need to be able to comprehend at
a higher level or be able to complete tasks independently. –
Head of Counselling
They are still down there on the scale of things quite frankly and
at the moment, whether it is Maths or whether it is English
which have ramifications in their other subjects, they are not
producing results that would see them go on to get a good HSC.
They are getting extra help with their homework which has been
a positive. But there is only so many hours in a day and if you
keep trying to push them into the evening it doesn’t end up being
a positive experience because they get their back up.
So I think continuing to give them extra help in small groups
with their English. – Head of Senior School
The way that many subjects are assessed, it is the written
response that is the determination of whether a student does
well or not. However, a vocational style of education may be
better for these students in the future in terms of them achieving
a high school certificate. – Director of Rugby/Design Teacher
The Head of Counselling commented on how this must feel for the
students, to know that they are making huge gains, but to still feel so
behind their peers. As guardian of the students, this was always a huge
concern of mine because I did not want their self-esteem to be
negatively affected by the experience. These boys had come from
Sandstone where they had been academically more advanced, to
suddenly being at the lowest level of the City Boys’ School cohort. I
did not want the students to give up. This was reflected in the
comments made by the counsellor.
I can imagine that would be quite frustrating for them because
they do feel the progress they have made, they do see what they
can understand and they can probably give you answers
verbally but pulling that altogether, although it is progress for
them as individuals, compared to the cohort they are probably
still very different. And at what point do they decide it is too
hard. And hopefully we don’t get to that point. But most of us
would start to question how much more effort can I put in if my
results aren’t reflecting that. That’s part of the challenge I
guess.– Head of Counselling
The Director of Rugby touched on the importance of sport in their
education experience. I strongly agree as I have seen that the
confidence they get from their success on the sporting field transfers
into other areas of their schooling.
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They are challenged academically, particularly in literacy. I
think that their ability to succeed and have success in sport has
been a key point to them integrating into the school and being
accepted by the wider community of the school.– Director of
Rugby/Design Teacher
8.2.2.5 The Need for Individualised Programs, Strategies and
Teaching Approaches
At City Boys’ School, the academic programs are modified to allow
the Sandstone boys to learn with success. When the Sandstone boys
first started at the school, they were placed into Year 7. However, it
quickly became apparent that the transition from Sandstone School at
to Year 7 at City Boys’ School was too big an adjustment.
Therefore, a decision was made to place the boys in a Year 6 home
class and make it a two-year transition program into the high school.
As the staff explained:
So when they started at the school the school decided to create a
two year transition program so they were able to stage their
exposure to the school and their academics so that they were
better prepared for high school and the expectations. This then
meant that there were essentially individual education programs
created for them where they were assessed on their literacy and
their numeracy. – Head of Counselling.
The boys original testing came back that they were below par to
what to the standards of the students in their year group.
Originally they went back to do year 6. – Director of
Rugby/Design Teacher
The School Support Services give them access to our Special Ed.
teachers. One of the advantages of having them here earlier was
putting them into year 6 and having them consolidate and give
them extra support from the school and their teachers. – Head
of Senior School
As with all students, the Sandstone boys were at different levels
academically. Therefore, the school created Individual Learning Plans
for each of the Sandstone students. As each student progressed
through the years at the school, the level of support decreased to the
point where the students were in mainstream classes with only some
withdrawal.
So they went on to these individual programs, they were
receiving large amounts of academic support initially which
meant that teachers were sitting in class or running withdrawal
with individual or small group programs. That has cut back and
bit now that they have been here a few years. But it is still
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happening within the classroom where we try to work with
teachers to differentiate the work. And then there is still some
individual work as well to try and hone in on some particular
skills. – Head of Counselling
We have got to a point now where the boys are in some
mainstream classes, and where the boys are withdrawn for
literacy and numeracy –working with the support team. In terms
of homework, we have the boys supervised after school by
teachers which has been a tremendous help especially as it is
earlier in the day, rather than later in the day when they are
tired. So it has been a matter of integrating them into the
mainstream. There were some subjects which were not so
important to them so they were withdrawn from these to receive
specialist academic assistance. – Boarding Housemaster
City Boys’ School has been careful with how much withdrawal they
are given. While it is beneficial for the students to be working in small
groups with smaller teacher to student ratios, it has been important
that the students still feel as though they are a part of their year group.
As the Head of Counselling stated:
But then also trying to manage that they weren’t doing things so
different from other students because that would have created
an issue in itself because it would have meant that they were
completely isolated. – Head of Counselling.
At schools like ours, it is a big institution and there is a lot of
procedures and hierarchy so it has been a process but I think we
are getting better at it without putting them on a different plan
so that they feel so separate and have a different path. The
intention is still to get them to complete year ten and year twelve
and having those big milestones. And also importantly helping
them feel a sense of success and achievement, otherwise they are
going to lose that motivation to continue. – Head of
Counselling.
The School has made an effort to focus on their literacy and
numeracy.
The academic support has been based around literacy programs
to help speed them up in their literacy. – Director of Rugby and
Design Teacher
After their year 6, and then going into year 7, they had a slightly
modified program which gave them some extra exposure to
English in particular. – Head of Senior School
The School has also had to look at how the students are assessed, and
how they can acknowledge the effort the students are making towards
their learning.
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I mean, they put a huge effort in and I think part of our job is to
help teachers understand that the effort they are putting in is
probably ten times more of another student, just to read the text,
let alone to read it, comprehend it and complete the task. The
reading and comprehension takes up so much energy and then
they are likely not to give the written response in the same way
because there is not as much time left or they’re tired or they’re
finding that harder. – Head of Counselling.
We have been looking at modifying assessments now because we
do know that they are progressing but at a different pace to
other students at the same chronological age. So we are trying
to determine what is the most effective way of assessing these
students so that they have self-esteem and confidence but they
are also able to show what they have learnt, rather than when a
task is worded in a particular way then the wording could stop
them from showing what they actually know. Where as if the
wording was changed slightly or broken down in a particular
way, the boys do have knowledge and can express that if it is put
to them in the right way. So there is a lot of work being done on
that.– Head of Counselling
The staff have tried to make their work relevant to them.
We try to adapt tasks that are more meaningful for the boys. So
for example, I remember walking in on one of the academic
support groups and they were watching a movie of a group, a
radio station, who were trying to run a radio station from their
local area. They had to watch the movie and then use it as a
source to comprehend tasks from. So it was trying to engage
them as well. We also try and show an understanding and
respect for their culture because that was probably something
that was lacking because we didn’t really understand what they
were coming from and so that was hopefully going to engage
with them.– Head of Counselling
Also helping them have some goal setting because these subjects
in isolation don’t mean a real lot when looking at the real
world. So when they go back home trying to link it to a career,
and apprenticeship or study they might like, so that they feel a
purpose to what they are doing. – Head of Counselling
As the Director of Rugby/Design teacher stated, the whole process has
been a learning experience for the school. I can only admire the school
and the staff for the continuous effort that has gone into getting this
program “right” for the benefit of the Sandstone boys.
No doubt academic work is a challenge for the school and how
best to provide for them. Is it by providing one of one support is,
is it providing them in an external literacy/reading course, is it
providing them with a tutor in the boarding. Knowing what is
best, because it is new to us and because it is new I think that it
has meant that we have learnt a lot as well and if the program is
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to continue, I think these current students have laid a very good
foundation for us, and understanding how best to cater for them.
– Director of Rugby/Design Teacher
The other challenge is who to consult with. There is not a lot of
people that you can consult with that truly understand students
from these sorts of areas. And that’s the most frustrating things
because we are all very well meaning at this school and we all
want to do the right thing and follow the best practice but it’s
hard to get what that is. So we all do the best that we can based
on the advice that is given to us. We are learning, it has been an
amazing experience and we love working with them. We
wouldn’t have it any other way. But we’re still learning. – Head
of Counselling
Factors that were mentioned by some, but not all, of the City Boys’
School staff interviewed for this study are outlined in the next section
of this chapter.
8.2.2.6 Relational Dimensions of the Sandstone/Sydney Program
During the interviews conducted for this study, two teachers
commented on the behaviour of the boys, saying that anger
management, especially but not only in the boarding house, has been a
problem for some, but definitely not all, the Sandstone boys. For
example, the Director of Rugby/Design Teacher was able to recall
when they first arrived at the school that they were not always
displaying the correct behaviour. He stated:
There were challenges at the beginning regarding behaviour
and poor behaviour. I think that that has improved considerably
as they have become more comfortable with understanding what
their life if going to be like here in Sydney and the benefits that
it can have. – Director of Rugby/Design Teacher
When the boys first came to the City Boys’ School, one student was
quick to conform to the behavioural expectations of this School.
However, this was more to do with his personality than him being
placed alone. Even at Sandstone School he had been a determined and
disciplined learner. However, the other two students presented their
teacher with some challenges in terms of constant chatting. One
student, Ben, was a particularly social person and his preferred mode
of learning would have been through talking. Being an EAL (English
as an Additional Language) student, the oral engagement would have
been highly beneficial for him. However, it did not necessarily fit in
with the traditional way of learning that this school offered. Therefore,
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being quiet and sitting, listening and reading for long periods did
constantly present as a challenge for this student, in particular.
In terms of the behaviour of the boys, because of their world
view which is obviously formulated in Sandstone, they would be
acting out something they thought was reasonable and then
having to be told that that is not how we do things. It would have
been extremely difficult in those formative months that they were
here. I think that there is culturally huge differences that they
would have had to come to terms with. – Head of Senior School
Some of the greatest changes we have seen have been in their
maturity levels. Not only physical but making good choices for
themselves in terms of behaviour and understanding what is
appropriate in this community. While it might be different to
their own community they are making some good choices there.
– Director of Rugby/Design Teacher
I think one of the challenges for the school has also been
discipline and how to manage discipline and how discipline is
understood by each of them. – Director of Rugby/Design
Teacher
However, the major issue to do with behaviour arose when the
students were in situations where they lost their temper. It is important
to note that not all the students had these tendencies. Chris, for
example, never lost his temper and always remained calm, respectful
and in control of his emotions. Reasons behind these episodes
included: frustration over the work/homework, bullying or teasing,
tiredness and treatment that they felt was unfair. These “brain snaps”
as they were sometimes called, were something the School and the
Boarding House found extremely challenging to manage.
It has been a challenge in the boarding house. We have had
violent behaviour and that has been challenging for the staff to
have to deal with. And then challenging in terms of dealing with
the repercussions of that violent behaviour with the other boys.
– Boarding Housemaster
There are emotions that have come out in perhaps more
physical ways which doesn’t always fit in this environment. So
trying to work out other ways to deal with their difficulties. –
Head of Counselling
The violent behaviour, while not typical of all the Indigenous students,
was certainly something that surprised me when I first went to
Sandstone School. When students were teased or lost their temper, the
students would often just pick up the closest thing to them and use it
as a weapon or as something to throw. I was always shocked when a
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student would pick up a stone or a fence picket to use in a fight. Yet
this seemed to be the norm. At various times, I saw a desk, a chair and
even a lap top thrown in anger.
When Taylor displayed violent behaviour in the playground, it was
quite shocking for the staff and the other students. I believe that most
staff members were willing to be quite understanding and tolerant of
Taylor, but they were also aware of the need to maintain the safety of
all students at the school.
Another thing that was challenging for the school, aside from
the academic, was understanding where they are at emotionally
and how we best support them when they do get frustrated or
angry and when they are likely to do something that is
entrenched in them in a sense as they have grown up watching
and seeing things in their environment which are unacceptable
in our environment. It is very clear they we have rules and
regulations. It may well be unacceptable there but it’s more the
norm than what it is here. So helping them reprogram, or
relearn ways of interacting. I think that has been hard. So where
they are likely to become more physical with another student, we
can understand why, but then how can we manage that in an
environment where we have particular rules for students. We
have to treat them differently because of where they come from
but there still has to be some comparison. You still have to be
able to say here are the rules and what’s our fundamental belief
as the school.
So I think in terms of problems and how they deal with hassles,
and when they get upset, their way of handling some of the
issues that have come along has not been as helpful as it could
have been. That is not necessarily a reflection on them as
individuals but more culturally from where they have come
from. Again, we have got to expect that when people come from
a different culture that at times when they are distressed and
dealing with a whole host of situations, they will do it in a way
that is culturally acceptable for them which might be not so for
us. We have made some adjustments along the way. There has
been some in servicing of our staff. And then some of these
things have come and staff have realised they have to take a step
back and you can’t be as demanding on them to conform. –
Head of Senior School
The staff at the School often felt desperate to understand how best to
manage this kind of behaviour as their usual strategies were not
working.
The normal anger management techniques don’t seem to have
the same impact as in our students, they can give us the theory
and say what they have been told and what they are learning
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and they understand it is against the rules, but it is quite
impulsive and it is just something that is inside them and when it
comes out it comes out. And again, I can understand that and
respect why it may be that way but then that’s the challenge. –
Head of Senior School
At one point in time, after seeking help from various Indigenous
groups and mentors around Sydney and with no obvious improvement
in his behaviour, the School recommended a psychology assessment
for Taylor. Permission from the parent (who was willing to do
anything to help and was upset at her son’s behaviour) was sought and
gained; I then took Taylor to a clinical psychologist for the
assessment, an event which was relatively intimidating for him.
After completing the assessment, the report indicated that he was a
bright young man who occasionally loses his temper. Not much could
be gained from the report, except the School could rule out any other
underlying issues.
(Postscript: Since the interviews were conducted, all the boys have
decided to leave City Boys’ School primarily because of their
unhappiness in the boarding house. City Boys’ School has continued
an occasional trip to Sandstone community and is looking at ways of
getting more enrolments from the community.)
As a result of the violent outbursts by two of the Sandstone boys, the
School has decided that Sandstone boys are not suited to the boarding
house situation. Therefore, if any more boys from Sandstone are to
attend to City Boys’ School, a private house is needed for the boys to
live in, in a similar situation to the girls’ situation.)
Another relational factor raised during the interviews with the staff
from City Boys’ School concerned post-school options for the
Sandstone boys. They discussed the fact that one of the most
important things that the boys can gain from this program is some
post-school choice and opportunities, so the boys have the ability to
determine their futures.
I hope it gives them more opportunities and perhaps if this
education and this exposure to another type of environment
prevents them from going down a path where they break the law
or abuse substances or whatever it might be, and again I am
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using stereotypes but that is what they see, then I hope that there
are other options for them and it’s not all like that. They might
see that they have different strengths or other experience to say
that now I can do something else or I can try something else,
rather than falling into that same cycle that perhaps they are
seeing others back home fall into. So really it is obviously for
them. – Head of Counselling
I want for them to be confident enough to manoeuvre their way
through the intricacies of Australian society at large, and for
them to leave Sandstone and go to Sydney and be confident, or
go to Melbourne and feel confident. I want for them to be able to
go and talk to people who are in authority and to know that they
are talking on equal terms. I hope for them to be confident
enough to be able to stand up for their rights and the rights of
their own people. For them to get themselves a trade or some
kind of employment where they have a reasonable income,
although to me it is not the be all and end all. To have the
confidence to be able to manoeuvre their way through all those
varies things that are going to come as challenges in life and if
they end up going back to (Sandstone), to become a positive
force for their community and to represent at all different levels.
If they get a job in Sydney or Melbourne or wherever it may be,
the connection they have with their community is extremely
important. They have to keep that going because they are the
key to helping the community back home and I don’t think that is
in terms of sending money back to the community, I think it is in
their ability to be well respected leaders within their own people
so that they can help the next generation to achieve even more
than what they have been able to achieve. So that is the boys we
have at the moment help the next lot that come along so that
over a long period of time we see that that community is getting
more of what the rest of Australia is getting.... So if the school
gives them an education in terms of being able to read and write
and those sorts of things, that is only one aspect. If they can also
be socially competent and are able to be leaders within their
community I think that would be a wonderful thing.– Head of
Senior School
Another relational matter raised during the interviews was the
challenge of getting the boys back to school on time at the beginning
of each school term.
Sometimes it may take a little bit longer to get back here which
is probably not only challenges on their side, but around the
community, transportation and understanding time frames. –
Head of Counselling
I think they go back home and they see their immediate peers
that they have grown up with and enjoy the lifestyle that they’ve
got. But they can see the benefits of coming to Sydney and
benefits of Sydney life and the education that they are getting
from here and how that will benefit them. Now that they are
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becoming young adults, it is going to become more and more of
a challenge each time they go home. However, every time they
come back it is a success and I think they enjoy being here at
school. I actually do think they enjoy being here! – Director of
Rugby/Design Teacher
In terms of one of the challenges it is a challenge getting the
boys back on time. It presents challenges for the community in
terms of the cultural aspects of their life. And also in terms of
barriers they come against when it is time to get the right plane
at the right time. So this presents challenges for the school. So
for a boarder, it takes a little bit of time at the start of each term
to get back into the routine of things. So what has happened
when they are late is that all the other boys are back into
routine, back into school routine as well, that process is then
pushed back as they then have to get into the swing of things,
and catch up on work and things missed. – Boarding
Housemaster
Another relational factor was raised by two of the staff members who
mentioned the importance of the interactions between Sandstone
community and City Boys’ School. The Head of Counselling felt that
having a strong relationship with the Sandstone School could help
them better prepare for the students that are in line to come.
The program could be improved by, I think, having that better
assessment prior to enrolment, and possibly having better
communication with Sandstone school. I mean if we are going to
have an alliance or this relationship set up that we could be
sharing resources and if we know a year in advance that they
are coming we could start already sending resources and
sharing that online. So that whatever it is, the kids are starting
those programs before even coming. Then if they could do an
intensive literacy course that would help them. – Head of
Counselling
The Head of the Senior School discussed the importance of getting out
to the community and strengthening the relationship between the
School and the community.
One of the greatest things that has come out of this program, I
was very surprised at the overwhelming support for the
Indigenous program from the teachers. Everyone has put their
hand up to go out to their community. Saying that, we have only
had one staff member go out. But the staff as a whole have
embraced the boys being here at the school and have seen the
great positives in having them here. Not only for them but for
our community. We talked before about how we can make this
program better, well we need to get more staff out there….which
is being addressed for next year. – Head of Senior School
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Since this interview has been conducted, City Boys’ School has had
several groups visit the Sandstone community.
The final relational factor raised during the course of these interviews
was the importance of the sustainability of the Sandstone/Sydney
program if it is to remain viable. The Head of the Senior School
acknowledged that the students need a Sydney-based guardian, and
maintaining this is important to the ongoing success of the program.
Had they not had the care of their guardian to help them settle
in which was a wonderful help for them, they had her to be their
advocate, being someone who would sit and listen to them often
and pass on information to us, had they not had this it would not
have been as successful as it is today. – Head of Senior School
I’d like to see more kids coming. I’d like to see kids coming one
or two a year. But I understand that there is a financial part
with that. I think it would be great if it continued and that it is
just not a one-off factor. How that happens I don’t know. I know
that there is a lot of hard work in the background. – Director of
Rugby/Design Teacher
In the big picture I hope we will achieve sustainability of the
program so we can continue to have this program going when
we are dead. That will then have positive impacts on the
community as the community will have positive contributing role
models in the future and in Australian society in general.
– Boarding Housemaster
In summary, the program has been a learning curve for the students,
the School and the staff. While it has been quite a bumpy journey at
times, the Sandstone boys improved academically, they made solid
friendships and they added to the culture of the School. A solid
relationship has been formed between the City Boys’ School and
Sandstone community. The staff thoroughly enjoy working with these
students because of their personalities, who they are and what they
bring to the school; there is something about working with these
students that changes people’s lives forever.
I feel completely privileged that I got to meet some of these
students and work with them. It’s an amazing thing for us as a
community…But it is hard to pin point why that is. I mean, it’s
their personalities. It’s who they are. And what they bring to
their interactions with people that everyone does want to work
with them, everyone does want to help. Not only staff, but
students and families. They are just so much a part of it. – Head
of Counselling
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They bring a joy to my day every day. – Director of
Rugby/Design Teacher
I’d like it to continue because the joy that they bring me by just
being who they are is fantastic and it has made my life richer
because of it. – Director of Rugby/Design Teacher
As can be seen from the feedback provided by the staff at both City
Schools, there is overwhelming support for the Sandstone/Sydney
program and a strong belief that it is of benefit to the Indigenous
children involved in it.
Following on from Chapter 9 in which I give an update of the program
immediately prior to publication of this report, I will be summarising
the results of this study, and forming general conclusions and
recommendations for future study.
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9

THE PROGRAM TODAY

The program of enabling Indigenous students from a very remote area
of Australia to be educated in Sydney commenced in 2008. In this
chapter, I outline the state of the program immediately prior to the
conclusion of this study, and identify the changes and achievements of
the program during its existence.

9.1

Postscript: The Program’s Seventh Year – 2014

The year commenced with six girls enrolled at City Girls’ School.
Anna is now in Year 11, Camilla is in Year 8, and four girls have
commenced in Year 7. The girls are living in the same house near to
City Girls’ School. While finding a permanent carer has not been
possible at this stage, term-by-term carers have been found and this
seems to be working well enough at this stage.

9.2

Where Are They Now?

As has been obvious from this study, there are many students who
have

gained

a

partial

secondary

education

through

the

Sandstone/Sydney program. These students have dropped out of the
program at various stages for different reasons, including difficulty
with boarding expectations and regulations, lack of support from
family, and inappropriate behaviour. Regardless of the fact that they
are no longer part of the program, their well-being is still of concern to
their families and to me as teacher, friend and mentor to many of
them, so I thought it was important to include an up-date of their
whereabouts. Furthermore, I argue that dropping out should not be
seen as failure for them or the program.
In a visit to Sandstone in December 2013, I visited Charlotte who still
lives in the Sandstone community. She had matured considerably and
was in full-time employment, working each day at the new local small
food store which sells some groceries and hot food. She hoped to
attend TAFE in Alice Spring in 2014, and attributed her employment
and her desire to attend TAFE to the education she received at City
Girls’ School. She spoke with regret about the fact that she no longer
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attends City Girls’ School. However, in 2014, she became
unemployed; her first baby is due at the end of 2014.
In late 2013, I learned that Chris has been attending school in Alice
Springs, completing Year 10, despite the fact that his family now lives
in another region of the Northern Territory. I am still in constant
communication with his father who has said that he was performing
well at school because “he could speak such good English”. His
memories of his Sydney experience are, apparently, happy ones. His
mother and father have called me a few times to help them sort out
post-school options for him.
In 2013, Taylor, who had left City Boys’ School in 2012 in his 4th
year in the Sandstone/Sydney program, was invited to trial for the
Northern Territory AFL Thunder team in Alice Springs, but he did not
show up to the trial. He does not attend school. For Taylor, the
promise to play professional football has not come to fruition. This is
a shame as he was clearly on the pathway to being identified as a
talented sportsman at City Boys’ School. Taylor is living between the
Sandstone community, Alice Springs and another community, and
working occasionally in the local food store. He has also since become
a father.
Jeremy, who joined the program in 2012 and left the following year, is
living in Sandstone Community. Like Taylor, he was also invited to
trial for the Northern Territory AFL Thunder, but he also did not show
up to the trial. Jeremy attended Sandstone School occasionally until he
was 16 years old.
Alia is now living in Sandstone Community. Her mother is keen for
her to return to the City Girls’ School, but her behaviour and
attendance have been poor at Sandstone School; therefore, she no
longer qualifies for the Sandstone/Sydney program.
Matty attends Sandstone School most days. His behaviour is said to be
poor, mainly because the content of the curriculum is too easy for him.
Ben is living in Sandstone Community. He is not attending school.
Sebastian’s family does not live in the Sandstone community any
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more, and no-one at Sandstone seems to have news of him or his
family.

9.3

Reflection

At the commencement of this program, I had little idea of the amount
of

work

involved

in

establishing

and

maintaining

this

Sandstone/Sydney program. There seemed to be little guidance and/or
expertise to draw upon to gain advice about such a program, so much
was learnt along the way.
Relationships have proven to be a key component in the program,
starting with my relationship with the community and continuing and
building upon this over the years.
City Girls’ School was quick to develop a relationship with the
Sandstone community and to gain an insight into their culture. This
involved The Principal hosting families from Sandstone in her home
as well as visiting the community, the Head of the Senior School
going to the Community for an annual visit, as well as sending out a
group of Year 9 girls and staff to the community for a ten day camp
where they would help in the school and participate in language and
culture classes. Continually building on this relationship helped the
girls have a sense of value within the school which, I believe, is one of
the main reasons why the program has been successful to varying
degrees for the different girls at City Girls’ School. As stated by
Herbert (2000, p. 18),
Quintessential to having a sense of personal and group identity
is pride in culture, pride in your people. This is the issue which
lies at the heart of so much of the Aboriginal struggle today. It is
in the area of the social construction of identity that many
believe schools have an important role. To establish a strong
identity, Aboriginal people need to be positioned within a world
which has meaning for them –where being Aboriginal is valued
and where they can relate meaningfully with others. This is an
important understanding for those in schools who, while
recognising and valuing cultural difference, also know that their
Aboriginal students must learn to operate within two worlds –
their own and that of the dominant culture. Where schools are
sensitive to this fact, they will consult with the local communities
to determine what constitutes group identity within their area. It
is through the sharing of such information that teachers will
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acquire the knowledge they need to build strong and valuable
relationships with their Aboriginal students. Once students are
able to place teachers within their worlds, their perceptions of
where they belong within the school will change. Aboriginality
is to do with belonging. (Herbert, 2000, p. 18)
City Boys’ School proved to be the wrong school for many of the
Sandstone boys. Even with a change in boarding personnel, the size of
the school is possibly too overwhelming and foreign for most of the
Sandstone boys. Furthermore, the City Boys’ School took several
years to foster a relationship with the community, by which stage all
of the Sandstone students had already left the school. In future, male
students from Sandstone will be given the choice between City Boys’
School and City Coed School.
Coming into this program, City Girls’ School, City Boys’ school and I
viewed a successful education as one which ended with the NSW
HSC examinations at the end of Year 12. Along the journey, we have
all had to learn flexibility, to understand Indigenous Australian
culture, to view every school term as a beneficial time for the students.
At the outset, both City Schools and I aimed to have the Sandstone
students complete Year 12. However, we now know that such a goal is
too long-term for Sandstone students. Now, each term of secondary
education is celebrated as it one more term of education than what the
students would have achieved at Sandstone.
Furthermore, rather than looking at the education of individual
students, it is important to acknowledge the education of the whole
Sandstone

community

that

is

taking

place

through

the

Sandstone/Sydney program. The cultural norm at Sandstone is
changing; children at Sandstone are now expecting to go to high
school in Year 7. Furthermore, the well-being of the whole
community has risen as a result of the improved literacy levels of the
children. For example, letters from government authorities regarding
matters such as dental care and infant vaccination programs are now
read to the families by the children who are/have been part of the
Sandstone/Sydney program resulting in the improved hygiene and
health of the children and babies.
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9.4

A Cumulative View of the Program

It is worth looking at the total picture of the Sandstone/Sydney
program by calculating the total number of years of secondary
education that have been completed by the Sandstone students.
Table 27: Cumulative Years of the Program
Number of students
completing the year

Year

Cumulative number of years
of education completed by
Sandstone students

2008 – 1st year

1

1

2009 – 2 year

5

6

2010 – 3 year

6

12

2011 – 4th year

6

18

2012 – 5 year

9

27

2013 – 6 year

2

29

2014 – 7th year

5

34

nd
rd

th
th

The table shows the cumulative number of years of secondary
education completed by Sandstone Students in Sydney. It can be seen
that every year there is an increase in the number of years of education
completed by these students. Even though the program is only in its
7th year, a total of thirty-four years of secondary education has been
completed and contributed to the Sandstone community.
In the next chapter, I identify the conclusions that have arisen from the
data and reflections collected for the purposes of this study. Chapter
10 concludes with recommendations for future research.
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10

CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE
RESEARCH

In this chapter, the conclusions from the research are identified and
the hypothesis regarding the program discussed. Recommendations
for future research are also included.
This study, One Foot in Both Worlds, has investigated a program
which aims to educate Australian Indigenous students from a very
remote community in the Northern Territory, in Sydney schools –a
program which was instigated and continues to be supported by the
Indigenous community members.
Working at the cultural interface has presented enormous challenges,
and it is hoped that this thesis will add to the academic discussion of
Indigenous education. I agree with Nakata who argues that,
the difficulty non-islanders have had in understanding the
complexity of the islanders' position at the cultural interface has
resulted in an inability of many of them to understand that
islanders have experienced and managed their lives from this
position at the interface, ever since european contact. it is this
position that has been submerged in the many attempts to
explain and remedy islander problems. It is this position, I
would argue, that is not given adequate representation in
academic analyses. (Nakata 1997, p. 15)
I trust that this thesis pays due attention to, and respect for, the
Indigenous cultural position – it has certainly been my intention to do
so.

10.1

Conclusions

Although this program is in its early stages, and it involves only a few
Indigenous Australian students, there are signs that this program is
successfully providing some Indigenous Australian students from a
very remote area with more education than they would otherwise
receive. The standards of literacy and numeracy of the students have
shown marked improvement as a result of the program. While still
behind their peers after several years in the program, they are now
much closer to national benchmarks in these areas.
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The outlook for education for Indigenous Australian children in very
remote areas is dire. The Literature Review, the results from national
testing and my personal experience have shown that the primary
education for the children from very remote and remote areas,
including, Sandstone is not effective. Their poor attendance, ill-health,
the prevalence of alcohol in the community, and an inconsistent level
of parental support are among the main factors that adversely affect
the success of their primary education.
However, when it comes to secondary education, the situation
becomes much worse. Because there is no secondary program at
Sandstone School, they are required to live away from home, with the
Sandstone families usually choosing to send their children to school in
Darwin. History has shown that this does not serve the Sandstone
children well; most never enrol in the school.
The program investigated for this study involves students who are
completing considerably more secondary education. On average, the
students who come to Sydney are remaining in the program for nearly
three years. Charlotte left when she was in Year 10; at the time of
writing, Anna is in Year 12 and is completing her seventh year in the
program. Not only are their literacy and numeracy skills much
improved, so is their confidence, their health, their interpersonal and
social skills especially their ability to converse in English, and their
knowledge of living in a city.
As a result of this education, these students have more post-school
options, even though only Anna has completed their mandatory
secondary education. Being fluent in written and spoken English
provides these students with opportunities and options for the future.
Most importantly, this is a program that the Sandstone community
continues to support. The community is strongly behind the
continuation of this program, as many families now see this as an
option for their children. Many parents have nominated their children
for this program for future years. Furthermore, because the program
insists on good attendance for acceptance into the program, some of
these children are attending Sandstone School more frequently.
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Through the analysis of the data collected from this study, several
clear conclusions can be drawn about the program that currently exists
between schools in Sydney and a very remote Indigenous community.
For this program to be successful, it must include:
-

Strong parent support and understanding of the program

-

A certain level of student motivation

-

Support for the program in the community, which includes people
working on the ground in the community for the daily running of
the program

-

Considerable teaching support, and modified and individualised
programs, for the students at the City Schools

-

High but achievable and flexible expectations

-

Broad co-curricular programs, especially in sport

-

A positive relationship between the city school and the
Indigenous Australian community that includes easy and frequent
communication, and two-way visitation

-

Significant

staff

professional

development

in

Indigenous

Australian education and culture for the staff at the City Schools
-

Opportunities for the Indigenous students to link with other
Indigenous students, and opportunities for the same language
speakers to speak their native language

-

Accommodation in a home-like environment with a carer who is
well known and respected by the Indigenous Australian
community, flexible in their approach, and authentically
interested

in

the

well-being

of

Indigenous

students.

Accommodation in a large, heavy-regulated, boarding house has
not proven to be the best option.
-

Strategies to assist the students to return to school each term, such
as the provision of transport from the remote areas to the airport

-

Finances to cover many of the costs associated with education,
most of which are not met through government funding
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-

Linking government funding and/or involvement in Indigenous
sport programs to school attendance, may be strategies that
warrant investigation.

As a result of the success of this program, I argue that it is worthy of
consideration for replication elsewhere in Australia so that:
-

Indigenous Australian children from very remote communities are
given an education that will open up post-school options for them

-

Indigenous Australian students are provided with life experiences,
confidence, independence, growth in self-belief, role models,
exposure to new ideas, and sustainable long-term personal skills

-

Indigenous Australian and city schools are assisted in creating
long-term partnerships that involve the Indigenous communities,
parents and students in the education of the students

-

Other similar education programs are established to help to break
the cycle of poverty, abuse or other misfortune that is common
for Indigenous Australian children from remote and very remote
communities.

Working at the cultural interface provides challenges for both the
students and the staff at the city schools. However, learning to thrive
in ‘Both Worlds’ by operating successfully at this cultural interface is
what gives these students the opportunity to celebrate their Indigenous
heritage, and also have options for, and control over, their futures. As
Nakata states,
There is an Islander position and there is a non–Islander
position. But as these examples also suggest there is another
dimension to the Islander position that is not so clearly
understood. This is the dimension where the trajectories of two
different histories come together to produce conditions that
circumscribe the ways Islanders make sense of and enact their
lives. At every moment these historical trajectories cross paths
they provide conditions to the ways Islanders go about their
daily lives. The lifeworld of the Islander people is constituted by
the historical moment where different paths cross. It is a
temporal space where disparate historical pressures come
together with experiences and emotions and together they set
conditions for what is and how we enact our lives with others. It
is a political space because each and every one of these
discursive elements sets conditions and possibilities. It is a
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place, a position, where Islanders shape and reshape their lives.
It is the lifeworld of the Islanders. (Nakata 1997, p. 14).
As a result of this study, I concur with Langton (2013) who concludes,
Explicit instruction and partnerships between Indigenous
communities and high-performing schools are helping improve
education outcomes and should be adopted more widely.
(Langton, 2013, p. 22).

10.2

Recommendations for Future Research

While the research associated with this study has been spread over a 4
– 7 year period, it would be interesting and helpful to investigate the
outcomes of the program after an even longer period of time, to see
whether any of the students complete their secondary studies, and
whether other children enrol in the program. That is, more
longitudinal research and a larger sample size would help to validate
the finding of this study.
Given that this program has identified an approach that provides
secondary educational opportunities for children from a very remote
area, it would be beneficial to investigate whether this program works
for other remote Indigenous Australian communities and for other city
schools. Funding to carry out this research would be needed.
There is considerable funding given to support Indigenous education
in Australia, However, apart from Abstudy which is available to all
Indigenous students, no funding has been made available for these
students in this program. Given that this program is apparently
proving to be more successful than any other available program for
these students from a very remote area in the Northern Territory, it is
hoped that this study will convince the relevant funding bodies and the
government departments to direct funding towards this program, for
its continued success.
Indigenous children who live in very remote areas of Australia are
educationally disadvantaged and their futures without a secondary
education are bleak. Given that secondary education is mandatory in
Australia, and that students need to attain satisfactory levels of skill in
literacy and numeracy for future employment, a successful program
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such as described in this study is worthy of further investigation and
of government support and funding.
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