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Abstract 

Access to secondary education for very remote Northern Territory Indigenous students is 

limited. Although many students attend distant boarding schools, very few stay to complete 

Year 12. Few families and communities are fully engaged in the whole transition process. 

However, one very remote Indigenous community has partnered with an interstate urban 

boarding College resulting in Indigenous students staying to complete Year 12 and seeking 

local employment pathways afterward. This study investigates how the elements within this 

partnership work by asking three questions: 1) What is the nature and function of the 

communication practices and modes of communication between two diverse schools? 2) 

What practices keep students culturally safe whilst maximising the opportunities from a 

boarding school education? and; 3) How does each school community learn from the other 

and support the other in that learning? Seeking answers to these questions, using a qualitative 

methodology with a phenomenological design, two adults from the remote Indigenous 

Community and six staff from a partner boarding College were interviewed. Interviews were 

transcribed verbatim, thematically coded and deidentified. Findings were summarised into 

thematic clusters: (1) Communication; (2) Relationships; (3) Student Factors; (4) Learning; 

(5) Language and Culture; (6) Collaboration. Themes were also coded using a 

Bronfenbrenner Ecological framework to identify how two diverse communities work 

together within different layers of the partnership. Some key points include values of trust, 

cultural understanding and intentional vision within the Macrosystem; both-ways learning 

within the Exosystem; reciprocal relationship links within the Mesosystem and peer-peer 

relationships in the Microsystem. Implications include sustainability maintenance in the 

Chronosystem by developing reciprocal community visits, student opportunity in ‘both 

worlds’ and deepening cultural knowledge through learning exchanges. Limitations included 

small sample size not completely representative of the students, families, Elders and staff 

from both communities. This research offers an example of student achievement and the 

possibility to replicate some parts of this model with others on a similar journey. 
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Chapter 1 Research Context 

Introduction 

Secondary education for Indigenous1 students in very remote areas of the Northern Territory 

has failed to achieve outcomes consistent with other parts of Australia (Guenther et al., 

2017a, p. 210). However, Indigenous students from a Northern Territory community studying 

at an interstate college have been achieving success (Rothwell, 2017). Two students 

completed Year 12 in 2018. Four students were planning to complete Year 12 in 2019. These 

students come from a very remote region where there is little or no completion of secondary 

school (see Appendix E). Behind this student success is a partnership between the Indigenous 

Community and the interstate college community (Finke River Mission, 2016; Unity College, 

2016). Non-Indigenous students from the interstate college reciprocate learning by visiting 

the remote Indigenous community to learn about the community culture (Land Rights News, 

2017; Unity College, 2016). This study aims to investigate the elements of this partnership. 

Rationale 

As a result of the Wilson Review into Indigenous Education in the Northern Territory 

(Wilson, 2014), a boarding school experience was seen as a practical solution for secondary 

education for very remotely located Indigenous students. However, this Review did not 

describe how relationships should develop between remote Northern Territory school 

communities and boarding school communities. With the implementation of the Northern 

Territory Department of Education Indigenous Education Strategy, a Transition Support Unit 

was established to support such relationships (Northern Territory Department of Education, 

2015). Some contemporary boarding school research has addressed communication practices 

needed for a school-parent relationship (Benveniste, 2014; Benveniste et al., 2015a). 

Research has shown regular two-way school visits, staff cultural and language staff training 

and the use of technology as ways to link parents, teachers and students (Benveniste et al, 

2015b, p. 10). There have been documented experiences of parents from regional and remote 

Indigenous communities in Western Australia transitioning to Perth based boarding schools 

(Mander, 2015a). In a major study, Mander identified relationships as a major theme in a 

student’s transition to boarding school (Mander, 2012). Research has also documented 

perceptions of boarding school staff (Mander et al., 2015a). Some authors have proposed 

                                                 
1 ‘Indigenous’ in this study will refer to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander First Nations people of 

Australia. If indigenous people from other nations are referred to, then appropriate descriptions will be used. 
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two-way intentional partnerships as a solution to improving communication and educational 

outcomes between communities (O’Bryan & Rose, 2015). In the Western Australian Fitzroy 

Valley, the relationship between the local Indigenous (Bunuba) community and Wesley 

College in Melbourne has benefited both communities with many Indigenous students 

graduating from Year 12 (Drennan & McCord, 2015). A Sydney school partnering with one 

Northern Territory community has supported successful student retention and Year 12 

Completion (Hunter, 2015). Another school in Victoria partners with two schools in the 

Northern Territory with an active program of community visits, student home stays within a 

culturally sensitive exchange program (Wearne, 2016). 

Given this research and practice, there has not been an independent evaluation of any 

Northern Territory Boarding school program and the elements of effective partnership 

between a remote Indigenous community and an interstate boarding school (Guenther et al., 

2017a). There is a gap of knowledge of the characteristics an effective partnership between 

two diverse schools. 

Significance to the Northern Territory Department of Education and potential 

outcomes 

Successful Secondary education engagement and completion is a key priority of the Northern 

Territory Department of Education (Northern Territory Department of Education, 2015). The 

Department’s Strategic Framework (2018 – 2022) states how partnerships between the 

children, students, families and the community and the Department will inform ongoing 

decision making (Northern Territory Department of Education, 2018c). In a Northern 

Territory Department of Education Commissioned study, Supporting Students in Transition, 

key elements were identified for successful student transitions to boarding schools (Cahill et 

al., 2017). Actions for the Department included: 

 Establishing positive staff-student relationships 

 Fostering experiences of peer support 

 Building strong home-residence- school connections 

 Enhancing engagement in learning 

 Supporting development of social and emotional skills 

 Nurturing cultural recognition and respect 

 Using trauma–informed approaches 

(Cahill et al., 2017, pp. 55-58) 
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The findings of this case study research will be presented to the Northern Territory 

Department of Education and implications may be relevant for future policy development. 

Findings may also help policy development in other jurisdictions. If the findings show 

successful practices within an interschool partnership, there lies opportunity for other schools 

and communities to follow a partnership pathway. Benefits include Indigenous communities 

linking and learning from a western educational community whilst boarding school 

communities would learn the depth of Indigenous culture and language that may not be easily 

accessible.  

Positionality 

As the author of this thesis I am positioned as a beginning non-Indigenous researcher. I have 

lived in central Australia for more than 20 years. For three years I worked as a teacher at 

Yuendumu, was accepted by the Warlpiri community and was given the skin name, 

Japaljarri. After leaving Yuendumu, I worked in Alice Springs as a Mathematics teacher, 

Manager of Teaching and Learning and Assistant Principal at a Senior Secondary College. I 

worked as a Year 12 moderator, marker and assisted in Mathematics curriculum development 

with the SACE Board of South Australia. More recently I moved to a management role with 

the Northern Territory Department of Education Transition Support Unit assisting very 

remote Indigenous students to transition to secondary boarding schools.  

I have had no previous research experience except for a quantitative undergraduate 

Engineering thesis. In a work capacity, over three years I often visited the very remote 

Community referred to in this study. I developed good relationships with community 

members and the local community council. I am aware of the cultural nuances of community 

living. Also, in a work capacity, I met and visited staff and students referred to as the 

‘College’ in this study. I acknowledge how the limitations of my position may bring inherent 

biases to this cross-cultural research in a remote community setting (Benveniste & King, 

2018). My hope is that this research will give a positive ‘story’ back to the community. 

Research problem and questions 

Within the context of transitioning secondary aged Indigenous students to a boarding school, 

this study will address the problem of the lack of understanding of the importance and 

function of an effective educational partnership between a very remote Indigenous 

community and an urban boarding school. To this end, the study will address the lack of 

understanding of the tenets, processes, habits and operations of this partnership. 
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The three research questions driving the study are: 

1. What is the nature and function of the communication practices and modes of 

communication between two diverse schools? 

2. What practices keep students culturally safe while maximising the opportunities from 

a boarding school education? 

3. How does each school community learn from the other and support the other in that 

learning? 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

Background  

Indigenous boarding has had an horrific history. A United Nations comparative study about 

Indigenous children transitioning to boarding schools over the 19th and 20th Centuries showed 

most governments wanted to assimilate Indigenous people into a commanding society. 

 

Indigenous peoples generally argue that the historic purpose of boarding schools was 

to assimilate into the dominant society of which they lived (Smith, 2009) 

 

Children were forcibly abducted and deliberately isolated from communities and assimilated 

within boarding schools (Smith, 2009). Abuses happened regularly and children were trained 

to do manual jobs. Children within Australia, The United States and Canada had “brutal” 

boarding experiences with many of these occurring in Christian missions (Smith, 2009).One 

commentator referred to the devastating cultural decimation of this separation (MacDonald, 

2015). Both (Smith, 2009) and (Quince, 2015) referred to these children as Canada’s “stolen 

generations” and referred to a judge’s comment, during Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission, that sending children to boarding schools was a form of cultural genocide 

(MacDonald, 2015). The Canadian government wanted control of Aboriginal Canadian’s 

land and resources. 

 

Rather than seeing aboriginal peoples as partners, they [the Canadian Government] 

begin to see them as being people that have land that the Canadian government wants 

to acquire. The residential schools are an aspect of this, this idea that the British, the 

government and the Canadian government should be able to control the land, and also 

the other kinds of resources as well. (David MacDonald in Quince, 2015) 

 

While children were at boarding houses (or residential schools), 60 percent of children 

experienced sexual abuse and 75 percent of children experienced physical abuse (Quince, 

2015). Overseen by the United States Bureau of Indian Affairs, themes of dislocation and 

cultural genocide were prevalent in the late 19th Century (Trafzer et al., 2006). In 1879, 

Richard Pratt, the founder of Carlisle Indian Industrial School, deliberately cut all 
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attachments that children had with their family and culture and had an assimilationist, 

militaristic campaign. 

 

… his rigorous five-year program of academic, vocational, military and Christian 

training would sever Indian children’s attachment to family, community, and all 

aspects of their past and teach them to dress, talk, behave, and think like white 

Americans. (Trafzer et al., 2006, p. 101)  

 

Beyond this decimation, there were positive stories of boarding school transitions. In a case 

study of sixty Alaskan adults who attended boarding schools from the 1940’s to the 1980’s, 

Professor Diane Hirshberg found that approximately 60% of participants were positive about 

their experience (Hirshberg, 2008). Contrary to this experience was the dark side of loss of 

language, abuse and neglect shown recently where the Alaskan Presbyterian Church recently 

apologised for boarding schools abuse (Demer, 2016). 

 

The abuse was not just confined to Canada and the United States. Australia also had an 

appalling record. Both the church and governments removed Indigenous children from 

families to inculcate a non- Indigenous work ethic (Smith, 2009). Sexual abuse was rife and 

children were forced to work (Smith, 2009). For those missions where there was no account 

of brutality, there was still the attitude to subjugate children, as shown at the Garden Point 

Mission in the Tiwi Islands where children were referred to as “inmates” with the goal to 

assimilate them into the broader Australian community (Sweeney, 1954). Even in the late 

1960’s, many Indigenous families in the Kimberley, Western Australia had little choice for 

their child’s education. The call to send children to boarding school came from a station 

manager or government welfare officer. Recently in Australia, the Royal Commission into 

Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse (Commonwealth of Australia, 2017a) reported 

the massive cultural, language and social hurdle in a student’s transition. With minimal staff 

training, poor resourcing and no standards, a child could often be at risk of serious harm. At a 

Commission hearing, Richard Stewart, now Director of the Queensland Transition Support 

Service stated: 

 

The quality of the transition varies enormously and the jurisdiction and the 

governance around the transition varies enormously, there is no standard and the fact 

is that the most vulnerable children are those children placed in boarding 
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environments that are generally of the poorest quality… the data around the transition 

of children from remote communities to boarding is weak. What we also know is that 

there is a churn of students who go away to board, have a significantly bad experience 

of boarding and who disengage. (p. 164) 

At another Commission hearing, a parent whose child was sexually abused at Shalom 

Christian College said: 

The state that Shalom was in was not acceptable for an animal to live in. I would have 

never allowed [CLF] to stay there if I had seen that place. (p. 230) 

Despite this harrowing history of abuse, boarding schools still exist. In Australia, former 

Federal and Territory Government Ministers argued for the continuation of boarding schools 

(Smith, 2009, p. 34). Prominent Indigenous academic, Professor Marcia Langton, has 

supported sending Indigenous students to boarding schools as parents now have choice 

(ABC, 2013) although some would argue that they do not have a choice (Mander, 2012). 

Evidenced by a review showing a growing gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

outcomes, Wilson echoes Langton’s view.  

Despite reservations, there is now a growing view that residential and boarding 

facilities are a viable solution (Wilson, 2014, p. 147). 

This argument relies on the two-and-a-half-year gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

educational achievement (Tovey, 2013). In very remote parts of the Northern Territory, this 

gap is larger. For example, in very remote communities, only 10% of Year 5 students will 

achieve national minimum standards in NAPLAN2 tests (Wilson, 2014). By Year 9 students 

were five years behind their peers from the rest of Australia (Wilson, 2014, p. 55). However, 

many questioned the relevance of NAPLAN to accurately assess children coming from 

complex environments with English as their second or third language (Hardy, 2013; Wearne, 

2016; Wigglesworth et al., 2011). Some have challenged this concept of Western ‘success’ 

and exemplified the importance of cultural contextual learning (Osborne & Guenther, 2013). 

That is, the definition of ‘success’ should not just depend on test driven outcomes but could 

also encompass community values (Guenther et al., 2015a).  

                                                 
2 The National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy 
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The current story: Completion of secondary education for Indigenous students 

Within Australia, the Closing the Gap Report (Commonwealth Government, 2018, 2019) is a 

national report aimed to reduce inequality between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. 

The education section of this report highlights the differences between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous children achievement. The report benchmarks Year 12 completion as a successful 

educational milestone. For example, from 2006 to 2016 Indigenous Year 12 achievement in 

the Northern Territory rose from 18.3% to 39.1% (Commonwealth Government, 2019). 

However, only a small fraction of very remote students in the Northern Territory have 

completed Year 12 (Wilson, 2014). Figure 1 shows Year 12 Indigenous completion rates for 

all Australian regions.  Indigenous people living in more populated areas are more likely to 

complete Year 12. Some of the lowest completion rates occur in the southern part (remote 

and very remote regions) of the Northern Territory. The partnership focus of this thesis is 

interested in how these very remote communities (mostly located in the light beige shaded 

areas on the map) have access to a quality education. 

 

Figure 1 Per cent of 20-24-year-old Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people who have completed Year 12 or 

equivalent, 2016 Census, Indigenous Areas (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017) 

Table 1 shows the growth of Indigenous Year 12 completions across the Northern Territory 

and Australia. However, up until 2016 the focus community (cited earlier in the Introduction) 

had not seen this growth (see Appendix E). Over the past three years this focus community 

saw massive improvements in Year 12 completion after it formed a partnership with the 

aforementioned interstate College. 
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Table 1 Secondary Completion sourced from 2018 and 2019 ‘Closing the Gap Reports’ and Census Data  

 

 

 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017; Commonwealth Government, 2018, 2019) 

 

Comparing this data with United Nations Global Education Monitoring Report, as shown in 

Appendix B (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, 2016), some 

Indigenous people living in the remotest parts the Northern Territory have some of the lowest 

completion rates in Australia, comparable to some of the lowest completion rates in the world 

(see Figure 2 below and Appendix B). 

 

                                                 
3 Data taken form the Australian Bureau of Statistics table maker 

Country or Region Completion Rate 2006 

% 

Completion Rate 2016 

% 

Non-Indigenous Australia 83.8 89.1 

Indigenous Australia 

(Major Cities) 

59 74 

Indigenous Northern 

Territory 

18.3 39.1 

Very Remote Indigenous 

Australia 

23 43 

Overall Indigenous 

Australia 

47.4 65.3 

Northern Territory 

Indigenous (excluding 

Darwin)3 

6.9 19.7 
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Figure 2 Comparing Indigenous Completion Rates Nationally and Internationally 

Solutions need to be found to address these inequities. The quest is to find education 

providers who successfully support very remote Indigenous students to complete Year 12. 

Part of the solution may be an educational partnership where an Indigenous community 

networks with a well-resourced school (Nous Group, 2011). To test this proposition, it is 

worth examining a broad array of cross-cultural educational partnership literature. 

Despite there being a growing amount of literature that discusses factors that affect student 

transitions to boarding schools (Benveniste et al., 2015a; Benveniste et al., 2014; Guenther et 

al., 2017a; Guenther et al., 2017b; Osborne et al., 2018; Stewart, 2015), there is a paucity of 

literature that examines necessary ingredients for an effective boarding school partnership 

with a very remote Indigenous community. Even though the practice of an educational 

partnership between a school and an organisation has been evident for some time (Barnett et 

al., 2010), there is little evidence of the characteristics within a cross-cultural educational 

partnership. This is particularly the case for a distant boarding school’s relationship with a 

very remote Indigenous community. The onus is for boarding school leaders to know the 

epistemological roots, ontological ways and inherent values of a student’s Indigenous culture. 

Likewise, families and Community Elders need to fully understand boarding school culture, 

values, procedures and curriculum. The common ground of a relationship between a family 
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and a boarding school needs to be defined and the concept of success by be agreed by both 

communities (Daniel, 2011). 

Government Frameworks and Reviews 

It is worthwhile examining recent government reviews, investigations, strategies and 

frameworks for Indigenous education to identify important elements within cross-cultural 

educational partnerships. These elements may provide some understanding in contemporary 

government policy and may show how this policy interplays with a local Indigenous 

community’s policy. Central to any partnership is the need for Government policy to be 

aligned to Indigenous Community policy. That is, the ideal is for policy to adequately address 

the educational needs of an Indigenous Community. 

The Wilson Review into Indigenous education in the Northern Territory 

The Wilson Review into Indigenous Education in the Northern Territory (Wilson, 2014) cited 

many historical attempts including remote area partnership agreements to address 

partnerships between schools and communities. These included: 

 Remote Learning Partnership Agreements (RLPA’s) 

 School Community Partnership agreements 

 Self-Managed schools 

 Community controlled schools 

 Local implementation of the National partnership agreement on Remote Service 

Delivery 

Wilson acknowledged the broad failure of these initiatives as they did not approach 

community engagement with a specific focus. Wilson proposed that community engagement 

should have clear foundations and practices. 

 

Community engagement should focus on existing agreements, community goals and 

the implementation of department priorities (p. 18) 

 

However, Wilson found no clear framework for the implementation of community goals. He 

did not articulate a practical strategy to support a consensus between a community goal and a 

department priority.  Later in the review, Wilson suggested a shared responsibility for 

community engagement. 
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Community engagement must take account of both community language and goals 

and department priorities and targets (p. 83) 

 

The potential imbalance between “language and goals” and “priorities and targets” pose a 

challenge for Departmental policy (Freeman et al., 2018). That is, the words “priority” and 

“targets” are not necessarily congruent with the “language” and “goals” of an Indigenous 

community. It also challenges the understanding of what makes an effective partnership 

between the Northern Territory Department of Education and a remote Indigenous 

community. Therefore, this highlights the need for a supportive partnership framework, a 

framework to support boarding schools and communities. 

A key strategy within the Supporting Students in Transition study was to,  

 

Build mechanisms to promote partnerships with families and communities.  

(Cahill, Smith, Crofts, & Farrelly, 2017, p. 55) 

 

These links between home and school were essential for a positive boarding transition where 

the concept of a two-way sharing of knowledge allows for stronger school to community 

connections. 

 

Strong school-family-community communication helps students to feel more 

connected to school and opens up the possibility of reciprocal knowledge exchange 

between parents and teachers. (Cahill, Smith, Crofts, & Farrelly, 2017, p. 48) 

 

The EducationNT Strategy  

The Northern Territory Department of Education recently began the implementation of the 

EducationNT Strategy. Implementation identified Community Led Schools as part of the 

Engagement agenda (Northern Territory Department of Education, 2018b) with the focus of 

Community Engagement (Northern Territory Department of Education, 2018a). Within the 

framework there is a clear intent that community partnerships empower local communities 

and families. To date, there is a draft Community Engagement and Decision making 

framework (Northern Territory Department of Education, 2018a) within the NT Indigenous 

Education Strategy. This framework states principles of: 

 shared decision making 
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 centralised decision making  

 localised decision making 

 partnership decision making 

Collaboration and consultation underpin this strategy. However, an impassé could occur if 

community Elders desire for bilingual education contradicts a “top down” centralised 

decision. The challenge is for both to work together. Even though some literature shows how 

shared, localised and partnership decision making can give positive student outcomes 

(Drennan & McCord, 2015; Leonard, 2011; O’Bryan & Rose, 2015) it is unknown how all 

four principles can effectively be enacted.  

Australian Government frameworks 

The Australian National School Improvement Tool (Masters, 2016) states how partnerships 

are categorised to show a school’s performance. Categories show how families, schools and 

stakeholders collaborate for student opportunity. The Australian Government Family-Schools 

Partnership Framework (Australian Government, 2018) shows how “family involvement” 

positively affects how a child’s learning and attitude. The Queensland Department of 

Education’s “Advancing partnerships” strategy (Queensland Government, 2018) shows how 

parent-school partnerships promote student learning, wellbeing, high expectations and 

success. Parental engagement can add two to three years to a child’s education (Hattie in 

Queensland Government, 2018 p. 2). The Queensland Department of Education focuses on 

genuine communication with Indigenous students, families and Elders. The South Australian 

Department of Education and Children’s Services (Government, 2011) states that respectful, 

collaborative, family-school partnerships contribute to academic and social achievement. All 

these partnership strategies have well intentioned goals although they lack emphasis in the 

process of implementation. 

Theoretical frameworks 

A framework (or theoretical model) is needed to categorise the literature, the findings and the 

analysis for this study. The theoretical model of ecological development proposed by Urie 

Bronfenbrenner (Bronfenbrenner, 1977) shows how an individual (in this case a student) 

interacts within a social system. This is influenced through different layers of social 

interactions (see Figure 3 over page). This model will be used to show how a remote 

Indigenous community communicates and learns from a partnership with a boarding school.  
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(Santrock, 2010) 

Figure 3 Diagram of Bronfenbrenner Categories 

 

Categories within this social system structure are: 

Microsystem 

The interactions within and near each student. This refers specifically to the closest student 

relationships at home and at boarding school. Differing student experiences for each 

educational setting were documented. Examples include:  

 Student-Parent relationships 

 Student-Houseparent relationships 

This paper will endeavour to discover how these relationships will be sustained in a 

partnership. 

Mesosystem   

The interactions and relationships between individuals. Examples include the following 

relationships surrounding a student: 

 Houseparent- Teacher, Mentor-Houseparent  

 Homegroup Teacher-Principal, Houseparent-Football coach.  

 Parent-Boarding Houseparent, Indigenous Educator-College Teacher  
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In a partnership, this paper will seek to discover the relationship that the parents, the wider 

family and community have with the boarding house parents and the boarding school 

teachers. 

Exosystem  

This is the influence that management structures have on a student. This includes the impact 

of a: 

 Community’s laws, policies and regulations  

 College’s rules, policies and regulations 

Considering partnerships, this paper will seek to investigate: 

 How Indigenous Community leaders learn about boarding school structures and rules  

 How boarding school leaders learn about Community governance systems 

 How Indigenous Community leaders and school leaders work together to support a 

student’s experience at a boarding school 

Macrosystem  

These are the inherent laws, values, cultures of a system. For example: 

 In a boarding school, success may mean that students should finish school in Year 12, 

get a job, traineeship or go to university.  

 For a very remote Indigenous community, the value may be upholding inherited 

wisdom, language and culture. Success could be the individual’s understanding and 

role in how local knowledge and lore is sustained.  

This paper will seek to discover how both sets of values can be shared within a partnership. 

Chronosystem   

This is how the system will be sustained over time. For example: 

 How is Indigenous culture passed from one generation to the next?  

 How can an educational achievement culture in a boarding school be kept alive for 

generations?  

 How can a dual system move symmetrically over time?  

In the following sections I critique literature from a variety of sources. A previous systematic 

review (Lloyd, 2018) based on enabling and constraining factors within a boarding school 

transition (see Appendix D), was used as a thematic guide to examine further literature (see 

Table 2). This literature review broadens the scope beyond boarding school specific literature 

to include other cross-cultural school-community partnership literature. For example, 
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elements within a local school-local Indigenous community partnership are explored for their 

relevance to a boarding school-very remote Indigenous Community partnership.  
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Bronfenbrenner 

Categories 

Enabling factors Constraining factors 

Chronosystem Culture  

Macrosystem ‘Both-Ways’ capital, ‘Both-Ways’ 

culture 

Institutional racism 

Exosystem Teaching and Learning: 

 Curriculum (Contextual 

Learning, Social Emotional, 

Two-Way learning) 

 Teacher Training 

 Lack of English as a 

Second Language 

support 

 Poor teaching practices 

Mesosystem Relationships and a family like 

atmosphere: 

Parent-school  

Reciprocation  

Staff- student 

Loss of connection to family 

Microsystem Identity, Belonging, Student 

Inclusion and Opportunity 

Peer-peer, student-parent relationship 

Racism, distress and isolation 

 

Table 2 Enabling and Constraining Factors  
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Framework and themes listed in Table 2 were used as a guide to find elements of a 

partnership between two diverse schools. Given the both-ways principle of a community-

school partnership, a model needs to be developed showing how the communities can work 

together. This model (shown in Figure 4) shows how partnerships need to move beyond 

independent and vendor (service delivery) paradigms to collaborative reciprocation supported 

by mutual trust.  

 

(Barnett et al., 2010, p. 23) 

Figure 4 Partnership Conceptual Framework Extract 

The symbiotic model assumes a developed sustainable partnership with joint values and 

governance systems. For the purpose of this study, the Collaborative model will be used as a 

basis. 

The Bronfenbrenner model shown in Figure 3 (Santrock, 2010) can be extrapolated to 

include a collaborative partnership dynamic as suggested in Figure 5 below. Effective 

operation of two systems will depend on both-way benefits. Arrows indicate a possible 

reciprocal connection. 
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Figure 5 Bronfenbrenner partnership connections 

Analysis and critique of the literature 

Macrosystem: Culture, Cultural Capital, Both-Ways Capital 

Pierre Bourdieu describes Cultural Capital as “accumulated labor”, “vis insita” or “lex insita” 

(Bourdieu, 1986). The vis insita is a force that is embedded in the structure of a culture 

whereas a lex insita is the principle or value that is at the base of the structure of a society. 

Cultural Capital can exist within a person (as inherent qualities), as an object (books, 

paintings or a mechanical device) or within an institution (as academic qualifications) whilst 

building up or being consumed over time. Manifesting from this Cultural Capital is Social 

Capital describing how a person fits into a societal group. Bourdieu describes this where, 

 

Each member of the group is thus instituted as a custodian 

of the  limits of the group:  because the definition of the  criteria  of  entry  is  at 

stake in  each  new  entry,  he  can modify  the  group  by modifying  the limits of       

legitimate exchange through some  form  of  misalliance. (Bourdieu, 1986 p. 22) 

 

The challenge within this hypothetical philosophy is to understand the practices that grant 

access to a new society. For example, at a boarding school an Indigenous student seeks to 

find the steps to know how to become a custodian of Western society. Alternately, the same 

could be said for an urban, non-Indigenous student who seeks to find the steps to become a 

custodian of an Indigenous society. The question remains how cultural capital can be drawn 

upon for mutual benefit in both societies. 

Remote Indigenous Community 

 
Private College Community 
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 “Both-Ways culture” involves having access to the resources of a First Nations community 

whilst simultaneously having access to the resources within a Western system (Osborne et al., 

2018). The concept of ‘both-ways’ culture is in direct contrast to assimilationist philosophy 

(shown earlier in page 13) where the aim was to extinguish Indigenous cultures within 

dominant culture. In this context, assimilationist philosophy assumes an asymmetrical, 

imbalanced relationship usually between dominant Western Culture and powerless 

Indigenous culture (O’Bryan, 2016). This is described in the Canadian context where a 

dominant Western culture imposed supposed “normal” values of “Eurocentricity” on 

Indigenous people resulting in inferiority, “self-hate” and loss of cultural identity (Neegan, 

2005). 

 

Two cultures can exist and interact in the same space whilst respecting the other.  Arrernte 

artist Wenten Rubuntja portrayed “Two Laws together” where Tywerrenge [sacred law] story 

can be told both ways in side-by-side traditional and watercolour paintings (Rubuntja & 

Green, 2002). The Aṉangu who designed the model of Wiltja Boarding College in Adelaide4 

desired for their children to “walk in two worlds” having access to the wider world whilst 

still keeping strong cultural links (Benveniste et al., 2015a). Even though boarding facilities 

need to concentrate on the space between the two worlds (Benveniste et al., 2015a), facilities 

need to understand the complexity of the cultural interface (Nakata, 2007) and be sensitive to 

primacy of kinship (Mander & Bobongie, 2012). Recognising the challenges at the cultural 

interface Osborne and Guenther suggest. 

 

It may be possible to build a system that draws from an understanding of both 

Western and Torres Strait Islander philosophies, but which sits outside the mutually 

exclusive educational paradigms in something of a liminal space where new codes of 

power are effectively co-generated. (Osborne & Guenther, 2013, p. 120) 

 

Mander expresses the challenges of intersecting cultures. 

 

Although diverse cultures may present themselves as discrete and stable domains, 

they are instead multidimensional domains that are ever-changing, making and 

                                                 
4 http://www.wiltja.sa.edu.au/history.html 
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remaking themselves through complex social interactions and cultural intersections 

created by the continuum of human life (Bhaba (1994) in Mander, 2012, p. 91). 

 

Yunupingu describes this space as a collaborative vision [Balanda means ‘non-Indigenous’]. 

 

We have much to learn from Balanda and we are presenting Balanda to learn from 

Yolgnu. When we learn to respect each other’s cultures and ideas and histories and 

future then we will be able to live as one nation with a collective vision. (Yunupingu 

quoted in Mander & Bobongie, 2012, p. 51) 

Some authors propose collective vision through place based cultural education hubs where 

Western education and Indigenous education can meet in a mutually beneficial yet different 

space (O’Bryan & Rose, 2015). This is demonstrated in the Wesley College/Yiramalay 

Community partnership (Drennan & McCord, 2017b, 2015) where reciprocal relationships, 

joint agreements and immersion in each other’s culture are sustained with a twenty-year 

commitment. Non-Indigenous city students visit and learn Indigenous culture ‘on country’ as 

part of their curriculum. Bunuba students from the Kimberley experience Western education 

when they learn at Wesley College in Melbourne. Senator Pat Dodson emphasises how 

respect joins the two communities. 

I think this is a good example of how we can go forward together as Australians – 

sharing the diversity of our various cultures, of our various backgrounds, our differing 

aspirations,…Underpinning the curriculum then is this respect for difference, respect 

for diversity, respect for culture, and learning that discrimination is a harmful and 

destructive factor. (Dodson quoted in Laschon 2016) 

In New Zealand, the Maori metaphor of Pōwhiri describes how Maori have initiated mutual 

respect and trust with the dominant culture ensure that language and cultural traditions are 

affirmed (Berryman, 2014). The respect for Indigenous cultural processes, knowledge, skill is 

shown in the partnership between the University of Melbourne and the very remote 

community of Maningrida in the Northern Territory (Godinho et al., 2015). However, one 

boarding school study showed how cultural misunderstanding and disrespect can marginalise 

students (Rogers, 2017). 
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The “Butterfly Effect” model (Figure 6), designed by Waramungu Traditional Owner and 

Indigenous Educator Tristan Duggie with non-Indigenous teacher Katrina Kotzur 

incorporates respect, trust and space showing how Indigenous and non-Indigenous learning 

can work symmetrically in an educational partnership (Duggie & Kotzur, 2014). The body of 

the butterfly has a critical role to symbolically connect Indigenous and non-Indigenous ways 

of being. 

 

The classroom is the body of the butterfly and this is where the knowledge, education, 

stories and learning process take place. The two cultures come together. (Duggie & 

Kotzur, 2014) 

 

Figure 6 The Butterfly Effect 

In summary, Culture, Capital and “Both Ways” Culture align with the Macrosystem as the 

laws and values of each community are important principles guiding a child through their 

education, either at home or at boarding school. The challenge is to develop mutual trust in 

all relationships at the cultural interface whilst understanding and learning the knowledge and 

values of both cultures. 

Indigenous

• 3 or 4 
languages

• Body/Sign 
language

• Talk through 

• Visual learners

• Extended 
family

• Observe 
before try

• Bare feet 

• Two many 
dogs

Non-Indigenous

• One 
dog…trained

• Orderley, 
Organized

• Stand alone 
person

• Individual 
learning, 
testing

• All lessons in 
English only

• All concepts 
taught in one 
way eg. 
Sitting and 
lots of rules

Needs: Food, 
Shelter, Water and 
Love
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Exosystem; Teaching, Learning and Curriculum 

How can an educational partnership between a remote community and a school assist student 

learning? Duggie and Kotzur showed how sharing family stories (represented by the antennae 

of the butterfly) connects diverse cultures. They suggested the following strategies to 

promote symmetrical learning: 

 Building good relationships with Indigenous educators 

 Making parents welcome in the classroom to see their child learning 

 Walking side-by-side  

 Spending time outside the classroom with community members learning culturally and 

environmentally appropriate activities 

 Staff being open to suggestions 

 Relationship development by acknowledging Indigenous languages 

These concepts are similar to the Maori metaphor of Whakawhanaungatanga describing 

culturally correct ways of communicating both within Maori culture and cross-cultural 

environments (Berryman, 2014). A New Zealand Ministry of Education document (see 

Figure 7) shows how joint parent (whànau) and teacher interventions have the greatest 

impact on student learning (Robinson, 2009). When parents positively intervene to assist 

their child’s learning journey (including advising on culturally relevant curriculum) higher 

student outcomes result (Robinson, 2009). A study of remote Australian Indigenous 

stakeholders found that family involvement resulted in student success (Guenther et al., 

2015b). Barnhardt (2007) makes the same point for the Alaska Rural Systematic Initiative 

where there is capacity for Elder and parent involvement in planning and implementing local 

curricula. 
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Figure 7 Findings of a meta-analysis of research on the educational impact of making connections between schools, 

families/ whanau and communities (Berryman, 2014) 

These examples show successful partnerships improving learning in non-boarding situations. 

The question is if these concepts apply to a boarding school partnership. The 

Yiramalay/Wesley partnership offers a two-way learning model and has allowed senior 

secondary students from both campuses to learn at either Melbourne or at Yiramalay 

(Drennan & McCord, 2015). Learning for Yiramalay students involved studying traditional 

courses as well as experiencing camping, beach life and tram travel. Learning for Wesley 

students involved an intensive program ‘on country’ learning about silence, language and 

local Indigenous culture. Yiramalay mentors study a Certificate III of Education Support. 

These strategies seemingly support a cross-cultural program although it is unknown how 

effectively traditional Indigenous education support can be implemented in a formal Western 

classroom. It is unknown if the teacher and Indigenous mentors have a common 

understanding of different learning styles. That said, Yiramalay Elders teach Bunuba 

language to Melbourne Wesley students with Wesley teacher support as part of a primary 

school International Baccalaureate Program. Local language learning has been shown to be 
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beneficial in cross-cultural contexts, often helping both cultures to move toward 

understanding relationships (Children’s Ground Editor, 2015; Trudgen, 2000). 

Another partnership called the Wugubank program between Penbank School in Melbourne 

and Wugularr community in the Northern Territory respects how both communities are 

strengthened by each other’s knowledge (Wearne & Pizzey, 2017). Penbank leaders extol the 

words of Mandaway Yunupingu.  

the meeting of two knowledge systems is like the meeting of two bodies of water in a 

lagoon where salt and fresh water come together. (Wearne & Pizzey, 2017, p. 3)  

Mander and Bobongie relate this knowledge intersection to the Yolngu metaphor of Ganma 

(Mander & Bobongie, 2012) where the meeting of these two different waters can be a place 

where there is a “turbulent, fertile potency” (Stubington & Dunbar-Hall, 1994 in Mander & 

Bobongie, 2012) but also a practical time of reconciliation and reflection (Mander & 

Bobongie, 2012). The Wugubank partnership focuses on students and teachers from both 

communities visiting each other for up to two weeks. The sharing of stories (both ways) is an 

important part of the partnership. When in Wugularr, Penbank students experience 

Indigenous practices of corroboree, fire land maintenance and bush tucker tours. In 

Melbourne one Wugularr boarding student conducted a smoking ceremony in front of the 

school (Wearne & Pizzey, 2017).  

How can Western schools work more sensitively with Indigenous knowledge systems? The 

interface between Western knowledge systems and Indigenous knowledge systems is 

complex and is confusing daily to many Indigenous people (Nakata, 2002). Nakata argues for 

Indigenous people to develop a ‘meta-knowledge’ (a knowledge about knowledge) so they 

can know system limits and make informed choices. In the Alaskan context, the interface 

between these two knowledge systems (Barnhardt, 2007) promotes positive student 

experiences. The Alaskan Native Knowledge Network drove change through Elder and 

community collaboration (see Figure 8) creating guidelines for culturally responsive schools 

by advocating Indigenous language use.  
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Figure 8 Place-Based Education in the Global Age: Local Drivers Extracted from Barndhart (2007)  
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The following diagram (Figure 9) shows the result of Alaskan Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people collaborating to develop a mutually beneficial holistic curriculum 

benefiting all students.  

 

Figure 9 Qualities associated with Traditional (Indigenous) Knowledge systems and Western Science (Barnhardt & 

Kawagley, 2005) 

Within Australia, there is a culturally adaptation of the National Professional Standards for 

Teachers (Perso, 2012) showing guidelines to address Indigenous teaching perspectives. 

Using these standards, Perso worked with St John’s College staff (an Indigenous boarding 

school in Darwin) to develop a culturally responsive program that embedded culture into a 

transition program (Perso et al., 2012). Skills were taught explicitly by Indigenous staff and 
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College teachers to support this framework. After one year there was an 80% to 90% drop in 

student suspensions. In New Zealand, learning frameworks embed reciprocal learning 

assisting student achievement (Berryman, 2014; Robinson, 2009). A procedure used by the 

Poutama Pounamu Research and Development Centre (see Appendix C) showed how a 

respectful, collaborative systematic process for both Maori and Pakeha (non-Maori) resulted 

in excellent student outcomes. The Maori metaphor Ako allows everyone (teachers, family 

and the community) to learn reciprocally from each other. That is, the child becomes the 

teacher and the learner (Berryman, 2014). 

Overall, the Exosystem should support the Macrosystem. Acceptance of “both ways” culture 

should articulate into curriculum, teacher training and two-way learning. Collaborative 

parent-teacher interventions with community knowledge and involvement should result in 

student improvements. All stakeholders will need to work together in strong, reciprocal 

learning relationships for a child to benefit and be supported in their learning. 

Mesosystem: Relationships surrounding the student 

 

At a cursory glance through the various boarding schools’ publications and Facebook pages 

(ABC, 2016; Finke River Mission, 2016; Melbourne Indigenous Transition School, 2016; 

Mundine, 2016; Unity College, 2016), a reader would think that the boarding experience is 

happy with positive supportive relationships. Looking at the statistics of scholarship retention 

rates for the Australian Indigenous Education Foundation5 and the Yalari Foundation6, one 

would think that success is widespread. Whilst these programs have good qualities and 

provide exceptional educational experiences, they have specific selection criteria (Osborne et 

al., 2018) which exclude most traditional, very remote Indigenous communities (Stewart, 

2015). It is therefore difficult to see how they could support a mutually beneficial “both-way” 

community-school partnership giving opportunity to most community children. However, 

there are some examples where boarding schools develop strong relationships when visiting 

Indigenous communities to engage in language and culture (Barnhardt & Kawagley, 2005; 

Drennan & McCord, 2017; English & Guerin, 2017, 2018; Guerin & Pertl, 2017; Macdonald, 

Gringart, Ngarritjan Kessaris, Cooper, & Gray, 2018; Samengo, 2017; Wearne & Pizzey, 

2017). The narrative needs to continue to move from older cultural dislocated paradigms to a 

                                                 
5 http://www.aief.com.au/news/annual-reports  
6 https://www.yalari.org/publication/annual-report-2016/ 

http://www.aief.com.au/news/annual-reports
https://www.yalari.org/publication/annual-report-2016/
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new paradigm incorporating sustainable, school-community relationships (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 2017b; Drennan & McCord, 2015). 

 

The Australian Government commissioned Study Away Review (Commonwealth of Australia, 

2017b) showed how some boarding school staff visit communities just to ‘fill in forms’. The 

Review commented on the challenges of servicing families in a many remote communities. 

 

It is difficult to perceive what effective engagement with family and community looks 

like for a boarding residence/school that is servicing over 20 different remote 

communities, let alone trying to do this with limited funding for such activity. There 

appears to be no research or data that has considered this issue. (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 2017b, p. 42) 

This highlights the flawed design and process excluding parental opportunity for engagement 

and where service results in superficial care. If parental engagement is critical for student 

achievement (House of Representatives Standing Committee on Indigenous Affairs, 2017; 

Robinson, 2009), then why are boarding schools prioritising administration before 

relationships? Mander (2015) found that families wanted contact with boarding schools and 

proposed how boarding schools could partner with Indigenous parents (Mander, 2015a). 

These practices include staff: 

 genuinely understanding parental stress 

 freely communicating with parents 

 talking freely about boarding school standards with parents  

 listening and empowering parents to problem solve 

 helping parents network with other parents 

 working with the parents cultural capital 

 helping parents to connect and belong to the school 

These strategies confirmed the need for boarding schools to actively listen, hear and 

understand the goals and expectations of what parents want for their children (Benveniste et 

al., 2014). Hunter (2015) documented the relationship between a very remote Northern 

Territory Community and an interstate girls’ school. One parent participant in Hunter’s study 

described the partnership as “two-way” as Elders can educate school staff about culture 
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(p. 241). Senior staff at the girls’ school said that partnerships were about building 

relationships with the community and described how the “warmth” of the relationship 

between the school and the community was a positive factor (p. 257). When families visited 

this girls’ school, students were encouraged to stay. 

The literature showed differing accounts of parent-teacher engagement with a boarding 

school. One author called the boarding school-parent relationship “paramount” (O’Bryan, 

2016, p. 241) whilst another cited how the relationship resulted in program success and 

student confidence (Hunter, 2015). Some parents expressed frustration for not having a voice 

or being unable to maintain their child’s cultural integrity (Mander, 2015a; O’Bryan & Rose, 

2015) whereas others recounted strong trusting connections attributable to caring staff, ‘She 

[boarding staff] takes care of the little things with [son] like a mother would do’ (Mander, 

2015a, p. 177). 

Other comment suggested the need for congruency between home and boarding school 

(House of Representatives Standing Committee on Indigenous Affairs, 2017; Mander, 2015b; 

Mander et al., 2015d). Stronger relationships developed when staff visited communities to 

learn about and connect with families which enabled relationship development (Benveniste et 

al., 2015a; Hunter, 2015; Mander, 2012; O’Bryan & Rose, 2015). Hunter (2015) emphasised 

the importance for frequent community visits: ‘These visits are regular because face-to-face 

conversations with the families are essential in maintaining my relationship with them’ 

(p. 149). 

Staff visiting communities was a large factor to help parent engagement (Benveniste et al., 

2015b) as suggested by a parent in the Study Away Review. 

Engagement with family and community is really important. Schools have parent 

teacher interviews at the schools but there would be huge value if the schools ran 

these interviews in the community (Commonwealth of Australia, 2017b, p. 42) 

Some authors proposed that teachers working in community should be encouraged to learn 

local languages to develop connection, trust and respect and thereby sustain a relationship 

(Osborne & Guenther, 2013; Trudgen, 2000). If this happens, the parent-teacher interviews 

could occur in both languages.  
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Overall, relationships between individuals within the Mesosystem are integral to the daily life 

of a student at a boarding school. Boarding schools working with multiple communities is 

challenging. Face-to-face community visits are essential for relationship development. 

Likewise, parents visiting boarding schools is positive. Staff learning a language may help to 

develop relationships at the cultural interface. 

Microsystem: Identity, Belonging, Student inclusion and Opportunity 

The most important face-to-face relationship happens in the Microsystem between a parent 

and a child. 

 

The family-student relationship was central to the wellbeing of most alumni who 

participated in this study, particularly insofar as they continued to affirm their self- 

worth and longer-term benefits of education (O’Bryan, 2016, p. 242).  

 

Student culturally safety, belonging and inclusion are essential in a boarding school 

community (Lloyd, 2018). Some studies have documented the connection and positive 

correlation between a students’ sense of belonging and their culture (Alexander-Snow, 2011; 

Chen, 2010; Rogers, 2017). In a recent study of 46 North Queensland Indigenous boarding 

students between 88% and 93% of students were proud to be Indigenous. In the same study 

only 57% of the same students felt like they belonged in the boarding school (Redman-

MacLaren, 2017). 

 

O’Bryan (2016) found that boarding students experience cultural isolation, resulting in 

dislocation with some either attempting or contemplating suicide (O’Bryan, 2016). She 

describes this as an “identity crisis” where boarding schools need to “look critically at their 

own school culture and ensure that there are culturally safe places for students to live and 

learn” (House of Representatives Standing Committee on Indigenous Affairs, 2017 p. 108). 

Mander’s study of Indigenous boys’ experiences in Western Australian boarding schools 

found that identity and belonging were necessary before students could experience 

opportunity (Mander, 2012; Redman-MacLaren, 2017). Rogers suggested that boarding 

schools should listen to the collective student voice by encouraging groups of Indigenous 

students to design culturally safe initiatives (House of Representatives Standing Committee 

on Indigenous Affairs, 2017 p. 108). 
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The relationship between a student and a teacher (or houseparent) develops through trust. 

Using the Butterfly Effect model shown in Figure 6 (Duggie & Kotzur, 2014) teachers need 

to build on this connective trust and empower students to develop cultural, social and 

emotional skills. This was shown in a paper highlighting how student experiences and 

understandings need validation and authority. 

…students can feel empowered when they are taken seriously and attended to as 

knowledgeable participants in learning conversations, and they can be motivated to 

participate constructively in their education…authorising students’ perspectives is a 

major way of addressing power imbalances in the classroom… (Cook-Sather (2002) 

in Bishop, Berryman, Cavanagh, & Teddy, 2009, p. 2). 

Some research found that students were more interested in forming “positive, genuine and 

reciprocal relationships” with teachers when teachers showed an interest in them as people. 

It emerged that teachers valued by student informants primarily demonstrated a 

personal interest in informants as individuals as well as about learning about where 

informants were from, their respective culture, family, and community (Mander, 

2012, p. 162). 

 

Mander found polarised opinions in teacher-student interactions. Accounts of perceived racist 

comments from teachers negatively affected student trust and the possibility of a reciprocal 

relationship. 

 

 Student Connectedness was found to be a positive factor for students to feel culturally safe. 

 

A sense of connectedness is protective for children and young people. When 

connections are disrupted, it is important to provide processes that will help students 

feel welcome and safe, and which will help them to develop new relationships. 

Students in boarding schools need additional opportunities to build new connections 

whilst also staying connected to family and community (Cahill, Smith, Crofts, & 

Farrelly, 2017, p. 33). 

 

The presence of an Elder in the boarding residence is one way to connect to family (Guerin & 

Pertl, 2017). The Elder is the cultural authority and can advise both school staff on culturally 
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appropriate practices. Lois Peeler, a Yorta Yorta Elder and Principal of Worawa College for 

Indigenous girls in Healesville, Victoria7 addressed this connectedness through a supportive 

transition program with intensive support in student wellbeing supported by staff trained in 

trauma informed practices (Commonwealth of Australia, 2017a). Worawa also has several 

partnerships where girls connect with other schools, sporting groups, outside organisations 

and even First Nations communities in New Zealand. The Ngurra Jirrama Foundation 

(Hunter, 2019) partners with the Ti Tree community in the Northern Territory (Osborne et al., 

2018). Ti Tree students board as a group in a rented suburban Sydney house. Two girls have 

successfully completed Year 12 at Meriden School (Taylor, 2019). One girl who received an 

award for courage, strength and determination challenged attitudes. 

 

We need to truly understand each other as equals and try to imagine the world from 

one another’s perspective…. I want you to walk beside me, not look down on me or 

approach me as someone who needs charity (Taylor in The Australian 24 April, 

2019). 

 

The concept of opportunity has risen from the idea that children will have a much better life 

if they go to boarding school (Mundine & Penfold, 2016). Some parents see opportunity as 

important to give their children a wider view of the world (Mander, 2015a). However, some 

students feel pressure in trying to navigate different worlds whilst thinking they should be 

thankful for such an opportunity (O’Bryan & Rose, 2015). This pressure of walking in two 

worlds was raised in a self-evaluation of a Sydney girls school program showing factors that 

pushed students to go to boarding school and factors that pulled students to stay on country 

(Hunter, 2015). Students commented on how they wanted educational opportunity but often 

felt the family encouragement to return home (Hunter, 2015, p. 220). This is described as the 

“push and pull between obligation and connection” as a “complex and difficult thing for 

teenage girls to navigate” (Rogers, 2017, p. 8). 

 

Student opportunity is positively expressed in the Yiramalay Community-Wesley College 

partnership (Drennan & McCord, 2017b, 2015). Opportunity is accepted “both ways”. 

Leaders and children from both communities see the advantage of children interacting and 

learning in both worlds. It appears “both-ways” opportunity exists in the Wugubank 

                                                 
7 http://www.worawa.vic.edu.au/our-school/ 
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partnership where Year 6 children build learning relationships through playing together 

(Wearne & Pizzey, 2017). Within a boarding school partnership, there is still the cultural 

interface encounter where a student grapples with Western opportunity whilst wanting to be 

with their family. One student showed the struggle. 

 

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 (Hunter, 2015, p. 220). 

 

This ability to walk and move between two worlds is often referred to as “code-switching” 

(Mander, 2012; Mander et al., 2015b; O’Bryan, 2016). The challenge is for a student to move 

beyond “Acting Black, Acting White” (Mander et al., 2015c, p. 30) to be in a place where 

they could deeply understand the boarding school environment, have space to develop their 

self, and once they are strong, move strategically between both environments (O’Bryan, 

2016).  

The Alaskan Rural Indigenous Network (Barnhardt, 2005) developed easy visuals (see 

Figure 10 over page) to help teachers relate to children. The “Surface Culture” is what an 

observer would see from the outside or just know about a student. Within “Deep Culture” are 

hidden treasures deep with a student’s soul that describe their ‘ways of being’. However, a 

student will be impacted when a boarding facility does not understand both the depth of their 

culture and the connection of culture to their identity and belonging (Bobongie, 2017). When 

interviewing a student focus group from three boarding schools in Queensland, Francis 

Bobongie found that many schools fail to incorporate culture, language, family and food into 

the curriculum (Bobongie, 2017). Other authors have arrived at similar findings (Mander & 

Bobongie, 2012; Rogers, 2017). The way forward is to concentrate on the respectful 

connection within a learning environment that will allow a butterfly to fly (Duggie & Kotzur, 

2014) 
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Figure 10 Surface and Deep Culture (Barnhardt, 2005) 

Overall, a child in their Microsystem will have great challenges to negotiate in a boarding 

school environment. A child needs support from staff, parents and their peers to have 

opportunity without losing connection to culture. A child will need system-based support 

(Macrosystem) in the form of both-ways culture to maintain their cultural values in a 

boarding setting. They will need learning based support that integrates their culture into 

curriculum (Exosystem). They will need “wrap around” relational support (Mesosystem). If 

all systems are aligned within a community-boarding school partnership then a student will 

be more likely to have Western Opportunity whilst keeping their cultural identity. 

Discussion and summary of literature 

 

This Literature review helped to flag both potential obstacles and good practices of a 

potential boarding school-community partnership. For example, practices which upheld 

collaboration, trust and connection relate to all systems. However, potential obstacles with 

“both-ways” culture are worth more consideration (Nakata, 2002). For example, how can 

leaders from multiple communities cooperate with boarding school management to have 

alignment on values? How can Elders in a community manage relationships with several 

different boarding schools? It is worth considering the practice of ‘cultural brokerage’. Frank 
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Bobongie, an Indigenous Cultural Mentor at a boys boarding school in Perth, described how 

a broker acted between staff and students to help staff understand cultural beliefs while at the 

same time helping students change to a new lifestyle (D. Mander & Bobongie, 2012). It 

seems that cultural brokerage practices are not evident in the operations within The Northern 

Territory Transition Support Unit or the Queensland Transition Support Service with no 

public literature available (House of Representatives Standing Committee on Indigenous 

Affairs, 2017). Given Frank Bobongie’s example of brokering within a boarding school 

(Mander & Bobongie, 2012), it would be ideal if brokers were readily available to consult 

within boarding schools and within communities. 

 

School-Community partnerships challenge commonly accepted (and often outdated) service 

delivery models of asymmetrical transitional practices. I have found a strong evidence base 

for community engagement for any partnership (House of Representatives Standing 

Committee on Indigenous Affairs 2017; Queensland Government, 2018; Robinson, 2009). A 

local school-community partnership model within a remote Indigenous community was 

helpful to see how two cultures and can work and learn together (Duggie & Kotzur, 2014). 

An Alaskan model showed practical and systematic benefits of how two different knowledge 

systems work together (Barnhardt, 2007). The Wesley/Yiramalay boarding partnership model 

(Drennan & McCord, 2017b, 2015), the Ngurra Jirrama Foundation (Hunter, 2019) and the 

Wugubank experience (Wearne, 2016; Wearne & Pizzey, 2017) showed practices 

encouraging student achievement in both worlds. The next step would be to see if partnership 

attributes apply to other boarding contexts. Economically, it makes sense to implement a 

“both-ways” partnership model as resources could be concentrated and optimised for mutual 

benefit (Association of Heads of Independent Schools of Australia, 2016). Incorporating 

partnership models within the boarding context, (Langton and Ma Rhea, 2009), propose a 

system level framework where communities own and lead a collaborative, high expectations 

partnership engagement process.  
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Chapter 3 Methodology 

Introduction and research questions 

This Thesis was designed as a qualitative case study to emphasise the human experience or to 

discover the inner workings (Johnson & Christensen, 2012) or phenomenon (Gillies & Cruz, 

2014) of an educational partnership. There will be an emphasis on participant narratives. This 

design was chosen for the way it allows the researcher to experience the conversation within 

an Indigenous culture where communication and story are part of the impartation of 

knowledge (Drennan & McCord, 2015; Gorman & Toombs, 2009). To this end, I will record 

a participant’s story of the educational partnership between an Indigenous community and a 

distant urban boarding school. Restating the research questions: 

1. What is the nature and function of the communication practices and modes of 

communication between two diverse schools? 

2. What practices keep students culturally safe while maximising the opportunities from 

a boarding school education? 

3. How does each school community learn from the other and support the other in that 

learning? 

Phenomenological design 

A phenomenological design was used. This is a design where the researcher suspends all bias 

and pre-conceived judgements with the ambition to understand the depth of the thoughts, 

feelings and experience of each individual (Bhattacherjee, 2012; Johnson & Christensen, 

2012; Philips, 2014; Willig, 2013). This design was chosen as it allows the researcher to 

experience and learn the conversations within an Indigenous culture where story is part of the 

knowledge transfer (Drennan & McCord, 2015; Gorman & Toombs, 2009). A local Alice 

Springs Indigenous leader stated that the Indigenous concept of “story” needs to be 

understood and maintained (Hayes, 2017). A West Arnhem leader added that traditional story 

becomes strong when communicated in traditional language (Childrens Ground Editor, 

2015). Connecting with story allows the researcher to enquire more freely (Ober, 2017) and 

to dig–deep to find the “essence of a phenomenon” (Kafle, 2011). The goal was to gain a 

phenomenological understanding of each participant’s story.  
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Participants and sites 

As discussed earlier (page 9) there is an existing relationship between an Interstate College 

and a very remote Northern Territory Indigenous community. The Index of Community 

Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) describes educational differences between these 

communities (Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2019). This scale 

defines a school’s Western educational advantage considering parents’ education and 

occupation, the percentage of Indigenous students and geolocation of the school. The 

research sites are: 

 A very remote Indigenous community in the Northern Territory with a population of 

235 people of which 92% are Indigenous. Within this Indigenous population, most 

people identify as Pitjantjatjara. This school has an ICSEA score of 501 (Australian 

Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2019). This score puts the 

community in the lowest 0.15% of all schools for educational advantage in Australia 

(Lloyd, 2017). 

 An interstate private school in the greater Adelaide region of South Australia. This 

school has an ICSEA score of 1007 (Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting 

Authority, 2019). This score puts the interstate private school’s educational advantage 

at just above average or in the top 50% of all schools for educational advantage in 

Australia (Lloyd, 2017). 

 

Families and school staff normally reside or work at either site. During this study, the 

interstate private school will be referred to as ‘College’ and the Very Remote Indigenous 

community will be referred to as ‘Community’. The College or Community population form 

the basis for the sampling frame and selection (Bhattacherjee, 2012; Walliman, 2011).  

Participant recruitment 

A total of eight participants coming from both sites were chosen using the technique of 

purposive sampling. There were six College participants (three male and three female) and 

two Community participants (both female). Purposive sampling requires electing people 

within a specific and appropriate context that relates to the study (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005). 

Thought was given to ensure the sample had balance considering gender, educational 

background and employment status, although “non-random” purposive sampling found this 

hard to achieve (Johnson & Christensen, 2012) and thereby questioned reliability of findings. 

It was difficult to find a comparable number of participants in the Community. 
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The following sampling criteria applied to both sites: 

 College: The staff member must have had at least one year of contact with the remote 

Indigenous community. The Principal of the school identified staff participants. 

 Community: A local Indigenous family or Indigenous school staff who have cared for 

or supervised a Community student (residing at the College student during school 

terms) for at least one year. An Aboriginal Knowledge and Advisory Group identified 

participants addressing these criteria. 

Aboriginal Knowledge and Advisory Group 

Research in Indigenous communities involves working within a different value system with a 

different cultural and knowledge basis to Western knowledge systems (Barnhardt & 

Kawagley, 2005; Smith, 2012). Therefore, there was a need to acquire Indigenous consent for 

knowledge transfer (Gorman & Toombs, 2009). After consulting Community Elders, two 

members from the remote Indigenous community gave their authority for the research. Two 

Indigenous staff from the Northern Territory Department of Education joined the group. This 

group of four independent advisors were asked for cultural advice on research progress. 

These advisors were not immediate parents of the College students. Members of this group 

were available to guide the research in a cultural direction. This process was used to alleviate 

potential conflicts (Gorman & Toombs, 2009) whilst hoping to uphold local Indigenous 

methodologies (Denzin, Lincoln, & Tuhiwai Smith, 2008; Ober, 2017) in the research 

process. Independent members of the Aboriginal Knowledge and Advisory Group 

contributed to the discussion of the following: 

 Potential risks before the study began  

 The research process and potential misunderstandings to participants  

 The potential readiness of participants to talk freely 

 The interpretation of dialogue from audio recordings and transcripts 

 Advising the researcher on appropriate contexts to conduct the research 

 Advising the researcher on potential conflicts of interest (Gillies & Cruz, 2014) 

Data gathering 

Using the advice of the Aboriginal Knowledge and Advisory Group, interviews occurred 

individually with each participant. One Community participant chose to have a support 

person present. Although given opportunity to contribute, this person decided not to talk 

during the interview. 



 48 

Semi-structured interviews 

Using a narrative approach with each participant, face-to-face semi-structured interviews or 

conversations (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Johnson & Christensen, 2012) were used to answer 

the research questions. Semi-structured interviewing is a method where questions are asked 

with a loose topic base to allow incorporation of context. Using this approach, interviewees 

had ample time to answer a question without a structured set of possible responses. The semi-

structured technique was used as it linked to interpretative phenomenology (Willig, 2013) as 

these interviews dug deeper below superficial thoughts and allowed participants to freely 

respond. There was a good rapport between the interviewer and each participant (Willig, 

2013, p.29-30). Audio recordings were made of each interview (Groenewald, 2004; Johnson 

& Christensen, 2012; Walliman, 2011).  

Qualitative data analysis 

Data processing retained the essential meaning of interviews. Credibility was demonstrated 

through the “verbatim transcription of interviews” (Bhattacherjee, 2012, p. 119). After the 

researcher transcribed the text, participants were deidentified (Groenewald, 2004; Walliman, 

2011). Data was coded using a NVIVO-12 software program to identify themes relating to 

the research question. 

Using the model of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (Willig, 2013, pp. 87-88) a 

staged approach was conducted to discover themes. Analysis followed these stages: 

1. Making sense of the text. This involved the continual analysing the text. This 

allowed for understanding the holistic nature of the text while initially highlighting 

“significant statements” (Johnson & Christensen, 2012) otherwise called the “gestalt” 

(Groenewald, 2004). 

2. Identifying emerging themes. Using rigorous text viewing (Groenewald, 2004) 

themes emerged describing the “nature, quality and meaning” of each participant’s 

experience (Willig, 2013, p. 88).  

3. Structuring themes into ‘clusters or concepts’. Themes were clustered using 

Bhattacherjee’s principle to “tie together units of significance into layered meanings” 

(Bhattacherjee, 2012, p. 110). 

4. Summarising the themes into a table. Willig suggests that it is important that all 

themes must link with the topic of interest (Willig, 2013, p. 88). 
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Ethical considerations 

Research Ethics are “principals and guidelines that help us uphold the things we value” 

(Johnson & Christensen, 2012). In Indigenous communities, ethics needs to be embedded in 

respectful and mutually beneficial relationships (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Johnson & 

Christensen, 2012). Therefore, the role of the Aboriginal Knowledge and Advisory Group 

was paramount as local Indigenous people were empowered to guide the research process. 

This approach confers with contemporary research and ethical comment (Berryman, 2014; 

Dunbar & Scrimgeour, 2006; Gorman & Toombs, 2009; Stewart et al., 2006). 

Principles 

The researcher followed principles of acting honestly with integrity and treating others with 

respect and courtesy (National Health and Medical Research Council, 2018; Walliman, 

2011). The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (Australian 

Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, 2012) states ethical research 

principles involves:  

 rights, respect and recognition;  

 negotiation, consultation, agreement and mutual understanding; 

 participation, collaboration and partnership;  

 benefits and outcomes; 

 managing research: use, storage and access and; 

 reporting and compliance 

Using the guidelines from the National Statement on Ethical Conduct the Australian Institute 

of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander Studies, 2012; National Health and Medical Research Council, 2018) and 

others (Bhattacherjee, 2012), these procedures were used: 

 Informed consent was requested.  

The study was explained to participants how it would proceed and how the researcher 

will keep their confidence (Walliman, 2012, p. 47-48). 

 Voluntary participation and harmlessness 

Participants were free to leave the study at any time. Given that research was a new 

experience there may have been some anxiety.   
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If a participant was becoming uncomfortable, they were free to leave at any time as 

participation was voluntary.  

 Anonymity and confidentiality 

As previously discussed, the researcher used systematic de-identification procedure. 

This is similar to a procedure used recently for a similar phenomenological study 

(Mander, 2012). Transcripts and recordings will be kept securely for five years and 

then will be destroyed.  

 Disclosure 

The researcher asked members of the Aboriginal Knowledge and Advisory Group of 

any potential risks or harms and where appropriate discussed them with participants. 

 Analysis and reporting 

Members of the Aboriginal Knowledge and Advisory Group were consulted to ensure 

compliance with ethical guidelines.  

Potential conflicts of interest 

There may be a conflict of interest where findings may be contrary to Northern Territory 

Department of Education policy and practice (Northern Territory Department of Education, 

2015). There may be a conflict of interest in the researcher’s workplace where employees 

may perceive that the researched community had priority over other communities (Smith, 

2012). 

Ethical procedure 

A Charles Darwin University Human Research Ethics Proposal was approved on 10 October 

2018, Reference H18080. 

A Northern Territory Department of Education Application for Conduct Research was 

approved on 17 September 2018, Reference EDOC2018/76200. 

Limitations 

Several limitations may have affected results: 

 The small sample size could have potentially caused theme variation. Purposive 

sampling may have given some extreme responses (Wiersma & Jurs, 2005) as there 

were more College participants (6) to Community participants (2). The two 

community partnerships had good English although an interpreter would have 

allowed community participants to answer in Pitjantjatjara. 
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 The phenomenological design attempted to draw out deep responses through 

thoughts, feelings, and perception. Due to misunderstandings of cultural nuances this 

meaning may not have been conveyed (Willig, 2013, p. 95). 

 There may have been researcher bias in the data coding process (Babbie, 2007) where 

consideration may have been given to one theme ahead of another. This consideration 

may have occurred as it is difficult for the researcher to disconnect from his 

accumulated experience and thereby allow participant voice to emerge fully 

(Guenther et al., 2015c).   

 As Indigenous Community participants speak English as a second or even third 

language, language and cultural differences may have given limited responses  

(Shi, 2011). 
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Chapter 4 Findings  

Eight participants were interviewed in English and asked to describe their ‘story’ about 

Community children studying at the College. The following themes resulted using inductive 

and deductive approaches. These themes are in order from the greatest number of coded 

responses (Number 1) to the least number of coded responses (Number 6): 

1) Communication 

2) Relationships 

3) Student factors 

4) Learning 

5) Language and Culture 

6) Collaboration 

The following table (Table 3) summarised examples of these themes and tallied coded 

responses from the Community and the College.
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Table 3 Summary of Participant Themes 

Theme cluster Summary of coded responses Total  Coded 

responses 

Community 

Coded 

responses 

College 

Communication 

 

Trust and Communication; Processes; Combined meetings; Two-way communication; Modes of 

Communication; Culture and Communication  
48 13 35 

Relationships 

 

Initial Contact with Community; Intentional Partnership and Vision; Earning Respect; 

Relationships and Understanding; Teamwork; Bilingual conversation; Relationships: Student-

student, Student-Staff, Staff-parent; Christianity and Relationships; Brokerage 

42 6 36 

Student Factors 

 

Wellbeing and Readiness; Opportunity and Improvement; Change and Integration; 

Homesickness, Misbehaviour; Strategic Response 
42 6 36 

Learning 

 

Western Learning; Local Learning; Two-Way Learning; Teachers and Elders Co-curriculum 

Design; Year 12 Completion; Learning Time and Terms; Exchange Teaching and Students; 

Technology and Learning 

 

35 13 22 

Language and 

Culture 

 

Cultural Respect; Gender and Culture; Cultural Business; Bilingual education; College staff and 

students learning Culture ‘On Country’; Culture and Confirmation  29 7 18 

Collaboration 

 

Initial Collaborative Meeting; Developing Modes of Communication; Respect as a Vehicle to 

Collaborate; Teamwork; Points of Contact; Parental Input; Reflective Humility 
27 2 25 
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This exercise of thematically analysing text did not consider each participant’s social and 

emotional reactions. It only analysed translated text. For example, a participant may visibly 

become more excited, and emphatically respond, inferring more importance for their answer. 

It is difficult to account for this phenomenon. Each theme is documented below: 

Communication  

Participants were asked questions about how both the College and Community work together.  

One College participant emphasised communicating with the remote Community intending to 

understand their ways. 

 

We have got to communicate with them and understand them. 

 

One Community participant described the initial contact that College staff had with the 

Community. 

 

There was a lady called [College Staff]. She came here with lots of paper and 

information about [The College]. We had a looked and thought, oh, this is good place 

for the students to come and study. Good school.  

 

When asked to identify important elements in a child’s education, one College participant 

identified trust and communication. 

 

I think the relationship and the trust that has been created ...it has taken a long time to 

do that… As a father, if it was in my situation, I am entrusting someone who I don’t 

know that well from a couple of thousand of kilometres away to take…to pack up my 

child and educate them in another state, in another place, in another system, in another 

world almost. … we had to earn that trust and it would be quite ok if they were 

suspicions... So, I think that is the biggest thing… the trust and communication with 

the family that they know that we are here to support their children. 

 

A Community participant showed how the College communicated with the Elders. 

 

Interviewer: When [College] come here do they do things in the Community with the 

Elders like [Elder1] and [Elder2] and [Elder3]? 
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Respondent: Yeah, they go and talk to them. 

 

Another Community participant highlighted the Community-College meetings. 

 

Interviewer: Do they have a meeting?  

 

Respondent: Yes, to a family meeting when they arrive…And [College Staff] always 

asks there is a family meeting at the school? Can you ring the bell?...  and we know 

and we go to school [and] join together and sit down and look at all the pictures and 

stories, what they are doing there…videos, pictures, little stories they are doing, little 

poem, anything. 

 

Interviewer: Do the parents come and grandparents come as well?  

 

Respondent: Everybody.  

 

The same respondent remembered joint storytelling and College commitment. 

 

They are on the front and all the families are sitting there and our children together 

from [College]. All the teachers standing there telling stories with the Community and 

the families …but [College] is very far from our Community but they come to our 

Community and show stories and pictures, what they are doing.  

 

Two College respondents described how students work was showcased at the meetings. 

 

Respondent 1: The kids will normally do a photo page … [the students] show their 

family … to say what they have done in each class … we also have a [College] update 

… that goes home once a term as well and the families love it because quite often 

especially after the service trip, their families, their children, their grandchildren will 

be front and centre. 

 

Respondent 2: We take the time to present to members of the Community … so they 

can see tangible evidence of what the children have been doing …whether it has been 

reports cards or...a PowerPoint presentation or a movie type presentation where the 
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highlights of the term are screened and presented to family members and Community 

members. 

 

One College participant recollected family communication during these meetings. 

 

I remember meeting [a parent] who is [student’s] mum and she spoke and asked a few 

questions…I just remember thinking ‘wow’. She was very invested in the program 

and she wants the program to work and obviously wants the kids to succeed at the 

time. 

 

Another participant commented how men started to attend these meetings. 

 

Significantly men would come, men and Elders and grandfathers and fathers which I 

had not seen initially … it was very much driven by… grandmothers, aunties and 

female family …we have now seen quite a significant take up by men in the 

Community to come along to those things[meetings] and support what it is that we are 

doing. 

 

Many participants discussed phone communication. With no Community mobile coverage, 

phone contact was limited to calling a few landlines.  

 

Interviewer: What about when the staff at [College] if they want to communicate with 

this Community …Do they use a phone?  

 

Respondent: Use the phone. School or public phone… Once I answered the phone 

and it was [College] staff. How did you know me? Someone told them [respondent] 

has moved to that house next to the payphone…Every time they ring it is with the 

good news. 

 

One participant suggested that Community house landlines would improve communication. 

 

It is like having a phone in the houses and allowing the parents then to make that 

phone call whenever. 
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The Community have access to an exclusive mobile phone number to call known College 

staff.  

 

We also have got a [College] Phone number so that when the Community ring they do 

not have to ring our front office and speak to some stranger. They can ring a mobile 

number and they come straight to either myself or [known College Staff] …then I can 

then go and find the students that they want to talk to. 

 

There is a loop of communication connecting students to parents to College staff. 

 

We have learnt this...regular conversations so that the students will often ring 

home…it is really important that they know they can pick up a phone and because we 

give them Wi-Fi and they can Facetime Community back home …and we have had a 

couple of parents make contact back to us via a phone that is dedicated just for the 

Community to ring us, ‘ [Student] is unhappy today…why is she unhappy…this is 

what was said…a teacher said this..” …that has been really good. The parents have 

been great at supporting us …. But it is more …it is the whole Community that 

supports us which is quite unique. 

 

One participant reflected on the positive effect that setting up a Facebook page had on 

unifying both communities highlighting student achievement. 

 

I’ve set up a Facebook page that the Community members have started to like…. The 

Year 8’s … have got back from Canberra …. I got the teachers to message me some 

photos so then I could put it on the Community Facebook page and then [parent] 

could see that [Student 1] was actually OK and he was really enjoying his time 

away…same thing with [Student 2]. She went out on a high ropes course, was really 

nervous about going and she did every activity like every other student and we got 

some beautiful photos that we could post on there for the families to see…the kids are 

now coming to me and saying to me …Mrs [College Staff] , can you take a photo, can 

you put this on the Facebook page…because they are getting B’s for some of their 

work. 
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There was some commentary about the importance of face-to-face visits. One College 

participant described the frequency of Community visits in a year. 

 

Respondent: About 10 times. 

 

Interviewer: Roughly 10 times in a year? 

 

Respondent: And that is not to mention the week they spend, or almost a week they 

spend, in Community with the Service Trip.  

 

Another College participant explained the need for staff to spend time through face-to-face 

contact. 

 

When you are in Community it is really important to take that time…I suppose in 

Community it is archaic… it is all by face-to-face… you come and talk to me, you 

come and sit with me, let’s have a conversation. That is not what we do in our 

whitefella world. ...because it is all done by telecommunications but that does not 

happen in Community... remembering that it is face time... because we don’t have all 

that modern technology available to us when we are in a remote Community. 

 

There was some reflection on how to manage phone communication.  

 

I think you just have to accept the fact that they are 1800 km away and not that easy 

to get in touch with. But there are a lot of parents here that are not that easy to get in 

touch with ….it may not be a good idea for the Community to be bombarded by 

phone calls from people that they do not know. 

 

There was reflection from the College on communication process. 

 

We have always endeavoured to communicate with the Community as best as we can 

but …maybe we could have always done that better. I am not sure how because we 

were still learning as we go. Who to talk to …when to talk to people… who to go to 

in terms of permissions … or the right thing to do…or the wrong thing to do… 
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Respecting customs and traditions. Making sure that we were not going there when 

there were particular things on like men’s business or funerals. 

 

Generally, within this Communication theme, all participants conferred that the essential 

elements for effective communication were trust and Community understanding. Community 

participants valued hearing the story in combined meetings. Communication modes included 

school meetings, telephones and social media. The onset of a school Facebook page allowed 

parents easy access to the student’s learning journey. There was comment that more College 

staff should have face-to-face conversations with families. 

Relationships 

Participants described how the relationship started and then changed. A vision developed 

after College leaders talked with families. Importance was placed on understanding 

Community dynamics with correct liaisons. 

 

Respondent 1:Initial contact came through an external third party who turned up at 

our front door and said I have got a number of Aboriginal children from the Northern 

Territory who would like to come to school here and we had subsequent follow up 

meetings with that person …[The College Principal] at that time, said that we need to 

go up and to visit these families and to see if they do have a full understanding ... So, 

[The College Principal] and I travelled up …to [a Community] and met with families 

with this third external person …and spoke to families … [they] reassured us that they 

were in agreeance to this and wanted their children to come down here. 

 

Respondent 2:  It was [Principal’s] vision and he called upon the exec team to start 

working alongside him for that to happen. So, I think there were a lot of visits initially 

getting a group of students together and understanding with Community what that 

actually meant…making sure that we had the right liaisons. 

Respondent 3: They [College leadership] met with [Senior Elder] and said that we 

could offer the students the opportunity to come to [College] to study. 

 

The relationship changed to a new model where the Community worked directly with the 

College. 
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The program was not running as best as they could see it could run…so what they 

decided to do was contact one of the communities that being [Community] and talk to 

[Community] about doing it the [College] Way and starting our own program 

up…they split all ties with [third party]. 

 

One College participant cited the cultural rationale for partnering with one Community. 

 

We learnt the hard way that it was much better to have [Community] only so that the 

students are related to one another, they understand each other, there is no infighting 

that we don’t know about that is cultural and so the Community is basically exactly 

that, a Community. 

 

Some participants articulated the clear direction that the College was taking in building the 

relationship by appointing a teacher. 

 

Respondent 1: We made continual improvements including the appointment of one 

staff member who was to oversee the teaching and learning. 

 

Respondent 2:  I was asked to be the lead teacher at that time...having my previous 

experiences in Community I know that unless you build a solid relationship putting 

yourself totally 100% out of your comfort zone to really get the respect of 

Community- unless you have that respect of Community and you have that sole 

contact it just does not work within a program. 

 

A Community participant cited how Lutheran pastors were initially involved in the contact. 

 

I remember … when the pastors went to Adelaide and went to Murray Bridge. They 

went and visited the College. 

 

Developing relationships and earning respect took time. 

 

The most important thing is having a really clear understanding of the Community 

and the people and connecting with the families and having that real respect of their 

culture and then being able to bring it back into the school environment…that has 



 61 

been a really hard process …..because in culture like if you take on those kids then 

you are that family, you are that grandmother and you have to discipline those kids 

but when you bring the kids down here… they[students] do not quite see 

that…because you are a white fella, you are not my family. So, it was very hard in the 

first stance in getting that pecking order …or the order of respect and earning the 

respect. Until you earn that respect you cannot discipline those kids or actually to get 

them to follow the rules of your school … teaching the parents to be strong advocates 

for education was a really hard process and it took a good two years. 

 

Staff-student relationships were based on building understanding and trust. One College 

participant described this process. 

 

Yelling at these kids or punishing these kids (what we would consider from a normal 

school perspective) does not work…the relationship stuff is really important for 

them… more important that trying to impose a discipline on to them. So, if you can 

have a good understanding and relationship and that they are comfortable to come and 

talk to you …which I think some of our staff, many of our staff have … [College 

Staff] this year has already built a really vital relationship and trust with them …he 

does not raise his voice…and he has built their trust really quickly…. and [College 

Staff] is another one who just has built the relationship and built the trust …you are 

not going to be in trouble …it is ok…you can come and talk to us about it. 

 

There was much College commentary about having a team approach to develop relationships.  

 

Another main element in education is relationships, relationships between the 

teachers, between the year level coordinator, between the head of school, just like it is 

with every student in our school, not just students from [Community]…but it is 

building relationships … that team approach in managing. 

 

One College participant described the Community’s desire for religious confirmation. 

 

The students down here have been involved in a religious instruction program …what 

we call confirmation…The lessons for confirmation were conducted by either by our 

school pastor or local pastors … and to go back to [Community] with students not just 
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from the Northern Territory but also [town] students to travel back to celebrate with 

them to witness their confirmation …the Community can see that we are working in 

partnership with them to conduct that confirmation service … incredibly 

powerful…that was a real milestone and it was one of the things that we talked about 

right in the initial stages …Could you provide religious instruction or confirmation 

instruction?... We vowed to do that. 

 

One Community participant explained how the confirmation service progressed from 

Community leadership, 

 

Interviewer: is there somebody in the Community…who seen as the leader for the 

church?  

 

Respondent: [Elder], she has been a leader for many years. 

 

Interviewer: …and so she is in involved with that [Confirmation]… 

 

Respondent: Yes. 

 

To College involvement. 

 

Interviewer:  The [College] mob, are they sort of involved with the confirmation as 

well?  

 

Respondent: Yes, they did, they came and gave the cross to the kids and they are 

standing there. 

 

Interviewer: They gave the cross to the children…  

 

Respondent: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: and so, the whole Community is there when this happens?  
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Respondent: The Community people are really happy and proud.  

 

Interviewer: so, the [Community] people are happy and proud… the [College] 

Community?  

 

Respondent: Yes, everyone, parents’, Community [College], all together. 

 

Interviewer: so, it sounds like the [College] Community at confirmation …the 

[Community] Community all together.  

 

Respondent: All together. 

 

Interviewer: Would you say that the Christian part of the relationship is a strong part 

of the relationship?  

 

Respondent: Yes. 

 

One College participant described the close relationship between the College and other 

Community organisations. 

 

We now know about [Community organisation], we know [government 

administrator] at the Council there ... there is a relationship with him…first aid lady 

here has got that relationship with the [Community] Clinic …she would not have the 

same relationship with any of the doctors and nurses around here [College] about the 

kids from down here …that she has got with the kids at [Community] and their clinic 

up there ….…it is about talking to the people. Understanding them. 

 

Another described the relationship between parents and families when students complete 

Year 12. 

 

One of the things that I absolutely loved is at Valedictory at the end of last year when 

we saw the families come to [College]. Imagine being able to now picture where your 

child is and we can tell them and we can take photos and everything else but they can 

see their children in action learning from their teachers, that has been a huge thing and 
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I think that is another way how the connection between staff and Community works 

really well…I appreciate that they cannot come down all the time but at least for 

Formal and for Valedictory that is great and if there is any other opportunity we 

would really embrace that. 

 

One participant described visiting the Community as life moving. 

 

We just do not need elements of Western society to have a rich and fulfilling life …I 

am really grateful …I came back a changed person and I know the students did too, so 

that to me is just incredible. 

 

One College participant commented on relationship building during the Annual Service trip. 

 

Students from the [our Community] who go up to [Community] come back almost 

little bit changed …more in tune with their world view and because they go 

wow…now I understand. 

 

And how learning another world created friendships. 

 

We have been interviewing students over the last few days for this year’s trip to go to 

Central Australia …all of them have talked about that about how they want to learn 

more about the students from [the Community] about where they live and what they 

do and what is important to them …and it just helps the relationships…down here 

when they are at school so that our kids can have something in common …and be a 

part of their world a little bit more and understand their world so they can create those 

friendships and relationships ….it has been very powerful. 

 

One Community participant described the developing relationship between students whilst on 

a College excursion. 

 

Interviewer: So, they go to Canberra from [College]?... 

 

Respondent: Youa. Maybe 2 or 1 student go to another wodja (non -Indigenous 

student). 
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Interviewer: So, the Indigenous and non-Indigenous students go away on an 

excursion together? 

 

Respondent: One student saying I am going away to Canberra. 

 

The relationship grew when the students visited the Community. 

 

Interviewer: So, when you said that mob came up to the garden- the non-Indigenous 

students from [College]- did they come and do anything with the Indigenous mob 

here? 

 

Respondent: They came here during the holiday. They joined in. 

 

Interviewer: What did they do? 

 

Respondent: The gardening…and something else like sports or…  

 

Interviewer: Did the students here take them and show some of their country? 

 

Respondent: Yes, walking only. Walking distance. Like mountain. 

 

Interviewer: What is the name of the hill? 

 

Respondent: Climb up the hill. Helicopter hill. They chose the family. This is my 

mum and dad. Brother and sister. 

 

One College participant described how ‘Day attending’ College students responded when 

they discovered how a Community student will leave their family to study. 

 

They are just mind blown that the kids do that [leaving family to study far away] and I 

just love seeing the relationship between the [College] students and the [Community] 

students, especially the young ones who are a bit more outgoing…I just think it is 

amazing. 
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Another College participant proposed how parents should have more face-to-face time with 

teachers. 

 

Teachers will never get to do a parent interview but if the parents are here [at the 

College], they can sit down and have a conversation to help understand where they 

are at with their learning or where they need to improve in their learning or just giving 

them some really good feedback …be good for those teachers but will be very good 

for the parents … that is a really great way to improve a relationship with a school 

just to put faces and names of who they are …I think that will give that teacher some 

better understanding of the student and where they come from as well, because I think 

that is something which is shielded a little bit. 

 

The College saw that external brokerage helped to strengthen relationships. 

 

I can see the Transition Unit helping our relationship between [Community] and 

[College]  because you are exactly that …the transition  …so if we culturally do make 

a mistake, you are quick to let us know so we can rectify it…[Transition Unit is] up 

there … helping us  make sure there are students ready for learning at [College] …we 

have students  ready for school rather than students who are just too young 

developmentally to manage living away from their families…so that has been 

incredible and preparing families for going to a boarding place …Transition Unit has 

been incredible for that so we have been really grateful. 

  

One Community participant summarised the relationship. 

 

Interviewer: And do the Community feel confident with the [College] Mob? 

 

Respondent: Yes. 

 

Generally, within this Relationships theme, relationships started with an intentional focus and 

vision for the College to work with just one Community. Parents and the Community were 

actively involved with the College. Students from both communities visited and formed 

friendships on the other’s country. A combined Lutheran confirmation service was an event 
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that both Community and College celebrated in partnership. External brokerage from support 

services helped relationships develop by advising on cultural matters and student readiness. 

Student factors 

Student factors included the sub-themes of opportunity, constraints, wellbeing, readiness and 

inclusion. These sub-themes describe student experiences and expectations. 

A College participant discussed wellbeing and readiness for children when they arrive. 

 

One of our main things when they first arrive with us is to get them feeling safe, 

feeling comfortable… not all kids are boarding school ready …we run a program 

called [College] Way … we go through some personal care and we talk about the 

right way and the wrong way at [College] and consequences …and we talk about 

them having contact with their Community and how they would like that to happen. 

 

One Community participant stated why her son needed an education. 

 

Interviewer: Why is it important do you think for [Community] mob to go and get a 

secondary education at [College]? 

 

Respondent: because my son really want more to do at [College], do more. My kids to 

do more. School is number one. 

 

The same participant reflected how the College helped with student wellbeing. 

 

[The] kids were really involved in the [College] and the house parents and the 

teachers they were really looking after our kids and after hours. Sometimes they make 

them really happy. 

 

A College participant proposed potential student opportunities outside of school time. 

 

We have them for a certain amount of hours during the week but there are more hours 

that they are down here than they are in school and that is an opportunity missed to 

give them an education that is not just academic. So, I would like parents to be 

involved in that and the decisions about what could be done there.  
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One Community participant described emphatically how students are progressively 

improving. 

 

They show the report on what they have completed instead of staying on the same 

level. Every term they show where the kids are at. They are going up ahead. 

 

One College participant stated that opportunity goes both ways. 

 

It is a learning opportunity not only for those kids but also for our kids here to go 

back and learn the Community ways and how they work up there too... It is about 

learning about our fellow brothers and sisters from up that way. It is a very important 

part of the learning process not only for them but for us. 

 

Recent changes to the College Program resulted in Community students moving from a 

homeroom with one main teacher into mainstream classes. Two respondents promoted this 

strategy to assist social and academic development. 

 

Respondent 1:We initially had students in one class and the students were multi 

levelled … but you can imagine that if you are in one class with one teacher you go 

home from school with that same group of students …that is just too hard…it is like 

living with your sibling 24/7 and even learning with them as well… students from 

[Community] learn English better because they are not sitting in their own little 

Community being able to speak in their own dialect and just staying together … 

instead they actually have to communicate to the teacher as well as other students 

when they are working in groups. 

 

Respondent 2: I would like to see [Community] students pretty much mix in with the 

mainstream students at all levels inside and outside of school. We get asked by other 

[College] students…you are going on an excursion this weekend, can we come along 

too?…I would love there to be more interaction but that is going to take time and it 

will happen so that when students come down here they have actually got a 

Community here of friends. 
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To overcome potential isolation, another College participant connected engaging in sport 

with friendship development. 

 

Learning to mix with other [College] students I think is quite high on our priority 

list…seeing them playing football…we try to integrate them into our football teams, 

into our netball teams or basketball teams…and making some lifelong friends. 

 

Some College commentary centred around homesickness and inviting Community members 

to help. 

 

[If] we were having real problems with children settling and being homesick and as a 

result of homesickness maybe behaviour issues began, we were quite open to inviting 

family members or representatives from their home Community to come down and 

partner with us …to be in class rooms and to stay and supervise…[One Parent] came 

down and spent a number of weeks with us here and supported us in the education of 

the children. I think that was an important part of building that trust ... We need you to 

help us with the children and understand their behaviours and maybe to allay some of 

their homesickness … it helped us in the long term. 

 

Another respondent described how the relationship between the Community Elders and the 

College leaders addressed student misbehaviour. 

 

The greatest support we have had…is when we have come across a behavioural 

hiccup with the students, kids are kids, it does not matter if they are [Community] 

children or they are students from [local town] or anywhere. They have times when 

they are awesome and they have times when they behave in a way that maybe is not 

the best way to behave and what I have found is that the support from the Community 

when we ring…we are going ring the Aunties or we’re going to ring [Senior Elder], 

…. ‘no no no don’t ring them’. Because they know that the Community will support 

the school because they want their children to be educated and they, in their own 

tongue ...speak to those kids so that they understand that they need to be doing the 

right thing by [The College]. 

 

Another described the process of how Elders work with the College. 
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The Elders are supporting us if we have got any issues that arise…naughty kids or 

kids that are feeling a bit homesick…..to me it just a phone call back to the 

Community…we can sit all the kids down in one room and have them on a loud 

speaker if there has been a passing up in the Community we will often ring and 

[Elder] will do a prayer with the kids. She will communicate via a loud speaker in the 

classroom and that has worked really well. 

 

As a management strategy for student wellbeing, the College leadership recognised the need 

to allow students to find a ‘safe space’. 

 

We want the kids to be safe. So, we would much rather …if they are going to abscond 

or not be at a lesson either a) come and talk to us about that first … and tell us how 

they are feeling about a particular situation or environment …or [b] allow them a 

place where they can abscond to that we know is safe for them. In a garden area a 

little bit away from the school … We said if you want have a break where you feel 

better and just think this through…go to this place, this is your safe place … where 

you can go while you sort this out in your mind…but always come and talk to us 

about it. 

 

Generally, within the Student factors theme, student wellbeing and readiness were essential 

for a successful transition. College staff have provided ‘safe spaces’ for students to use if 

they are feeling disengaged from College life. Community and College staff see that students 

have opportunity both within school and outside school. A recent change included the 

integration of Community students into mainstream classes. An extended parent visit to the 

College helped address student homesickness. Community Elders supported the College by 

being available to talk with students and being available for possible incidents of student 

misbehaviour. 

Learning 

This section focuses on student learning and incorporates local Cultural learning, Western 

learning and both-ways learning. 

Community participants wanted children to learn Western Culture at the College so they can 

become confident and strong. Local cultural learning can still happen in the school holidays. 



 71 

Interviewer: So what sort of things would they learn at [College] that is important to 

[Community].  

 

Respondent 1: Like Western Culture you know. Like Western Science, art, … Like 

our culture they can come back and do it any time they want. It is always here. It is a 

good thing that the students need to learn the Western culture so they can be confident 

and strong … They can always come back and learn culture at home. Like during 

holiday…people like Waltja program and Youth Program and they take teenagers out 

bush. Hunting. Tool making. Camping out with Elders. 

 

Respondent 2: [student] came home on holidays and he was saying that mum, I am 

learning about science. So, he is really good. Sometimes he played footy, arts…. 

Sometimes paintings. 

 

Community comment reiterated both-ways learning.  

 

It is like a learning each other. Whitefella way and our way… [The College] kids they 

coming in and learning our ways…our kids go there to Unity College and they 

learning their way. 

 

One College participant articulated that cultural context underpins learning.  

 

Relating education in South Australia back into contexts of culture …. helps them to 

understand how to follow through in the education here at [College] …because unless 

you can break into to their world, into their thinking and their way of being it is not 

going to work in with the educating in our whitefella way. 

 

Another College participant talked about the advantages of non- Indigenous students learning 

on Indigenous country. 

 

We need to make sure that we are going into a Community that we can learn from … 

when you serve a Community such as [Community] you actually get more back 

yourself …that is a real learned thing…it is an experiential learned thing. You can’t 

just get that by having a conversation. You have got to be out there and experience it. 
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One Community participant commented on the non-Indigenous students from the College 

learning ‘On Country’. 

 

Interviewer: Do you think the non-Aboriginal students come here and learn a lot? 

 

Respondent: Yes, they do. 

 

Interviewer: What sort of things do you think they learn when they come? 

 

Respondent: To the Community? 

 

Interviewer: Yes. 

 

Respondent: They, [non-Indigenous students] came on bush trips, all of different 

types of earth and animals and bush tuckers, we have plenty of bush tucker in our 

Community and outside. 

 

A College participant’s response highlights student excitement. 

 

Our kids when they go up there every year… they learn so much …They just love it 

…it is just something extraordinary … you would not expect our kids to want go up 

there and you would not expect them to come back with that impression. 

 

A College respondent explained how Community students learnt Year 12 courses ‘On 

Country’ where teachers worked with Elders. 

 

Interviewer: How do the parents and … Community support their kids while at the 

[College]?  

 

Respondent: We run a service trip up in the Community where our students head up 

into the Community and during that time the [College-Community] students actually 

tick off one of their subjects … their Community Studies subject. So last year they 

built an Op Shop ... So, we had our teachers up there … Elders help them… 
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Interviewer: So, let me just get this right. The teachers and the Elders worked 

together. 

 

Respondent: Absolutely.  

 

Interviewer: To teach the Community Studies course. 

 

Respondent: Yes. 

 

There was College comment about completing Year 12 irrespective of SACE completion 

requirements. 

 

We are working with Community at the moment to just have a discussion with them 

about some of the students that come down will get a SACE certificate of completion 

and some of the students that come down will get their senior school completed at 

[The College] Certificate … there will be some kids that aren’t ready to get their 

SACE or aren’t able to get their SACE … but they are still finishing Year 12, so 

finishing school. 

 

College participants discussed how technology connects families to the learning process. 

 

Respondent 1: I think it is fantastic that the Community get given the opportunity to 

see our students in action, because videos and pictures are being posted on 

Facebook… in the classroom participating …and that must be very heart-warming for 

the Community to see that. 

 

Respondent 2: We have set up things like Facebook pages so they can see photos…it 

so a closed group that only families in [Community] can see and we try to [post] 

things on there daily …what activities they are involved in. 

 

There was College commentary about the ‘gap’ of current knowledge. 
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We still have got a big gap between literacy and numeracy and meeting the 

requirements of the Australian Curriculum. 

 

With a suggestion of reducing long term breaks to help with the flow of student learning.  

 

I am pretty keen for students to be in class... a bit of a disadvantage is this ‘swap 

over’…arriving late leaving early. I am actually pushing for that the students to be 

here during the term …almost the whole time. When the program first started there 

were quite big gaps between breaks and that actually does not really help the 

continuity. 

 

However, one College respondent discussed the need for flexible term times given student 

wellbeing needs. 

 

One size does not fit all … it is a massive undertaking by these students and that is 

where we need to be flexible… So, if 6 or 7 or 8 weeks is the limit in terms of their 

ability to be away from home …then we need to respect that …and say it is probably 

time for them to go home and have a break. 

 

One Community participant was emphatic about visiting the College and teaching 

Community ways to all College students. 

 

My idea was thinking about myself about going or teaching. Talking about one theme. 

So, they can see this is what they learn. Like one topic. Like water. Or trees or the 

seasons or calendar, how many seasons we got, like science you know. What type of 

fruit and what type of season where we can get that fruit … I was thinking of one day 

that I should be going to [The College] and teaching what I have taught them here. 

 

The invitation would include College day students. 

 

The [College] mob can see maybe a couple of students can join in with the 

[Community] students … in the same class. 

 

The participant likened this to a partnership or an exchange with a group of Elders. 
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Interviewer: The idea is that you can go down and maybe some other… 

 

Respondent: Elders 

 

Interviewer:  …Elders from [Community] 

 

 Respondent: That’s a partnership you know. 

 

 Interviewer: A partnership. So, when you are talking partnership… 

 

 Respondent: And I want to teach them where they are at… 

 

 Interviewer: So that’s what you mean by partnership. 

 

 Respondent: An exchange… 

 

 Interviewer: Exchange. 

 

 Respondent: Youa. 

 

And when asked about ‘what is being exchanged’ the participant replied. 

 

Respondent: I want go and see their school. Their classes. 

 

Interviewer: OK. 

 

 Respondent: Elders go and see what they are doing. Cooking art, science. 

 

 Interviewer: And then you said you teach a class about the seasons. 

 

 Respondent: The seasons and two-way science. 
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Generally, within this Learning theme, effective learning occurred when Community students 

were given opportunity to study Western courses; when College teachers understood cultural 

context; when Elders were involved in co-designing learning and when there was enough 

time for learning. Improvements could be made through having teacher exchanges where 

Indigenous Community teachers and Elders could teach Indigenous content to all College 

students. 

Language and Culture 

 

This theme encompasses culture and language within the Community and the College. 

‘Culture’ will refer to traditional and other values that inform practices to unite both 

communities. ‘Language’ will refer mainly to the use of traditional Indigenous language and 

how this interacts with the use of English language. 

 

One College respondent venerated cultural respect. 

 

Respondent: Number one is culture and respect of that culture. If you try to impose on 

them your white fella culture it then breaks down any relationship. It is purely 

recognising putting number one the Aboriginal culture …. because to them …the 

Communities …that is number one. 

 

Interviewer: if we were to define the respect of culture, what would it look like? 

 

Respondent: Respecting cultural sorry story, respecting cultural initiations and 

communications and also respecting consent of being part of anything that is related 

to the Aboriginal Community. 

 

Cultural respect of gender and contact protocols was raised by Community and College 

participants. One Community respondent discussed travel protocols - a male chaperone for 

boys and a female chaperone for girls. 

 

The staff…they come and talk to the parents. When they come they take the students 

on the bus and flew together. They look after them. For the boys there is a man. For 

the girls there is a woman. 
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One College participant described how the cultural more of gendered communication needs 

to be respected. 

 

With [Community] being a female run … I get phone calls saying I am not talking to 

that one…. nah that is a man…I don’t talk to men…because it is wrong within culture 

like for [woman] to talk to [man]… because they feel uncomfortable …it’s nothing 

about [the man] … it’s that cultural …because females they are older ladies …they do 

not talk to men. 

 

Another College participant described his journey. 

 

Being a bloke, it has been hard for me to talk to the people…being a very female 

orientated or dominated Community …they seem to back away from me being a 

male… I took my wife up there and introduced [wife] to the people…they suddenly 

thought …oh he is married. He has got a wife …and she talked to them and they 

talked to her…it broke down that barrier a little bit more…and they loved seeing my 

wife there. They knew me a little bit but they saw me as another part of my family … 

I think that was important to them. 

 

A Community respondent stated the requirement for students to be in Community for 

Cultural business. 

 

Interviewer: Would they come back here for business? Would that be right? 

 

Respondent: Yes, business during December and January. 

 

One College participant spoke of the need to improve cultural knowledge. 

 

We have always endeavoured to communicate with the Community as best as we can 

…maybe we could have always done that better. ... Who to talk to …when to talk to 

people… who to go to in terms of permissions … or the right thing to do…or the 

wrong thing to do…respecting customs and traditions. Making sure that we were not 

going there when there were particular things on like men’s business or funerals. 
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One Community participant showed the link between local bilingual education and the 

partnership with the College. 

 

Respondent: What we did here …so we came a big partnership. Like sharing ideas. 

We told them what to teach the kids. Because it is a bilingual school…So, we became 

a partnership. 

 

Interviewer: So, it is a bilingual school. What language do you learn here? 

 

Respondent: Pitjantjatjara. 

 

The same Community participant discussed how students need to learn English far away and 

not just find an easy exit back to Community life. 

 

Respondent: They stay long and it is from home. If they were at [local boarding 

school] they would have come back easy.  

 

Interviewer: Are you saying it is because it is a longer way away. 

 

Respondent: They can stay and study… I think students doing are fine. There is more 

what do you call it like here kids here they are only talking English to them. Here all 

the time they talk language. Talking language. But there are only English speakers 

who are teaching. Like they can only speak English, But Maybe on the weekend they 

can talk to each other. 

 

A College respondent explained how day College students and staff learn and understand 

culture. 

 

Interviewer: What do you think that they learn…? 

 

Respondent: I don’t know…they do learn but it is learning their ways and 

[to]understand their culture…. it is a fascinating intrigue in the place.  
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One College participant saw the opportunity for College staff to learn history from the Elders. 

 

I really want to see more of those opportunities and maybe another step with our staff 

as we build that close rapport and hopefully have people like [Senior Elder] and the 

Elders talk to us about what happened in the past and how they have evolved as a 

Community. 

  

A Community participant added that staff go hunting and learn about cultural foods. 

 

Interviewer: Do you think the staff learn as well…when the teachers come and the 

support staff? 

 

Respondent: Yes, they do. 

 

 Interviewer: What sort of things do they learn? 

 

Respondent: Learning about language and damper and kangaroo tail and witchetty 

grub and honey ants. 

 

Interviewer: Ah Witchetty grubs…do they go hunting? 

 

Respondent: Yes 

 

One College respondent explained how respecting and learning both ways resulted in people 

feeling valued. 

 

It’s about connecting [Community] and [College] way together. Not putting one 

above the other but marrying them so that they are the ‘same-same’. So, it looks like 

to the [Community] people that we are actually not putting us above …we need to be 

both on the same level and making people from both ends feel that they are valued 

and important. 

 

Community participants commented about a bilingual College-Community church service. 
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Interviewer: In the church, when they do the service …is that in Pitjantjatjara or is it 

in English or is it in both? 

 

Respondent: Both. First one is in Pitjantjatjara and the second is in English. 

 

A College participant said that beliefs were common in both communities. 

 

I think being Lutheran too and being strong Christians bringing in how we see God in 

all this …particularly in that Community and they are so strong in their faith and they 

are really grateful to God for what they have. 

 

Generally, within the Language and Culture theme, respect of culture is paramount. This 

includes respecting cultural laws and business. Respect of cultural gender etiquette is 

necessary for developing productive relationships. Bilingual learning was necessary for 

partnership development. College staff participated and wanted to learn more about 

Community culture. Community people wanted to teach culture to College staff and students. 

Christian culture was synergistic. 

Collaboration 

This theme combines the minor themes of ‘teamwork’ and ‘working together’ describing 

how people both work cooperatively within the College team and symbiotically across both 

communities.  

 

One Community participant described how the collaboration started. 

 

Interviewer: When [ Teacher] came did she come on her own or with other staff? 

 

Respondent: With Other staff. There were about 4 or 5. And we a paper- what do you 

call? 

 

Interviewer: Application forms? 

 

Respondent: No. Information. Booklets. 
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Interviewer: With photos and things? 

 

Respondent: Yes. We thought this must be a good school and we started to send the 

kids and the family decided to send the kids to [the College]. 

 

A College participant stated that the teacher developed good communication with families. 

 

Our teacher [ teacher] was very very good at communicating with the families and 

having that contact with the family. 

 

Another College participant reflected on the collaboration between her and the Community 

through the earning of respect. 

 

It is then earning the respect of Community to be able to say hey look, we need to 

work together, we have to be working through discipline or working through 

education together. 

 

The College moved to a teamwork approach allowing for new initiatives and sustainability. 

 

Respondent 1: It is important that we have that team approach …so the one person 

does not get burnt out… I know the Community like to see one face up there so they 

have got  one contact…we have changed it from one person being the main contact to 

a team approach…the Community are accepting …I think they were quite worried 

when we first did it that it was not going to work and the same person was not there 

all the time  but I actually think  now they are seeing that it is successful and we are 

implementing a lot of new things to help the kids communicate back to the 

Community… an open communication with them. 

 

Respondent 2: We want all the teachers or the LSO’s who are the support people in 

the class to get the opportunity of going up to see the communities, see where these 

kids are ….to part of the whole answers and the solutions when things come up. 

 

The purpose of the rationale for this change was to distribute the load to manage all the 

aspects of the program. 
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Having responsibility for the children and teaching and learning and boarding and all 

those sorts of things was too much for one person and that is where we think now, 

having a team approach down here, having a number of different people in many 

different aspects of the program works a lot better. 

 

Although respecting the team approach, one respondent posed a cautionary note citing the 

disadvantage of having too many people involved without a designated main contact person. 

 

I think if it is an ideal world it would be where you would have someone that has 

developed a relation with Community to be able to liaise with Community but then 

having that complete respect from those Community people, sometimes we try and 

force too many people into the Community …. I suppose from our whitefellas way, it 

is wanting lots of people to be involved so that we can share the load but when you 

look at it from the Community way, they don’t want lots of people to share the load, 

they want a key figure to be their person they want to talk to. 

 

Another participant focused how College staff were excited to visit the Community. 

 

Many staff here are busting to get up there…it is just some sort of passion. I just love 

it up there. The biggest thing is this. ...to talk to the people and understand them and 

listen to them… Give them a lot of information about what we are doing … We have 

got our nurse... She goes up there and talks to the parents and also to the clinic up 

there about the children’s wellbeing…. We have so many people who want to go up 

and link and communicate with these people. 

 

In moving forward to an improved model, one participant suggested that parents need to have 

more input in the future. 

 

We seem to be very very isolated .... I would like parents to know more about what 

we are actually doing and inform them at least and give them opportunity to have 

some input. 
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Another participant said that moving forward meant that reflecting on good practice and 

apologising for mistakes. 

 

You always remember the really good things and that is why I think it is incredibly 

important that just we stick with it. Because the good things outweigh the tough 

times. When it works it works really well when it doesn’t you just have to … 

apologise for our mistakes … we get better all the time. 

 

Generally, within this collaboration theme, a growing respect underpinned the development 

of a cooperative way of learning together between the Community and the College. Ideas 

were shared between the College and the Community. The College teamwork approach was 

generally accepted as progressive with College participants although it may raise Community 

confusion without the designation of one main contact person. College staff showed interest 

and engagement visiting and working with the Community. Reflective comment suggested 

the involvement of parents in future decisions. 

Summary of findings 

Forming trusting relationships using new and effective communication methods between the 

two communities (like the Facebook page) formed a binding connecting thread. College and 

Community participants highlighted the value of Community meetings ‘on country’. 

Meetings were attended by everyone in the community. The concept of teamwork and 

brokerage was only talked about by College participants. Student readiness, opportunity and 

homesickness featured highly. The theme of both-way learning was evident from College and 

Community participants. There were clear accounts of both-ways learning with students and 

with staff. There was comment from College and Community for the desire for College 

students and staff to learn Indigenous Culture. There was reflection from College staff to 

learn from their mistakes. Overall, Community participants reported how the students felt and 

learnt about going to the College whereas College participants focussed more on the 

experiences, processes and strategies of the relationship. 
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Chapter 5 Analysis and Discussion 

Investigating the elements of the educational partnership between a very remote Indigenous 

community and an urban boarding school, there were three research questions (as stated 

earlier): 

1) What is the nature and function of communication practices and modes of 

communication between two diverse schools? 

2) What practices keep students culturally safe while maximising the opportunities from 

a boarding school education? 

3) How does each school community learn from the other, and supports the other in that 

learning? 

I now turn to a response for each of these research questions. 

What is the nature and function of communication practices and modes of 

communication between two diverse schools? 

 

Participants identified that trust, community understanding and cultural respect were 

necessary elements for effective communication. The College staff and community 

communicated in English. The Community communicated mainly in Pitjantjatjara. Whilst 

most community members understood and spoke English, some were bilingual to varying 

degrees. However, it was clear that English was spoken in the Community as a second or 

third language. This posed potential challenges for communication between the College and 

the Community. 

Visiting community 

 

College staff scheduled visits to the Community up to 10 times per year. Many face-to-face 

meetings occurred. These meetings took time but allowed for development of understanding, 

cultural respect and trust to build family relationships and guide the partnership. Visiting 

communities was shown to be beneficial in recent Central Australian boarding school 

research. 

 

Those who had physically visited communities and spoken to families face-to-face 

spoke of how valuable this experience was and the importance of these visits for 

connecting with families (Benveniste, 2018, p. 225). 
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The College’s practice developed to include a dedicated staff team with different roles 

involving frequent Community visits. However, there were less family visits to the College. 

Participant accounts reported some family visits for special events or to allay student 

homesickness. Community response indicated the will to visit although the interviews did not 

indicate any process where families had the opportunity or logistical and financial means to 

organise their travel. This conferred with participants from a Western Australian Indigenous 

boarding study. 

 

Many parent and staff informants coveted the opportunity for greater engagement and 

to form relationships based on frequent communication and reciprocated interchange 

both at school and in the community (Mander, 2012, p. 262). 

 

College participants suggested that support services like the Northern Territory Transition 

Support Unit could assist with logistics. However, long-term Community based sustainable 

financial planning is needed beyond ABSTUDY or stakeholder support. This can only 

happen when more students are educated to become financially sustainable parents. In the 

meantime, support is needed. 

The happenings in meetings 

 

School-Community meetings occurred every term in the Community where most of the 

Community attended and saw their children’s learning through video, PowerPoint, story or 

poetry. Over three years there was an increase in the number of men (fathers and 

grandfathers) attending these meetings. This increase was most likely due to the College’s 

growing trust and cultural understanding with the Community. The practice of meetings ‘on 

Country’ aligned with comments from the Study Away Review. 

 

Engagement with family and community is really important. Schools have parent 

teacher interviews at the school but there would be huge value if the schools ran these 

interviews in community (Commonwealth of Australia, 2017b, p. 42). 

 

Local attendance at these meetings was high with reports of an inclusive, cohesive College-

Community “all together” mood with lots of information about student achievements and 

celebrations. One participant described this positive mood by recounting an instance of 

strong, reciprocal parental dialogue. This incidence was an exception as many parents 
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decided not to talk in meetings. Silent or minimal verbal participation is not necessarily 

inequitable. A study with Indigenous Hawaiian educators found that silence in meetings was 

esteemed as a “sign of intelligence” (Meyer, 2003, p. 139). Cultural advice shows that 

periods of silence are the norm and are valued by Indigenous people (Queensland Health, 

2019). However, it is clear that Community people were not confident speaking English in 

front of the whole community. Conversely, it could be argued that the College participants 

were not confident in speaking Pitjantjatjara (Trudgen, 2000). A Pitjantjatjara interpreter may 

have allowed for more ‘both-ways’ communication or two-way verbal engagement (Perso, 

2012; Trudgen, 2000). 

Access, phone and technology 

 

Calling an exclusive College mobile phone number allowed immediate access for 

Community families. When calling this number, families were more likely to know the 

College staff who answer. This was a significant improvement from calling an unknown 

receptionist. Connecting families through phone and video technologies has been suggested 

by some authors as an effective communication strategy (Benveniste et al., 2014; Cahill et 

al., 2017; Johnson & Oliver, 2014; Mander, 2015a). However participant comment raised the 

issue of few Community phone lines. Contact was limited to the Community Shop, Clinic, 

School, Council and some random public payphones. With the onset of the College Facebook 

page, participant accounts cite parental excitement with posts of student academic and 

sporting achievements. Whilst acknowledging this improvement, the same limitations apply 

to the lack of public internet access illustrating the massive deficiency in potential student-

family communication for remote Indigenous communities (Watson, 2013). However, one 

Community comment cited how social media had previously caused student conflict although 

Community leaders resolved this issue. Research discussing the negative effects of social 

media include the negative impact of student overuse to cyber bullying (Coffin et al., 2010; 

O’Bryan, 2016). Some suggest that there is broad evidence for potential positive outcomes 

(Mander, 2015a) and that it can be used as a potential strategy for Indigenous communities 

separated by distance (Benveniste, 2014; Cahill et al., 2017). The challenge for the 

Community is to improve access to the internet whilst allaying potential student and family 

misuse. Given that the findings showed how Elders confidently made decisions around 

inclusive culture and two-way learning, one would expect that they would have a firm 

position on access and student misuse. However, as modes of technological communication 
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rapidly change, the dialogue between school leaders and Elders must strategize how they 

jointly respond to potential misuse. 

Cultural respect and frequency of communication 

 

Culturally respectful, trusting communication allowed for strong relationships to develop. 

One College participant said “trust and communication” gives families assurance that their 

children will be supported. Another said that it is “important to take that time” to develop 

relationships by showing cultural respect. One College respondent called families at least 

every fortnight with positive student feedback. That said, there was no evidence on how 

frequently families call the College. That said, findings of this study showed that families 

were confident to call the College. The College encouraged this direct, open communication 

with the attitude to resolve issues directly with the parents. This approach was confirmed 

from a community group in the Study Away Review. 

 

It is about building trust and respect and connection so that if something goes wrong 

the family, the community and the school can work together to fix it (Commonwealth 

of Australia, 2017b, p. 42). 

 

Participant comment showed how the College provided students with phone and Wi-Fi 

access to encourage them to share their experiences and contact home frequently. However, it 

is unknown if these devices can maintain a cultural connection. 

Communication and Christian confirmations 

 

Recent student Christian confirmations took place where College and Community participant 

comments ranged from “working in partnership” to “people are really happy and proud”. 

This religious partnership directly contrasted to historical effects of religion on boarding 

schools. From the “brutal” boarding experiences that Smith describes (Smith, 2009) to abuses 

in the 19th and 20th Century (Commonwealth of Australia, 2017; Demer, 2016; Quince, 2015; 

Trafzer et al., 2006), this Confirmation experience appeared to be different. 

The following steps chronologically describe how this experience was different: 

1. A Community Elder initiated the process.  

2. The Community and the College were in symmetrical agreement with agreed values, 

goals and processes.  

3. The Elder requested the College staff to teach and prepare the children.  
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4. College staff and students willingly agreed to follow through on the request and led 

the preparation classes.  

5. The ceremony was led “on country” by another female Elder with both communities 

attending. 

6. Roles were allocated by the Elder for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students.  

7. The structure of the service was in the local language Pitjantjatjara with some English 

content. 

Etymologically, this relationship could be described using the French word parçonier 

meaning co-owner or joint heir (Dictionary, 2017). In modern day terms it may be described 

as a win-win relationship and in Pitjantjatjara as Jukurrpa Kutju (one story). Beyond 

definitions, this event could only happen with mutual trust and respect embedded in an 

implicit understanding between the Community and College. This event may have been a 

positive aberration although the energy driving this event was in direct contrast to the forces 

driving asymmetrical relationships of abusive boarding school missions in the 19th and 20th 

Century. Those historical relationships were built on Western power and dominance and did 

not consider a symmetrical partnership with an Indigenous community (O’Bryan, 2016; 

O’Bryan & Rose, 2015). 

Challenges and strategies 

 

College Participants cited some challenges with communication. They ranged from the 

College navigating Community cultural norms of communication to communicating their 

innovative partnership with local (same denomination) church stakeholders in Alice Springs. 

Given this complexity and potential growth of staff in the program, the College and the 

Community need to address these challenges of communicating at a deeper level.   

 

One way forward would involve a type of “I-Thou” relationship where the ideas of Jewish 

Philosopher, Martin Buber, are used to explain collaboration centred around an authentic, 

ontological level with all people. 

 

where holistic care is provided that pays due attention to the totality of life 

circumstances, and where humble, hopeful dialogue imagines the ideal and then acts 

to transform the status quo, otherwise vulnerable individuals are enabled to realise 

dreams in a way that programs and policy approaches alone could never achieve 

(O’Bryan, 2016, p. 239). 
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Communicating this ontological, anthropocentric ideal should inspire deeper relational 

development. If the Elders and College leaders continue to communicate aligned values, one 

would expect two-way empowerment of the wider population. Resulting from this would 

allow children and adults from both communities to be more self-confident, knowing their 

goals and confidently walking their journey towards these goals. One College participant 

related his learning journey by acknowledging his mistakes, learning cultural respectful 

behaviour and setting the goal to have effective culturally responsive communication. Given 

this learning, the challenge is for the College leadership team to continually communicate 

with Community Elders to understand cultural mores and nuances. Reciprocally, the 

converse applies for the Community to understand College Culture. 

 

Summarising this research question, communication practices held the values of mutual trust 

and respect. Both communities communicated face-to-face through informal meetings, 

formal jointly organised ‘whole of community’ meetings, telephone calls and social media. 

Issues arose from lack of phone and internet access as well as misuse of social media. 

Communication occurred mainly in English although during the Lutheran confirmation 

service, communication occurred in Pitjantjatjara. 

What practices keep students culturally safe whilst maximising opportunities from a 

boarding school education? 

 

Families wanted to positively see their children learning in a different world whilst keeping 

their cultural integrity. The College felt morally driven to give children Western 

opportunities. Participant comments showed how students from both the Community and 

College benefited by understanding and experiencing the other’s culture. This dynamic, 

where a student’s concept of self alternately developed in both the College and Community, 

provided insight into the partnership. Participant responses showed how culturally respectful 

relationships were essential. These relationships allowed for indigenous and non-indigenous 

students to educationally progress by learning languages, cultural practices and social 

interactions in both worlds. These social and cultural capital exchanges between both 

communities holistically interweaved to support a student’s opportunity and cultural safety. 
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Working with just one community 

 

The College decided to work with just one community (as per the original vision). 

Consequentially, Community children were with their peers daily for cultural support. Boys 

boarded in a freestanding house near the College and the girls boarded in a nearby suburban 

house. This decision allowed for deeper relationships to be formed as all the College 

resources were directed to work with one Community. Consequentially, there was increased 

staff capacity to contact families and Elders, learn and understand culture and enable multiple 

interactions during community visits. By working with one community, there was a critical 

mass of students (Mander et al., 2015a) to support each other as well as the potential to 

develop stronger, deeper and more culturally understanding relationships (Drennan & 

McCord, 2017a, 2015; O’Bryan, 2015; House of Representatives Standing Committee on 

Indigenous Affairs, 2017; Commonwealth of Australia, 2017b). The concept of working with 

one community meant that, at one point, the College could ask a Community family member 

to stay with the students if they were was errant behaviour or homesickness (Mander, 2015a). 

This practice was verified by the House of Representative Standing Committee on 

Indigenous Affairs. 

 

If they have family or relationships in a boarding house it makes it so much more 

successful (p. 103) 

Elders and College staff helping student cultural safety 

 

Two-way cultural respect and communication developed over time with mutually understood 

processes allowing Elders to culturally engage students. For example, when relatives passed 

away Elders talked in Pitjantjatjara with students over the phone. College staff understood 

how cultural processes did not fit onto a Western timeline. Staff learnt that customs and 

traditions needed to be respected by not visiting the Community during mens’ business and 

funerals. Funerals posed a challenge for both partners and, in particular, the circumstances 

that allow students to return home. If the students went home frequently, they would miss out 

on Western Education. If they stayed at school they risked missing culturally mandated 

obligations. This quandary was resolved when leaders from the school met with Elders in the 

Community. Elders agreed that students would come back for the passing of immediate 

family relatives and, if there was contention, Elders would have the final call. These practices 

aligned with current research showing how cultural safety depends upon boarding school 
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staff culturally respecting a student’s background, family structures, kinship systems, 

business systems and obligations to attend ceremonies (Cahill et al., 2017; Rogers, 2017). 

This ‘Elder driven, College accepted’ approach enabled both Western opportunity and 

Cultural obligation. This minimised the ‘push-pull’ of family obligations (Hunter, 2015) and 

the “internal conflict” that students often experience (O’Bryan, 2016, p. 154). However, there 

was no participant evidence to show how a College teacher can attend to the cultural safety of 

Indigenous students in a large cross-cultural class. One strategy (see Appendix A) shows how 

teachers can be empowered to use learning maps that provide a visual, cultural framework 

when engaging Indigenous students (Yunkaporta, 2009). 

Relationship based student management versus Western constructs 

 

As community relationships are built on culture, the College community realised how student 

management is built on relationship-based processes and not Western constructs of 

discipline. The College learnt that established behaviour management processes did not work 

for very remote Indigenous students. Building trusting relationships with students had a 

greater impact when staff attended to errant behaviours. One participant stated. 

 

Relationship is more important than trying to impose a discipline on to them  

 

This approach aligns with successful staff approaches from a Maori study. 

 

When Maori students have good relationships with their teachers, they are able to 

thrive at school (Bishop et al., 2009). 

 

Trusting relationships may be a good start, but the practical challenge is how College staff 

would respond to students if they were feeling emotionally or culturally fragile. Most College 

students can take a ‘day off’ school but boarding students did not have that option. One 

College participant described the creation of a ‘safe space’ garden where students could go if 

they were feeling stressed or vulnerable. College staff encouraged students to spend time in 

the garden but insisted that ‘running away’ was not an option. College and Community 

participant accounts reported staff having an understanding, trusting relationship with 

students that promoted open conversations and thereby ensured that students stayed safe. The 

Community endorsed this approach. The deeper challenge is developing this student self-

determination and cultural identity (Benveniste et al., 2015a). Students developing 
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confidence and “voice” (Rogers, 2017) would enable College staff to support their internal 

thought process (House of Representatives Standing Committee on Indigenous Affairs, 2017, 

p. 108). 

 

One College participant suggested that College policy needed to be respectful and flexible for 

student cultural needs by allowing shorter school terms. An alternate comment described how 

the College needs students to fully complete terms to allow for learning continuity. Another 

comment discussed parental input into decisions. One Community participant said students 

could be taking an “easy way” to return home early and was adamant for students to attend 

College during term time and come home for culture in the holidays. The way forward is for 

all students, staff and parents to arrive at an understanding where they reconcile a Western 

value requiring whole term attendance and a cultural value to return to country. Elders must 

be instrumental in this process. 

Culturally responsive staff 

 

The College staff are on a cultural learning journey where participants demonstrated that the 

cultural connection and relationship needed to be ‘right’ before any learning could happen. 

One College participant emphasised “number one is culture and respect of that culture”. 

Another talked of the need to forgive themselves, keep the vision and move beyond their 

cultural mistakes. For student travel to and from the boarding school, one Community 

participant identified the need for a male chaperone to travel with boys and a female 

chaperone for girls. A College male participant related one journey as a male visitor 

communicating with many traditional women in the Community. He was reflective on how a 

subsequent visit with his wife to the Community broke down many previously perceived 

barriers and opened up a world of cultural connection and credibility as the Community 

connected with him as a family connects to another family. Moving beyond individual 

examples, a mechanism needs to allow all College staff to be systematically culturally 

responsive. Yunkaporta’s pedagogical framework promotes a clear eight step diagram (see 

Appendix A) that allows for College teachers and staff to understand Indigenous perspectives 

(Yunkaporta, 2009). Whilst this framework was developed with another Indigenous culture, 

the concepts could inspire the Community Elders to promote their artefact use in classrooms 

and boarding accommodation. 
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Student trauma 

Most students who go to boarding school will have a trauma related experience (O’Bryan, 

2016). One North Queensland study showed that 26% of Indigenous boarding students had 

low to moderate psychological distress (Redman-MacLaren, 2017). O’Bryan defines two 

areas for schools to address trauma:  

 Helping students to self-regulate stress responses and impulses. 

 Building relational capacities.  

(O’Bryan, 2016, p. 211) 

Participant comment suggested that the College has processes to work with children who 

respond impulsively. However, there was no discussion about frameworks assisting student 

trauma or how College staff would respond to a serious incident of student trauma. As 

explained in the literature review, Peeler emphasised the importance of staff training in 

Trauma Informed Practice (Commonwealth of Australia, 2017a). 

The Australian College of Education Research journal, Teacher, states, that formal training is 

not necessary if a school has a ‘student centred’ approach.  

TIP [Trauma Informed Practice] in education is what happens when we put 

student wellbeing at the core of everything” (Harris, 2017, p. 1) 

Teacher identified core elements promoting trust, positive student and family relationships, 

empathy, student skill development and organisational connections. Given that the College is 

following these core practices, it would appear that it is naturally following a path of trauma 

informed practice. However, given the statistic of psychological distress mentioned above, 

College staff should consider training. 

The balance 

 

Where does the balance lie between opportunity and cultural safety if opportunity is the 

mantle for the College and cultural safety the mantle for the community? Does having 

emphasis on cultural safety compromise Western opportunity? Does having an emphasis on 

Western Education compromise cultural safety? Is there a synergistic point that optimises 

Cultural Safety and Western Opportunity? Given that Community participants were 

significantly bilingual in both Pitjantjatjara and English, it would be safe to assume there 

would be a natural bias in how they would view the virtues of a Western educational 
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opportunity. Some Community families (with less English confidence) could esteem their 

Culture more as they may not have had the same enlightened, lived experience of Western 

Education. Therefore, there is a need to find ways to bridge this gap of cultural knowledge.  

 

The most logical step forward would be for the Elders and the College leaders to form a joint 

management committee and meet regularly to align on processes that help students succeed 

in both worlds. This may happen informally, although formality will give a symmetry and 

framework that students, staff and families understand. The incorporation of local interpreters 

should help to generate an ‘in depth’ response from Elders. Embodying students into the 

conversation (Bishop et al., 2009; Rogers, 2017), will provide a vehicle for their 

empowerment in both worlds. Alumni students (O’Bryan, 2016) and transition support 

services (Northern Territory Department of Education, 2015; Redman-MacLaren et al., 

2019).will provide additional direction. 

 

Summarising this research question, the key point is for students to develop the practice of 

‘walking in two worlds’. This means that students keep their cultural identity whilst having a 

Western educational experience. Elders being culturally available (via phone or technology) 

will support students to walk in both worlds. ‘Walking in both worlds’ also involves College 

staff learning cultural and relational based student management as well as strategically 

responding to potential student trauma. An intentional College partnership with the 

Community frames deeper cross-cultural relationship development. 

How does each community learn from the other and support the other in that 

learning? 

Pride, confidence and strength 

 

Learning knowledge has a different purpose, context and process for each community. 

Community participant comments discussed the value of learning ‘on country’ where 

students connected with their culture through traditional activities such as hunting, tool 

making and cultural business. College Participants venerated the value of learning Western 

ways so students could have opportunity by achieving a job at the end of schooling. 

Community and College participants extolled the value of learning both ways. Community 

participants discussed how this ‘both-way’ learning allows students to become strong and 

confident whilst instilling parental pride. College participants valued how both and staff and 
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students became more culturally competent by visiting Country. College participants 

highlighted the life changing effect of a week-long immersion in a tradition culture. 

Knowledge transference 

 

Traditionally, in a one directional boarding transition, students leave their home and 

transition to a boarding school primarily to learn Western Culture on a different country. This 

College-Community partnership had a different dynamic where Community students learn 

Western ways at the boarding school and Western College students learnt ‘on country’ 

through an annual service trip. Both College and Community responses showed the 

willingness of children to learn knowledge in the other’s world. Participant responses aligned 

with literature where learning on country the classroom becomes the outside environment 

(Albrecht, 2002; Duggie & Kotzur, 2014). This reciprocal relationship has benefits to expand 

minds both-ways within completely different learning contexts and is polar opposite to 

historical disconnected learning models (see pp 13-15 earlier).  

 

However, there is some imbalance. Firstly, if College staff have opportunity to learn on 

Aboriginal country, there needs to be opportunity for community adults and Elders to learn 

Western ways at the College. Whilst this may not be within the College’s scope, one Sami 

model shows benefits for continuous learning both for adults and children (Jack, 2010). 

Secondly, if Community parents visit the College, there needs to be an opportunity for non-

Indigenous College parents to visit the Community and learn some Indigenous ways. Finally, 

given the participant comments citing the success of the one-week service project, this 

learning journey could extend to encourage non-Indigenous students to learn Pitjantjatjara 

language and culture. These changes would build on current two-way learning successes to 

create a more symmetrical learning environment for both College and the Community, 

allowing not just the students to learn but for all staff, Elders and parents to join the two-way 

learning journey. 

Both-Way learning through a teacher exchange 

 

One way of developing learning both-ways is to explore teacher exchanges. One Community 

participant proposed. 

 

I should be going to [College] and teaching what I have taught them here. 
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She believed that Elders should be going to the College to see what the students are learning. 

Within this proposition, there is the challenge how a cultural curriculum would fit into the 

school (or national) curriculum. Also, this teacher would need to differentiate her culturally 

based, language-based pedagogy for a completely different student cohort.  

 

This idea compares to the Wesley/Yiramalay partnership (cited earlier) where Elders 

travelled thousands of kilometres to teach Bunaba language to primary non-indigenous 

students (Drennan & McCord, 2015). Additionally, a teacher exchange would inspire College 

teachers to learn more by teaching at the Community school (Drennan & McCord, 2015). 

Exchange teaching would authentically show Indigenous teaching standards where culture 

plays a large part in teaching (Perso, 2012) and where families and Elders are integrated into 

curriculum development. 

Elders working with teachers to co-design curriculum 

 

One Community participant described learning as “learning each other…whitefella way and 

our way”. One College participant related how Community Elders worked with the College 

teachers to design curriculum for an “op shop” project. This project was part of a Year 12 

Community Studies Course allowing two students to complete Year 12 through ‘on country’ 

learning. The project included the teachers, the Elders and an independent community 

organisation. This concept where College teachers and the Community decide on curriculum 

is not unique. The Wesley-Yiramalay school (Laschon 2016), as discussed earlier, supported 

Wesley teacher secondments to Fitzroy Crossing to collaboratively develop Bunuba 

curriculum resource material with local Bunuba Elders. (Drennan & McCord, 2015). These 

are good practice exemplars although the onus needs to be on educational jurisdictions to 

incorporate both-ways knowledge into curriculum and assessment practices. The SACE8 

Board of South Australia have a suite of courses that can be studied for successful Year 12 

completion. For example, in addition to Community Studies, a Year 11 and Year 12 student 

can study Australian Languages, Aboriginal Studies and Creative Art (SACE Board, 2019). 

Although these courses have flexible assessment options, students are not assessed in 

traditional Indigenous ways. This contradicts The International Labour Organisation’s tenets 

where curriculum development should involve Indigenous people (Convention Number 169, 

Article 27 in Langton & Ma Rhea, 2009). Appointing a Community educator to the SACE 

                                                 
8 SACE: South Australian Certificate of Education 
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Board of South Australia for Community Studies or Australian Languages moderation would 

be a progressive step towards both-ways assessment. 

Reciprocity of learning and knowledge 

 

Community and College participants saw learning as a reciprocal, collaborative journey. 

Participants demonstrated reciprocal learning within a College-Community meeting, a 

student religious confirmation or a personal cultural reflection. The abovementioned cross-

cultural practices showing Elders co-planning and delivering courses aligns with the Maori 

metaphor of Ako, where there is a Kotahitanga or ‘unity of purpose’ for both cultures to share 

knowledge (Berryman, 2014). As cited earlier in Figure 7, in a New Zealand Ministry of 

Education commissioned Metastudy, parent and teaching intervention (e.g. co-designing 

curriculum) will have an effect size of +1.81 on a child’s educational achievement (Robinson, 

2009). This equates to more than four times the average growth in a child’s learning 

(Robinson, 2009, p. 143).  

 

Whilst it may be argued that Māori and Australian Indigenous contexts are different, it 

appears that Māori Elders have used similar processes to assist student progress. 

 

Evidence from a variety of contexts shows that effectively integrating community 

resources into lessons can lead to major advances in achievement.  

(Robinson, 2009, p. 169) 

 

(Barnhardt, 2007) describes a similar progression in the Alaskan Indigenous journey to a 

holistic knowledge system with contributions from Elders and Western Scientists. Within this 

case study, a College participant’s Western knowledge was strengthened by learning 

Indigenous knowledge within the Community. 

 

Sitting down and making bush medicine with the women and finding these leaves and 

grinding them up …and kangaroo tail… I mean they are things we would never 

experience…and even if we went to Alice Springs …  we would never experience 

things like that …so really we do nothing in comparison to what we get back. 

 

These examples of learning on country confer with the rich environmental and cultural 

experiences cited earlier by Duggie and Kotzur (Duggie & Kotzur, 2014). One College 
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participant expressed the desire for staff to learn local Indigenous history from the Elders. 

Another explained how College staff and students had a passion to “learn their [Indigenous] 

ways and understand their culture”. These participant comments aligned with local research 

showing how boarding staff learning occurred when listening to student’s stories and visiting 

their community (Benveniste et al., 2015a).  

 

Alternately, Community participants explained the cumulative benefit for students to learn 

Western science and art in addition to their traditional culture. In the Torres Strait, Nakata 

explained how accumulation of Western knowledge benefited traditional dugong hunting 

practices (Nakata, 2010). This idea of Western Culture adding to traditional ways was shown 

in the Central Australian anthology, Every Hill Got a Story, where many Elders related 

positive benefits of both-ways learning (Central Land Council, 2015). 

College staff and students learning on Pitjantjatjara country 

 

Non-Indigenous College students have the opportunity to learn ‘on country’. Every year 

College students visit the Community during the College’s Annual Service Trip (Unity 

College, 2016). They participate in a project and engage in local cultural activities. One 

participant described how students came back to the College “more in tune with their world 

view” and how they learnt the Indigenous students’ unique connection to community, family 

and land. A Community participant described how College children made a garden and 

played sport. Community participants also described how the visiting students learnt from 

their Indigenous peers about ‘bush tucker’ and animals whilst on a bush trip with their 

Indigenous peers. College staff went hunting with Elders for witchetty grubs and honey ants. 

Staff showed interest about learning language. Everyone cooked damper and kangaroo tail. 

One College staff participant related how this learning allowed her to question elements of 

Western Society. 

 

I came back a changed person and I know the students did too 

 

This participant’s response above did not go into detail about the change but it seems the 

experience challenged their value system. This experience questioned their priorities of how 

to live a deeper, more satisfying life. 
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The Way Forward 

The value for communities learning from each other was articulated by a College participant. 

 

It’s about connecting [Community] and [College] way together. Not putting one 

above the other but marrying them so that they are the ‘same-same’.  

 

This quote describes the governing principles that should be guiding learning. If learning is 

about connection, it needs to be on a level playing field. This “same-same” homology has 

similarities with the butterfly flying metaphor (Duggie & Kotzur, 2014) where the butterfly 

acquires both earning types to allow it to fly. Considering the Community bilingual model 

(Freeman et al., 2018), the expectation of exchange teaching allows for Indigenous students 

to receive a ‘both-ways’ education at the College. The question remains for the non-

Indigenous, day attending students at the College. For learning to develop symmetrically 

‘both-ways’, learning needs to move beyond service visits and epistemological learning to 

ontological inquiry (Langton & Ma Rhea, 2009). In other words, the learning needs to move 

past the feeling of awe of knowing about Indigenous culture to delve deeper into the “being” 

or the “how” of Indigenous culture. Sam Osborne makes this point where English language 

may describe the heart as the deepest point for emotions although the Anangu describe the 

Spirit to describe the core of a very remote Indigenous person (Osborne, 2013). So where 

does the heart meet the Spirit? Learning a local Indigenous language is a pathway to 

understand Indigenous culture (Osborne & Guenther, 2013). If non-Indigenous College staff 

and students learnt the depth of Pitjantjatjara language, then Indigenous students may sense 

reciprocity of understanding and innately, they may perceive a restored equilibrium. 

 

Summarising this research question, Indigenous and non-Indigenous students learnt in both 

communities. Community students were supported by College staff in Western learning. 

College students and staff learnt Indigenous culture when they visited the Community and 

partook in outdoor hunting, cooking and service activities. Both staff and students were 

positively changed by the experience. Elders worked with College staff to co-design 

curriculum on their country. Suggestion was made for Community leaders to teach 

Indigenous Culture to the College community. All learning and support developed at a 

similar level, with the intent to understand and learn from each other. 
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Alignment with the Bronfenbrenner framework 

 

The Bronfenbrenner framework (Figure 3 and Figure 5) describes how a child will interact 

in their environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). This becomes potentially complex when a child 

has to adjust to two very different environments; their home Community environment and the 

College Community environment. Moving between these environments, the child needs the 

knowledge, skills and understandings to negotiate social and cultural capital changes. 

Coding of participant responses 

 

Participant’s responses were also coded into Bronfenbrenner systems in Figure 11 below to 

identify how the partnership operated at different system levels. 

 

 

Figure 11 Bronfenbrenner Analysis of College-Community Partnership 

Analysing Bronfenbrenner Systems 

 

The Chronosystem described elements (and improvements) of the sustaining relationship 

between the College and the Community. As the partnership is still relatively new (three to 

four years old) it would be logical to expect little participant comment. Sustainability for 

Community people came from their story or Jukurrpa. The interview technique did not allow 

for deeper discussion of Jukurrpa. An Ethnographic method may have inculcated deeper 

communication, allowing for a deeper spiritual understanding of what educational 

sustainability looks like in an Indigenous society. High percentage results in the Exosystem 

aligned with the participant focus on learning, programs and processes. Learning structures, 

processes and ‘both-ways’ learning promoted much discussion. (Nakata, 2010) 
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conceptualised this as a “Meta-awareness” suggesting that we need to open our minds to 

move beyond perceiving knowledge as a contest to “viewing knowledge as a useful site for 

extending enquiry, thinking and problem solving” (p. 56). This “meta-awareness” concept 

needs to morph into an operating principle for future Macrosystem discussions between 

College leaders and Elders. A detailed summary table (Table 4 over page) shows examples 

for each system. 
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Table 4 College-Community Partnership Categorised with Bronfenbrenner Framework 

Bronfenbrenner 

System 

Thematic 

Example  

Examples of Partnership Activity or 

Agreed Practice 

Chronosystem Sustaining 

Culture 

 Partners informal commitment to the relationship 

 Ideas of improvement 

Macrosystem Both-Ways 

Culture 

 College staff valued learning culture ‘on country’ 

 Community valued western education with pride 

Exosystem Teaching and 

Learning 

 Community want exchange teaching 

 Community relating bush food knowledge  

 College and Elders taught Year 12 course together 

 College  student achievements (Facebook page) 

 College pride with Valedictory service 

 College staff and students learning on Country 

Mesosystem Relationships  Family-College phone communication with 

exclusive access for Community people  

 Parents contact College staff if there is a problem. 

 College staff-staff teamwork 

 College staff talked with Elders frequently 

 College staff held meetings and communicated 

with the whole community at least every term 

 Community cohesion and College through 

multiple links with Program 

Microsystem Student 

Identity and 

Belonging 

 Students given ‘safe space’ when vulnerable 

 Students encouraged to talk with staff when they 

were feeling anxious 

 Many communication connections between 

student and home, students and houseparent’s and 

students and teachers 

 Student’s pride in their work and wanted it 

uploaded on Facebook to show parents 
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Both systems working together 

Participant comment and discussion focused a great extent on communication and 

relationships. Bronfenbrenner theory explains this using the term “ecological transition” 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 210) to describe how a child transitions from one setting to another 

setting. Bronfenbrenner used the context of the Mesosystem to describe how various 

relationships support a child’s development. Examples of these relationships include a 

teacher-parent or a parent-principal or a minister-parent relationship. Even though distant 

boarding school relationships were not on Bronfenbrenner’s horizon, the concept of 

ecological transition can be extrapolated to include geographical remoteness. Central to the 

ecological transition are the links between the two Microsystems. For example, a one-way 

sole transition is described as a “single direct link”. 

 

If a child goes to school the first day unaccompanied, and no one else from his home 

enters the school setting there exists only a single direct link between the two 

microsystems. (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 211) 

 

Whereas a transition improves if students are accompanied by peers or College staff. 

 

The development potential of a setting in a mesosystem is enhanced if the person’s 

initial transition into that setting is not made alone, that is, if he enters the new setting 

in the company of one or more persons with whom he has participated in prior 

settings. (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 211) 

   

The term “multiply linked” describes how many connections result in effective transitions. 

Having more people connecting from each setting assists a student transition. Strengthening 

the transition are ‘linking dyads’ or pairs of people operating in different settings. These 

descriptions apply to the frequency and number of College staff visiting the Community. 

 

The development potential of settings in a Mesosystem is enhanced if the role 

demands in the different settings are compatible and the roles, activities and Dyads in 

which the developing person engages encourage the development of mutual trust, a 

positive orientation, goal consensus between settings and an evolving balance of 

power in favour of the developing person. (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 212) 
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Figure 12 Linking Two Communities 

Bronfenbrenner stated that face-to-face communication is more beneficial than letters or 

phones. Therefore, two-way relationships should be integrated into every System. Examples 

include: 

 Chronosystem: Both Communities formalise a long-term commitment  

 Macrosystem: Both Communities aligning on mutual values and principles 

 Exosystem: Community and College Leaders designing two-way learning programs 

 Mesosystem: Parents, Staff and Stakeholders developing more network interlinkages  

 Microsystem: Students form networks with peers, family and houseparents  

Implications for global learning 
 

Given this case study had a small number of participants within just one partnership, it is 

questionable if the findings will apply to other global contexts, both within Australia and 

internationally. For example, this unique Community identified as Lutheran, upheld bilingual 

education, and formed strong cross-cultural relationships based on their world view and 

experiences. Similarly, the College had their own set of contextual values and expectations. 

However, given the congruency of the findings with some of the international literature 

mentioned in the literature review (Berryman, 2014; Robinson, 2009; Barnhardt, 2005), this 

study’s findings have potential to inform further international research relevant to cross-

cultural partnerships. It could be relevant to Indigenous communities working with local 

schools or boarding schools. That is, some partnership elements discussed in this thesis, like 
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long term partnership commitment or two-way learning, could be tested in future national or 

international research. 

  



 106 

Chapter 6 Conclusion and implications for further research 

This thesis proposed to understand the ‘background story’ of the partnership between a ‘very 

remote’ Aboriginal Community and an urban boarding College community. The endeavour 

was to find elements behind the apparent success of this partnership. Evident within this 

partnership was a College and a Community collaborating to support Indigenous students to 

complete their secondary schooling. As student transitions are complex, questions arose after 

summarising key findings into the themes of Communication, Relationships, Student factors, 

Learning, Language and Culture; and Collaboration. These findings formed the basis for 

addressing three questions centred around communication; student cultural safety and 

opportunity; and learning.  

 

The main findings from the three research questions (stated below) were as follows: 

 

1. What is the nature and function of the communication practices and modes of 

communication between two diverse schools? 

 

Mutual trust and respect were central to good communication practice. 

Communication occurred through face-to-face meetings, informal meetings, formal 

jointly organised ‘whole of community’ meetings, telephone calls and social media. 

The College promotion of one mobile phone number improved parent accessibility. A 

lack of internet access impeded communication and there was the potential for social 

media misuse. Communication occurred mainly in English and Pitjantjatjara.  

 

2. What practices keep students culturally safe while maximising the opportunities 

from a boarding school education? 

 

Participants described the virtues of the practice to ‘walk in two worlds’ where 

students keep their cultural identity whilst having a Western educational experience. 

Elders were culturally available (via phone or technology) and supported students 

when they faced cultural challenges. College staff successfully used cultural and 

relational based student management techniques to address potential student trauma. 

Deeper relationship development was based within the commitment of an ongoing 
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intentional partnership allowing for students to be culturally safe whilst having a 

Western educational opportunity. 

 

3. How does each school community learn from the other and support the other in 

that learning? 

 

Students from both sites learnt in both communities. Community students were 

supported by College staff in Western learning. College students and staff were 

supported in learning local Indigenous culture when they visited the Community. 

Both College staff and students were positively changed by the experience of learning 

in an Indigenous community. Elders worked with College staff and co-designed 

curriculum on their country. Suggestion was made for Community leaders to teach 

Indigenous Culture to the College community. Participant comment showed that all 

learning and support should be developed at the same level, honouring both ways 

equally, with the intent to deeply understand each other. 

 

There were advantages for children from both communities to learn both-ways within this 

partnership. However, the partnership concept went further. The partnership incorporated 

families, stakeholders and all the Indigenous community with a growing team of staff and 

students from the College. Social and cultural capital interchanged freely. New strategies 

(e.g. student confirmation) developed. Whilst acknowledging strengths, the partnership was 

still in its infancy and suggestions for improvement include to: 

 

 Initiate a regular, joint management committee for College leaders and Community 

Elders to plan for aligned vison, values and procedures. This links the Macrosystems 

of both communities allowing for both communities to communicate and learn at 

management level. 

 Begin a professional learning and research community incorporating Community 

Indigenous Educators with College teachers allowing key community people to visit, 

engage and teach with College Staff (e.g. bilingual teaching, staff learning 

Pitjantjatjara). (Murgatroyd & Sahlberg, 2016). This links the Exosystems of both 

communities allowing for both communities to support each other in learning. 
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 Celebrate student achievements at a central place in the Community (e.g. school or 

shop). This may be photos, art, woodwork or metalwork products. This allows for 

families to see how Western opportunity results in achievements. This links the 

Mesosystems and Microsystems of both communities. 

 Allow Community families further opportunity to visit and interact in College culture. 

This will allow improved student cultural safety as the families have more insight of 

the processes of the College. This links the Microsystems of both communities. 

 Allow College staff and families further opportunity to visit and interact in 

Community culture. This will allow these staff to increase their cultural knowledge 

and thereby help them to understand student cultural safety. This links the 

Mesosystems of both communities. 

 

This case studied partnership has been successful in guiding students through to Year 12 and 

beyond. The findings and analysis align with Langton and Ma Rhea’s partnership proposal 

where remote communities partner with local or interstate schools.  

 

In this new process of partnering for change, strengthening the local school, and 

sending children to a transition or boarding school then forms part of a long term, 

sustainable education strategy led by the families and communities of these children. 

(Langton & Ma Rhea, 2009, p. 113) 

 

For partnerships to grow, partnership agreements must be driven by local Indigenous people. 

The framework should include a positive, strengths-based model where there is a ngaprtji, 

the Pitjantjatjara word for ‘give-give’ (Langton & Ma Rhea, 2009). The National School 

Improvement Tool (Masters, 2016) will allow for Communities to initiate a “Community-

School” partnership. It is important that school leaders do not initiate the partnership (as 

suggested in the Tool) but allow the community to take the lead. The Tool highlights the 

potential effectiveness of partnerships. 

 

Partnerships are strategically established to address identified student needs and 

operate by providing access to experiences, support and intellectual and/or physical 

resources not available within the school (Masters, 2016, p. 22).   
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Further research 
 

Ideas for further research include evaluating many boarding school partnerships with 

Indigenous communities. Given the limited sample size, the current study could be expanded 

to include current students, alumni students and external stakeholders such as educational 

support organisations. Further research could investigate potential economies of scale of 

educational partnerships or the impact of community driven engagement in driving cross-

cultural partnerships (Alberici, 2016). Further research could explore the elements of 

partnership models in other countries (with Indigenous communities) that allow all students 

access to secondary education (United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural 

Organisation, 2017). Finally, further research could aim to find the elements of a sustainable 

educational partnership by investigating the Bronfenbrenner Chronosystems of two partners.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A Yunkaporta’s 8-way Framework 

 

 

Figure 13 Yunkaporta's eight-way framework Yunkaporta (2009) 
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Appendix B Australian Indigenous Year 12 completions cross referenced to UN data 

 

Figure 14 Year 12 Completions Australia and Internationally 

(United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation, 2016) 

The above graph shows Australian Indigenous and non-Indigenous Year 12 completions 

correlated against many countries of the world. The “Very Remote Indigenous” percentage is 

an estimate of the Year 12 completion in communities outside of Alice Springs. The 

blue/turquoise filled circle equates to Secondary (Year 12 Completion). The Orange and 

Unfilled blue circle equates respectively to Middle School and Primary School Completions. 

Table 5 below shows a small snapshot comparing this data with a few random world nations: 

 

Non-Indigenous  

 

89.1% 

 Average Indigenous 

Australia  

Indigenous 65% 

 
Average NT 

Indigenous 39% 

 

Very Remote NT 

Indigenous <10% 
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Table 5 Comparison of Differing Achievement Rates 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017; Commonwealth Government, 2018, 2019; United 

Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation, 2016) 

  

Region Completion Rate 

Non-Indigenous Australia 89.1 

Indigenous Australia (Major Cities) 74 

Indigenous Northern Territory 39.1 

Very Remote Indigenous Australia 43 

Overall Indigenous Australia 65.3 

NT Indigenous (Excluding Darwin) 19.7 

Rwanda 18 

Tanzania 8 

Brazil 63 

United States 92 
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Appendix C Reciprocal benefits with culturally responsive relationships 

 

Figure 15 Reciprocal Benefits within the Poutama Pounamu Research and Development Centre 

Reciprocal benefits within culturally responsive relationships- the work of the Poutama 

Pounamu Research and Development Centre, Sourced from “School Leadership 

and Student Outcomes: Identifying What Works and Why” (Robinson, 2009 p. 161) 
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Appendix D Systematic Review 

Table 6 Systematic Review; enabling and constraining factors 

 Enabling Constraining 

Chrono   Culture  

Macro  Social capital 

 Both-ways culture 

 Cultural capital 

 Both-ways capital 

 Connection to land, language, culture 

 Strong Aboriginal identity 

 Cultural ignorance 

 Historical abuses 

 Institutional racism 

 Erosion of Indigenous 

social systems 

 Different views of 

success 

Exo  Employ Aboriginal teachers, mentors 

 Brokerage (cultural and support) 

 Student learning mechanisms 

 Context, two-way curriculum & learning 

 English as a Second language 

 Teachers as learners 

 Teacher training (e.g. Trauma informed 

practice) 

 Wellbeing programs, resources 

counselling staff and services 

 Extra curricula programs & Homework 

 Scholarships 

 Social and Emotional Learning 

 Monitoring and Evaluating mechanisms 

 Data collection about resilience and 

wellbeing, wellbeing policy 

 Staff burnout 

 Funding support 

 Student wellbeing 

compromised 

 Poor teaching practices 

 Lack of English as a 

Second Language 

instruction 

 Funding 

 Wellbeing 

 Scholarships 

 Clash of expectations 

 Low literacy and 

numeracy 
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 Enabling Constraining 

Meso  Building a “family like” atmosphere  

 Parent-school relationships  

 Staff-student relationships 

 Reciprocal visits, communication, 

targeted support 

 Peer relationships 

 Homesickness alleviated through parental 

contact and technology 

 Positive teacher-student experiences 

 Student cultural 

obligation cycles 

 Student loss of 

connection to 

community and family 

 Homesickness 

 Culturally inappropriate 

teachers 

 Peer conflict 

 Loss of relationship 

Micro  Student opportunity 

 Student inclusion and belonging 

 Student pride, identity and self-concept  

 Learning, critical thinking 

 Cultural safety 

 Racism and prejudice 

 Food issues 

 Trauma 

 Psychological distress 

 Disengagement, 

Isolation 

 Struggle to walk in two 

worlds 

 

The Review “Factors affecting the successful transition of remote secondary Indigenous 

students to urban boarding schools” (Lloyd, 2018) was based on systematic processes. A total 

of 19 peer reviewed primary research papers showed enabling and constraining factors for a 

student boarding school transition. The sourcing process obtained articles using databases 

and keywords. Key words such as “partnerships”, “Indigenous” and “boarding” were used.  

The Systematic Review did not include: 

 Peer Review papers 

 The papers that were not classified as ‘peer reviewed’ 

 Media articles  

 Government documents  

 Boarding school promotional information, newsletter and communication 

 PhD Theses 
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 broader array of literature that related to partnerships between local Indigenous 

communities and schools (e.g. books, reviews) 
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Appendix E Year 12 Completion data  

Whole of Outback Northern Territory 

2006 NT Indigenous Census Data. Year 12 completion 

 

Figure 16 Census 2006 Data Year 12 Completion Outside of Darwin 

2016 NT Indigenous Census Data. Year 12 completion 

 

Figure 17 Census2016 Data Year 12 Completion Outside of Darwin 

Note the change in area names as determined by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. This is 

still comparable as it covers all areas outside of Darwin. Note that the actual Aboriginal 

Completion rate was 19.7%. The 20.07% includes Torres Strait Islanders. 

  

2006 Census - Education

Indigenous Status (INGP) by Statistical Subdivision (SSD) by Highest Year of School Completed (HSCP) by Age 5 Year Age Groups (AGEP)

Counting: Persons, Place of Usual Residence

Filters:
Default Summation Persons, Place of Usual Residence

Age 5 Year Age Groups (AGEP)20-24 years

Percentage: Row

 Total

Statistical 

Subdivision (SSD)

9.0909091% 9.0909091% 30.3030303% 30.3030303% 15.1515152% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0%

10.0% 19.5238095% 32.3809524% 10.4761905% 15.2380952% 0.0% 9.5238095% 100.0%

7.8534031% 4.1884817% 15.7068063% 12.3036649% 33.7696335% 5.4973822% 18.3246073% 100.0%

6.1349693% 7.6687117% 10.4294479% 8.8957055% 51.8404908% 4.601227% 11.3496933% 100.0%

4.1262136% 5.7038835% 14.9271845% 12.9854369% 41.868932% 6.7961165% 14.1990291% 100.0%

7.4263764% 12.6760563% 18.5659411% 21.6389245% 24.7119078% 2.1766965% 13.0601793% 100.0%

5.0632911% 10.7594937% 15.1898734% 17.0886076% 32.5949367% 1.8987342% 16.4556962% 100.0%

8.2589286% 6.1755952% 13.8392857% 15.922619% 37.797619% 2.6785714% 14.7321429% 100.0%

6.8932731% 8.2956976% 16.1397671% 15.7119087% 35.2745424% 3.6843356% 13.9767055% 100.0%

Data Source: Census of Population and Housing, 2006, TableBuilder

INFO Cells in this table have been randomly adjusted to avoid the release of confidential data. No reliance should be placed on small cells.

© Copyright Commonwealth of Australia, 2018, see abs.gov.au/copyright

ABS data licensed under Creative Commons, see abs.gov.au/ccby

Year 8 or below
Did not go to 

school
Not stated Total

Finniss

Highest Year of School Completed 

(HSCP)

Year 12 or 

equivalent

Year 11 or 

equivalent

Year 10 or 

equivalent

Year 9 or 

equivalent

Barkly

Central NT

Total

Bathurst-Melville

Alligator

Daly

East Arnhem

Lower Top End NT

2016 Census - Employment, Income and Education

INGP Indigenous Status by SA3 (UR) by HSCP Highest Year of School Completed by AGE5P - Age in Five Year Groups

Counting: Persons Place of Usual Residence

Filters:
Default Summation Persons Place of Usual Residence

AGE5P - Age in Five Year Groups20-24 years

Percentage: Row

 Total

SA3 (UR)

17.7168273% 10.3780578% 15.8636027% 14.9740549% 8.4507042% 1.7790956% 30.2446256% 100.0%

19.1135734% 15.2354571% 16.8975069% 15.7894737% 12.7423823% 0.8310249% 16.066482% 100.0%

20.8571429% 19.1428571% 28.5714286% 9.1428571% 11.2380952% 1.8095238% 8.8571429% 100.0%

26.2967431% 17.490953% 17.490953% 12.424608% 10.8564536% 1.4475271% 13.0277443% 100.0%

16.8175938% 19.9223803% 23.156533% 15.6532988% 12.2897801% 1.8111255% 11.1254851% 100.0%

20.0734956% 15.9163987% 20.6936151% 13.4588884% 10.6568672% 1.7455214% 17.4092788% 100.0%

Data Source: Census of Population and Housing, 2016, TableBuilder

INFO Cells in this table have been randomly adjusted to avoid the release of confidential data. No reliance should be placed on small cells.

© Copyright Commonwealth of Australia, 2018, see abs.gov.au/copyright

ABS data licensed under Creative Commons, see abs.gov.au/ccby

Year 9 or 

equivalent

Did not go to 

school
Not stated Total

Alice Springs

HSCP Highest Year of School 

Completed

Year 12 or 

equivalent

Year 11 or 

equivalent

Year 10 or 

equivalent
Year 8 or below

Barkly

Daly - Tiwi - West 

East Arnhem

Katherine

Total
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Alice and Barkly Regions 

2006 ABS Year 12 Completion Rates for Case Studied Community 

These areas take in all the Alice and Barkly regions. The very remote community in the case 

study community was not catalogued on the ABS site. The ‘number of people’ are recorded 

for each category. 

 

Figure 18  Census Data 2006   Southern Very Remote Northern Territory  

2006 Census - Education

Indigenous Status (INGP) by Statistical Local Area (SLA) by Highest Year of School Completed (HSCP) by Age 5 Year Age Groups (AGEP)

Counting: Persons, Place of Usual Residence

Filters:
Default Summation Persons, Place of Usual Residence

Age 5 Year Age Groups (AGEP)20-24 years

 Aboriginal

Statistical Local 

Area (SLA)

0 0 3 0 16 7 0 29

3 3 10 4 5 0 11 32

0 0 6 0 3 0 3 19

10 3 12 15 28 3 3 71

0 0 6 3 14 0 3 20

0 0 6 6 28 0 22 71

4 7 8 16 18 0 12 71

9 9 17 31 41 6 7 111

8 6 11 33 82 8 93 241

6 5 23 43 143 6 12 239

0 0 0 5 9 0 0 19

0 0 6 3 0 0 0 13

0 0 0 0 23 3 0 26

0 3 13 13 37 0 3 61

45 35 111 183 460 31 159 1031

Data Source: Census of Population and Housing, 2006, TableBuilder

INFO Cells in this table have been randomly adjusted to avoid the release of confidential data. No reliance should be placed on small cells.

© Copyright Commonwealth of Australia, 2018, see abs.gov.au/copyright

ABS data licensed under Creative Commons, see abs.gov.au/ccby

Wallace Rockhole 

Watiyawanu 

Yuendumu (CGC)

Total

Ltyentye Purte 

Petermann-

Sandover

Tanami

Tapatjatjaka 

Elliott District 

Tableland

Anmatjere (CGC)

Arltarlpilta (CGC)

Hanson

Year 8 or below
Did not go to 

school
Not stated Total

Alpurrurulam 

Highest Year of School Completed 

(HSCP)

Year 12 or 

equivalent

Year 11 or 

equivalent

Year 10 or 

equivalent

Year 9 or 

equivalent
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Case Studied Community 

2016 ABS Census Community Year 12 Completion 

This data shows Year 12 completion for the Case Study Community. The community’s 

Name has been blocked out. Out of 28 possible people aged between 20 and 24 there have 

been no Year 12 completions.  

 

Figure 19 Census Data, 2016 Case Study Community 

  

2016 Census - Employment, Income and Education

INGP Indigenous Status by ILOC (UR) by HSCP Highest Year of School Completed by AGE5P - Age in Five Year Groups

Counting: Persons Place of Usual Residence

Filters:
Default Summation Persons Place of Usual Residence

AGE5P - Age in Five Year Groups20-24 years

 Aboriginal

ILOC (UR)

0 3 4 0 0 0 22 0 28

0 3 4 0 0 0 22 0 28

Data Source: Census of Population and Housing, 2016, TableBuilder

INFO Cells in this table have been randomly adjusted to avoid the release of confidential data. No reliance should be placed on small cells.

© Copyright Commonwealth of Australia, 2018, see abs.gov.au/copyright

ABS data licensed under Creative Commons, see abs.gov.au/ccby

Not applicable Total
HSCP Highest Year of School 

Completed

Year 12 or 

equivalent

Year 11 or 

equivalent

Year 10 or 

equivalent

Year 9 or 

equivalent

**********************

Total

Year 8 or below
Did not go to 

school
Not stated
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Appendix F Interview Questions 

Questions to the Community 

 Tell me about how the contact with [College] started. 

 What do the parents think about [College]? 

 How do the parents (or community) support their children at [College]? 

 How do parents (and community) work with staff at [College]? 

 What is important about the children going to school at [College]? 

 Why do you want the children to go to [College]? 

Questions to the College 

 Tell me about how the contact with [Community] started. 

 What are the important elements in the education of a child from [Community]? 

 How do [Community] parents (and community) support their children at [College]? 

 Can you describe how [College] staff (leaders, administration, teachers, support 

staff) work with parents, families and community leaders at [Community]? 

 What are the important elements and strategies within the relationship between 

[Community] and [College]? 

 What could be improved in the relationship between [Community] and [College]? 


