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Background 

Indigenous Education & Boarding Australia (IEBA) was contracted by the National indigenous 

Australians Agency (NIAA) to create online resources to support boarding providers guidance 

and increase their knowledge and understanding to ensure the expectorations and needs of 

their Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are being met. 

The project What Works to support Indigenous Boarding Students (What Works) aims to 

collate existing knowledge and resources of what works from boarding providers and other key 

stakeholders including students, parents, Heads of Boarding, Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

Boarding staff, Indigenous education units and academic researchers.  

This information will outline the underlying general principles for what works best and highlight 

a range of operational models that work best in particular contexts. This will be supplemented 

with case studies, guidance notes, information papers and new resources.  

National consultation with a range of stakeholders to incorporate the broad spectrum of 

perspectives is necessary to add case studies, new resources, add local knowledge and 

validate ‘What Works’ resources. A number of focus groups were held to ensure the voices of 

Indigenous students and families are central to the outcomes. 

This paper details the stakeholder group of Indigenous parents of boarding students and aims 

to identify not only the issues, concerns, and barriers to their child/ren’s success at boarding 

but to also highlight the opportunities and the wants and desires of parents to be included in 

their child/ren’s boarding journey. 

Aims and Objectives  

The main objective of What Works is to increase student retention and contribute to improved 

educational experiences and outcomes through knowledge and resources from Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people that will provide guidance to boarding providers on what works 

best to support Indigenous boarding students. 

Indigenous voice is central to increasing knowledge and understanding of Indigenous 

education in boarding and parents play an important role in the decision-making process to 

send their child/ren to boarding school. Many families are required to mobilise their child/ren 

for secondary schooling so the decision to choosing the most suitable school can sometimes 

be a challenge for parents if they are not well informed by the schools or there is insufficient 

information from boarding providers to make these life changing decisions. 

This paper aims to provide insight and real-life situations and circumstances that parents face 

when making the decision to send their child/ren to boarding school and in many instances 

these families are from remote settings or do not have access to quality education options.  



 

Consultation process 

Consultation was undertaken in various settings to gauge what Indigenous parents of boarders 

were experiencing or have experienced to understand what their roles and responsibilities are 

as parents of boarders. Many felt that they had little to no control over their child/ren’s 

educational experience after the enrolment process. 

Face to face consultation was conducted in Hopevale, Cairns and Darwin. Despite the differing 

contexts and environments – urban, rural and remote – the experiences and issues parents 

faced were very similar if not the same. Online consultations were conducted with Indigenous 

parents also in Melbourne and Sydney where the experiences of metropolitan areas were a 

complete contrast to what rural and remote parents were facing. 

Many parents felt that the process between boarding providers and parents was extremely 

transactional meaning they felt very supported through the enrolment process including school 

processes, ABSTUDY processes and scholarships however thereafter felt that very little 

information was disseminated about the next steps. One parent referred to it as ‘herding cattle 

into a pen and once they were branded, they were forgotten about”.  

The consultation also included past students that attended boarding schools and now have 

their child/ren boarding and compared their own experiences to that of their child/ren’s 

contemporary experiences of boarding school. 

There was also a very few number of parents that have had a positive experience of boarding 

and the emphasis was mainly placed on those boarding providers that were highly competent 

in community engagement and prioritised providing conducive learning environments to 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students by understanding and experiencing the 

environments by which their students were coming from.  

The consultation process used a set of guiding questions to stimulate conversation and were 

pitched at participations to ensure that they felt safe and confident to speak their truth and to 

be brave and bold about what they expect from boarding providers to ensure that their 

child/ren were receiving the best educational experience and outcomes possible. 

The guiding questions included: 

1. What was the main reason/s behind the choice to send your child/ren to their current 

boarding school? 

2. What do you feel are the current challenges parents face in ensuring your child/ren are 

accessing quality education at their chosen boarding school? 

3. If you yourself were a boarder, what differences do you see now and what has or has 

not changed since? 

4. What should be the main priority of a boarding provider to entice your child/ren to their 

boarding school? 



 

5. Does there need to be further considerations about how your child/ren transitions from 

primary to secondary education? 

Key themes  

There were myriad themes that came through the consultations and this section will unpack the 

focus areas that participants felt were important to raise as areas of need or aspirations from 

community to ensure that their child/ren are receiving the best opportunities for a quality 

education, including experiences and outcomes. 

Enrolment processes 

Many participants felt that the enrolment process needs to be more culturally appropriate and 

the experience to be made to feel as though the boarding providers were championing their 

schools as the most culturally safe and responsive environments for their child/ren to mobilise 

for secondary schooling. As stated above, many parents felt it was just a numbers game and 

that the learning needs of their child/ren were not at the centre of the enrolment process.  

Many parents felt that the enrolment process should be conducted in community so that the 

boarding providers can understand the context and the environment that these potential 

boarding students were coming from to ensure that the environment they were providing to 

move to next was conducive to not only their learning needs but their cultural needs as well.  

Lack of visibility of schools and school representatives in the community was very apparent. 

Past boarders described that many schools in their generation used to spend time in the 

communities on Principal visits to stay engaged with the communities that made up the 

different representation of their cohorts. This ensured that the school was engaged in 

enhancing their cultural responsiveness and meeting the needs of their Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander students. 

Recommendation 1: 

That boarding providers allocate time and effort into engaging with the communities in which 

their boarding students home locations including enrolment processes, Principal and Heads of 

Boarding visits, cultural activities, and cultural understanding. 

Travel Arrangements 

Many parents were not fully across their knowledge and understanding of travel arrangements 

for their child/ren. Some parents were given advice that was completely against that of which 

are under the ABSTUDY guidelines for travel. For example, one parent advised that the school 

encourages parents to pay for travel themselves and ABSTUDY would reimburse them.  



 

One parent spoke of the positive experiences of their child at a particular school that would 

provide a school representative to chaperone the students from their community to the school. 

For many remote students, they travel to regional locations and then on to their boarding 

provider in the city without a chaperone. For a twelve-year-old child it is a very daunting 

experience leaving their community, family and friends and is expected to do this in isolation 

without any adult supervision. 

Recommendation 2: 

That boarding providers need to provide chaperones for their child/ren who are moving from 

remote communities, transitioning through regional centres to city locations to attend boarding 

school. 

Parental aspirations 

Many parents feel that there needs to be more communication and engagement in their 

child/ren’s education despite where their child/ren are being educated. There is a stigma that’s 

associated with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people that they don’t necessarily care 

about their child/ren’s education (ARACY, 2017) and that was clearly not the case during these 

consultations. Parents showed a very keen interest in their child/ren’s boarding experience. 

Some parents wanted to ensure that their child/ren were also exposed to consistency of what 

they were bringing from their home environments to the school. For example, disciplinary 

action was not consistent with that of the boarding provider and what would normally occur at 

home such as the removal of mobile devices when their child/ren were acting out.  

Many parents felt that they were left out of social events that were happening at the school 

such as musical festivals, sporting events, luncheons, and parent functions due to their 

proximity or location. Some parents felt they had the capacity to be able to make the effort to 

attend these events to ensure that they were involved in the school community and their 

child/ren’s education environment. 

Parents would like to see more contact from the school about embedding Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander perspectives into the school and being a part of or being responsible for hosting 

or delivering cultural events to ensure they felt a part of the school community. The promotion 

of language, histories and culture in the school community was a very important aspiration of 

parents. Teachers and educators need to be aware of, recognise and be respectful of the 

learning that takes place outside of the schools and in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

homes and communities and further engage in this learning (McFadden, 2017). 

Parents also raised the fact that some do not have the capacity or capability to the technology 

that the school requires parents to access their school reports, requests for leave etc. and seek 

consultation with the boarding providers about alternative ways in which to access their 

child/ren’s information. For example, one parent could only access information on their mobile 



 

phone and had little understanding to no understanding of how to download the different 

applications to access information. Many of the older generation such as grandparents in the 

role of guardians/carer’s require paper-based distribution of school reports or training of how to 

download applications and their use of them to gain a better understanding of technology and 

how to engage in the schools’ systems and technology. 

Recommendation 3 

That boarding providers establish cultural advisory groups that are represented by Indigenous 

parents to ensure the school is providing adequate and appropriate cultural experiences within 

the school community. 

Recommendation 4 

That boarding providers provide training or support on the technology they use to disseminate 

information relating to the school or their child/ren 

ABSTUDY and Scholarship Information 

Many parents felt that they needed more support and advice on navigating information relating 

to ABSTUDY and their rights or entitlements. Some parents felt that the advice they were 

receiving from their boarding provider were incorrect or misleading however parents felt they 

were not fully informed to have conversations with boarding staff about their rights and 

responsibilities. Often parents were left having to pay out of their own pockets for expenses 

that should have been covered by ABSTUDY.  

The school has sole responsibility to communicating with ABSTUDY despite efforts of parents 

contacting ABSTUDY and receive differing advice from ABSTUDY to that of the school. 

Parents also felt they did not have adequate information about what the roles and 

responsibilities of the scholarship providers are and were often confused about who covered 

costs associated with excursions, tuition, travel, and other consumables such as uniforms and 

textbooks etc. A majority of parents advised that they had little to no contact with scholarship 

providers which was a major concern. 

Recommendation 4 

That ABSTUDY workshops are provided to parents to given them a greater understanding of 

their rights and entitlements to ABSTUDY funding including travel entitlements. 

Recommendation 5  

That scholarship providers are active in providing parents and community about their roles and 

responsibilities as scholarship providers. 

 



 

Conclusion 

There are so many opportunities for Indigenous parents to engage in their child/ren’s boarding 

experience and if given the right supports and opportunities, Indigenous parents are extremely 

keen to contribute and participate in their child/ren’s journey including the school community. 

The Australian education system measures Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 

according to westernised systems (Steele, 2021) and never acknowledges the worldviews of 

knowledges that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students bring to the education system. 

There are many boarding providers that are doing some amazing work and that needs to be 

surfaced and celebrated. However, they are few and far between. There is much work that is 

needed to be done in Indigenous education in boarding and that must start with the centreing 

and privileging Indigenous voices as part of the school community. 

The recommendations made in this report are just a start to the narrative of Indigenous 

parents of boarding students. It requires action and vision from both sides. Although it is worth 

noting that vision with action can change the world for our Indigenous students. 

Indigenous parents want better ways of communicating with the schools and have access to 

opportunities to engage in the school community. They want a better understanding of the 

systems, process and roles and responsibilities of boarding providers, scholarship providers 

and the systems and processes that allow parents to be a part of their child/ren’s educational 

journey.  

Teachers and school leaders need to value what Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 

bring to the school and the classroom and celebrate one of the oldest living cultures in the 

world. We have future teachers, nurses, doctors, police, lawyers, and politicians in our schools 

today. Culturally responsive and racially literate pedagogy is essential for a more equitable 

tomorrow (Davis, 2020). 

There is a real opportunity for boarding providers to ensure their boarding facilities and 

classrooms are places where all students feel safe to develop their identities, interests, and 

dreams (AITSL, 2020). For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, this means 

developing education programs with them and facilitating greater agency with students and 

parents. 

Facilitating and including Indigenous parents into the school community is an imperative to 

improving the outcomes of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in boarding schools 

as they transition from their homelands, their families, their cultural and language. 

  



 

 

Summary of Recommendations 
 

Recommendation 1: 

That boarding providers allocate time and effort into engaging with the communities in which 

their boarding students home locations including enrolment processes, Principal and Heads 

of Boarding visits, cultural activities, and cultural understanding. 

 

Recommendation 2: 

That boarding providers need to provide chaperones for their child/ren who are moving from 

remote communities, transitioning through regional centres to city locations to attend boarding 

school. 

 

Recommendation 3 

That boarding providers establish cultural advisory groups that are represented by Indigenous 

parents to ensure the school is providing adequate and appropriate cultural experiences 

within the school community. 

 

Recommendation 4 

That boarding providers provide training or support on the technology they use to disseminate 

information relating to the school or their child/ren 

 

Recommendation 5 

That ABSTUDY workshops are provided to parents to given them a greater understanding of 

their rights and entitlements to ABSTUDY funding including travel entitlements. 

 

Recommendation 6 

That scholarship providers are active in providing parents and community about their roles 

and responsibilities as scholarship providers. 


