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Introduction and background 
The Remote Education Systems (RES) research was one of a number of projects 

that operated within the Cooperative Research Centre for Remote Economic 

Participation. The project commenced in July 2011 and completed in June 2016. 

The aim of the project was to find out how remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander communities can get the best benefit from the teaching and learning 

happening in and out of schools.  

The project was set against a background of many failed attempts to improve 

outcomes for students in remote communities. Among the many problems the 

research was designed to address were: low retention rates through to Year 12, 

high rates of teacher turnover, and inadequate preservice teacher preparation for 

remote contexts.  

RES was led by John Guenther (Flinders University) with senior statistician Chris 

Duncan (Northern Territory Government) 2011-2012, and senior researchers 

Melodie Bat (Charles Darwin University) 2012-2013, Sam Osborne (University of 

South Australia) 2011-2015; and Samantha Disbray (Charles Darwin University 

(2013-2016). The project was guided by an Advisory Group that met 14 times over 

the life of the project. 

The purpose of this report is three-fold. First, it sets out what was achieved by the 

RES project and how. Second it critically reflects on impact. Third, based on the 

findings, it sets forth strategies for improvement. These strategies are not quick 

fixes. However, on the basis of the evidence, they will result in positive changes in 

remote education. 

Methodology 
The methodology used in this research has been underpinned by a number of 

foundational (paradigmatic) assumptions. Our philosophical position coming into 

this research draws on a blend of constructivist/interpretivist and participatory 

paradigms (Lincoln et al., 2011). We acknowledge our position as non–Aboriginal 

or Torres Strait Islander researchers in community contexts where Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander stakeholders are the primary users in the education system. 

This in itself creates a tension for us as researchers, where our goals include the 

promotion of local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander voices (Guenther et al., 

2015).  

Research questions 

Four research questions (RQs) underpin the research. Qualitative data collected 

from all sources have been examined for responses to these questions. 

RQ1  What is education for in remote Australia and what can/should it achieve? 

RQ2  What defines ‘successful’ educational outcomes from the remote Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander standpoint? 

RQ3  How does teaching need to change in order to achieve ‘success’ as defined 

by the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander standpoint? 
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Islander students. 
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RQ4  What would an effective education system in remote Australia look like?   

Qualitative analysis methods  

Qualitative data were collected during the period from mid-2012 through to the 

end of 2014. Sites for interviews and focus groups included Alice Springs, 

Adelaide, Yulara, Yuendumu, Lajamanu, Wadeye, Darwin, Perth, Broome and two 

online focus groups with participants coming in from across all Australian states 

except Tasmania (See a Map of where we went). Data collected from the physical 

sites included participants from several communities across remote parts of 

Australia. We interviewed teachers, assistant teachers, school leaders, community 

members, policymakers, bureaucrats, university lecturers and researchers, 

vocational education and training (VET) and higher education students, youth 

workers, child care workers, education union members and representatives from 

non-government organisations (NGOs). More than 1000 people contributed to the 

research. 

Data from all sources were incorporated into a single NVivo™ database. NVivo is 

qualitative data analysis software that allows ‘references’ (which could be images, 

text, audio or video) to be ‘coded’ (given a theme).  

Quantitative data and analysis 

While qualitative data is useful for showing how and why things occur, it does not 

tell us anything about the extent of issues, how long they have been happening or 

provide us with indications of relationships between variables. Quantitative data 

can also be helpful in gaining an understanding of a broader context. In the case 

of Census data, it covers all remote communities. Similarly, My School covers all 

remote schools. Both datasets are publicly available and relatively easy to access. 

Census data was largely used to build a picture of the context of remote 

education. The team’s focus was mostly on ‘very remote’ areas as they are 

classified in the Remoteness Structure of the Australian Statistical Geography 

Standard (ABS, 2011). The team used the ABS’ Tablebuilder Pro online tool to 

determine intercensal trends and the relationship between one variable and 

others. 

My School data reports school-level data for all schools across Australia. It has 

been developed as an accountability tool to report on measures prescribed by the 

Measurement Framework for Schooling (ACARA, 2012, 2015). Each Australian 

school has a page with information about attendance, NAPLAN scores, staffing, 

finances, Indigenous population and socio economic status (among other 

measures). Data from all very remote schools has been progressively been added 

to a single database created in Microsoft Excel. This then allows for analysis using 

any of the variables contained in the dataset, for any of the years from 2008 to 

2015, as long as data is recorded. 

Data sources 

The analysis draws on a range of data sources as tabulated below in Table 1. The 

largest amount of qualitative data comes from 45 focus groups and interviews 

with 250 remote education stakeholders. Some data are also extracted from 

reports of additional research conducted either by or for the RES project team. 

More than 1000 

people 

contributed to 

RES qualitative 

data.  

The project drew 

extensively from 

publicly available 

My School and 

Census data.  

https://d.docs.live.net/d42fd3a27c78547b/CRC_REP/Papers/E-Book/Chapter%202%20Content/2_location_map%20data%20gathering%20sites.png
http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/censushome.nsf/home/tablebuilderdata2011pro
http://myschool.edu.au/
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This includes an analysis of 31 very remote schools’ Collegial Snapshots conducted 

by Principals Australia Institute and the Australian Council for Educational 

Research.  

Table 1: Document sources and coding references 

Document source All 
sources 

All coding 
references* 

Remote 
Aboriginal 

references* 

Number of 
unique 

participants 

Interviews and focus groups 45 2501 523 250 

Field notes and observations 12 111 0 0 

Secondary sources/reports created by or for 
RES 

10 856 603 ~800† 

Butchers papers and whiteboards 20 197 0 0 

Total 87 3665 1126  

* Includes coding references assigned outside of the RQs  

† Note that some survey reports used for this analysis did not detail the participant numbers. 

Who contributed to what? 

The analysis of qualitative data showed a difference in response rates among 

remote Aboriginal respondents and non-remote participants for each question, as 

shown in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Coding references by participant status for each RQ 

 

Key findings 

Responding to the research questions 

An expanded version of the findings are given in our Working Paper titled: 

Overview of Remote Education Systems qualitative results (Guenther, 2015c). We 
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RQ1  What is education for in remote Australia and what can/should it 

achieve? 

The most often cited purpose for education was described in terms of ‘language, 

land and culture’. In short, this is about maintaining strong links to country, local 

language, kinship and stories. This view of education was articulated more 

strongly by remote Aboriginal people. The second issue of importance to 

respondents related to identity. There was frequent overlap between ‘language, 

land and culture’ and ‘identity’ themes, but the points of distinction were the 

importance of belonging, individuals knowing who they are, and being confident 

and strong in spirit. A third issue raised by many respondents was described as 

‘being strong in both worlds’, that is, respondents felt that young people needed 

to learn how to engage in their own culture and be confident engaging with 

western cultures. This was about being able to speak English and Aboriginal 

languages, knowing the rules of western cultures and knowing what was 

appropriate in both cultures. The fourth most common response from remote 

Aboriginal people to the question ‘What is education for?’ related to employment 

and economic participation: the importance of education leading to jobs.  

RQ2  What defines ‘successful’ educational outcomes from the remote 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander standpoint? 

While this question asks about this from a remote Aboriginal standpoint, we did 

not exclude non-remote or non–Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander views. For 

most responses there were no significant differences in the proportional 

responses for both groups.  

The largest number of responses under RQ2 were described in terms of ‘parent 

involvement and role models in child’s education’. Respondents talked about 

parents encouraging their children, acting as role models, building aspiration for 

their children, being involved at school, and supporting their children at a number 

of levels. In some cases the role models described were extended family members 

or significant others in the community, who led the way for students.  

The second largest group of responses was about academic outcomes, which 

were reported more frequently by remote Aboriginal respondents. A large 

proportion of references here were about basic literacy and numeracy: the 

importance of being able to read and write English and count, as well as having 

basic comprehension and competence in speaking English. They were not 

generally about NAPLAN achievement or retention through to Year 12 

completion. 

The third indicator of success was described in terms of community engagement. 

This was articulated as consultation, community involvement, school–

community partnerships, good communication between schools and 

communities and bringing expertise from the community into the school. In some 

ways this is the flip side of parent involvement, which is about community 

engagement in school. 

A fourth indicator of success was described (mainly by non-remote respondents) 

as ‘meeting student needs’. Respondents discussed this as knowing students, 

monitoring progress, identifying student strengths and preparing them for 

The main 

purpose of 

education in 

remote 

communities is to 

maintain strong 

connections to 

land, language 

and culture. 

Success is first 

and foremost 

about parent and 

community 

involvement in 
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education. 
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transitions. Many of these comments came from teachers or teacher educators. A 

number of other success indicators such as attendance, first language literacy, 

and post school transitions were raised, but they were reported relatively 

infrequently. 

RQ3  How does teaching need to change in order to achieve ‘success’ as 

defined by the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander standpoint? 

On this question there were a number of points of divergence between remote 

Aboriginal respondents and others. Note that the ratio of non-remote to remote 

Aboriginal references is about 2.5:1 for this question (see Figure 1). 

The strongest theme here for remote Aboriginal respondents related to ‘health 

and wellbeing’ at school, which were discussed in terms of children’s wellbeing at 

school as a priority. Teasing, safety, hearing, mental health, resilience, personal 

hygiene, healthy food and showing respect we all raised under this theme. The 

intent of these comments is not to prescribe these as having to be ‘taught’, but 

rather taken into account by schools and teachers. Respondents talked about the 

need for schools to ensure that student wellbeing was a foundationally important 

consideration for effective teaching and learning to take place. 

The next strongest response from remote Aboriginal respondents was about the 

importance of ‘local language Aboriginal teachers’. This theme focused on their 

role as brokers and mediators of local knowledge, being an integral part of ‘two 

way’ learning, being actively engaged in what happens in classrooms, teaching in 

local languages and working with staff to ensure student wellbeing and safety. 

The importance of relationships was discussed at a number of levels. Constructive 

relationships between teachers and assistants, teachers and students, school and 

community, and teachers and parents were seen as critical to successful teaching 

by many respondents. The importance of teachers being part of the community 

was also emphasised as a prerequisite for effective teaching. 

For all respondents, English as a second language (ESL) and multilingual learning 

was raised as the most important consideration for successful teaching. This was 

articulated as bilingual programs, teacher language skills, teacher awareness of 

language and teaching in first language (among other related themes). The second 

most frequently raised issue for successful teaching was described in terms of 

relationships. They discussed this in terms of relationships between students, 

parents, other staff, Aboriginal Education Workers, and communities more 

generally. They talked about listening, trust, communication, and becoming part 

of the community. 

For non-remote respondents, being ‘contextually responsive’ was considered most 

important. They discussed this as being informed, adaptive, flexible in their 

teaching, using differentiated approaches to teaching, understanding other 

agencies and supports that are available, understanding complexity in the 

teaching context, using creative ways to engage and making learning valued by 

students. The bulk of comments came from teachers, leaders or school staff. 

Schools must give 

priority to 

children’s well-

being and safety 

at school… 

… and then 

ensure that local 

language 

teachers are 

employed. 
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Other contributors to successful teaching reported frequently were the 

importance of teacher qualities (as opposed to quality), a contextualised 

curriculum, both ways or two way approaches, and appropriate pedagogies. 

RQ4  What would an effective education system in remote Australia look 

like?   

For this question, the ratio of non-remote to remote Aboriginal responses is 

nearly 6:1 (see Figure 1). Therefore, what the data point to is a largely non-remote 

response to the remote context. The comments made described concerns about 

the system as it is, as well as how it should best respond. 

That said the theme of ‘parent and community power’ was raised most often by 

remote respondents. Respondents discussed this as building relationships with 

community, community (including school) empowerment, supporting community 

engagement, parental responsibility, local autonomy, giving parents choices and 

parents participating in planning. Another theme, raised more often by remote 

Aboriginal respondents was about ‘community developmental and community 

responses to success’. This is conceptually connected to the ‘parent and 

community power’. There were important distinctions though. Community 

developmental approaches included those which listened to community 

expectations, were empowering, built a shared language, used developmental 

approaches, took time, and which recognised the incongruence in values 

between community and the ‘system’.  

Among non-remote respondents the most frequently discussed topic was 

‘workforce development’. This covered an array of workforce issues, including 

undergraduate teacher programs, recruitment, orientation, professional 

learning, support of teachers and staff, induction processes, mentoring, 

Aboriginal teachers and providing supportive environments. In summary, this 

theme is about finding and keeping the right people to best suit the remote 

teaching context. 

Resourcing was another issue of particular concern to non-remote respondents. It 

related to issues of funding arrangements and budget priorities, the use and 

adequacy of financial resources and financial sustainability. The key concerns 

raised were about ensuring that resources for staffing, infrastructure and the 

general running of schools in remote settings were adequate for what was 

required. 

Another theme raised more frequently by non-remote respondents was coded as 

‘policy and political context’. Among the many points raised under this heading 

were the impacts of politics and policies, actions driven by strategies of the day, 

many of which come and go (e.g. National Partnerships, Closing the Gap), the 

need to recognise complexity versus simple messages (e.g. about attendance), 

concerns about bureaucratic involvement, and legislation. In general, the views of 

respondents suggested that the system’s ability to respond to the needs of 

remote communities was constrained, rather than supported, by the policy and 

political context. 

An appropriate 
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Research impact and significance 
The RES project has achieved significant outcomes towards sustained impacts. 

These impacts are confirmed through an independent evaluation of the project. 

Some of these were anticipated at the start of the project, others were not 

anticipated.  

Contribution to the evidence base 

The project’s contribution to the evidence base on remote education is 

substantial. Publications are summarised below in Table 2. This body of work 

reflects the combined efforts of the team and students and additional work with 

collaborators both within the CRC-REP and with partners outside.  

Table 2. Summary of publication outputs (at 6 May 2016) 

Type Published In production 

Peer reviewed journals 22 0 

Special Edition journals 19 0 

Conference proceedings (peer 

reviewed) 

23 1 

Book chapters 2 3 

Thesis 2 2 

Other non-peer reviewed 

outputs 

47 3 

Total 115 9 

 

This body of work fills a significant gap in the research literature on remote 

education that existed prior to the CRC-REP project. We have produced findings 

that contribute to our understanding of what success means to remote education 

stakeholders, and how it should best be achieved. Further, much of the literature 

has both dispelled myths and challenged many long-held and unchallenged 

assumptions about remote education. The papers and presentations listed above 

deal with methodological, philosophical, and pragmatic issues that cut across 

policy and practice. 

Bearing in mind the specialised nature of the research, being particularly focused 

on remote education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, the 

citation rates so far for these publications are modest though growing. For 

Guenther, as the lead researcher the trajectory of citations shown in Google 

Scholar is as shown in Figure 2 since 2010.  

RES has produced 

70 peer reviewed 

publications, 

filling a 

significant gap in 

the research 

literature on 

remote 

education. 
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Figure 2. Google Scholar analytics, Guenther (to May 2016) 

 

Figure 3 similarly shows trends of increasing views on Academia, for Guenther. 

Guenther ranks in the top 2 per cent of Academia views. 

Figure 3. Academia Analytics, Guenther (to May 2016), views by quarter 

 

Table 3 demonstrates the reach of articles by country for Guenther. While, as 

might be expected, the majority of views come from Australia, more than half of 

10000+ views are from countries outside Australia. 
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Table 3. Academic Analytics, Guenther (to May 2016), Top 10 views by country 

Source Views 

Australia 4237 

the United States 1851 

the United Kingdom 645 

Canada 463 

India 315 

the Philippines 213 

New Zealand 162 

Not stated 145 

Nigeria 140 

South Africa 128 

Malaysia 111 

 

Raised profile of remote education 

The above figures in part demonstrate the increasing profile that remote 

education has in research circles. However, this in Australia, prior to the RES 

project there were no research centres that were specifically focused on remote 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander issues. The RES project has had an immediate 

impact on the profile of remote education at Flinders University (School of 

Education), University of South Australia (School of Education) and Charles Darwin 

University (The Northern Institute). In addition the project has supported students 

from Tabor Adelaide, with one student completing a Masters thesis, Curtin 

University, with one student completing an Honours thesis, Central Queensland 

University, with one student currently enrolled in a PhD, and University of New 

England, with another student currently enrolled in a PhD. Further, the project 

has collaborated with researchers from University of Notre Dame, University of 

Melbourne, James Cook University, University of Tasmania and Batchelor Institute 

to conduct additional research, to publish and co-author papers, and to co-

present at conferences.  

Influence on implementation of strategic policy 

RES has had input into and had a direct influence on the implementation of 

strategic elements of policy in three jurisdictions. While this has not been publicly 

recognised, we can point to the following examples: 

• Development of alternative curriculum for remote schools as part of the NT 

Indigenous Education Strategy; 

• Development of post-school transition strategies for schools in East Arnhem 

Land and Central Australia; 

• Contribution to thinking on contextualised curricula for the APY Lands of 

South Australia; 

• Contribution to thinking on culturally responsive workforce development in 

Western Australia; 

• Contribution to thinking on boarding transitions for staff in the NT Transition 

Support Unit; and 

RES has raised 

the profile of 

remote education 

among partner 

and collaborating 

universities. 

RES has 

contributed to 

strategic thinking 

in a contested 

policy space. 
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• Informing an understanding of ‘teasing’ as a barrier to school attendance for 

the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet. 

Beyond these quite specific examples, the extent to which our findings have 

informed the thinking of individuals in bureaucracies is probably yet to be fully 

realised. 

Promotion of remote voices 

The RES team has intentionally encouraged community educators, particularly in 

the NT and SA, to promote their thinking to a broader audience. Some specific 

examples are noteworthy: 

• The Third Sydney Myer Lecture (Osborne et al., 2013), held at Alice Springs in 

2013 was a powerful demonstration of Anangu voices;  

• Garma presentations from Warlpiri and Anangu educators in 2014 (Garma 

Festival, 2014a, 2014b), later published in the Journal for Australian 

Indigenous Issues (Minutjukur et al., 2014) as ‘Vocies from the Red Dirt’ 

reflected community aspirations and dreams of what education should be for 

in remote communities; 

• A series of co-authored articles (‘The Heart of Learning’) with Anangu 

educators in the Alternative Journal (Burton & Osborne, 2014; Minutjukur & 

Osborne, 2014; Osborne, 2014; Tjitayi & Osborne, 2014) provided voice to an 

academic audience; 

• Co-presentations with Warlipri at conferences in Auckland and Perth also 

allowed for local perspectives to be put forward to academic and practitioner 

audiences. 

A legacy of resources 

Beyond the array of peer-reviewed publications produced by the RES team a 

significant legacy remains beyond the project in terms of outputs suitable for use 

by school leaders, educators, policy advisors, university staff and other 

researchers in the form of: 

• An 11 part Lecture Series (which were attended by more than 400 individuals 

in 2014-15) and remain as a series of papers, powerpoints, videos and audio 

recordings; and 

• A publicly available e-book, which brings together an array of resources from 

the Lecture Series and elsewhere into a single compendium. 

Networks and collaboration 

Table 4 shows where the 1250 individuals who are listed on the RES database are 

located. Not surprisingly, the bulk of these were located in the places where most 

of the work was carried out. However, it is notable that more than one quarter of 

the individuals are located in other places. The table does not take into account 

many more people who have read RES publications. 
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Table 4. RES network contacts 

LOCATION NUMBER OF INDIVIDUALS 

NT 567 

WA 202 

SA 199 

NSW 88 

ACT 75 

QLD 60 

VIC 42 

INTERNATIONAL 16 

TAS 1 

Grand Total 1250 

 

There were any number of reasons for the establishment of relationships with 

individuals. About 250 contributed directly to our Thinking Outside The Tank 

sessions. About 400 attended our Lecture Series. Others attended presentations 

at conferences or for specific purposes, some requested papers, some are 

collaborators in research, others reviewed papers for us. About 150 are attached 

to one of our partner universities and 15 were members of our Advisory Group.  

The benefit from these networks has been expressed in a number of spin-offs: 

• The ability to collaborate in new research (such as the NCVER 2015 project); 

• Successful tenders of research project (such as the WETT 2016 and Ntaria 

2014 teasing projects); 

• Opportunities for publications (such as the JAII in 2014 and AJIE 2015 special 

editions and more recently book chapters with other stakeholders); and 

• Opportunities for international exchanges (such as the IRN event in 2012 and 

the UFS visit in 2015). 

These relationships offer ongoing opportunities for further research and academic 

collaboration. 

Intended impact not achieved 

Outcomes anticipated in the early logic model that were not achieved to any 

measurable or demonstrable extent (as a result of the project) were: 

• Increases in student learning engagement; 

• Testing of models on issues of governance, learning innovations, quality 

teaching and policy directions; 

• Student retention improvements; 

• Improved student preparation beyond school; 

• Embedding of community voice in system thinking; 

• Better transitions to employment; 

• Improved teacher quality 

• Improved adaptation of remote education systems to remote community 

needs. 

Over 400 people 

attended the RES 

Lecture Series. 
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However, while this may be somewhat disappointing, it should be noted that in an 

environment where there are many competing interventions, measurement of 

attribution of a single program is highly problematic. Further, the project was set 

up primarily as a research program, not an intervention. In addition, as a program 

of independent research, the opportunities for influencing policy are naturally 

limited. There are risks with being aligned to a particular policy position.  

With hindsight, some of the anticipated impacts were perhaps somewhat 

ambitious. Some were affected by changes in methodology. Some were affected 

by changes in policy directions as a result of changes in governments. 

Nevertheless, the impacts and outcomes that were achieved are significant and 

represent a valuable contribution to remote education. 

Strategies for change 
Notwithstanding the limitations of the research described above, the RES work 

has contributed to an understanding of what is required for change in remote 

education systems to effect improvements. These strategies will be briefly 

discussed in the subsequent sections, with references to papers that report on the 

evidence. 

What constitutes improvement? 

Before considering the strategies, it may be useful firstly to explain what we mean 

by ‘improvement’. Improvement, in the context of remote education is not 

necessarily about academic performance, retention to year 12, teacher quality, 

transition to employment and further education, staff retention or higher levels of 

attendance. It may include these things, but it will necessarily include others, 

which are often not considered at a system level. Improvement according to RES 

findings means: 

• Maintaining and building a connection with language, land and culture (as 

opposed to losing these); 

• Retaining student identities that align with these aspirations for education (as 

opposed to losing them); 

• Building capacity within the remote community context through local 

employment of staff; 

• Increasing involvement or ownership of education by parents and community 

members; and 

• Increasing local control over governance and decision making in schools. 

These are in effect the non-negotiables that come out of our research, on which 

the strategies described below are based. 

Funding to target student needs at the school level 

Funding for remote schools matters. But, as our analysis shows the approaches 

used in the last eight years have largely failed to deliver improvements to 

attendance, academic performance or employment transitions. One could argue 

that improvements in Year 12 completion have as much to do with pre-existing 

trends as they have to do with targeted interventions.  

Improvement is 

not primarily 

about academic 

performance… 

 

 

 

…but necessarily 

includes non-

negotiables 

related to 

community 

conceptions of 

purpose and 

success. 



13 

Our analysis shows that funding achieves better outcomes if it is directed at 

students—that is per student recurrent funding (Guenther, 2015b). We also now 

know that employing more local staff can make a measurable improvement to 

outcomes (Guenther & Disbray, 2015). Additional financial resources, if they are 

targeted at recruiting and developing local staff has potential to make a difference 

where other programmatic approaches such as those directed at attendance and 

disadvantage do not (Guenther, 2013a). To this end we support the NT 

Government’s Indigenous Education Strategy which aims to increase Indigenous 

workforce capacity (Northern Territory Deparment of Education, 2015: Goal 5.3). 

Governance that reflects local aspirations and expectations 

Good governance of remote schools is not a silver bullet which in itself will bring 

about improvement in outcomes. However, if as we noted above that 

‘improvement’ necessarily involves increasing community ownership and parent 

involvement in schools, then having an effective, locally representative school 

council is a foundational precondition. In this we agree with Bruce Wilson’s 

recommendations in A Share In The Future: ‘Principals should be supported in 

developing school councils and governance training developed for remote 

communities’ (Wilson, 2014, p 18).  

We have seen some models of governance which work quite well in a remote 

context, particularly in independent schools such as the Nyangatjatjara College in 

the south of the Northern Territory and the Aboriginal Independent Community 

Schools of Western Australia and the Yiramalay Wesley Studio School in the 

Kimberley. There are some examples of good governance in government schools 

that we could point to also—for example the Dawul School in the east Kimberley 

region of Western Australia. These schools tend to have either high or increasing 

attendance trajectories. 

We note the dearth of targeted research on this topic in the literature however 

and would suggest that this is an important area for future research.  

Deeper understanding of boarding schools and transition support 

Boarding school strategies have increasingly been used as a vehicle for improving 

student outcomes and considerable federal funds have been provided for the 

purpose of increasing the uptake of boarding places from remote communities 

(AIEF, 2015; Pyne, 2015). The Wilson Review in the NT was also supportive of 

boarding as alternative to local secondary provision (Wilson, 2014), and the NT 

Indigenous Education Strategy has subsequently invested heavily in boarding 

strategies, both through the building of a facility at Nhulunbuy and the 

introduction of a ‘Transition Support Unit’ (Northern Territory Deparment of 

Education, 2015: Goal 3.2). RES data on boarding sees it as neither a good nor bad 

think. Many of our respondents see it as a transition space towards further 

education or a career and a place for ‘real world learning’ where students can 

interact with people from the world beyond their home community. However, 

they also raise a number of concerns: the need to retain connection to the place 

of home, the need to maintain child health, well-being and safety, the importance 

of parent involvement, and worries about loss of culture and language. It is 

evident that boarding works for some, but not everyone. The push from 
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governments suggests that we are likely to see more emphasis on boarding in the 

future. 

There is need for more focused research on this topic. Our work with ACER to gain 

a better picture of the flows into and from boarding schools has so far yielded 

little new information about capacity of the boarding system, outcomes from 

boarding (relative to community-based models), student destinations. System-

wide information on boarding schools is hard to access for one reason or another. 

We also do not know the impact on communities. Is there a net benefit to 

communities or a net loss in terms of human and social capital? 

Recruitment and induction to attract the right people to remote 

schools 

Finding the right people with the right qualities is, according to RES data, an 

essential element of school success. Recruitment that focus on finding people 

with the right qualities (not just quality teachers) will be an important element of 

a strategy for remote education improvement (Guenther, 2015e). To this end, RES 

data does not suggest that finding experienced or successful educators from non-

remote Australia is a major concern. Teacher turnover is not necessarily an issue 

of major concern either. Wilson in his review of NT Indigenous education 

comments that retention: 

in remote and very remote schools is almost exactly the same 

as the system average, at 6.84 years. Despite urban legends 

about the exceptionally short tenure of teachers in remote and 

very remote schools, the data show that median tenure is 

between two and three years (Wilson, 2014, p 191). 

Induction of new staff is another important element of recruitment to remote 

schools. RES findings support Wilson’s assertion that local ‘communities should 

be engaged to lead induction and cultural training’ (Wilson, 2014, p 18). We 

had previously argued the case for a kind of reverse credentialing of non-local 

staff in remote communities, to be conducted by local people who are 

recognised for their local knowledge (Guenther, 2013c).  

Local staff recruitment and development 

As noted earlier having local staff employed at the school is a significant element 

of effective remote schooling. Remote schools with non-teaching to teaching staff 

ratios above 1:1 tend to do better than those with fewer non-teaching staff, but 

nearly a quarter of all schools have no local staff employed (Guenther & Disbray, 

2015). While increasing local staff does not guarantee better outcomes, it creates 

opportunities to make improvements, particularly in terms of community 

engagement, capacity building, local involvement and in school governance. The 

schools with the highest ratios of non-teaching to teaching staff tend to be non-

government schools. While we heard many stories about why employing local 

staff was problematic, we also heard others suggesting that local staff play a 

fundamentally important role in remote schools. In the NT, the Wilson Review 

focused on the need for more Indigenous teachers, and then went on to make 

some suggestions about position descriptions of assistant teachers. However, RES 
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data strongly supports an array of local employment options. Having more 

Indigenous teachers is not necessarily going to help, but having an effective and 

strong local workforce has a number of tangible benefits. This will require 

strategic direction and financial resourcing though. 

Workforce development that recognises EAL/D and partnership needs 

While employing local staff and recruiting new staff are important, they must be 

coupled with an adequately resourced workforce development strategy. Beyond 

professional skill development, RES data points to the need for workforce 

development to deal with issues associated with community engagement, 

Indigenous teacher development, assistant teacher training and support, 

mentoring, managing turnover and managing induction. In the NT, the Wilson 

Review foreshadows a ‘comprehensive workforce plan’ (Wilson, 2014, p 205). It 

also goes on to make recommendations about improving teaching and leadership 

through workforce planning. Where Wilson falls short is on issues of local staff 

working in partnership with non-local staff, the need for EAL/D skills for teachers 

(Wilson makes one recommendation for an ‘internal review’ on page 133) and the 

need for better skilled local educators rather than ‘Indigenous teachers’ (Disbray, 

2015a, 2015b).  

Preservice preparation that includes learning on country 

While we note that the age of the remote non-local teaching workforce tends to 

be young, this of itself should not be a concern. RES data did not differentiate 

good teaching from bad on the basis of age or experience. However, the data 

does point to some very positive examples where universities have assisted 

students considering taking up a remote teaching position. For example, we were 

pointed to Deakin University’s Global Experience Program (Deakin University, 

2016) where pre-service teachers pay themselves to spend two weeks of their 

own time in a remote community in the Katherine region, with support from an 

experienced university mentor. Similarly the University of Melbourne’s Arnhem 

Land Master of Teaching program was held up as an outstanding model 

(University of Melbourne, 2014). This program took students to Arnhem Land. We 

came across a number of students from University of Tasmania, particularly in 

Western Australia, who had been part of a ‘Remote Area Placement’ program 

(University of Tasmana, 2015). We encountered other programs like the 

University of Notre Dame’s annual trip to Tjuntjuntjara Remote Community 

School in Western Australia. There are undoubtedly other excellent programs that 

provide students with the experiences they need to make an informed decision 

about remote teaching service. There are examples of quite specific pre-service 

teacher units within Bachelor of Teaching programs, that help students prepare 

for remote service. These units and the remote experiences can filter out students 

who would otherwise not survive. They are coupled with some excellent 

resources produced by the Society for the Provision of Education for Rural 

Australia (2012), which identify the standards that are required in addition to the 

Australian Professional Teacher Standards. The point is, that these opportunities 

for improvement are already available. Those responsible for recruitment can and 

to some extent already do tap into these resources. 
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Supporting customisable ‘Red Dirt Curriculum’ approaches 

‘Red Dirt Curriculum’ emerged as a conceptually strong idea from remote 

respondents about how to offer a contextually responsive education for remote 

schools. This aligns with ‘Red Dirt Thinking’ but is designed to engage people at 

the level of teaching content or ‘curriculum’. It is not a programmatic response 

and not a ‘quick fix’ (Lester et al., 2013). Rather it is a contextually and culturally 

responsive approach to education that can be adapted to meet the needs of the 

local context. Red Dirt Curriculum does not exclude application of the Australian 

Curriculum in schools. Rather it ensures that local content, local language, local 

knowledges, and local opportunities are built into teaching and learning 

(Guenther, 2015d). We have already seen many examples of where this is 

happening, for example in the Kimberley the Yiriman Project (Yiriman Project, 

2015), near Jabiru, Children’s Ground (Children's Ground, 2013) and in Alice 

Springs, Akeyulerre (Arnott et al., 2010), all work on the basis of what could be 

described as Red Dirt Curriculum. Strategically, it can sit within a school, outside a 

school or alongside a school to effect the kinds of improvement that local people 

want.  

Community engagement and partnerships for mutual benefit 

There is ample evidence in the literature to suggest that community engagement 

and meaningful partnership between communities and schools are vital 

ingredients to success. RES data supports these assertions but argues that the 

kind of engagement matters. Engagement that ‘targets’ certain groups of 

individuals on the basis of so-called disadvantage, behaviours, race or location will 

inevitably meet with resistance and fail (Guenther, 2015a). Engagement that is 

mutually beneficial on the other hand, where knowledges are respected equally, 

which is conducted in power sensitive ways, will be more likely to achieve 

community buy in. From a strategic perspective this is possible from within an 

education system bureaucracy or it can be facilitated alongside a bureaucracy. A 

constructive example of the former is the operation of the NT Department of 

Education’s ‘Transition Support Unit’. Here, the benefits to parents accrue in 

terms of better and more informed decisions while for the department, its goals 

of improving remote to boarding school transitions can be achieved. An example 

of the second is ‘Families and Schools Together’ (FAST) which works with schools 

and communities to facilitate better parent-school relationships (see for example 

Guenther, 2014). Enacting strategies that promote the more effective forms of 

community engagement for mutual benefit necessarily involves a degree of 

negotiation, adequate time and resourcing. 

Explicit employment pathways beyond school 

In Australia, to a large degree education plays an important role in providing 

pathways to employment. We have previously argued that there is a mismatch 

between the national ideal and the local reality in terms of this presupposed 

purpose of education (Guenther & Bat, 2013; Guenther et al., 2013). Within the 

RES data there is a strong expectation among many respondents that education is 

the ‘key’ to employment (Guenther, 2013b) but how to achieve that outcome is 

less than clear, either in terms of teaching or in terms of system response 

(Guenther, 2015c). We have noted some regional attempts within the NT 
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Department of Education to make the pathways explicit, but one of the issues is 

that with schools being mainly concerned with primary years education, thinking 

about pathways planning for 10 year olds is something of an absurdity. Even 

taking 14 year old post primary students and applying VET strategies to their 

learning (as we have seen in some communities) does not really fit the needs of 

the students or the communities. The hope expressed by many people in RES 

data, is that pathways will emerge from students’ experiences at boarding 

schools. The problem here is that boarding facilities are geographically and 

culturally removed from the sites of employment in community. Some argue that 

there are no employment opportunities in communities. We reject that notion on 

the basis of ample evidence that shows employment opportunities increasing, but 

primarily for non-local people (McRae-Williams & Guenther, 2016).  

This issue requires more research and some focused strategic thinking. We know 

that what inspires young people is seeing family members in jobs (Osborne, 

2015a) and going on to higher education (Kinnane et al., 2014), hence another 

good reason to employ more local people in schools. We also know that the 

historical and social context of place makes a difference too (Guenther et al., 

2014). We also know that jobs that connect with local language, culture and 

knowledge, such as learning on country programs, are highly desirable among 

young people(Schwab & Fogarty, 2015). On the other hand there is little evidence 

that in remote communities, post school training leads to jobs, and virtually no 

evidence supporting a work for the dole strategy, which is suggested by the 

Northern Development White Paper (Australian Government, 2015). The question 

of how to make the pathway from school to work more explicit in remote 

communities, therefore remains open. There is opportunity for more critical 

thinking about how to this could be better strategized. 

Abandon attendance strategies 

Early on in the RES project, we argued on the basis of My School data, that a) 

attendance strategies have not worked, and b) that they do not lead to better 

academic outcomes (Guenther, 2013a). At the end of the RES project we are more 

confident than ever about that assertion. In remote schools at the end of 2015, 

attendance rates were about where they were in 2008, the first year of My School 

reporting. Even the Remote School Attendance Strategy, which started at the 

beginning of 2014 with considerable impetus has stalled in its impact, having 

achieved four percentage point gains on average for Round 1 schools (now at 

62%) and less than two percentage points of increase (now at 68%) for Round 2 

schools (Guenther, 2015b). Attendance strategies fail in remote communities, 

because they work on an assumption that parents have control over their 

children’s decisions to attend or not to attend. They fail because they incorrectly 

assume that poor attendance is a product of ‘disadvantage’. And they fail because 

they do not recognise the agency of young people themselves. They fail to 

produce better outcomes because when students who have not attended come to 

school, if they ever sit a NAPLAN test, they do not have the prior learning to be 

able to score well. The fail because when students are forced to attend, they will 

not comply with the rules of school and will disrupt learning of those who do want 

to learn at school. In short, attendance strategies do little to improve attendance 

and they do almost nothing to achieve better outcomes.  
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We know that young people attend when they think there is value in attending. 

Schools need therefore, to create that value. Students will see value when they 

see their elder brothers and sisters using their education for something that is 

valued. This is one of the problems with a boarding school strategy—it takes those 

who can create that perceived value, out of the community to become invisible. 

Hence, instead of attendance strategies, remote schools need to make the 

invisible pathway visible. They will do this in partnership with communities, 

offering learning that is contextually relevant and meaningful, building capacity in 

communities, and working together with all the community stakeholders as 

though remote education was a complex system (Bat & Guenther, 2013).  

Well-resourced support for both ways and language learning needs 

Bilingual education has for a long time been held up as a solution to the learning 

needs of students. Arguably, the products of early bilingual programs in South 

Australia and the Northern Territory (Osborne, 2015b) are the many local 

teachers who have fought and continue to fight for a culturally and contextually 

relevant ‘red dirt’ education (Lester et al., 2013; Minutjukur et al., 2014; Parke, 

2016).  

We caution that approaches which draw on home language for learning, such as 

the Language Perspectives (The State of Queensland Department of Education 

and Training, 2010, (undated)) or the Northern Territory Bilingual program are 

vulnerable to mainstream, mono-lingual approaches. The Western Australian 

Two-Way program, which focusses on Aboriginal English and SAE learning through 

code comparison and awareness, appears to have more sustained support 

(Department of Education Government of Western Australia, undated). Current 

system responses to remote Indigenous student’s academic achievement focus on 

literacy outcomes, rather than language learning strengths and needs and 

interventions focus narrowly on perceived ‘code-cracking’ aspect of literacy. IN 

the NT, the Indigenous Education Strategy (Northern Territory Deparment of 

Education, 2015) makes no reference to language learning and no reference to 

EAL/D learners. This is an unhelpful notion that obscures the learning process as 

students cross systems that differ in terms of vocabulary, grammatical structure, 

pragmatics, world knowledge and culture. Off the shelf phonics products attract 

political attention, yet literacy research points to size and depth of vocabulary 

knowledge for successful language learning, use and reading comprehension 

ability and school success, in both first and second language learners (Carlo et al., 

2004; Schoonen & Verhallen, 2008), and a broader conceptualisation of language 

to support learners is all aspects of schooling. Language is central to learning and 

an informed, committed and properly resourced approach is language is crucial 

for teaching to success. In the Northern Territory—arguably the jurisdiction with 

the greatest number of EAL/D learners—teaching of Indigenous languages and 

teaching English as an Additional Language are given little more than cursory 

treatment with some references back to the 2004 Northern Territory Curriculum 

Framework. Without a more intentional strategy a foreseeable future is one 

where language maintenance shifts to language recovery as is the case in many 

other states.  
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Conclusions 
This report provides a brief summary of RES project findings, and how they were 

obtained. It then critically reflects on outcomes and impact from the work. Finally, 

it puts forward strategies for improvement in remote education. These strategies 

in summary include: 

1. School funding that focuses on student needs at the school level; 

2. School governance that reflects community aspirations and expectations; 

3. A more critical understanding of the issues surrounding boarding for 

remote students; 

4. Recruitment and induction processes that attract the right people to 

remote schools; 

5. Intentional recruitment and development of local staff in remote schools; 

6. Workforce development that recognises the importance of EAL/D and 

partnership skills; 

7. Preservice teacher development strategies that include learning from the 

remote context; 

8. Support for the adoption of customised ‘Red Dirt Curriculum’ approaches 

in remote schools; 

9. A strong emphasis on community engagement and partnerships for 

mutual benefit; 

10. Strategies to make employment and career pathways in remote schools 

more explicit; 

11. Abandonment of attendance strategies; and 

12. A fresh and well-resourced emphasis on both ways and language learning 

needs. 

The reason for setting out the report in this way is to provide a justifiable basis for 

these strategic directions. The justification for the series of strategies arises from 

the depth and rigour of the research methodology. It arises also, from the 

significance of the outcomes. The RES project is the most extensive of its kind ever 

undertaken in Australia. 
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