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Introduction 
The report presented here is the product of consultations conducted with researchers from across 
Australia. The consultations, conducted online in early May 2022, are not exhaustive. References to 
relevant research from the last 10 years related to comments are included, to point to research that 
supports the views expressed.  

The reference list at the end of this document represents the wide range of research that has been 
completed on boarding related matters since 2012. The 63 research papers and theses should 
provide schools, policy developers, service providers, scholarship providers and boarding programs 
with considerable guidance as they attempt to improve the boarding experiences of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students from remote communities.  

Respondents to this consultation were all researchers who had contributed to, and still are 
contributing to, the body of evidence that has been burgeoning over the last 10 years. Apart from 
sharing their findings, respondents for this consultation asked several probing questions to which 
there are no answers now, pointing to the need for additional research. 

What is ‘good practice’? What supports positive outcomes for young 
people in boarding schools and residential facilities? 
Before presenting the discussion of good practice it is important to recognise the complexity of 
boarding as a secondary schooling alternative designed to benefit young people from remote 
communities. Several respondents to this consultation pointed out the complexity and diversity of 
boarding as an educational solution (Guenther  et al., 2020). Each school is different, each student is 
different, each community is different, and the idea that ‘what works’ can be distilled into a set of 
universally generalisable practices and principles was quickly dispelled by researchers. Respondents 
asked, ‘how do we get better outcomes in complex situations?’ and given we already have reports 
about ‘what works’ for remote students, the question could better be framed as ‘how do we get to 
what works?’, noting that what works in one context for one person may not work for others. 

Partnerships between schools and communities 
Respondents suggested that schools should engage with communities, and understand what parents 
think and want. Communication and relationships are vital to this (Benveniste et al., 2014). 
Relationships with Elders in governance arrangements will help ensure that community aspirations 
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for boarding are respected. Formal partnerships between communities and boarding schools can 
facilitate stronger relationships (Lloyd, 2020; Lloyd & Duggie Pwerl, 2020) while an approach that 
sees students from one community sent to several boarding schools can be detrimental to students 
(O'Bryan & Fogarty, 2020). 

Community stakeholders can be invited to engage with curriculum design to develop an Indigenised 
curriculum—one which reflects content developed by and required by Indigenous communities. This 
may require training for schools around quality assured development of an indigenised curriculum 
that meets community expectations. Responding to community priorities should be front and centre 
for schools wanting to engage with communities (Rutherford et al., 2019). 

Teachers and other school/boarding staff need to build good relationships with families in 
community (McCalman, Benveniste, et al., 2020). They also need to form strong and supportive 
relationships with boarding students (Franck et al., 2020).  Communication should involve the 
school, boarding house/residence, and students’ community.  Those in policy development should 
also be aware of and included in communication to support system changes. Strong commitment 
from leadership is essential. This can be easier for students when the community has a strong 
relationship with one community (Lloyd, 2019) . When this happens the experience of boarding can 
be viewed as creating a reciprocal benefit (Lloyd, 2019). Respondents commented that schools 
should not enrol students from a community where there is no existing relationship. 

Mental health and wellbeing 
Schools can work to provide preventative mental health support, so that crises are avoided e.g., with 
Mental Health First Aid training and trauma informed practice. Schools provide an important space 
for preventative approaches to mental health and wellbeing (Mander, Cohen, et al., 2015a; Mander, 
Lester, et al., 2015; Mander & Lester, 2019; Martin et al., 2014). They can look out for good practice 
examples, drawing on the evidence base and online resources (e.g. www.manytracks.com.au, 
https://www.australianstogether.org.au/). 

Schools can play a role to ensure more Aboriginal voices are represented in educational and 
boarding processes (Mander, 2015). Diversity should be respected (Parsons, 2021). Each culture is 
different, and these all need to be respected. And there are commonalities that need to be 
acknowledged, between Indigenous cultures and between Indigenous and non-Indigenous cultures. 
Respondents asked: ‘how can schools foster a sense of belonging and continuity in the process of 
transition from community to boarding schools?’. 

Schools must cater for student wellbeing (Mander, Lester, et al., 2015). Cultural supports, and 
culturally safe spaces for students are required. Allowing time out for funerals and cultural events 
(O'Bryan, 2021, p. 284) is important. These are stressful times for students, and it is possible for 
them to feel ‘trapped’ (Rogers, 2017a, p. 9) because they are unable to be with family at critical 
times. Schools must provide safe, consistent support staff who are accessible. Staff need to care for 
the students (English & Guerin, 2017b), they need to respect them to support the values they bring 
to school, and they need to know where students come from both geographically and culturally 
(Bobongie, 2017a). 

Cultural safety 
Cultural safety is essential for young people as they navigate their school years. Schools can create 
frameworks to ensure families feel safe, creating a shared cultural understanding (O’Bryan, 2016). 
Both-ways learning can be explored where ‘learning on-Country’ for the non-Indigenous boarding 
school students is supported. There should be a critical mass of Indigenous students within the 
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school (O'Bryan, 2021, p. 173). Schools should invite students to share their culture and language 
and therefore be more culturally inclusive (Hunter, 2015; MacDonald et al., 2018). 

Cultural safety also means ensuring there are safe spaces for young people when they arrive at 
school—a space to ‘be yourself’ (Whettingsteel et al., 2020). Well trained, culturally aware staff are 
required. Cultural competence is a critical factor in student success (Osborne et al., 2017). 

Collaboration 
Schools should be collaborating rather than competing, ensuring that they can provide support and 
mentoring at another school where it isn’t available. Schools should also be working with health 
services and mental health services, providing integrated care for students (McCalman, Langham, et 
al., 2020). Connections should work a lot better. The relationship between the healthcare provider 
at the school and in the community is important. There is room for improvement in this area 
(Rutherford et al., 2020). 

Mentoring and support 
Respondents noted the need for high but real expectations, creating optimal challenge for students, 
and opportunities to experience mastery and success (Martin et al., 2021) .  

Mentoring should be available to students either through program (e.g. AIME) or through trusted 
community members (Osborne et al., 2017). Mentoring families also need to be supported, and their 
autonomy should be respected with sensible and sound guidelines. And teachers can learn to better 
support each other through mentoring (O’Bryan, 2015) 

Respondents asked: ‘How can we help older students mentor the younger students?’ Schools need 
to ensure adequate support around the student. Is there a good fit between the school and the 
student and the community? What are the selection criteria for students to ensure that good fit 
(Pertl & Guerin, 2017)? 

Raising awareness for positive change within schools 
Respondents commented that few schools have a Reconciliation Action Plan. This could lead to a 
greater sense of cultural competence. Training may help them avoid unintentional errors in the way 
they work with students (Parsons, 2021). Teachers also need to inform themselves with practical, 
everyday awareness of locations from where young people come. 

Professional learning for staff should be a requirement for schools to demonstrate their 
preparedness for students in transition. Schools’ readiness for students is just as important as 
students’ readiness for school (Guenther et al., 2017). Respondents noted that there should be 
better training for all staff, not just the boarding or Indigenous program staff. Training should 
address cultural safety. Staff need to be trauma informed (McCalman, Benveniste, et al., 2020). 
School wide approaches are important (Rutherford et al., 2020). Supportive leaders plus other staff 
are required for sustainable change and embedded in the school-wide culture (Mander, 2015).  

Drawing on the evidence base 
‘Apply the research’ was a key message from those consulted. Practices need to align with the 
research. Research in schools should support long term change, with meaningful engagement and 
strengthened staff capacity (Heyeres et al., 2019). Schools need to access information that is already 
available to them. 
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There is a lack of Indigenous research in this space. This is essential, it can’t just be ethnography and 
western approaches. Research should be led by Indigenous people with Indigenous methods. 
Sovereign, self-determined perspectives are important.  

There is a lot of knowledge about what should be done, but the application of this knowledge is ad 
hoc, so there is a strategic need for action on the basis of what works and what is in the evidence. 
Context also matters. Individual students need to be supported with their personal aspirations, 
noting that aspirations can become conflicted with the push and pull factors coming from both 
community and school (Benveniste, 2018). Respondents asked ‘How do we create the conditions for 
the students’ aspirations to be met? And ‘how do we work between community, family, and school 
to create the right conditions for success?’. 

What factors contribute to positive outcomes/benefits? 
Bi-directional two-way dynamics that help students succeed are required. Intentional ‘both-ways’ 
approaches to learning are important for student success (Hunter & Reid, 2020). Good governance 
aligned to shared interests support relationships and lead to better outcomes for students and 
communities (Lloyd, 2019, 2020). 

Individual resilience 
High levels of student resilience support retention (Dillon et al., 2022). Resilience gives students the 
ability to stay regardless of challenges. These students show pride in their culture and identity 
(Parsons, 2021). Resilient students take hold of the opportunity and make positive choices 
(McCalman & Bainbridge, 2021). Schools can play a role in implementing interventions that support 
resilience (Jongen et al., 2020). 

Transition readiness 
Transition readiness is an important issue (Mander & Lester, 2019). Remote transition is different 
from regional transition. Readiness processes and preparation need to start well before transition. 
Respondents commented that simple orientation programs ‘don’t cut it’. A transition program 
should start around Year 5. Schools should pay careful attention to how they prepare young people 
for boarding (Mander & Lester, 2017; Mander & Lester, 2019).  

Initial Teacher Education 
Respondents noted the importance of Initial Teacher Education students undergoing mandatory 
units on Aboriginal culture and history. It was suggested that any teachers working in boarding 
contexts who have missed out, should engage in appropriate PD. Issues around language, 
sovereignty, policy, and history need to be understood. Universities should ‘get serious’ about 
training for teachers. Respondents asked ‘what would that look like?’ More research is needed here. 

Access to social capital 
Access to social capital is often associated with boarding (Guenther & Fogarty, 2020). Boarding 
provides proximity to people who are leading everything in the world. It is a valid choice for students 
to want to have this opportunity, and parents to want it for their children (McCarthy, 2013, 2016). 
But parents may need support to access schools that have the capitals they are looking for (Osborne 
et al., 2019). But what do communities want from a boarding experience? Why are we invested in 
the model of boarding? Are we ensuring that Indigenous sovereign rights to education are being met 
(Rogers, 2017a; Rogers & Sisquoc, 2020)? Resourcing becomes an issue. Are we just offering an 
education because there is no alternative in community, a kind of ‘choice-less choice’ (Guenther  & 
Osborne, 2020; Mander, 2012; Mander, Cohen, et al., 2015b) or are we respecting Indigenous 
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sovereignty? We don’t have that here in Australia. There should be individual pathways for students 
to cater for individual needs, rather than assuming that remote students are somehow homogenous 
(Parsons, 2021, p. 187), which might suggest that it is possible to create a one size fits all ‘boarding 
climate’ approach (Martin et al., 2016). 

What factors contribute to negative outcomes/risks? 
Cultural exclusion 
Respondents suggested that when students need to ask to share their culture they may feel 
excluded and their cultural safety can be compromised (Parsons, 2021). Students should be 
encouraged to bring their culture into school and celebrate it (Rutherford et al., 2020). Students 
should also be supported to celebrate their culture in ways that are meaningful to them, not just for 
events or activities that the school deems appropriate or relevant. Tokenism can be a form of racism 
(Benveniste et al., 2014). Respondents suggested that schools might say “look at us, aren’t we just 
great!”. There are times when schools appear to ‘wheel out’ Aboriginal students to show off. 

Suspension and exclusion 
Suspension and exclusion practices can have a negative impact on students, and highlight the need 
for proactive communication strategies between schools and parents (Walker, 2019). Expulsions or 
suspensions may also point to a problem with appropriate recruitment of students and may also 
point to the possibility that the potential social capital benefit from schools is elusive (Guenther & 
Fogarty, 2020; Guenther  & Fogarty, 2018). They may also reflect institutional racism, which should 
be reflected upon critically, regarding the rules, structures, and processes that students may be 
pushing against or unable to always manage (Benveniste et al., 2019). Schools should be aware of 
the mental health and wellbeing consequences of removing students, and find alternatives to 
exclusion. 

Ignorant or uninformed staff 
Staff may be ignorant of what remote communities are like, of culture and home life, and the impact 
of reduced access to infrastructure that is taken for granted in urban areas (O’Bryan, 2016, p. 413; 
Parsons, 2021, p. 229). They may also be ignorant of their own assumptions or their ignorance! 
(Benveniste, 2018, p. 238; O'Bryan, 2021, p. 150). This in turn leads to feelings of alienation and hurt 
in students. Relationships with boarding staff are key to students’ wellbeing and likelihood of 
choosing to remain in a boarding environment, therefore taking proactive measures to inform 
themselves and avoid harmful comments and fractures of these relationships is recommended.  

Racism, prejudice, and discrimination 
Institutional racism is a significant issue that should be addressed in policy and practical terms by 
schools (O'Bryan, 2021). Experiences of racism are relatively common (MacDonald et al., 2018).  
Respondents asked, ‘How are we monitoring this and how are we supporting students who raise 
issues of concern?’ And ‘how do we ensure that the ‘rules’ of boarding do not inadvertently create 
racist structures?’ (Benveniste et al., 2019). Racial and ethnic identity experiences are important in 
shaping the experiences of young people (Parsons, 2019, 2021). Addressing bullying, racism and 
victimisation of remote students should be a priority for schools (Lester & Mander, 2015). 

Peer pressure 
Peer pressure from community can influence student wellbeing while young people are at boarding 
school (Walker, 2019). Students tend to experience greater peer pressure while at boarding schools 
(Mander, 2012).  
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Concerns 
Risks 
Respondents asked ‘Are we just taking the cream of the crop or cherry-picking (Mander, 2012; 
Mander, Cohen, et al., 2015b)? Are we creating another stolen generation through assimilation?’ 
This is a question that still needs to be answered. While providing some students with high quality 
boarding experiences may provide some individuals with opportunities, ‘are we creating inequities 
by not providing other students who cannot participate in boarding, the same opportunities?’ 

They also asked: ‘How can we help students thrive in two worlds, ensuring that students continue to 
do well?’ This is an oft-quoted goal of boarding (Benveniste et al., 2015). The ideal of walking in two 
worlds is just that—an aspiration that rarely sees itself expressed in reality (Bobongie, 2017b; 
Guenther & Fogarty, 2020). It may be worth challenging this as a desirable outcome of boarding. 

Respondents raised concerns about boarding school and residential facility quality. They suggested 
that unless minimum standards can be met (e.g. Boarding Standards), schools should not be 
enrolling remote students, because the quality of the residential facility affects student outcomes 
and wellbeing (English & Guerin, 2017a). 

Returning to community 
Respondents asked: ‘What happens to those who don’t fit into boarding schools? What are we doing 
for them? Who is accountable? Who is responsible? Let us not forget the whole cohort of these 
young people. Who has the power? And who are those people accountable to?’ Leaders can play an 
important role in making positive changes (and detrimental changes too), but respondents asked, 
‘do we tend to blame students for student churn in and out of boarding schools?’ There is evidence 
to show that high proportions of students who go to boarding schools return to community 
prematurely or switch to different schools during the year (House of Representatives Standing 
Committee on Indigenous Affairs, 2017). Respondents commented that this is more than likely a sign 
of systemic failure than it is a sign of student failure, so ‘where is the system’s accountability?’. 
Students who return prematurely to community tend to have lower levels of resilience (Redman-
MacLaren et al., 2017) and may experience ostracism from their peers when they do (Parsons, 
2019). 

Difference between boarding models 
Respondents noted the contrast between prestigious boarding schools with high academic 
expectations and regional boarding centres with strong vocational options (Jorgensen, 2020) and 
greater support for foundational, work-ready skills (Oliver et al., 2012; Oliver et al., 2013). There are 
many different models and these have implications for student wellbeing and learning outcomes 
(English & Guerin, 2017a). 

Staff to student ratios 
Staff to student ratios may be a factor that affects student wellbeing and outcomes. If they are too 
high, it may adversely affect students’ experiences. This may lead to lack of support (Hunter, 2015). 
More quantitative research is required to understand the dynamics of this issue. 

Post school transitions 
Respondents commented that Year 12 students from remote communities in boarding are far less 
likely to express post-secondary aspirations than their peers at school. Transitioning out of 
schooling, students need to know what is available, and they need appropriate support. Tertiary 
educational aspirations are relatively low (Rutherford et al., 2019). Respondents asked ‘What’s 
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happening after kids finish boarding? What’s the point of taking students out of the community if 
they don’t know what the options are for them?’ Work experience opportunities can help with the 
post-school transition process (Barrett, 2019). Most students who go to boarding school do return to 
community. But schools are not working with community councils about what is needed in 
communities. There is evidence to suggest that students from remote communities who complete 
Year 12 do not experience the same benefits of their education, that non-Indigenous students do 
(Guenther, 2021).  

Parents have the most influence over boarding school transitions and are instrumental in sending 
their children to boarding schools. Students too are motivated by opportunities created by boarding 
as a way into higher education. But at the end, students may ask ‘I’ve got there. Now what?’ There is 
not a lot of support in the first 12 months post completion unless you have a scholarship. Structures 
are ad hoc, and this needs a lot of work. And more research is required to better understand the 
post-school transitions of boarding students from remote communities. 

Other concerns 
Respondents raised a range of other concerns. 

Concerns were expressed about efficacy of scholarship programs. There is little evidence about the 
‘cost’ of scholarship programs for communities and remote schools (Rogers, 2017b). Transparency 
on the part of scholarship providers is required, and independent evaluations of programs would be 
helpful. There are concerns about equity and ethics here (Guenther et al., 2016; Guenther & 
Osborne, 2021).  

Respondents asked, ‘How do collaborative processes result in better outcomes? How do we get to 
what works?’ They suggested ‘It’s not a recipe. The conversation needs to switch, focusing on the 
processes that are equitable, with voices heard, supported by common purposes’. They asked, ‘how 
do we get communication flows happening so that all are involved?’. 

Respondents commented that there is a dearth of quantitative evidence to inform what good 
practice is. It was suggested that school-based wellbeing surveys could help. 

Collaborative research would be important for future direction. A consortium of collaborators could 
be facilitated, that IEBA could lead. We need to be aware of the vested interests associated with 
boarding. Academic conferences are useful for collaborative impetus. IEBA can create a space for 
people to connect.  

A further comment noted how COVID has exacerbated the concerns. To date little research is 
available on the impact of COVID on boarding. 
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