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Abstract
What constitutes the best approach to education of young people from an Indigenous
background is a topic of constant research and review in Australia and comparable
countries. This paper will discuss the latest findings of this research and locate these findings
in their historical context. It then explores some of the factors that explain why, despite the
funding and effort that go into researching best practice in education for Indigenous
students, it is ‘business as usual’ in most Australian schools, meaning that First Nations
students are expected to adapt to a curriculum and style of education which may be at
best, lacking relevance, and at worst, openly hostile, to them. Using the work of Indigenous
researchers and educators, it examines the appropriateness of the Learning on Country
model, particularly in remote areas. It concludes by outlining the approach being taken in
one community in northern Australia to create a culturally relevant, bilingual school which
will enable young people to walk in two worlds. This is the first of two complementary
articles which discuss models of education for Indigenous students within and outside
mainstream school campuses (Glendenning & Mynott 2020).

K e y t e r ms
Indigenous person (Australian context) – A person who identifies as coming from one or more
of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander nations that make up the continent known as ‘Australia’.
First Nations person (Australian context) – A person who identifies as coming from one or
more of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander nations that make up the continent known as
‘Australia’.
Indigenous education – The education of young people from an Indigenous background OR
programs designed to educate Indigenous and non-Indigenous people about Indigenous cultures,
histories and perspectives and/or issues affecting Indigenous peoples.
Remote areas – This is a dynamic concept, and relative to where one is, but the ABS measures
‘remoteness’ by distance from a population centre of over 250 000 people. On this measure, the
entire Northern Territory apart from the immediate surrounds of Darwin and Alice Springs is
classified as ‘very remote’.
Learning on Country – the education that First Nations people receive from their Elders and
community during the course of daily activities and community events OR reshaping the structure
of formal schooling to better reflect Indigenous peoples’ ways of educating their young people,
especially by locating that learning in places that have significance for that community and which
avoid removing children from their community.
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The prevailing discourse in Australia around ‘Indigenous education’ (meaning in this context the
education of young people from an Indigenous background) is focused on the significantly
different educational outcomes between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians, and in
particular, the marked differences for Indigenous students in remote and very remote areas. A
data-driven approach, such as that outlined in the annual Closing the Gap Report, which is
focused on attendance, NAPLAN results and completion of Year 12, suggests that current
educational policies and practices are not meeting the needs of many Indigenous children.

Indigenous Year 12 Attainment gap, by remoteness, 20–24 year olds,
2012–13 and 2018–19
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Figure 1: Indigenous Year 12 Attainment gap, by remoteness, 20-24 year olds, 2012-13 and 201819. Source: CTG Report 2020
In response to this, schools, non-government organisations, and the Federal, State and Territory
governments have adopted three approaches in an attempt to reduce inequalities of access and
outcomes between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students, particularly for First Nations
students from remote communities. These are:
•

to provide boarding opportunities in existing, mainstream schools;

•

to set up schools for Indigenous students which teach the Australian Curriculum; and

•

to establish schools which offer Indigenous students a blend of a culturally-based curriculum
and the Australian Curriculum – the ‘Learning on Country’ model.
Year 12 Attainment

63

Both the ‘problem’ and the ‘solutions’ fail to acknowledge the considerable historical baggage
carried both by the identified targets (attendance, NAPLAN, completion of Year 12) and by the
notion of schooling itself. In addition, these may not reflect the aspirations First Nations people
have for their children and themselves. ‘Schools have been the instruments of colonial policy from
the time of those first established by the invaders’ (Lester 2016, p. 50). The first school for
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Indigenous children was the Native Institute at Parramatta set up in 1814 by Governor Macquarie
and run by the missionary William Shelley. Dharug children were removed from their families and
forced to live at the school to be ‘civilised, educated and Christianised’ (Macquarie quoted in Han
2015). ‘It is clear from the General Orders that the intention was for these children to lose their
language, their culture, their heritage and their Aboriginal way of life’ (Norman-Hill quoted in Han
2015). From then until now, schools and education have been intended by governments to be,
and have been perceived by Indigenous people as, tools to separate, assimilate, integrate or
generally ensure the expectations of the non-Indigenous community are met (Lester 2016). As
recently as October 2020, the NSW Legislative Council published a Review of the New South
Wales School Curriculum in which are statements such as:
•

‘A critical part of learning is…to appreciate the virtues, history and other civilisational
influences of the society in which one finds oneself…Yet in NSW syllabuses, every subject is
guided by three Cross-Curriculum Priorities (Aboriginal Studies, Asian Engagement and
Environmental Sustainability) with little mention of Western civilisation. In fact, in many courses,
the material is openly hostile to who we are and where we have come from as a nation – a
self-loathing that cannot be allowed to stand’ (pp. 5-6)

•

‘the Aboriginal lobby clearly wishes for something more glorified than the truth of a nomadic
people’ (p. 23)

•

‘Our Asian competitor nations are not wasting classroom time on…Indigenous content in
Science. They do education the way we used to and not surprisingly, they get the results we
used to get’ (p. 24).

Given this context, it is no surprise that attempts to ‘improve outcomes’ or adopt ‘culturally
inclusive education’ are met with scepticism in many Indigenous communities, especially given
the gap between stated policies and classroom practice for most Indigenous students. ‘Colonial
ideology and to some degree its perceived ongoing practice in contemporary Australian schools,
provides a fertile ground for continuing negative perceptions and the ongoing reality of issues
surrounding racism, exclusion, victimisation, cultural
genocide and marginalisation.’ (Lester 2016, p. 51)
Having said that, if we operate from the assumption
that what most First Nations students and their
families aspire to is the successful completion of
thirteen years of formal schooling, what should that
look like, and how should success be determined?
That is, where does ‘the gap’ exist and what should
be done to ‘close’ it?
The answer to those questions is ‘it depends’. The
aspirations, experiences and pathways for a young
First Nations person from Hornsby will be different
to those of a young person from Bourke, which will
be different again for a young person whose first
language is not English and who lives in a
community made up entirely of their family in East
Arnhem.

To alleviate the feelings of being
second-class citizens on our own
lands, our children must be afforded
the right to access learning in a safe,
secure, unbiased environment, for
them to gain the confidence, selfworth and capabilities to be part of
the global citizenry.
Rosalie Kunoth-Monks OAM (2017)
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There is a diversity of factors, relationships and resources required for a student to learn,
successfully complete school and commence a pathway beyond school which is personally
rewarding…And, in practice, the contexts, factors, relationships and resources that impact on
learning and opportunities don’t exist as discrete entities. Their interactions influence the learning,
growth and nurturing of students from their early years through to school graduation and beyond.
(Halsey 2018, p.8)
The key focus should be for educational systems to provide students with opportunities they can
genuinely access which enable them to develop their skills, determine and realise their ambitions,
and participate in society or societies (OED 2017). The remainder of this paper will explore the
options for Learning on Country for students in remote areas, while our second paper investigates
improving outcomes for First Nations students from urban and regional environments in
mainstream schools.
The current default option for young First Nations people from regional and remote areas is for
those students to attend boarding school in the city. The Federal Government subsidies students’
attendance at existing schools, and the State and Territory governments go along with this
because it is cheaper for them than providing their own quality education option. This model
focuses on high school education, presumably because negative shifts in Indigenous student
engagement manifest in secondary school (viz. ‘drop out’ rates, increased absenteeism and
increasing poor behaviour). Yet the research shows that the foundation of such disengagement
is established in primary school (e.g. Lester 2016). There is increasing evidence that these
mainstreaming programs work only for a small number of students (Guenther & Fogarty 2018;
O’Bryan 2016), due to students’ geographical separation from their families, limited parental
access to the school, and the trauma that separation from Country, kin and culture causes for
many young Indigenous people when they are placed in a boarding context. This can be reduced
or overcome if schools are committed to removing barriers to students maintaining their links to
Country, language and community, and to helping them to reconcile the different expectations
and mores of home and school, enabling them to ‘walk in two worlds’.

Learning on Country
It is through the song cycles that we
acknowledge our allegiance to the
land, to our laws, to our life, to our
ancestors and to each other. We work
from the new moon to the full moon –
travelling these song cycles as a guide
to life and the essence of our people:
keeping it all in balance so that wealth
and prosperity might flow. This is the
cycle of events that is in us and gives
us the energy for life, the full energy
that we require. Without this, we are
nobody and we can achieve nothing.
Galarrwuy Yunupingu (2016)

6 • Barker Institute Learning in Practice 2020

For children growing up in a community within a
First Nations social structure that is still in place,
where the whole of the community is collectively
involved in each child’s nurturing, the Australian
Curriculum and mainstream visions of what
education means are likely to be extremely
foreign. In these contexts, where young people
and their families have a sense of self, connection
and community which many non-Indigenous
Australians have lost, and many Indigenous
Australians have had stolen from them, schools
should be seeking to view language, lore, law and
kinship structures as strengths to be transferred
into the formal learning space. This has been
happening successfully in New Zealand for over
thirty years. The Kura Kaupapa Māori are cultural
immersion schools which teach Māori students in
Māori. The first Kura started in 1985, and the
model has been so successful that there are now
over 70 primary and secondary schools
throughout New Zealand which follow it. There is
a national governing body and the NZ Ministry of

Education has incorporated the curriculum and teaching strategies employed in the Kura into
their compliance regime. The Kura Kaupapa Māori have been extensively researched, and provide
a guideline for best practice in cultural immersion schools (Tākao et al 2010).

The Dhupum a Barker project
This is the philosophy behind the establishment of Dhupuma Barker at Gunyangara in East
Arnhem in 2021. The fundamental purpose of the project will be to focus on the ongoing
development of each child and their connection to their community, culture and Country. The
aim is to use the interconnectedness of language, culture and tradition to transform the
educational pathways of the next generation of Yolŋu children. With the parents and
grandparents involved in curriculum design and teaching in these formative years, the learning
outcomes will be a community affair, thus ensuring the child’s learning development is not
interrupted. It is also envisaged that children will have the confidence, ability and dignity to
communicate their stage of personal development.
Where schools and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families and communities work in
authentic partnership, students get better results from their education. It’s that simple.
(National Curriculum Services 2012, p. 27)
Attendance data tells us that 80% of Aboriginal students in East Arnhem do not continue school
past Year 8. The ‘Closing the Gap’ Report and My School data indicate that all current and past
intervention programs have been highly unsuccessful (YYF 2020). We believe a model that
embraces and engages the Yolŋu community will overcome this. The Dhupuma Education Project
aims to stop the cycle before it starts, by offering a pathway in which there is no conflict between
school and home, between school and culture, and between school and community. Yolŋu Matha
is a living language. We must prize this as a crucial asset in improving the level of engagement
and educational outcomes of Yolŋu children. Thus, Dhupuma Barker will utilise Yolŋu Matha
speaking teachers and will reorganise the Australian Curriculum to reflect and represent Yolŋu
knowledges and pedagogies. Evidence from the region, including analysis of the My School data,
reinforces the fact that any Yolŋu involvement in a school increases student attendance,
engagement and participation (YYF 2020).
Dhupuma Barker will take an evidence-based,
culturally responsive approach, based on
engagement of the whole family, with the support
of the whole community, to establish young people
on a path to the future. ‘Indigenous society is very
much reliant on establishing personal relationships,
which are based on traditional complex spiritual
social and cultural inter-relationships that in
themselves are perceived by Indigenous peoples
as more important than education itself’ (Lester
2016, p. 45). Through a relationships-based
approach, Yolŋu and Balanda (non-Yolŋu) staff of
Dhupuma Barker will build respect, strong values
and confidence by developing every student’s
cultural identity and leadership potential. We hope
this will equip young people to make informed
choices for the future through a bala-rali (both
ways) education.

Ten years on from the national
apology, we are still tackling the same
issues, having the same conversations
and it is because we haven’t properly
addressed the core issue underpinning
everything: intergenerational trauma… It
doesn’t matter who you are, trauma
affects the way people think and act
and overwhelms their ability to cope
and engage.
Richard Weston (2018
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Conclusion
First Nations Peoples across the world have all experienced processes of colonisation which have
reduced or eliminated their access to their identity, language and culture. Simultaneously, they
have typically been denied access to the educational opportunities available to settler
communities. ‘These two forces in combination have undermined the educational opportunities
and outcomes of successive generations of Indigenous children and young people, at times with
catastrophic effect’ (OECD 2017, p. 1). If we are to address the ongoing impact of the trauma that
many Indigenous people associate with schooling, and if we are to stop ‘tackling the same issues’,
we need to be open to exploring new options. This is much more than an Australian issue. We
can learn from what has been tried in other countries, and in other education systems. Individual
schools, local communities, and federal, State and Territory education policy makers, have the
opportunity to investigate, support and implement Learning on Country projects, as is being done
at Dhupuma Barker. We hope that more individuals and institutions will move away from a ‘one
size fits all’, data-driven model, to a ‘Learning on Country’ model, where the school structure,
teaching and learning are informed by the community from which the students come.
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Disrupting the low expectation / deficit m odel
Many Australian teachers have a low expectations, deficit mindset when it comes to First Nations
students, which is both a symptom and contributor of prevailing societal discourse (Ridges &
Wess 2018). Low expectations of First Nations students limit the individual student’s educational
opportunities and represent (consciously or not) an internalisation of the same racist narratives
around the capabilities of First Nations peoples that were initially weaponised to justify the
continent’s invasion (Fforde et al 2013). Dr Chris Sarra, Founder and Chairman of the Stronger
Smarter Institute, highlights this broader national context as an environmental factor for teachers
to consider, where ‘as educators, we work within a policy environment where public discourse
around educational underachievement and failure frequently relies on deficit accounts that
attribute blame to ‘disadvantaged’ groups’ (Sarra et al 2020, p. 32). The deficit cycle in educational
contexts was detailed in a 2012 Canadian study investigating Merton’s Self-fulfilling Prophecy
where ‘(low) expectations potentially shaped and maintained ethnic and racial discrimination’
(Riley & Ungerleider 2012, p. 305). In the study, Riley and Ungerleider (2012) test how stigma and
stereotype operate in the classroom as representations of larger societal myths surrounding the
capabilities and success of Indigenous peoples. Teachers were asked to make recommendations
for a student’s future learning support based off grade cards that showed the student’s academic
history with identifiers designed to create the inference that the students fell into the categories
ESL, Aboriginal, non-Aboriginal. The study found a trend of teachers undervaluing the capabilities
of students they judged to be Aboriginal, despite the grade cards being ‘manipulated to ensure
that students in the three categories would have identical records of prior achievement’ (Riley &
Ungerleider 2012, p. 309). Additionally, there was consistency in how teachers justified their
response, centring on three key assumptions about students perceived as Aboriginal: laziness,
low-ability, or negative home circumstances. This ultimately led to the study’s finding that ‘while
all teachers articulated a clear opposition to the negative stereotyping of Aboriginal peoples,
their comments occasionally revealed the same stereotypes they opposed’ (Riley & Ungerleider
2012, p. 316). Hence disrupting the low expectation/deficit model is a key first step to creating a
meaningful educational experience for First Nations students.

The benefits of a high -expectations m odel
The intertwinement of low expectations of First Nations students and pervasive stereotypes
reveals the power of a high-expectations approach that challenges this understanding. It must
be acknowledged that the key issue at hand is the structural core of an educational system that
can be argued to be operating on the false primacy of Western epistemologies and pedagogies.
The authors recognise and firmly believe this; however, the focus of the following sections is how
the potentially damaging nature of this structure for First Nations students in mainstream schools
may be mitigated on the day-to-day level for each individual student. This begins with
acknowledging that this broader educational context has created a gap in teaching capability
where ‘the void has been filled by stereotypes that misrepresent Indigenous peoples, and where
Indigenous knowledge and cultures are seen to have no relevance’ (Sarra 2011 and Matthews 2015
in Sarra et al 2020, p. 33). This gap is not without consequence, with a 1999 study by Smith et al
finding that ‘a teacher’s belief regarding a student’s potential could influence that student several
years after the initial point of contact’ (quoted in Riley and Ungerleider 2012, p. 305). A highexpectations relationship-based model subverts this effect, because inherently, to expect
something from a student is to believe they are capable. Within this framework, students are
empowered to recognise their own potential and achieve their own goals.
Dr Sarra articulates a practical example of enacting this framework in his illustration of the
difference between a low expectations response, a high-expectations ‘believing/rhetorical’
response, and a high-expectations ‘enacting’ response: A low expectations response to a student
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refusing to complete work that is ‘too hard’ would be to ‘accept the student’s attitude and make
concessions for their inaction’. A high-expectations’ ‘believing’ response would be to ‘demand
that the student completes all set tasks and outline the consequences if the student does not
comply’. A high-expectations ‘enacting’ response would be to ‘discuss their concerns and explain
the importance of the task, work with the student to understand what ‘too hard’ means to them
and which parts of the task need additional scaffolding and if there are other forms of support
that the student may require’ (Sarra et al 2020, p. 38). It is important for educators who become
conscious that they are operating within a deficit mindset to not simply pivot to a highexpectations ‘rhetoric’ model without enactment. Dr Sarra (2020, p. 37) describes this as the need
for both ‘socially just relating’ (fair) and ‘critically fair relating’ (firm), or the ‘fair and firm coupling’.
Applying the ‘fair and firm coupling’ is a way to avoid the low expectations trap of leaving
students unaccountable, but also takes the time to consider the individual student’s circumstances
with care rather than punishment which may lead to disengagement and distrust. Ultimately, this
high-expectations model provides a practical way educators can improve outcomes for First
Nations students in mainstream schools through challenging deficit discourses and the prevailing
colonial myths from which these discourses were born.

A high-expectations’ m odel in practice: The W ingaru-wa M uru-da program
In the pursuit of establishing a high-expectations framework to guide the school life of First
Nations students at the Hornsby campus, the Wingaru-wa Muru-da Program was established in
2018. Wingaru-wa Muru-da means ‘learning on the path to the future’ in Darug, the language
spoken in Hornsby for millennia. The following sections outline the practicalities of the program,
its successes, and its future path that has been determined with student input. In 2019, the
program became part of the Association of Independent Schools (AIS) Pilot Program Improving
Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Students. Within this, three target areas were
isolated from which to identify student growth and potential for empowerment within the
everyday school environment:
1.

Student pride in culture

•

providing a designated space (Mirrung Ngurang – the belonging place) on campus for First
Nations students and community members to utilise as a physical, cultural and emotional ‘safe
space’

•

hosting Yarn Up (First Nations students’ peer support group) weekly to encourage student
connection to each other, establish expectations, and liaise with support staff

•

supporting students to participate in and lead major cultural events such as NAIDOC Week
and Reconciliation Week

•

supporting students to attend cultural programs together outside of school and engage with
First Nations students from other schools

2.

Student transition into the school

•

designation of the Coordinator of Indigenous Student Programs and Director of Barker
Global Partnerships as central support staff for First Nations students and their families

•

building relationships with new students and their families in the year prior to entry to Barker
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3.

Literacy and numeracy outcomes

•

Wingaru specialist learning support: three sessions per week for Middle School students

•

specialised small group tutoring for Senior School students: four sessions per week in the
evening

•

personalised student learning profiles: students write letters to their teachers for the new year
explaining who they are, topics they are comfortable discussing in class, and setting their
own goals for the year

The program’s targets were chosen from a pool assigned by the Improving Outcomes for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Students program. We acknowledge that the focus on
improving literacy and numeracy in some ways reflects a deficit mindset, and therefore were
conscious to embed a ‘high-expectations enacting response’ framework within each activity
designed to reach this target. Each program within the first iteration of Wingaru-wa Muru-da
attempted to create a dual-flowing high expectations environment in which students were
expected to strive academically and culturally, and program staff were expected to take and
respond to student feedback. Successes and limitations of the program were researched for AIS
reporting purposes and provide a useful platform for reflection. Major successes of the program,
as reported in Barber and Netherton (2020), were:
•

Student improvement in grades – particularly in Semester 2, 2019

•

Improvement in students’ self-assessed academic confidence

•

Student demonstrated and self-reported high expectations of themselves academically and
in their lives as a whole

•

Students reported feeling supported by program staff

•

Students reported that cultural programs (specifically Yarn Up) contributed to their sense of
identity and strength as a person

•

Students felt and highly valued strong relationships with other First Nations people on campus
and in the broader school community

•

Student retention rate of 100% with the largest ever First Nations cohort graduating from the
School in 2020.

Extending the W ingaru-wa M uru-da program
Whilst the development of a high-expectations model through the Wingaru-wa Muru-da program
was largely successful in contributing to student success at school (as defined by the three focus
outcomes), student feedback suggested the need for the model to extend into their School life
more broadly. As such, the second phase of the program will aim to extend the framework of
high expectations and cultural safety beyond the First Nations-only spaces that were largely the
focus of the program’s first iteration. New target areas are:
1.

School culture

•

maintaining existing culturally safe spaces (Mirrung Ngurang)

•

mapping and auditing of curriculum to embed First Nations perspectives and cultures
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•

providing opportunities for families and students to share knowledge and have input into
School activities

•

developing the cultural competency and socio-political knowledge of staff (see below)

2.

Staff cultural competency

•

whole-staff professional development on the high-expectations model and debunking deficit
mindsets

•

voluntary sessions with each department to brainstorm meaningfully incorporating First
Nations histories, cultures and perspectives into their programs

•

promoting resources to staff to support self-awareness of personal biases and internalisation
of deficit narratives

•

centralisation of student pastoral care to the Coordinator of Indigenous Student Programs

3.

Literacy and numeracy

•

targeted individual tutoring for Senior School students

•

continuation of Wingaru learning support in the Middle School

•

current students refresh personal learning plans and letters and incoming students create
their own

Conclusion
Societally institutionalised deficit discourses hold back First Nations students in mainstream
schools. The likelihood of success for First Nations students in mainstream schools is significantly
increased if students are effectively mentored, empowered, and supported. The Wingaru-wa
Muru-da program, by providing a ‘transition to Barker’ experience; targeted literacy, numeracy,
homework and executive functioning support; and supporting families to access the opportunities
available at Barker College, aims to provide this mentorship to individual students, and facilitate
a change in School culture to improve academic, social and emotional outcomes for First Nations
students.
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