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Abstract 
 
 
 

This thesis is based on twelve months of ethnographic research in St Andrew’s School, 

an elite private all boys’ boarding school in Perth, the capital of Western Australia. It 

examines the lives and experiences of 44 boarders from Southeast Asia residing in 

Lewis House during the 2007 school year.  

 

For many of the Asian boarders, coming to St Andrew’s School was the first time they 

had resided in a foreign country for an extended period of time. This relocation brought 

new challenges as they came to terms with living in an unfamiliar host society. Many 

of them recognised very early that bonding with other individuals who had similar 

experiences and dispositions was a key strategy in surviving the boarding school. In 

terms of the social environment, belonging is in large part derived from collective 

identity based on shared cultural values among the close-knit Asian boarders. Through 

documenting their lives in the boarding school milieu, this thesis shows that this group 

identification process was the product of actions undertaken as they positioned and 

accentuated individual traits.  

 

However, this process of seeking group membership was not straightforward as each 

individual brought along unique and sometimes contradictory values and experiences. 

This research investigates the ways the Asian boarders identified and accentuated 

shared qualities for the purpose of seeking group membership. Bourdieu (1977a) used 

the term ‘habitus’ to explain how the environment in which people are raised and the 

conditions of their cultural and material background, shape their attitudes and their 

capacities to engage people of similar makeup. In Lewis House, the shared habitus was 
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a confluence of shared ethnicity, masculinity and class including values and 

demographics. These qualities formed the cornerstone of how they defined and 

maintained their group boundaries. Through the reflections of the Asian boarders, this 

thesis shows that the Asian boarders were active agents in creating and defining their 

Asian identity in a predominantly white boarding community. This challenges some 

prevailing trends in similar social research on Asian migrant students who are often 

portrayed as passive, obedient and conscientious; qualities that Lee (1994) suggests 

contribute to the common stereotypical view of them as ‘Model-Minorities’. This study 

seeks to look beyond these representations to investigate the stories and the experiences 

of Asian boarders through their own voices and actions. 

 

Furthermore, boarding school, with its all-inclusive  routine and holistic regulation of 

the lives of its occupants, acts as a social system for the acceptance of new cultural 

values. This thesis also documents the details and characteristics of boarding school 

living. Living and participating in activities within such close proximity of each other 

helped to construct and reinforce traits shared by most members of the group. These 

qualities could be observed through embodied practices, vital for creating and 

maintaining a sense of being in the presence of other groups in Lewis House. This 

study reveals an attitudinal shift in this group as they confront the cultural pluralism of 

the school in contrast to the cultural monism of home, resulting in a clearer definition 

of their identity as they become more ‘Asian’.  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

 

January 2007 

The Welcome Reception 

The humid summer heat was lingering in the air of that late January dusk, when the doors 

to the boarding house of St Andrew’s School opened for the first time in 2007. The 

boarders were reluctantly returning from the holidays in anticipation of the new school 

year scheduled to commence the following day. For the 29 new boarders, that day 

represented a new chapter of their lives. They were leaving behind their homes, schools, 

friends, family and accustomed lives to begin new schooling careers at St Andrew’s 

School. Parents and other family members were present to cheer them on and show 

support. This particular evening, the school was hosting a reception to welcome the new 

additions to the community and to present an opportunity for staff members to mingle with 

parents over drinks and exquisitely presented finger food. 

 

Fourteen years prior, family and friends were at the airport to bid me farewell as I left for 

Perth to further my high school education at Aldersgate College, a boarding school very 

similar to St Andrew’s School. Barely coming to terms with the separation from loved 

ones and familiar confines of home, I recall walking through the wrought iron gates of 

Aldersgate College for the first time and being struck by the realisation that my life would 

never be the same again. After dropping off my luggage in a nondescript cubicle, which for 

the rest of the school year would become my personal living space, I and the other 

newcomers were ushered into the school courtyard for a welcome reception and formal 

introduction to the Headmaster and boarding staff. With the school’s jazz ensemble 
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providing a musical backdrop, staff, parents and boarders mingled over drinks and finger 

food. My first encounter with cultural difference came in the form of a cold meat platter: I 

was accustomed to eating meat warmed. As the myriad introductions to new faces were 

taking place, I found myself seeking out and gravitating towards Asian faces. My first new 

friends were a fellow Singaporean, an Indonesian and two Malaysians, who, like me, were 

sent by their parents to Australia for the pursuit of a ‘western’ education. After coming to 

terms with leaving home, we had to grapple with the challenges of living in a foreign 

culture and trying to understand all its nuances. These negotiations required us to consider 

our new position. Among other differences, we had now moved from being the ethnic 

majority to becoming a voluntary minority (Ogbu 1987). For boys who were not 

accustomed to living away from home, this relocation presented new challenges of 

displacement: from reliance on parents to a sudden ‘independence’, from privacy to 

communal living and even from a co-ed to an all boys’ school environment. 

 

Obviously, the coping mechanisms for these differences varied between individuals but it 

became apparent from the outset that the shared Asian ethnic appearance was the factor 

that bound us together. Surviving boarding school required us, the international students, to 

work together so that the homogeneous ‘Other’ would not threaten our identity. We set 

aside our differences as Indonesians, Taiwanese, Malaysians or Singaporeans to bond into 

the ‘Asian boarders’ collective. I cannot recall any other time in my life when I was so 

proud to be Asian. We spent most of the time together, sat with each other during meal 

times, and went out on weekend leave together. Coming from Singapore, where English is 

the predominant language, I deliberately communicated with my peers in Mandarin, 

particularly when our Australian peers were around. English language pop songs to which 
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I had listened were replaced with Chinese songs. Such behaviour communicated to the rest 

of the boarding community that we were Asians and proud of it. I also recall feeling safe 

among the Asian boarders. We knew that our accents, names, habits and heritage would 

not be made fun of.  Being part of this group also helped us cope with the unfamiliar 

practices of the foreign Australian boarding school 

 

Twelve years on, as I reconciled my experiences with the observations of the St Andrew’s 

welcome reception, I could not help but be filled with a deep sense of déjà vu. I clearly 

remembered hugging my father goodbye after the welcome reception and feeling a sense 

of loss as he left for the airport. I was then 15 years old. Witnessing similar teary farewells 

as the St Andrew’s School reception drew to a close, I contemplated the infinitely layered 

and interwoven issues surrounding my experiences and the parallels that could be drawn 

with the students of St Andrew’s boarding house. This realisation fuelled my research 

desire and motivated me to begin a journey of a different sort. Integrating ethnographic 

research with my experiences as a boarder, I returned to the boarding school to examine 

the ways in which group identity were defined and articulated by the Asian boarders.  

 

Starting the journey 

In recent years, the number of international students enrolling into Australian education 

institutions has been steadily increasing. They are now significant members of the student 

body and Australia has benefitted by their growing presence. Anthony Pollock (2008), the 

CEO of International Development Program, commonly know as IDP Education Australia, 

highlighted the economic benefits:  
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It is my view that international education is a unique and valuable industry. Not only 
is it an activity of immense economic worth and benefit to Australia, but it achieves 
business success by fulfilling the aspirations of people who want better lives. (p.1) 

 

Pollock’s statement was likely founded on many studies and reports that described the 

positive effects of international students on the export income to the Australian economy 

from spending on fees, goods and services. Another potential benefit is that international 

students with their diverse cultural background increase the breadth and depth of the 

educational experience in the classroom. This view comes from the assumption that being 

in the school setting provides more opportunities for students to mix and understand people 

from other languages and cultures. In turn, the growth of cultural diversity on school 

campuses has resulted in interest and research in the field of interaction between 

international and local Australian students. These studies tend to focus on student-to-

student communication during school activities such as lessons and informal meetings. 

Interestingly, a review of such literature suggests that although schools are increasingly 

aware of cultural diversity in their student population, cross-cultural interaction among 

minority groups and students from the host country remains low (Hamm and Faircloth, 

2005; Burke, 1986; Butcher, 2004b; Chalmers and Volet, 1997). Lee (2004) attributed this 

to the inadequate recognition of the dynamics and inherent differences within minority 

groups. According to the AEI annual data for 2009, students from 193 countries around the 

world came to Australia with diverse educational aims and a wide range of sectors cater to 

their needs. International students could be found in all levels of both primary and 

secondary schools. Vocational institutes where trainees acquire professional trade skills 

such as cheffing and hairdressing are popular options. Another sector that is highly sought 

after by students of non-English speaking background is the English Language Intensive 

Course for Overseas Students or ELICOS. However, the vast majority of students coming 
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into the country enrol in the Higher Education sector, namely universities. Coming from 

such divergent origins, students bring with them distinct practices, languages and cultural 

backgrounds. This research focuses on one specific group among the international student 

population: 44 young boys from Southeast Asia who boarded in St Andrew’s School. 

 

Elite boarding schools 

Despite their popularity and reputation for excellence, boarding schools in Australia 

remain largely outside the public gaze. Since the year 2000, only a handful of extensive 

studies on Australian boarding schools have been carried out. Examples include Cree’s 

(2000) Lights out and be quiet!, an ethnographic survey of year 9 boarders in Victoria and 

Trimingham Jack’s (2003) Growing Good Catholic Girls: Education and Convent Life in 

Australia which described the experiences of boarders and nuns in a rural convent 

boarding school from the mid-1940s to 1965 in New South Wales. White (2004) also 

conducted comprehensive research exploring the attitudes of boarders through their 

memoirs. Recent school ethnographies examining the reproduction of elitism and privilege 

have also deepened the understanding of elite boarding schools (Gaztambide-Fernández, 

2009b; Khan, 2011). As this thesis is being written, a multi-sited research project 

examining elite schools in a globalising world is being conducted and will no doubt 

include a perspective on boarding students (Kenway et al., 2010-2014). These studies have 

contributed rich and fascinating snapshots of the varied features of different boarding 

establishments. However, the emphasis is on the school environment and how it structures 

the formal lives of the occupants. I suggest that informal activities have the propensity to 

provide just as much, if not greater penetrating insight, into the lives and processes of the 

researched. We only need to look at Willis’ (1977) much cited work, Learning to Labour, 
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to witness how zones stripped of ‘public rules, physical structures, recognised hierarchies 

or institutionalised sanctions’ (p. 23) were used by the lads to construct ‘counter-school 

culture’. Informal groups, he observes, are the basic units of culture. A boarding school 

becomes an intriguing research setting because its ‘total institution’ set up contextualises 

both the formal and informal lives of its occupants. To Goffman (1961), ‘a total institution 

is a social hybrid, part residential community, part formal organisation; therein lies its 

special sociological interest’ (p. 22). What this study shows is that the Asian boarders were 

active in the creative ways they positioned and defined themselves in a highly structured 

boarding environment. 

 

While people should remain the focal point for the researcher, it is also crucial to note the 

‘politics and epistemologies of location’ (Haraway, 1988, p. 589). St Andrew’s School is 

an elite private boys’ boarding school located in Perth, the capital city of Western 

Australia. Within the school is a thriving boarding community comprised of two boarding 

houses – in 2007 Clive House and Lewis House. Lewis House, in particular, was home to a 

group of international students from Southeast Asia. The following statement taken from 

the prospectus of that time highlights the centrality of the boarding community to the 

school’s standing: 

 

St Andrew’s School has been caring for boarders for almost a century. Currently our 
boarders come from country districts in Western Australia, interstate and overseas. 
The diversity of their backgrounds enriches school life. The boys have the 
opportunity to develop friendships with students from all over the world. 

 

St Andrew’s School was also widely regarded as one of the elite schools in Perth. In the 

public eye, the school was renowned for not only being consistently among the top 
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performing schools in the state tertiary entrance exams, their students also excelled in non-

academic fields such as sport and debating. These achievements and other aspects of the 

school were frequently subjected to media coverage. For example, recently, newspapers 

widely reported that their school fees were one of the most expensive in the state. This 

prompted the Headmaster to release a public statement clarifying that unlike other schools, 

schools fees included textbooks, specialised sports training, camps and computer software. 

The Headmaster’s communication strategically expressed the view that his school was not 

just a scholastic elite but provided its students with phenomenal opportunities and facilities 

that were unavailable elsewhere.  

 

Despite their reputation for excellence and frequent media coverage, elite boarding schools 

such as St Andrew’s School remain largely under-researched. As Gaztambide-Fernández 

(2009) notes, scant research actually exists on elite boarding schools, either at the macro-

level of just how or what it is that these schools contribute to society or at the micro-level 

of what actually happens within student groups in the school context. Yet ‘studying up’ 

(Nader 1974) is crucial for understanding the experiences of students in the most 

privileged educational settings as doing so sheds light on the social and cultural dynamics 

that shape their experiences in the educational system 

 

Asian boarders in an elite boarding school 

In spite of the ubiquity of Asian boarders in Australian private boarding schools, there is 

little empirical research providing a basis for understanding their lives and strategies for 

adapting to a foreign environment. The central purpose of this thesis is to examine the 

ways in which the Asian boarders deliberately and strategically constructed their group 
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identity in an Australian boarding community. This focus is vital to understanding the 

processes involved. It derives from the perception that identity can be shaped in flexible 

ways and is dependent on situation. Asian boarders in Australia are often portrayed as 

academically successful and very much in the mold of the ‘model minority’ stereotype 

(Lee, 1996). Due to these assumptions, Asian students are often obscured and under-

researched in the literature. At the same time, international students (including Asian 

boarders) tend to be perceived by the larger society as passive, lost, ignorant and in need of 

help (Tan and Goh, 2006; Novera, 2004). The following excerpt from the Council of 

International Students in Western Australia (2010) website for international students 

illustrates the paternalistic perception of new international students:  

 

Meals: Most Australians have three meals a day: breakfast at around 7-8 a.m., lunch 
around 12 noon - 1 p.m. and an evening meal at around 6-8 p.m. If you are invited to 
an Australian home for a meal, you can generally expect to eat your meal with a 
knife, fork and spoon; although these days with such a multi-cultural population, you 
could expect to eat different foods in many different ways. 

 
Conversation: Try not to worry if at first you are not fluent in the English language. 
If people speak too fast, ask them to speak a little more slowly. The more you speak 
English, the more fluent you will become. 

 

Such writings indirectly reinforce the view that international students are naive, 

unsophisticated, uninformed and incapable of establishing themselves. They also fail to 

take into account that these students can be highly adaptable and adjust to life in Perth 

quickly. This was certainly the case for the Asian boarders. Many of them revealed that 

although their initial introduction into boarding life was largely difficult and lonely, they 

learnt to adjust quickly. One to two weeks was the amount of time they took to adjust to 

their new way of life. Some of them felt that their prior experience from overseas holidays 
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was helpful to the adjustment process. Others revealed that they had had the opportunity to 

speak with former boarders and this gave them an idea of what to expect. Significantly, all 

of the Asian boarders noted that the important factor that facilitated their adjustment 

involved seeking out and bonding with a group of individuals who shared similarities 

within the boarding community.  

 

‘I feel more Asian here than in Malaysia,’ commented one of the Asian boarders I came to 

know through my fieldwork. His expression from which the title of this thesis is drawn, 

points to the perspective that ethnic identity is best perceived as a dynamic, constantly 

evolving reality of both individual and group identity (Goldberg, 1993).  This also points 

to an interactional process where individuals choose to identify with a particular groups 

based on cultural similarities including language and material interests (Barth, 1969). 

Therefore, although members establish their ethnic boundaries, these boundaries are also 

shaped in response to changing social contexts (Barth, 1969; Nagel, 1994). Examples of 

this include distinctive languages and religious orientation. To overcome these disparities, 

they choose to identify and accentuate certain shared characteristics with other members of 

the group as a form of defensive and assertive mechanism 

 

To further elucidate this, I have employed Bourdieu’s (1977a) notion of habitus to explain 

how the former environment in which people are raised and the conditions of their cultural 

and material background, shape their attitudes and their capacities to engage with people of 

similar makeup. In Lewis House, the shared habitus was a confluence of shared ethnicity, 

masculinity and social class. These shared characteristics formed the cornerstone of how 

they defined themselves as a group. Through this research, I establish the importance of 
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group identity and belonging to the Asian boarders. Living and participating in activities in 

such close proximity with each other helped to construct and reinforce traits shared by 

most members of the group. These qualities could be observed through embodied 

practices, vital in creating and maintaining a sense of self in the presence of other groups in 

Lewis House. Through the study of the Asian boarders’ embodied practices, this thesis 

shows that group identity plays an active and purposeful role in helping to shelter students 

from unfamiliar circumstances and practices. It is essential in accentuating 

interconnectedness within the group and differentiation from other groups.    

 

The notion of habitus also highlights ways in which the Asian boarders were not passive 

recipients of ethnic labels, but active agents in positioning and developing various 

meanings associated with their Asian identity. As a result, the Asian boarders gained 

greater clarity concerning qualities of which they had previously been unaware or taken for 

granted, or as Hall (1976) termed it, ‘the mulitple hidden dimensions of unconscious 

culture’ (p. 2). Hence, there were two fronts of the Asian boarders’ lives: the obvious one 

of being a student in front of the boarding staff members; the other being their shared 

cultural identity within the Asian boarders group which was less explicit. While both fronts 

were intrinsically linked and are discussed periodically, it is the latter which feature in this 

thesis. Linger (1994) describes culture as always ‘temporarily shared and continually 

refashioned’ (p. 286). Drawing the link between culture and behaviour, Benhabib (2002) 

highlights that culture does not prescribe, instead it is a resource for behaviours. Therefore, 

as a researcher entering the boarding school, I sought to immerse myself in the school to 

study these behaviours with the aim of gaining insight into the shared cultural resource 

achieved through group membership.  



 11 

 

Bhatti (2002) notes that while the ethnographer should be preoccupied with the characters,  

attention must also be paid to the field-site. A boarding school, largely set up as a closed 

educational community, differs from most educational institutions as students are isolated 

for long periods and away from their friends and families (Kashti, 1988). Boarders are 

never far from each other as they attend lessons, participate in leisure activities and live 

together (Wakeford, 1969). With its long tradition and all-encompassing way of life, the 

boarding school makes a fascinating field-site. A substantial part of this fascination derives 

from the unceasing negotiations with and among students as they negotiated a highly 

complex and regimented environment (Goffman, 1961). As a result, roles and identities 

tend to be redefined through interaction, and give rise to a multi-dimensional educational 

environment.  

 

Aims of Study 

This thesis is about Asian group identity. It tells the story of 44 boarders from Southeast 

Asia who called St Andrew’s School their home. A large majority of these boarders came 

from families of high socio-economic standing, the significant upfront payment and annual 

school fees parents had to pay make this almost mandatory. Most of the Asian boarders 

came from families in which the fathers were established working professionals, some 

managed their own businesses. Different Asian boarders at various occasions mentioned 

that their lives prior to St Andrew’s School were comfortable financially and they were 

well-looked after.    
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For most of the boarders, the move to St Andrew’s represented the first time they were 

apart from the familiar confines of home and familial relationships for an extended period 

of time. Coming to a new schooling environment in a foreign country also challenged the 

Asian boarders as they confronted unfamiliar cultural practices and ideologies. All these 

changes took place at a time when these young men were dealing with the sometimes 

turbulent transition into adulthood.  

 

Coming to St Andrew's School was a distressing time for the Asian boarders, as well as 

their families but it was viewed by everyone as a necessary sacrifice in order for them to 

achieve their long-term goals. Academic progression was the principal reason for the 

move. The Asian boarders had very clear aims of doing sufficiently well at St Andrew’s 

School to enable them to enter their chosen course in a desired university. The range of 

subjects they hoped to read were almost identical: medicine, law, commerce, engineering 

or accounting. The tertiary institutions they hoped to enter were slightly more varied with 

the state’s leading and more established universities as their first preference. Coming to St 

Andrew’s School was important to most of the Asian boarders because it was perceived by 

their parents a primary step for their sons to continue their studies in Australia, the United 

Kingdom or the United States. Another commonly cited reason for pursuing their studies 

in Australia was lack of exposure to the English language in the education system from 

which they came. Coming to Perth, a western English-speaking society, would address this 

limitation. 
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Hence, St Andrew’s School signified a new beginning as well as a departure from their 

familiar lives. Yet, the continuity of overt cultural forms from their previous lives was 

apparent and led to their identifying with students who exhibited similar traits. The basic 

and most prominent trait they sought was shared ethnicity. As they began their lives in St 

Andrew’s School, the Asian boarders established very early that identifying and bonding 

with other boarders with similar dispositions were key strategies in coping with the 

overwhelming changes surrounding them. Being part of a group provided them with a 

context to assert their identity as a refuge from anticipated discrimination. 

 

In this thesis, I seek to provide a sociological analysis of how membership in the group 

provided the Asian boarders with clearer definitions of their identity as Asian males. This 

study first examines the unique categories of ascription and identification used by the 

boarders themselves to define the boundaries of the group. I then explore how their shared 

identity was continually shaped and reinforced through cultural practices that yielded ways 

of integrating with, and diverging from, other groups in the boarding school.  

 

Through this research, I establish the importance of group identity and belonging to the 

Asian boarders. Living and participating in activities in such close proximity with each 

other helped to construct and reinforce traits shared by most members of the group. The 

repertoire of traits could be observed through embodied practices, vital in creating and 

maintaining a sense of being in the presence of other groups in Lewis House. Through the 

study of the Asian boarders’ embodied practices, this thesis shows that group identity plays 

an active and purposeful role in sheltering students from unfamiliar circumstances and 

potential alienation from other groups in the boarding school. The study of shared 
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identities in group bonding also provides a platform from which to examine fundamental 

social processes in relationships (Somers, 1994; Yeh and Huang, 1996). They point to 

fundamental relational processes underlying a wide range of social phenomena and 

behaviour, and focus on the ways in which the Asian boarders’ group boundaries were 

shaped by their (a) social and collective identity; and (b) class/ethnicity/gender. The 

concept of boundary has been central to the study of ethnic and racial inequality. 

Particularly influential here is Norwegian anthropologist Fredrick Barth (1969) who 

rejected a view of ethnicity that stressed fixed culture in favour of a more relational 

approach emphasising that feelings of communality are defined in opposition to the 

perceived identity of other racial and ethnic groups. It is a particularly fruitful approach for 

studying shifts in the ways that the Asian boarders shaped their group’s boundaries and its 

adaptation to the environment. These shifts also reflect the changing circumstances that the 

subjects were experiencing.   

 

The research is a cultural study of groups and boundaries, employing an ethnographic 

method of inquiry. The purpose of the ethnographic method is to provide an account of 

how people live their lives with one another in a particular place. As the researcher, I 

submerged myself in the relations under study, spending long periods of time with the 

Asian boarders. In this case, it involved helping out as a Resident Assistant, being on 

campus during most parts of the week including weekends, participating in their social 

activities, and, most importantly, observing the daily lives of the students. With the desire 

to understand their perspectives in their own words, I sought out many members of the 

boarding community, especially the Asian boarders, with the purpose of involving them in 

discussion.  
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Finally, my background as an international student from Singapore who had also been a 

boarder in my final two years of high school, provided me with an opportunity to relate to 

the Asian boarders as an ‘insider’ researcher (Yeo, 2010). I will touch on issues such 

methodological implications and ethical considerations encountered as a native researcher 

in the field in a later chapter. However, this unique position allowed me fresh perspectives 

of their hidden lives, paving the way to a richer understanding of their group and the ways 

they faced the challenges of living in an unfamiliar boarding environment.  
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CHAPTER 2 

THE RESEARCH DESIGN: 
AN ETHNOGRAPHIC APPROACH 

 

An afternoon with the Headmaster 

 
The heavy glass door closed silently behind us as my research supervisor, Martin, and I 

stepped into a foyer graced with a high ceiling. To our left was a sizeable glass cabinet 

displaying memorabilia that mapped the history of St Andrew’s School. Among the items 

were school blazers, trophies and pictures; below each item signs recounted significant 

periods and achievements of the school since its foundation. ‘May I help you?’ inquired 

the receptionist. I replied that we had an appointment with Mr Hugo, the Headmaster at 

three o’clock. We were asked to take a seat in the lounge. On a coffee table in front of us 

was a heavy binder filled with newspaper clippings. Flipping through the pages, I was 

impressed by the sheer number of articles recounting the school’s many achievements in a 

range of areas such as sport, community and academic activity. Thus, my first impression 

of St Andrew’s School had to do with this deeply ingrained sense of pride and celebration 

of the school’s tradition and achievements.   

 

After a few minutes, the Headmaster appeared from the office and offered us his hand. 

‘Good afternoon, it is good to see you’, Mr Hugo greeted us in his deep, booming voice. 

His pleasant demeanor was in constrast to the strict educator I had anticipated following 

my preliminary investigations. After exchanging pleasantries, he led us down a corridor 

and into his beautifully appointed office. Mr Hugo invited us to take a seat and our meeting 

officially began. I commenced the discussion by providing him with a summary of my 

research based on an information sheet I had sent earlier (Annex 1). Mr Hugo immediately 

asked in detail about my background and motivations in undertaking such research. I 

explained that my motivation stemmed from my own experiences of leaving Singapore in 

order to further my education and my two years as a boarder in Aldersgate College in 

Perth.  
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 My alma mater and St Andrew’s School with five other schools made up the West 

Australian Public School Association or PSA. These schools shared many similarities as 

they were all founded as independent and exclusive boys-only establishments. Hence, 

these seven schools were often compared and competed with one another. Sport was one 

platform and the schools competed against one another in sporting competitions 

throughout the year. The rivalry, which in these competitions was intense, also translated 

into strong feelings of animosity between students from their respective schools. My 

affiliation with Aldersgate College brought a quiet snigger from Mr Hugo. He then 

proceeded to ask about the history of my tertiary education and my Tertiary Entrance 

Exam score. Just as I was forming an initial impression of Mr Hugo and the school, so he 

was doing likewise with me, perhaps insinuating that my results would be considered 

modest when compared to the students in his school. ‘Ah yes’, he said, ‘I can understand 

why your parents chose Aldersgate. It’s a nice school in a beautiful spot. Did your parents 

consider this school? If they did, they probably would have liked our programme better’. 

  

We then proceeded to cover the details of how the research would be conducted, focusing 

in particular on how the data would be collected. During this part of our discussion, two 

recurring questions were raised.   

 

a) How was I going to collect data by just ‘hanging around’ the boarding house? 

 

b) Would my previous experience in Aldersgate College influence the way I conducted my 

research in St Andrew’s School? 

 

As our meeting drew to a close, these two questions churned in my mind and continued to 

do so even when I eventually started my fieldwork in Lewis House. The two questions, to 

differing degrees, have guided my interaction with the subjects and process of inquiry.  

 

Drawing on reflections during the fieldwork phase, this chapter employs these two 

questions to frame the discussion on the inquiry process. Hence, this chapter is divided into 

two parts. In the first section, I address the Headmaster’s question on data collection by 

providing an overview of the methodological framework. Since this research employed an 
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ethnographic method of inquiry, it entailed my ‘hanging around’ for long periods of time 

with the subjects in the boarding school. This phase, while tedious, allowed me 

opportunities to thoroughly know and engage with members of Lewis House. This method 

of ‘thick’ cultural description (Geertz, 1973) provides a more in-depth analysis of how 

cultural and ethnic orientations of the Asian boarders influenced the ways their group 

identity was shaped, revealing themes and problems that quantitative methods are less able 

to elicit. 

 

Ethnography is ‘deeply rooted in the personal experience of its practitioners’ (Gulliver, 

1988). The Headmaster alluded to this observation in his second question.  There was, 

therefore, a need to reflect on my background and how it could potentially influence the 

way I related to the boarding community. This was relevant since I shared significant 

similarities with the Asian boarders of Lewis House. Furthermore, my role in Lewis House 

was complicated by the request that I assist as a boarding staff member. This meant that I 

had to ponder the differing ways I was positioned as I moved between the groups of 

participants in the boarding house. As I contemplate the questions from the Headmaster, I 

hope to demonstrate how adopting an interpretive ethnographic approach and considering 

the ways a researcher is positioned in the field can help guide a researcher’s behaviour and 

interactions in a naturalistic context (Kleinberg, 1998). I suggest the researcher’s own 

experiences can also contribute to this ‘empathy’ as they have the capacity to profoundly 

influence the positioning in the field.  

 

‘Hanging around’ Ethnography 

 
The Headmaster eventually consented to the research but I had to hold further discussions 

with the Director of Boarding, Mr Hughes, about the details of my involvement. We met in 

the porch of the residence located just beside Lewis House. This indicated Mr Hughes’ 

initial cynicism towards me as subsequent meetings with him later in the year were held in 

his living room. As we commenced our discussion, I could sense that Mr Hughes was wary 

about my presence in the boarding school as he kept asking how often I was going to be in 

the boarding house and the purpose of my research. After much explanation and 

clarification with the help of the information sheet I provided, he finally granted me access 
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to the boarding house. In return, I had to provide him with a monthly update of what I was 

doing. Furthermore, I had to assist him as a Residential Assistant (RA). I did not enjoy the 

same remuneration and lodging as the other RAs but I was allowed to have meals there 

whenever I was on duty. Managing this role with that of researcher became what Smith 

(2007) termed a ‘balancing act’ (p.169). I elaborate on this later.  

 

Walford (2004) notes that the ethnographic inquiry process is capable of targeting any 

social network or unit in which relations are regulated by custom. For this research, the 

unit of analysis was comprised of the Asian boarders of Lewis House, a boarding house in 

St Andrew’s School. Data collection was carried out for the majority of the 2007 academic 

year. Researching in a boarding school posed distinct challenges because it was here that 

every aspect of a boarder’s life took place. Much of my ethnographic practice was about 

presenting myself as an approachable, courteous and unthreatening human being who hung 

around the house because I was interested in what the boarders did. The term ‘hang out’ or 

‘hang around’ has been used on many occasions by ethnographers to describe their time in 

the field  (Adler and Adler, 1987; Salvador et al., 1999; Kendall, 2002). Most of these 

studies highlighted that in ‘hanging around’, researchers showed an interest in what people 

do and what they have to say. They are, moreover, able to tolerate long periods of 

boredom. Forsey (2008) argues that a critical component in ethnography includes an ability 

to listen. While much of ethnography does involve ‘hanging around’ this is not its point; 

rather it provides a means to uncover processes at work.  

 

Hence, I endeavoured to be present around Lewis House as often as I could and tried to 

engage with the boarders. Apart from class time, I could be seen either talking with the 

boarders or hanging around with them. Weekends were no different. I usually arrived at 

the House just before the boarders got out of bed and went home after lights out. Such long 

hours made fieldwork a tiring process but on the positive side, I quickly became familiar 

with the field-site, the people and the inner workings of the establishment. Although I was 

fully submerged in the field-site, I still experienced anxiety as I worried that vital data 

would be missed in my absence or I would be in the wrong place at the wrong time when 

something noteworthy took place. Smith (2007) described similar feelings of ‘emotional 

anxiety’ and stress associated with ‘continually being “on-stage” in the field setting’ 
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(p.165). Nevertheless, time spent in the school proved advantageous and I was able to 

recruit participants and familiarise myself with potential informants.   

 

a) Participant observation  

Although I spent two years as a high school student in a boarding school, spoke to former 

students of St Andrew’s School and read literature on participant observation, nothing 

could have prepared me fully for what I was about to experience in Lewis House. This 

quandary arose from the fact that every field situation is unique and therefore, almost 

certainly non-replicable (Wolcott, 1995; Smith, 2007). Forsey (2002) notes the 

‘ethnograpic surprises and accidents’ (p.63) that dotted his research process and states that 

researchers must be prepared for these events when they enter the field. Studies often 

highlight the usefulness of participant observation in providing a holistic account of the 

target group (Wolcott, 1999). This advantage arises from the idea of the researcher being 

completely immersed in the particular field site over a long period of time (Foley, 1990; 

Delamont, 1992).  

My research journey begun one year before this research commenced. An opportunity to 

visit the school was presented when a family friend from Singapore asked if I was willing 

to accompany them to St Andrew’s School. This family was contemplating sending their 

son there and wanted to visit the school. At that stage, St Andrew’s School was on the 

shortlist of schools I was considering for this research. Grateful for this opportunity, I 

agreed to this family’s request.  

The following excerpts from my fieldnotes illustrates what happened that afternoon: 

Arrived in the school just before 2pm. There is a reserved parking lot, signpost with 

the family’s last name on it. Reception area, spacious and modern, like a lobby of a 

hotel or bank. Asked the receptionist for the school registrar. Taken for a tour of the 

school first, library, classrooms, chem lab, computer lab. To boarding house, Lewis 

House. Holidays so no students around. Met with Mrs Jane, housemother, conducted 

tour around the boarding house.  Senior students have their own rooms with internet 

connection. Visited the dining hall and clinic. Visit ended after three.  
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This excerpt demonstrates my rudimentary observation and note taking skills. Clearly, I 

fell into the trap of what Delamont (2008) describes as ‘over-familiarity and boredom’ (p. 

42) with educational settings, where researchers unknowingly focus on what they expect to 

take place due to prior knowledge and understanding instead of what is actually happening. 

Having been a boarder in a school very similar to St Andrew’s School, my assumptions 

and experiences dulled my ability to recognise, describe and analyse the familiar. This led 

to gaps that prevented meaningful analysis of the family’s visit which would not have 

happened with a richer and more purposeful description. I should have recorded basic 

concrete details such as the exact words used during dialogues, names and official 

positions of the staff members, body language, their attire, layout of furniture and 

decoration of the rooms we visited. In addition, I should also have noted the emotions I 

felt, my impression of the place and people, how I was positioned and whether I was 

included in the conversations that took place. All these additional details would have 

provided much deeper insight into that afternoon’s proceedings. Reflecting on this, I do 

feel a tinge of regret at not having maximised the opportunity to collect more constructive 

data but it did illuminate what Delamont (2008) called ‘foreshadowed problems’ (p. 40). 

She advocated the use of a pilot site in which to hone observation skills and that particular 

family’s visit to St Andrew’s School provided this opportunity. Through this realisation, I 

appreciated that participant observation goes beyond simply looking for the ‘exceptional’ 

or only what is relevant to the research: the mundane day-to-day occurrences and the 

ordinary are just as, if not, even more revealing. Hitchcock (1983) posits that researchers 

need to give a detailed account of the ‘normal course of the researcher’s everyday contacts 

with participants’, for it is through these that ‘a pattern of involvement, and particular 
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findings, emerged’ (p. 22). This awareness was particularly useful as I finally begin the 

fieldwork proper in Lewis House.  

The initial stages of observation proved difficult as I had no precise definition of what I 

was looking for, let alone how to look for it. I knew that my focus was to document the 

‘lived’ experience of Asian boarders in the boarding school and how they adjusted to 

living in an unfamiliar cultural environment. During the first month, I mostly hung around 

the larger boarding population, observing the day-to-day occurrences and getting to know 

the different groups of people. I visited sports training and interschool games, participated 

in informal soccer games and played basketball and table tennis with the boarders. I 

followed them to the nearby shops after school and weekend trips to the city; I 

accompanied them on formal outings such as dance socials and even an afternoon at the 

beach. By observing a wide range of activities, it did not take long for me to learn the main 

student groups and the key members. I familiarised myself with all aspects of boarding 

house life, especially the physical spaces the students occupied and the day-to-day 

occurrences. The main challenge was to overcome the initial levels of suspicion that 

accompanied my role as a staff member and researcher. Hence, I tried to befriend and build 

rapport with the Asian boarders in the hope of helping them feel comfortable with my 

presence around them. It was more than a month before I felt they were sufficiently 

comfortable to share their perspectives with me. 

Being a member of the boarding staff-cum-researcher posed interesting challenges, which I 

discuss further in a later section of this chapter. However, as much as possible, I tried to 

maintain an open and respectful friendship with everyone I met in the hope that my role as 

a staff member would not hinder my affiliation with the boarders. During the early stages 

of data collection, I did not take copious notes because my amateurish note taking skills 
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slowed down and hindered my ability to observe what was going on. Furthermore, it was 

evident many of the subjects were intimidated when I recorded information on my 

notebook. Instead, I prefered to make very brief pointers in a little notebook I carried with 

me. Later in the day, I revisited these pointers and used them to elaborate on what had 

happened during the day. As the research went on, my confidence in note taking 

corresponded with my increasing familiarity with the place and people. Whenever I was in 

Lewis House and interacting with the boarders, I tried to find pockets of time when I could 

find a quiet place to quickly jot down what was just observed. Once again, I filled in the 

gaps later in the evening.  

 

b) ‘Having a chat’ 

Erickson (1984) suggests that ethnography should be considered as a ‘deliberate inquiry 

process guided by a point of view’ as determined by ‘the ethnographer’s explicit and 

implicit questioning process as informed by experience in the field situation’ (p. 51). My 

second major data source in fieldwork came from interviews. All the interviews were 

intended to be semi-structured and therefore, had an open-ended quality about them. The 

questions only served as prompts to guide the sessions, especially during moments of 

silence or digression. The term ‘interview’ often brings to mind formal meetings in 

bounded settings void of other people (Pugsley, 2002). The meetings I had with staff and 

parents certainly reflected this as interviews were arranged to take place at an agreed time. 

In some cases, the interviewees requested the interview questions in advance so they could 

prepare for them. The setting of these interviews also had to be fixed beforehand and in 

places that were conducive for the purpose: I conducted most of the interviews with the 
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boarding staff either in their staff duty room or in the living area. As for parents, I met 

them at a coffee shop and restaurant. 

 

A typical interview with parents and staff members usually began with a quick recap of the 

details and objectives of this research. This was done with an information sheet which was 

sent to them earlier. The interview proper could only commence after they had the 

opportunity to clarify any doubts and signed the consent form (A sample of the 

information sheet and consent form is provided in the Appendix). In my early attempts at 

interviewing, the atmosphere could be described as formal and at times, awkward. Long 

pauses were frequent as the interviewees only responded directly to the questions I asked 

and were unwilling to volunteer further information. I was also too nervous and 

inexperienced. Dissatisfied with this, I decided to adopt a more relaxed style of 

interviewing that encouraged greater opportunities for reflection. Humour was also 

injected at appropriate moments to further promote an amicable tone and, as a result, more 

meaningful interaction. For example, I was given the nickname ‘Nintendo Wii’ by a group 

of boarders. I decided to let them address me with that name as it immediately relaxed the 

atmosphere. 

 

With the boarders, I began with a similar approach: interviews were arranged beforehand 

and usually conducted on a one-on-one basis in the boarder’s living area. After two such 

interviews, it became clear that this approach was unsuitable because the boys appeared to 

be intimidated by the formality: the information sheet, consent form or even the term 

‘interview’ may have presented an image of rigidity and authority. The outcome was a 

tendency for the boarders to provide very contrived and detached ‘textbook’ responses. 
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Furthermore, our relationship at that time was not deep enough to have forged the basic 

levels of trust crucial to the sensitive nature of the issues discussed: an example was asking 

their thoughts about other groups in Lewis House. I deduced that a more casual approach 

would better create the affinity needed to facilitate their output. Firstly, when soliciting 

their participation in the research, instead of the term ‘interview’ I asked if they would like 

to ‘have a chat’ or ‘I am interested to hear your thoughts’, which sounded less 

confrontational. Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) highlighted that interviews include 

‘spontaneous, informal conversations in places that are being used for other purposes’ (p. 

139). This was certainly applicable in this experience as the boarders chose the setting; 

most of them were happy to volunteer their own living areas and some suggested places 

such as the nearby shops, the cricket oval, the dining hall and even during weekend trips to 

the city.  

 

The formal prelude to the interview proper was revised by simplifying the information 

sheet to only provide summary points. I followed by briefly highlighting certain key 

points. Some of the boarders had earlier expressed their reluctance to sign the consent 

form, choosing to give their agreement verbally. ‘I trust you, Wee. No need to sign 

anything’, claimed one of the boarders. Despite their assurances, I still informed them 

about the confidentiality clauses, highlighting that whatever would be discussed was solely 

for this research and not shared with any external parties. As with parents and staff, the 

boarders were given time to clarify any questions they had and only then could the session 

progress.  
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I normally began by asking the boarders to describe themselves, their families and lives 

prior to coming to St Andrew’s School. In addition to providing me with concrete 

background information about the interviewees, these questions served as a ‘warm up’ for 

them to be comfortable about sharing their views. I then asked the boarders to elaborate on 

their previous school as it gave an insight in their involvement and attitudes about 

schooling. Following that, they shared their experiences of leaving their homes for St 

Andrew’s School, including the decision-making process. The purpose was to gain insight 

into the boarders’ understanding of their parents’ motivations and the criteria that finally 

led to the decision. We then discussed their initial impressions of adjustment and living in 

Lewis House.  

 

By this stage, the boys were usually engaged and our discussion was free flowing. I then 

gave the boys leeway to dwell on issues about which they were passionate. These, of 

course, varied between individuals. This approach allowed the interview to take shape as it 

progressed (Wolcott, 1999). For example, Chin Yee1, an outspoken boarder from 

Malaysia, was preparing for a class presentation on Australian culture when I interviewed 

him. It turned out to be a revealing session as Chin Yee was enthusiastic and openly 

offered his views about the Australian way of life. He even gave me a transcript of his 

presentation. However, not all interviews were as fruitful and some even led to feelings of 

disappointment, as certain expectations I had about different people were not met. The key 

figures who were instrumental to this research are discussed in Chapter 4. Through 

knowing most of the Asian boarders at a deeper level, I learnt that some had unique 

experiences and backgrounds that could potentially contribute to the research in fascinating 

                                                
1 This is a pseudonym.  
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ways. Despite my efforts in preparation and in encouraging a friendly atmosphere in 

interviews, not all discussion were as free flowing and some led to contrived responses. 

Frustration crept in as my prior interaction with them led me to believe their input during 

the interviews did not reflect their thoughts.  

 

Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) suggest that the ‘artificiality’ of responses in a particular 

interview setting when compared with events in another setting in which the interviewees 

normally operate, may provide useful insights. Although the boarders were allowed to 

choose their preferred venue, some of them were uncomfortable about being asked to 

openly express their views. Many of them indicated that this was the first time they had 

been asked to share these perspectives with anyone; most of them relished this opportunity 

and even found it cathartic, but some of them felt they were being put on the spot. 

Ostrander (1993) described the opposite in her research on elites: they had the tendency to 

‘just talk’ and ‘it was largely to do with their being used to having other people interested 

in what they have to say and in having what they say make a difference in the lives of 

others’ (p. 22). In the case of the Asian boarders, their reticence could be due to their being 

accustomed to having their opinions solicited. Studies have highlighted the ‘cultural styles’ 

of Asian subjects where modesty is revered as a virtue, whereas openly expressing one’s 

views could be considered ‘egoistic’(Bankston and Zhou, 2002). Furthermore, some of the 

Asian boarders feared getting into strife if they shared their thoughts. To get around this 

barrier, an ‘en passant’ approach was adopted where I would keep a lookout for 

opportunities to carry out incidental conversations with certain boys. These opportunities 

might be around the dining table during meal times, sitting at the side of the field as they 

waited for a soccer game to begin or during a walk to the nearby shops. The essence was to 
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put the boarders at ease so that whatever information they shared was uninhibited. With the 

stress of being put under the spotlight removed they were able to participate in a 

conversation. My role was to inject specific topics into the exchange. Another arrangement 

I found to be useful in dealing with the barriers that hindered communication was group 

interviews. Interviews have been described by researchers as ‘social encounters’, where 

interactions between people have the propensity to unveil social characteristics or a 

‘knowledge building exercise’ (Geertz, 1973; Gibson, 1997; Walford, 2007). Hence, being 

in the company of friends during interviews provided the Asian boarders with the chance 

to share as well as develop each other’s views in a trusting environment. Such a setup was 

positive especially when opinions of younger boarders were being solicited.  

 

Similar to my practice during participant observation, I used notebooks to record key 

discussion points and revisited these later in the day to supplement existing data with 

additional information such as mood, tone of voice or unique expressions. Most 

interviewees declined to have their views recorded by a voice recorder. In a few instances 

interviewees consented to recording. These data were used to complement the written field 

notes. In his book Life in Public Schools, Walford (1986) saw it as an ‘unusual privilege’ 

(p.117) to interview different members of the boarding school and for them to be 

forthcoming in sharing their experiences. Similarly, I was conscious of my acceptance as a 

researcher into St Andrew’s School as a unique privilege built on trust. Overall, the 

experience of interviewing and engaging the subjects was an immensely enjoyable one.  
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c) Interacting Online 

Adopting an ethnographic technique requires the researcher to be present at the field-site. 

On the various occasions when I could not be at Lewis House, the internet became an 

unexpected medium to stay in touch with the Asian boarders. Most of the Asian boarders 

were well-versed in technology, a considerable portions of their lives were spent surfing 

the internet, playing computer games online, communicating through emails and online 

chat rooms. During the time of research, the popularity of social networking sites was 

growing, especially Facebook. Most of the boarders had profiles and were frequent visitors 

to the site. The main appeal of Facebook is that users can link up with people they know 

through sending messages, posting personal updates, sharing photos, playing games and 

even giving virtual gifts. I had an active Facebook account before entering Lewis House 

but had never envisioned using it in fieldwork. Once the boarders learnt that I had an 

account, they started to ‘add’ me into their network of Facebook friends. In addition to 

messages, I was invited to play online games and took part in an English Premier League 

football tipping ladder.   

 

As Facebook is a public medium, I refrained from making any comments related to the 

research and how we were associated. I had to be mindful of issues concerning 

confidentiality of both the boarders and the school. I addressed these concerns by adjusting 

the privacy setting so that revealing information on individuals could be withheld. Hence, I 

restricted my involvement to making short comments on generic discussion topics such as 

soccer. Facebook turned out to be an immensely helpful medium as I was able to keep in 

touch with some of the boarders during holidays. Furthermore, I gained further insight into 
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their lives outside of St Andrew’s School and the activities they enjoyed during holidays 

through updates and photos.  

 

d) Archival Research 

Another relatively minor but important component of the data collecting phase was the 

retrieval and researching of documents related to St Andrew’s School. Tracing the history 

of the school was aided by archival resources both from internal and external sources. 

School newsletters were particularly useful as they provided valuable glimpses of life in St 

Andrew’s School through historical accounts of students and staff members.  

 

Current school publications such as publicity materials and the website were invaluable for 

understanding the school’s history and ethos.   

 

Ethnographic Positioning in the Field 

In the previous section, I mapped out the inquiry methods adopted to gather data in Lewis 

House. Erickson (1984) comments that while ethography should be considered a deliberate 

inquiry process, it is also guided by the researcher’s point of view. It is, therefore, 

inductive and requires a researcher’s reflection in understanding the processes at hand. He 

notes:  

 

The shape of the research techniques and instruments used in fieldwork is 
determined by the ethnographer’s explicit and implicit questioning process as 
informed by experience in the field situation and knowledge of previous 
anthropological research. The fieldworker generates a situation-based inquiry 
process, learning, through time, to ask questions of the field setting in such a 
way that the setting, by its answers, teaches the next situationally appropriate 
questions to ask. (p. 51) 
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Hence, the ethnographer brings to the field a theoretical point of view and experience. The 

Headmaster must have been aware of this fact when he asked his second question and 

wondered how my previous experience as a boarder would influence the way I conducted 

my research in St Andrew’s School. It is, therefore, crucial for an ethnographer to 

constantly remain mindful about perspectives and views brought into the field and how 

these may influence his/her views of the setting and situational behavior. Smith (2006) 

suggests researchers need to be ‘reflexive’ in their background as it also inscribes how they 

positioned themselves during fieldwork. I now discuss how my background and shared 

traits with the Asian boarders guided how I was positioned, both voluntarily and otherwise, 

while researching in Lewis House.  

 

The traditional methodological assumption that a researcher should either exclusively 

remain an outsider or be immersed as an insider is increasingly being replaced by the 

recognition that the way a researcher is positioned in the field-site affects every aspect of 

the research process. Ethnographic research includes analysis of how insider and outsider 

approaches are not a distinct dichotomy and researchers can be multiple insiders and 

outsiders (Deutsch, 1981; Devine, 1996; Kikumura, 1986; Labaree, 2002; Sherif, 2001). 

These discussions bring to the fore the fluid nature of insider and outsider relationships, 

influenced by both researcher and participant positionality. In a helpful conceptualisation, 

Forsey (2004), drawing on Haraway’s (1991) discussion of social interstices in 

ethnographic research, has highlighted the usefulness of mobile positioning in forming 

relationships and gaining meaningful insights in the field. As Forsey (2004) noted, the 

approach of mobile positioning presents a conceptual advantage in providing the 
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researchers ‘with a greater awareness of how the anthropological privileging of empathy 

can allow the researcher to be manipulated by the interests of research participants’ (p. 69). 

Building on this premise, I suggest the researcher’s own experiences can also contribute to 

this ‘empathy’ as they have the capacity to profoundly influence the positioning in the 

field. The position can be both a deliberate strategy of the researcher and/or a forced 

placement due to circumstances and people in the field-site. This section describes my 

experiences in the early stages of fieldwork as I manoeuvred between the different 

positions that were imposed involuntarily or as a result of my discretion, highlighting how 

incorporating the researcher’s past experiences can be useful in identifying intersections 

with the people studied. These identifications were pivotal in facilitating a closer 

positioning to the research group. 

 

The boarder in me: locating the researcher’s past 

When I left home 14 years ago to further my high school education at Aldersgate College, 

this was a culmination of two years of fact-finding and careful consideration. I was an 

average student under the Singapore education system; one that is renowned for its rigidity 

and competitiveness with a focus on science and mathematics subjects. The Australian 

system, on the other hand, had the reputation of being more relaxed and having a self-

directed approach to the curriculum. This and other pragmatic factors, such as its close 

proximity to Singapore, favourable currency conversion rate and similar time zone made 

Australia a more attractive destination compared to England or the United States. 

 

Having barely come to terms with the pain of being separated from loved ones at the 

Singapore Changi airport, I recall arriving in Aldersgate College feeling a deep sense of 
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loss. Overwhelmed by conflicting emotions, I found myself seeking out and gravitating 

towards other Asian boarders. My first few friends were a fellow Singaporean, an 

Indonesian and two Malaysians, who, like me, were sent by their parents to Australia in 

pursuit of a ‘western’ education. Still unfamiliar with Australia, we grappled with the 

challenges of living in a foreign culture and trying to understand all its nuances. These 

negotiations required us to consider our new position. Among other differences, we had 

now moved from being the ethnic majority to becoming a voluntary minority (Ogbu, 

1987). For boys who were not accustomed to living away from home, this relocation 

presented new challenges, such as the reliance on parents being replaced by sudden 

independence, privacy by communal living and even moving from a co-ed to an all boys’ 

school environment. 

 

As I contemplated the interwoven issues surrounding my experiences and the similarities 

that could be drawn with the students of St Andrew’s boarding house, I attempted to 

integrate the details of this ethnographic research with my experiences as a boarder. I 

returned to the boarding school to investigate the ways in which the Asian boarders 

articulated their ethnic identity through group membership. In order to bring to light and 

explore these processes, the initial plan was to align myself as closely to the boarders as 

possible. This expectation was immediately shown to be unrealistic as my association with 

the boarding staff could lead to complex ongoing re-definitions of my role and position 

within the institution. 

 

Involuntary positioning 

The earlier description of the welcome reception provides an ideal platform for exploring 
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how a researcher can be involuntarily positioned in a boarding school. I mentioned earlier 

in this chapter the Director of Boarding, Mr Hughes’ request that I be a Residential 

Assistant (RA). I agreed to this appointment with much apprehension, knowing that the 

duties I had to perform were as laborious as the other RAs and could potentially hinder 

data collecting as I might experience what Punch (1998) warns of, that is, ‘being seen as 

extensions of their political sponsors in the setting’ (p. 163). Prior to entering the field, I 

expected some involvement in the activities of the community, but certainly not to the 

extent that my RA duties could distract me from my data collecting endeavours and 

jeopardise my relationship with the boarders. Yet, I could not express these difficulties to 

Mr Hughes out of fear that my access to the community would be limited. 

 

This dilemma surfaced one week before the welcome reception. The boarding staff group 

gathered for a meeting to ascertain everyone’s role and responsibility for the event. Being 

the only ethnic Chinese in the group, my assigned role was to provide help to new Asian 

boarders and their families. ‘This will be a good marketing exercise,’ remarked Mr 

Hughes. From this statement, Mr Hughes clearly intended to position me as the school’s 

representative to the Asian families by assuming that I could relate to them better. His 

assumption was justified, as many parents approached me during the reception. I 

entertained wide-ranging questions about daily timetable, weekend activities, the climate 

of Perth and even where to buy Asian foods. I endeavored to be helpful but with queries 

which I could not answer, I had to acknowledge that I too was new. Their reply was that I 

keep an eye out for their sons and ensure they stay out of mischief. This request 

highlighted their willingness to position me as a carer for their children. My 

‘marketability’ was utilised again later when Mr Hughes suggested that I provide parents 
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with an overview of my research during the welcome address. He believed this would 

assure parents that the school was making an effort to understand and better cater to the 

needs of their sons.  

 

I have highlighted early examples of the methodological and ethical dilemmas that arose 

from the different ways I was positioned. There was not much room for negotiation on my 

part and this is one example of the tensions and apprehension experienced by many 

researchers during the early stages of fieldwork (Al-Makhamreh and Lewando-Hundt, 

2008; De Andrade, 2000; Hume and Mulcock, 2004). The first step forward was to 

establish my position in the field-site. Hence, I needed to familiarise myself with the inner 

workings of the boarding house, and especially to gain insight into those who were the 

main stakeholders. Chapter four details the Lewis House staffing hierarchy and their 

respective responsibilities. Generally, the RAs assisted in supervision and the daily 

management of the boys in the boarding house. These responsibilities meant that the RAs 

had authority: for instance, the RAs could issue detentions for untidy rooms and report rule 

flouters to the Year Coordinators.The dilemma that flowed from my positioning was a 

delicate balance between gaining the trust of the boarding school staff, who saw me as a 

researcher sent by the Headmaster to probe into their lives, and building a functional 

relationship with the main research subjects, the boarders. I established that connectivity 

with the staff was more crucial at the early stage as they had direct control as to how much 

access I had to the boarders. This was due to the fact that the Year Coordinators were 

responsible for organising most of the social activities. These activities were potentially a 

valuable source of information. Furthermore, Year Coordinators were fully behind the 

planning and had a deeper knowledge of the inner workings of the boarding house. 
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Another crucial factor contributing to this decision was that since I would be a continuing 

presence in the field, I needed to gain the staff’s trust while not presenting myself as being 

against them. Furthermore, this position could leave the possibility open to gaining the 

staff’s insight when the opportunity arose. With these considerations, I tried to carry out 

my responsibilities as a RA as conscientiously as I could, while at the same time remaining 

congenial to the boarders. As the research progressed, I managed to maintian a serviceable 

relationship with the staff members. Many of them were friendly to me and even invited 

me to join them on staff outings.  

 

Negotiating access to the Asian boarders group 

In the previous section, I described how my initial ideals of data collection were disrupted 

by my imposed position as a RA. This led to my decision to place greater emphasis on 

establishing trust with the boarding staff. With a good level of mutual respect achieved, I 

began building relationships with a group of boarders with whom I had rapport. Clearly, 

the boarders thought of me as a Duty Master first, a position of certain authority over them, 

which lead to some initial awkwardness. Hume and Mulcock (2004, p. xii) described 

experiencing ‘feelings of personal inadequacy’. These feelings, they described, came from 

initial difficulties in finding common ground and relating to the research subjects. These 

feelings were pre-empted and partly negated by preliminary information provided by a 

former RA whom I got to know under purely coincidental circumstances. He provided 

useful background knowledge on some of the prominent characters in the various groups in 

the boarding house. I then tried to identify commonalities with the overseas students and 

began building relationships. The term ‘indigenous ethnographer’ could apply since I 

shared ‘background ties to the cultures being studied’ (de Andrade, 2000, p. 277). Almost 
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from the beginning, I actively identified these ‘cultural ties’ and used them to build a 

rapport with the boarders. The most obvious tie with the boarders was my status as a 

Chinese male from Singapore. This meant that I could identify with the group who were 

young males mostly coming from Southeast Asian countries, such as Malaysia, Indonesia, 

Singapore and Thailand. Being ethnically Chinese, it was noticeable that the Asian 

boarders were curious about my presence and some even mistook me for a new student. A 

common question asked by the boarders from overseas was ‘Where do you come from?’ 

Unlike Colic-Peisker’s (2004) view that such a question implies the outsider status of the 

person questioned, my view was that they were merely trying to ascertain how to position 

me in terms of my ethnicity and nationality.  

 

The next question they asked would inevitably be about which estate I resided in in 

Singapore. Bourdieu (1989a) identified these questions as ‘trick questions’ that aim to 

extract clues and consciously or unconsciously ‘situate the candidate politically and 

socially’ (p. 298). In Singapore, knowledge of a person’s residential area provides insight 

into their cultural and social capital, both directly derived from economic capital. My 

residential estate, located in the western part of Singapore, is considered middle class. 

Interestingly, six of the boys lived in that area, which increased our level of familiarity, 

especially in providing a shared area for small talk. Their common observation about the 

boarding staff was their tendency to treat the overseas student group as homogeneous. 

Category labels such as ‘Asian’ were often used to describe groups of students who came 

from seven different countries with unique languages, traditions and lifestyles. Within the 

overseas student group, nationality was an important signifier. With knowledge of my 

nationality, non-Singaporean boarders positioned me in relation to their own country. This 
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increased familiarity since most of them had been to Singapore on numerous occasions. 

Again, this position proved to be a useful platform for initiating conversations and 

increasing comfort levels. 

 

As Colic-Peisker (2004, p. 87) reflected from her fieldwork experience with the Croatian 

community in Western Australia, the ability to communicate with her respondents in their 

first language was crucial in the community’s willingness to accept her as a ‘researcher’ 

and was of great practical value in unravelling ‘highly culturally specific idioms and 

phrases, proverbs, and jokes’. Although I was not competant in all the languages and 

dialects of the Asian boarders, my familiarity with the more common highly culturally 

specific vernacular used by the students provided another intersection, which certainly 

eased my close positioning to the group. This was especially the case with terms they used 

to refer to the other ethnic groups in the boarding house, such as the white Australians who 

were referred to as ‘ang mohs’ (literally translated in a Chinese dialect as ‘red hair’). Had I 

come from another cultural context, coming to grips with these expressions would have 

been considerably more difficult. Having been raised in and received primary school 

education in Singapore, my spoken English accent and understanding of culturally specific 

phrases meant that I could easily communicate with the boarders. This proved to be 

especially advantageous as most of these Asian boys had not learnt English as a first 

language and frequently used other languages to express themselves during interviews. In 

addition, they often felt stigmatised due to their inability to speak well: ‘I feel they (the 

Australian students) are making fun of my accent behind my back,’ lamented one of the 

Indonesian boarders. My distinctly Singaporean English accent fostered a sense of 

familiarity which led to increased comfort levels and resulted in more open channels of 
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communication during interviews. Common or shared language also provided a protective 

shield of confidentiality, as we could openly discuss sensitive issues such as their honest 

opinions of other groups in the boarding house without fear of eavesdropping. 

 

As mentioned earlier, my race and ethnicity defined the position I adopted during the 

research process. As this research seeks to find out how race and ethnicity are actively 

used in boundary maintenance, questions about the overseas boarders’ views of Australian 

culture, racism and identity are crucial. I believe this group of students recognised me as an 

insider and incorporated me into their reflections on being an Asian minority. This was 

demonstrated in a discussion I had with Chin Yee, while he was preparing a class 

presentation entitled ‘Australia and multiculturalism’. I asked him to explain in his own 

words what culture meant to him. 

 

Chin Yee: I think it is something very important because it shapes the way people 
interact and understand the world around them. 
 
WL: So how does culture affect the way you interact with the rest?  
 
CY: Hard to say man. Culture is what makes us who we are and gives us a sense of 
belonging. Most importantly, culture teaches us about our origins.  
 
WL: So what is Australian culture then? 
 
CY: Wah! This question’s answer depends on whether you want the textbook answer 
which the ‘ang mohs’ (common jargon for ‘white people’) want to hear or what we 
really think. 

 

As this excerpt illustrates, the overseas boarders had two sets of answers to the same 

question; one version for the dominant group and a true to heart reply. The openness and 

directness of Chin Yee’s response was related to his recognition of me as part of the 

‘Asian’ family. It was grounded in an assumption that we shared experiences and 
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perspectives; an assumption that was drawn along gender, racial and ethnic lines. 

However, as several studies have demonstrated, the insider perspective is not solely 

delineated along racial and ethnic lines. Labaree (2002) was an insider by virtue of his 

professional position as a staff member in his field-site, the University Academic Senate; 

Kikumura (1986), in her study of life histories, was an insider because of her membership 

in the family; while Devine (1996), with his role as a teacher in a school, considered 

himself an insider because of this background. These studies reinforce how insiderness is 

not restricted to one aspect of a researcher’s identity. 

 

As I reflected further on my position among the overseas boarders, its multiplicity was 

apparent on many levels. Sharing a similar racial background and nationality was not the 

only advantage. On a different plane, sports such as badminton and soccer (especially 10 

years ago) were considered marginal ‘ethnic’ activities, while Australian Rules football, 

cricket and surfing were lauded as mainstream sports. One of my fellow Aldersgate 

boarder friends called these ‘games the rest of the world doesn’t play’. My experiences and 

struggles were certainly similar to those shared by the overseas boarders of St Andrew’s. 

Furthermore, the socio-economic background of my family was similar to those of the 

study group: their parents were mainly ethnic Chinese, middle class and university 

educated. Another superficial trait the boarders often cited as important in my movement 

into the group, although unintentional on my part, was my sense of dress and preference 

for certain fashion labels. They often commented that my dress sense was very ‘Asian’. 

This was ironic as my wardrobe consisted mainly of American clothing labels and foreign 

sporting brands, including a few Manchester United Football Club tops, the English 

Premier League team I support. Unsurprisingly, my dress sense was fairly typical of that 
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preferred by the overseas boarders. In fact, a group of boarders introduced themselves to 

me and expressed approval of my support for Manchester United. The English Premier 

League inevitably became one of the key topics I used to initiate conversation. These were 

some of the traits that provided a sense of familiarity and facilitated my negotiations as an 

insider. De Andrade (2000, p. 272) argues that such interactions between the researcher 

and the participants are not straightforward, but involve a process of reinforcement, 

reshaping and construction for the participants. 

 

As much as possible, I endeavoured to be honest with all members of the boarding 

community about my status as a researcher and I revealed certain personal details, such as 

my educational background and my marital status. Moreover, I introduced my wife to the 

community. This stance of ‘self-disclosure’ signalled my willingness to be open about 

certain aspects of my personal life. The boarders reciprocated by consenting to be 

interviewed and they invited me to join them in activities outside those of the school. My 

disclosures fostered familiarity and might well have helped nurture trust and openness; 

they also revealed my perceived usefulness to the group. In other words, the participants 

allowed me closer because they spotted several potential advantages that they could 

accrue. For instance, at an age when most boys are fixated on how they can appeal to 

members of the opposite sex, the boarders were interested in quizzing me about the details 

of how my wife and I met, what we did while dating, what led to our decision to get 

married and how I proposed. Throughout the entire year, I had the privilege of listening to 

and advising some of them on boy/girl relationships. In fact, I also became a convenient 

source of information, entertaining questions ranging from procedures for getting a vehicle 

driving license and choice of university to career advice. I tried to address these questions 
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to the best of my ability as this was integral to fostering trust in the relationships and not 

just because it was useful for the research. 

 

The boarders came to know that I owned a car and requests for help in transportation were 

frequent. Most of the requests involved driving them to the city during the weekends when 

public transport was less frequent. I usually obliged as it was often during these car rides 

that the most revealing conversations took place. This was an act of reciprocity, where my 

willingness to help them in their transportation needs resulted in deeper insights from 

them. However, the high level of familiarity and comfort also led to requests that were 

unlawful. The most frequent of these were requests for assistance in purchasing alcohol as 

most of the students were not of the legal age to do so. When faced with such requests, I 

had to consider my ongoing relationship with the boarders yet take into account the lawful 

and ethical implications of my actions. I had to assume another position, informing them 

that it was inappropriate for a member of the residential staff to be seen buying alcohol for 

students and the possible ramifications of this. 

 

Overview 

This chapter has attempted to answer the two key questions asked by the Headmaster. It 

has outlined the methodology used in this study, followed by how my background shaped 

the way I was positioned in the school. An ethnographic study entails a fully involved 

research approach where the researcher participates in the lives of the researched. While, 

being assigned the role of a RA raised initial concerns about accessibility and trust with the 

Asian boarders, the responsbilities allowed me deeper understanding of the inner workings 

of Lewis House and a cordial relationship with staff members. Erickson (1984) noted that 
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ethnography, ‘because of its holism and because of its cross-cultural perspectives, provides 

an inquiry process by which we can ask open-ended questions that will result in new 

insights about schooling’ (p.12). The following chapter shifts the enquiry to the school; 

this includes an account of the growth of St Andrew’s School. 
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CHAPTER 3: 
HISTORY OF ST ANDREW’S SCHOOL 

 

Grace Views was a premium, leafy residential suburb, not far from the city centre. The 

usual route I travelled took me past rows of elegant bungalows framed by carefully 

maintained rose bushes and lawns. The road then began to meander and the campus of St 

Andrew’s School suddenly emerged round the bend. To the unknowing, the buildings gave 

no indication of their purpose. Visitors were greeted by the prominent and contemporary 

administration block. This building with its floor to ceiling glass panels would not have 

looked out of place among the office blocks in the Perth financial district. Surrounding the 

administration block was an eclectic mix of architecturally appealing buildings and well-

manicured lawns that could easily be mistaken for a modern university campus. In other 

words, this place did not look like a typical Australian high school. The only clues to its 

function were road signs warning motorists to slow down during school times and an 

intimidating school crest girded by the school’s motto in Latin at the main entrance into the 

compound.The only times its purpose was evident was just before and after school times 

where large groups of students could be seen making their way on bicycles or walking to 

or from school. A long line of shiny luxury cars and SUVs could be seen waiting to pick 

up or drop off students.   

 

I later learnt that a significant number of St Andrew’s School dayboys lived in Grace 

Views and the neighboring suburbs. In fact, a few of the students mentioned that their 

parents moved the family into Grace Views so that they could study in St Andrew’s 

School. They made this decision although there was no compulsion for them to do so and 

they could find cheaper alternatives elsewhere. Therefore, I suggest that the presence of St 



 46 

Andrew’s School in the suburb may have enhanced the prestige of Grace Views. This 

longstanding association did not come about by chance but the school’s development was 

closely intertwined with the growth of the suburb. 

 

In this chapter, I offer some background to the development of St Andrew’s School and 

introduce the lives of the occupants of Lewis House. The origins of boarding school 

education are vague and have a lengthy history. This chapter does not provide a thorough 

review of the beginings and evolution of boarding schools spanning the centuries and 

countries. These subjects are covered in depth in other works (Honey, 1977; Cookson and 

Persell, 1985; Shrosbree, 1988; Waddy, 1956; Walford, 1986; White, 2004). This 

discussion provides a base to gain insight into the setting in which the Asian boarders lived 

and interacted. 

 

Overview of elite boarding schools  

As an institution, St Andrew’s School positioned itself and was widely regarded as an elite 

educational institution. Elite boarding schools have been discussed in various works and 

defined in disparate ways. However, studies have noted that these schools share similar 

characteristics and that these characteristics help to explain their social role. I now provide 

a brief overview of these common threads. Firstly, these schools were intrinsically linked 

to the tradition of the European monastic school communities where students were 

segregated for the purpose of a Christian education (Armytage, 1964; Bamford, 1967; 

Honey, 1977; Chandos, 1984; Martin, 1979). The students lived away from their parents 

and were taught to devote their lives to learning, prayer and developing their faith. 

Bamford (1967) and Honey (1977) have highlighted how the teaching focus in these early 
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schools was based on antiquity, in particular on Latin, and to a lesser extent, Greek 

language and classic literature. By the early nineteenth century, many of these religious 

schools were commissioned or provided a template for many English boarding schools 

such as the King’s School and Winchester College (Leinster-Mackay, 1984; Walford, 

1986). These boarding schools were generally known as ‘public schools’ in Great Britain. 

Nevertheless, the exact meaning of a ‘public’ school has been the cause of some debate. 

Bamford (1967) observed that the expression was first used in the 1820s and added that 

these schools were essentially patronised by the aristocracy and privileged strata of society. 

Lambert (1968) argued that it was this very proclivity that led to the wider English 

society’s fixation with boarding schools. This obsession was fuelled by the apparent 

inequality in the English class system rather than any particular resentment towards the 

educational philosophy of boarding per se. Many of these schools maintained high 

academic standards. However, they were often criticised for their divisive role as 

institutions that perpetuated the ‘ruling class’ in English society. Mills (2000) describes 

elite boarding schools as ‘the most important agency for transmitting the traditions of the 

upper social classes, and regulating the admission of new wealth’ (pp. 64-65). Making a 

similar observation in America, Mills compared an elite private school to ‘a social club’. 

This suggests that ‘to be accepted into a private school is to be accepted into a social club 

... a social group that is defined as a group of people who feel a sense of social similarity’ 

(p. 22). These researchers examine schools as social organisations and to follow their 

analysis would be to apply to this study such fundamental terms of discourse about social 

communities as class, roles and groups. Erickson (1984) also notes that propositions about 

people’s status and roles can be reproduced in the school. Indeed one of the central 

questions for the sociology of education continues to be the role schools play in 
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reproducing social class. Applying this to the social role of elite boarding schools, Lambert 

(1975) suggests four objectives: 

• to transmit mental, physical and social skills or the acquisition of useful 
attributes such as social poise and physical fitness. 

 
• to promote appropriate codes of behaviour, belief, taste and expression, 

religious, moral and cultural awareness and intellectual interest. 
 
• to integrate individuals into various groups of society beyond their original 

social allocation and claim that these schools perpetuated a ruling class. 
 
• to maintain the reputation of the school and its respectability. 

 

Lambert’s observation points to the pervasive influence of the boarding school in both the 

manifest and latent functions of the boarders’ lives. Other researchers have also noted the 

role these schools play in transmitting a ‘hidden curriculum’ – lessons learnt in school that 

are not officially part of the curriculum (Giroux, 2001; Apple, 2004). Similar observations 

have led scholars to assert that boarding schools resemble what sociologist Erving 

Goffman (1961) describes as ‘total institutions’ (Cookson and Persell, 1985; Gaztambide-

Fernández, 2009b; Wakeford, 1969). Goffman’s ethnographic research, which was 

conducted in the 1960s, concentrated on the study of mental hospitals and prisons. He 

maintained that for an institution to be ‘total’ it needed to be a ‘place of residence and 

work where a large number of like-situated individuals, cut off from the wider society for 

an appreciable period of time, together lead an enclosed, formally administered round of 

life’ (p. xiii). He established three main characteristics of life in a total community: firstly, 

all aspects of life are conducted in the same place under a single authority. Secondly, every 

phase of the member’s daily activities are carried out with others such that every member 

is treated alike and required to do the same thing. Thirdly, all phases of the boarders’ 

activities are tightly scheduled, where one activity leads to another at a prearranged time. 



 49 

Hence, a boarding school like all ‘total institutions’ represents a social system that is a 

hybrid of residential community and formal organisation. For residents of a ‘total 

institution’, Goffman suggests that a process of ‘disculturation’ has to occur where certain 

aspects of cultural behaviour and individuality must be removed. Significantly, Goffman 

emphasised that if an individual’s entrance into a total institution was voluntary, as in the 

case of attending boarding school then the new individual had already ‘partially 

withdrawn’ from his or her home world. It should be clear how elite boarding schools fit 

the concept of ‘total institution’.  

 

Boarding schools in Australia 

Australia’s boarding school system is comparatively young at about 160 years of age and 

has commonly been viewed as a derived from the traditional English structure (White, 

2004; Trimingham Jack, 2003). Despite the increasing number of analyses of English and 

American boarding schools, deliberation about and investigation of boarding schools in 

Australia remains limited due to the scarcity of studies undertaken (White, 2004). The 

following section provides a brief overview of boarding schools in Australia.  

 

Before the 1820s, schools were nonexistent in the new colony and the early settlers of the 

new colony sent their children back to England for education. Elizabeth MacArthur, a 

pastoralist who was among these early settlers, writes of the necessity of sending her 

children ‘home’ to school in England in 1795: 

 

This country (Australia) possesses numerous advantages to persons holding 
appointments under Government; it seems the only part of the globe where 
quiet is to be expected. We enjoy here one of the finest climates in the 
world. The necessaries of life are abundant, & a fruitful soil affords us 
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many luxuries. Nothing induces me to wish for a change but the difficulty 
of educating our children, & were it otherwise it would be unjust towards 
them to confine them to so narrow a society. My desire is that they may see 
a little more of the world, & better learn to appreciate this retirement. Such 
as it is the little creatures all speak of going home to England with rapture – 
My dear Edward almost quitted me without a tear. They have early imbibed 
an idea that England is the seat of happiness & delight, that it contains all 
that can be gratifying to their senses, & that of course they are there to 
possess all they desire. It would be difficult to undeceive young people bred 
up in so secluded a situation, if they had not an opportunity given them of 
convincing themselves. But hereafter I shall much wonder if some of them 
make not this place the object of their choice. (Macarthur, 1997) 
 

Besides the lack of schools in the new settlement, her thoughts reflect the early settlers’ 

fear of losing the children to the sophistication of England, a place they still regarded as 

home.  

 

This trend continued until the 1820s, a period of massive rural expansion in Australia due 

to the increasing demand for wool, wheat and gold. This growth established the economic 

foundation for boarding in this country as entrepreneurs and their families resettled away 

from the main townships. During this period, education was provided by a handful of 

government-supported primary schools and the accepted convention of sending children to 

England for education. However, as the population continued to grow so did the urgent 

need for schools. The strongest advocate for local schools was Reverend Thomas Hobbes 

Scott, the first Archdeacon of Australia. He had great concern for the welfare of the people 

and constantly appealed for more clergy, new buildings, equipment and money. Reverend 

Scott placed special importance on his work for education and set out to build schools 

throughout the colony (Barcan, 1980). He also established teacher-training centres and 

inaugurated secondary education. Despite considerable effort and some progress in setting 

up schools, the development of education facilities was slow. The corporation was 
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inefficient and there was a severe shortage of resources. Nevertheless, Archdeacon Scott 

made a major contribution by drawing attention to the need for public financial support of 

colonial education, its proper control, and an adequate supply and training of teachers. 

 

The first elite boarding school was not established until Reverend William Grant 

Broughton succeeded Reverend Scott as Archdeacon in 1829. Reverend Broughton was 

tasked by the Duke of Wellington, who was then Prime Minister of England, to introduce 

‘a superior description of education’ into New South Wales (Waddy, 1956). As a result, 

The King’s School was established in Parramatta, New South Wales. Opening its doors for 

the first time in 1831, it became the first private boarding school in Australia. Building on 

the basis of the Christian faith, the Archdeacon did not want its students to ‘foster a taste 

for superficial acquirements’ but wished that they ‘formed an acquaintance with the best 

models of literary composition and the rudiments of all the useful kind of knowledge’ 

(Waddy, 1956).  

 

Sir James Hassall, a Church of England Clergyman, was one of the first few pupils at the 

King’s School. He provides a glimpse of schooling in its earliest days.  

 

School opened at seven a.m. and closed at nine p.m., but, morning, noon, and 
night, we had to learn the everlasting Eton Latin Grammar – parrot-like, as 
we learnt the Church Catechism. Of course there were some boys that read 
the Greek and Latin classics, but as I had not advanced as far I must confine 
my reminiscences to outside events.  
 
We paid only £28 per annum, so we could not be expected to fare as well as 
schoolboys of the present day. For breakfast and tea we had merely dry bread, 
with tea in large basins containing about a quart apiece. Green tea alone was 
used then in the colony. The quantity allotted for our tea was very scant, but a 
liberal supply of brown sugar, about the colour of coffee, and a dash of milk, 
made it into a kind of syrup. Two or three basinfuls were considered 
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necessary to wash down the dry bread, and the consequence was that the 
small boys became like podgy calves. For dinner we had roast beef one day 
and boiled the next, the boiled beef quite fresh, never corned or salted, 
sometime mutton, and ‘duff’, that is suet puddings – with lumps of suet an 
inch in diameter, and not very nice either. I have never liked duff since. We 
never tasted butter, unless by means of a shilling tip to the housekeeper, when 
one might find some buttered toast under his pillow at night.(Hassell, 1997) 

 

Sir Hassall’s experiences reflect the difficult conditions students faced in the new schools 

due to minimal government financial support (Hetherington, 2006). The void created by 

the lack of government policy and funding was mainly filled by churches, which continued 

to establish schools and to a lesser extent, to support promising students. As the nineteenth 

century progressed, boarding schools similar to The King’s School sprouted in quick 

succession. Examples included Melbourne Church of England Grammar School founded in 

1849 (now Melbourne Grammar School) and Melbourne Academy (now Scotch College) 

in 1851. Other states soon followed and established a similar structure of school 

governance. However, for the greater part of the nineteenth century, schooling was not 

compulsory in Australia as children were regarded as essential to the workforce and were 

regularly absent or never enrolled. Lack of education and limited literacy reduced 

opportunities for the workforce which eventually led to the Government’s introduction in 

the 1870s and 80s of free compulsory and secular education (Hetherington, 2006). For the 

richer class, boarding schools were still viewed as a desirable system of education. 

 

Private Education in the West 

The colony of Western Australia was founded in 1829. The first privately funded school 

did not come into existence until 1858, when Mathew Blagden Hale founded the Bishop 

Collegiate School. Hale, an ordained missionary, first arrived in Adelaide, South Australia 

in 1847. He became interested in secondary education and assisted in the foundation of St 
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Peter’s College in Adelaide. At the same time, he was impressed with the work of Bishop 

Broughton in the foundation of The King’s School, Parramatta. When Western Australia 

eventually became a separate diocese in 1857, Hale was appointed the first Anglican 

Bishop in Perth. As he assessed the needs of the colony, he realised the need for a school 

in the Perth metropolitan area to develop leadership within the community he was called to 

serve (Fletcher 1982). Bishop Hale regarded education as primarily a church responsibility. 

Building on his experience with school establishment in Adelaide, and placing emphasis 

on Biblical teaching, he strove to establish a Church of England classical school for boys. 

Bishop Hale began to approach leading families in Perth, seeking their immediate promise 

to enrol at least 12 boys in the school. This support materialised when the Bishop School 

opened its doors for the first time to 22 students on 24 June 1858. The school offered 

tuition in traditional classical subjects with prominence given to Latin, Greek, mathematics 

and Christian teachings.   

 

The study of how the Bishop School evolved into its present form is interesting as it 

mirrors the instability of the independent school scene during the mid- to late-nineteenth 

century. In the early half of the 1860s, student attendance shrank to unsustainable levels 

with fewer than 12 students. Lessons had to be conducted in Bishop Hale’s residence. The 

school flourished in the second half of the decade as the number of boys doubled and 

continued to grow steadily (Fletcher, 1982). The Bishop School was the first real measure 

of formal secondary education for boys in Western Australia’s colonial history. Its survival 

and the sustained need for education paved the way for the opening of more church-funded 

and affiliated private schools that strove to provide classical studies for students. By the 

early 1900s, there were at least five prominent all boys’ schools that were founded and 
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structured in a similar way to the Bishop’s School (later renamed Hale School in 1929 as a 

way of honouring Bishop Hale’s contribution). A key feature of these schools was the 

provision of boarding for the students. In those days, when there were very few country 

high schools or education facilities in remote Western Australia, church schools, by 

offering accommodation, were able to provide for the education of children from rural 

communities (Leinster-Mackay and Adams, 1979). Therefore, the early function of 

boarding schools in Perth was to provide lodging for students from rural communities, 

especially those from wealthy agricultural families. After the late 1940s, the boarding 

population began to evolve with the increasing arrival of overseas students, especially from 

Asian countries.  

 

Fraser (1984) noted that the first record of private overseas students coming to Australia 

for the purpose of education was made as early as 1904. During that period, most overseas 

students came by private means or sponsorship. However, the tremendous growth in 

overseas student numbers has essentially been a post-1945 phenomenon. The Australian 

Government became significantly involved in the sponsorship of overseas students with 

the advent of an administrative framework popularly known as the ‘Colombo Plan’ in 1950 

(Fraser, 1984). In January that year, foreign ministers of member countries of the 

Commonwealth of Nations gathered in Colombo, Ceylon to review a broad range of 

international policies. Education became a key talking point as newly independent 

countries, such as India, Pakistan and Ceylon, faced tremendous economic difficulties and 

urged the conference to devise a scheme for economic and technical assistance. The 

Australian delegation led by Sir Percy Spender took up their suggestions and the result was 

the announcement of the ‘Colombo Plan’ in 1950 (Casey, 1955).  
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Under this plan, the Australian Government offered to a recipient government an agreed 

number of scholarships that allowed students to pursue secondary school, undergraduate 

and postgraduate courses at Australian institutes of higher learning and government 

instrumentalities (Wicks, 1972). As more overseas students enrolled in Australian schools, 

notable changes took place in the social fabric. Sir Percy Spender (1969) describes some of 

them in an autobiographical account of his involvement in the establishment of the 

Colombo Plan: 

 
The flow of Asian students, trainees and observers to Australia, for example, is 
bringing Australians and Asians into direct, personal, day-to-day contact. They are 
mingling at work, in private homes, in sport, in social gatherings and in community 
activities of many kinds, and in so doing changing social attitudes. (p. 280)    

 

Despite the positive outcomes, Auletta (2000) highlighted public sentiments that there 

were strong elements of self-interest in Australia’s participation in the scheme. During 

1945, Australian policy-makers were concerned about the South Asian region. The 

withdrawal of Western colonial rule resulted in the emergence of a Chinese Communist 

ideology. This threat intensified the instability in the region immediately to Australia’s 

north. The Australian Government recognised that for security reasons and economic 

stability they needed to be involved in the Asian region. This was highlighted in the notes 

detailing conversations at the State Department on 14 September 1950: 

 

The Minister outlined the genesis of the Spender Plan and the steps taken towards its 
fulfillment. He said that he had approached the question from the angle of stopping 
the spread of Communism which he conceived as an economic rather than a military 
problem. He recognized that it was necessary to stress the humanitarian aspect. He 
also pointed out that its fulfillment would mean that gains would accrue to the 
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Western world insofar as raising the standard of living in the area would increase the 
prospect of trade and would also mean a contribution to the dollar earnings for the 
sterling area. (Lowe and Oakman, 2004) 

 

Increasing prosperity in the region would, therefore, present favourable opportunities for 

Australian trade and expansion. Auletta (2000) cited another possible motive for 

Australia’s commitment to the Colombo Plan – the concern for Australia’s reputation in 

Asia. After Federation in 1901, Australian Governments pursued the ‘White Australian’ 

policy: an immigration policy that excluded all but a few permanent settlers of non-

European origin. Markus (1994) commented that by the 1950s, the period of the inception 

of the Colombo Plan, a shift in Australian migration policy was occurring. The Australian 

Government faced one of its biggest political challenges – to alter the international 

perception of ‘White Australian’ immigration policies as racist. This brought about the 

relaxation of an Anglo-Celtic monoculture by the assimilation of other migrant culture 

groups. In a paper entitled ‘Political objectives of the Colombo Plan’ submitted on 19 

March 1952, Sir Arthur Harold Tange, the First Secretary, plainly stated the above point:   

 

Australia has her own particular interests to achieve and obstacles to overcome in our 
relations with our neighbours … What we do have is a wealth of misunderstandings 
as between Australia and Asian countries which grows partly out of the history of 
isolation between us, and partly out of our immigration policy, which many Asians 
undoubtedly regard as an offence to their national pride and, to some extent, an 
obstacle to the achievement by Asians of a decent standard of living … In planning 
the form of our aid programme, we should choose those kinds of assistance which 
identify Australia as a source. Generous treatment of Asian individuals is a valuable 
counter to resentment of our immigration policy. We can show that Australian policy 
is consistent with absence of any colour or race discrimination in the treatment of 
Asian which are invited to this country. 
(Lowe and Oakman, 2004) 
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As implied in Sir Tange’s letter, the Australian Government had become increasingly 

aware and concerned about its public image of racial discrimination and saw education aid 

as a way to counter such adverse reactions by the international community.  

 

The Colombo Plan awards became an important bargaining chip in diplomatic negotiations 

in trade and enhanced Australia’s reputation as a premier education provider in the Asia 

Pacific (Auletta, 2000). Between 1951 and 1980, more than 20,000 Asian students 

journeyed to Australia under the scheme. This number may appear to be relatively modest 

but the Colombo Plan heralded the start of a major influx of students from Asia to pursue 

their education in Australia under self-sponsorship. In fact, students under the Colombo 

Plan comprised less than ten percent of the total number of Asian students who arrived 

during these three decades. For example in 1962, 12,049 overseas students and trainees 

arrived in Australia, of which 10,903 or 90.5 percent were privately or home-government 

sponsored, while the remaining number came under the support of Australian 

development-aid schemes such as the Colombo Plan. The growth of the scheme can be 

seen in the 1982 figures, where approximately 20,000 overseas students and trainees 

studied in Australia of whom 18,000 or 90 percent were privately or home-government 

sponsored (Fraser, 1984). This pattern of consistent growth continued well into the 1980s 

with increasing demand for Australian tertiary education, especially in the fields of science 

and technology, engineering and commerce.  

 

Towards the end of the 1980s, the policy emphasis shifted decisively, from assisting the 

region through educational aid to exporting education to potential overseas markets. This 

approach  resulted from the realisation of potential financial gains, given the increasing 
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demand. To monitor this market, the Australian Education International or AEI was set up 

by the Australian Government to maintain the ‘leading role in Australian international 

education policy, regulation and government-to-government engagement’ (Australia 

Education International, 2010). A core function of this department involves compiling, 

monitoring and providing international education statistics. From 1994 this network began 

compiling international student enrolments and the data shows impressive growth in 

international student enrolments in most education sectors. The following table indicates 

the magnitude of growth. 

 

Table 3:1 International Student Enrolments in Australia 1994-2009  

 

Year Total Enrolments 

1994 93,722 

1995 111,280 

1996 135,226 

1997 138,419 

1998 128,906 

1999 133,384 

2000 153, 372 

2001 190,606 

2002 273,719 

2003 306,754 

2004 323,938 

2005 344,183 
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2006 379,953 

2007 450,075 

2008 541,144 

2009 631,935 

(from AEI Time series)  

 

The above table of international student includes enrolments in all education sectors such 

as higher education, schools and vocational education centres. In the present state, nearly 

one Australian student in every five is a foreigner and enrolment of foreign students has 

experienced a decade of continuous growth, averaging 15 percent per annum (Forbes and 

Hamilton, 2004). The international student market remains highly competitive, and 

Australia ranks third behind the United States in its acceptance of international students. A 

closer analysis of these figures shows that students from Southeast Asia and China account 

for more than 250,000 enrolments in 2009. In addition, more than a third of all 

international students study in the schools sector which includes private boarding schools. 

Overseas students are not eligible for any Australian Government subsidies and must pay 

full school fees. These fees vary between boarding schools and the year the student is 

studying in. Fees are also structured according to the status of the student as a full-boarder 

or a day student. High-end boarding schools can charge as much as A$52,000 per year for 

full fee-paying boarders from overseas. St Andrew’s School could certainly be considered 

high-end as their fee structure was in that region. The school policy also required all 

overseas students to be boarders. Therefore, sending their sons to St Andrew’s School 

represented a significant financial outlay for parents. When considered as a whole, it was 
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reasonable to assume that the Asian boarders at St Andrew’s School came from families of 

high socio-economic status. I discuss the accuracy of this assumption in the next chapter. 

 

Reflecting on this, researching the ramifications of overseas students in Australia can be 

complex due to the social issues including race relations, migration, globalisation, 

intercultural communication and group identity. Together, these processes have the 

propensity to contribute to the social changes of a rapidly globalising world. For instance, 

recent studies on international education note the prevalence of overseas students 

remaining in the host country to work and subsequently staying on as migrants (Belich, 

2001; Butcher, 2004a). Hence, in order to analyse this social phenomena and Asian 

boarders adequately, they must be located in the specific political and historical space 

behind the field-site (Massey, 1993). One of the main problems facing Australian research 

in this area is that the term ‘boarding school’ has been used in diverse and ambiguous 

ways. Some scholars argued that only a handful of schools existed in this country with a 

significant residential population large enough to claim that they were boarding schools 

(Trimingham Jack, 2003). Cree (2000) argues that there are no boarding schools in 

Australia;  it is an educational philosophy rather than a specific system of education. 

Therefore, it is necessary to clarify exactly how the term ‘boarding school’ is used in this 

study. White (2004) in his comprehensive description of boarding schools in Australia 

challenges the common assumption that contemporary Australian boarding school is a 

duplicate of an English model of education and argues that an Australian boarding school 

is a derivative of the English structure. Furthermore, it is a system that corresponds to the 

hopes and aspirations of the powerful rural and elite ruling classes who created it for the 

education of their sons and daughters in an Australian context. This thesis concurs with 
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both aspects highlighted by White (2004). Furthermore, it suggests an additional quality: 

Australian elite boarding schools are a firm education option for international students, 

especially from Asia. In this next section, I discuss the founding and maturation of St 

Andrew’s School.   

 

The St Andrew’s School Story 

Reflecting the broader trends just outlined, St Andrew’s School began due to the vision of 

the Canon (name withheld). He saw the need of an Anglican school in the main 

metropolitan residential area of Perth so that young men could receive an education 

grounded in Christian teachings. The Canon identified Grace Views as an ideal location for 

the school. Some of these virtues were highlighted in the Canon’s letter of application to 

the Anglican Diocesan Trustees, seeking their support in purchasing a block of land for the 

purpose of a preparatory boys’ school.  

 

The block of land I suggest has many advantages. It is opposite the 
Church; it is portion of a block of eight acres of which we could acquire 
more in the future as the school progresses. It is a corner block, level and 
suitable for building purposes, shaded with ornamental trees, and the price 
is reasonable. 

(Extract taken from the St Andrew’s School Newsletter) 
 

The Canon’s vision finally materialised in early 1900 with the opening of St Andrew’s 

School. There was only one classroom and an initial enrolment of nine day boys. Boarders 

were soon accepted after continued requests from parents. The school flourished as the 

student population grew within the first five years. By the first quarter of the twentieth 

century, the school was looking for extra accommodation. Plans were made to expand the 

school grounds, culminating in the purchase of a neighbouring house and piece of land. 
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‘Lewis House’ as the building was known, became the headmaster’s residence as well as 

the living quarters for boarders.  

 

During the Great Depression of the early 1930s growth halted and St Andrew’s School 

faced testing times. Due to severe financial constraints, the Council for Church of England 

Schools proposed to give its support to another school at the expense of St Andrew’s 

School. There was even pressure for the School to wind down its boarding function. This 

measure did not materialise largely due to the leadership of Mr Peters, the then 

headmaster. He took on the running of Lewis House as a private venture and endeavoured 

to make sure Lewis House continued to be ‘a home’ for the boarders during those difficult 

times. A school historian I spoke to commented that Mr Peters could be seen as the saviour 

of St Andrew’s School as he was instrumental in sustaining the school during its lean 

years. These testing years continued after the Great Depression when the boarding house 

was urgently needed to house medical staff and patients during the second World War. 

This arrangement required the boarders to be moved into one of the boarding houses 

belonging to a sister school.  

 

With the end of the war in 1945, Lewis House was restored as a boarding house for the 

school and growth resumed. By the mid-1950s, there were more than 120 boarders living 

in St Andrew’s School and the school bulletin reported the first enrolment of overseas 

students. The details of where these students came from were not provided and whether 

they were enrolled as a result of the Colombo plan was unclear. To cope with this 

increasing demand, a new section comprising of two dormitories, a change room and large 

bathroom were added to Lewis House. However, despite the introduction of improvements 
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and new activities, some facets of boarding life never change and one is food. Students’ 

complaints about tasteless stews and leathery roasts were frequently featured in school 

publications. Hence, the local corner shop became a popular haunt. They also relied on 

cakes and confectionery that were sent from home. One of the former boarders penned his 

recollection of his boarding days in the St Andrew’s School publication:  

 

You had a bed and a locker beside it and there was a changing room downstairs. 
You remade your bed once a week with one clean sheet per week. Prep was done 
down in the main school and was taken by the senior boys. This means that they 
often didn’t get much of their own work done. I also remember warm summer 
nights on the outdoor dormitories where we’d all be told to shut up by the 
Housemaster and we wouldn’t. As I was the person in charge of our particular 
dormitory and the boys were either last year of Junior School or first year of 
Secondary School, they’d all cluster around my bed and I’d tell stories till about 
midnight unless somebody caught us. That was great – actually I enjoyed that.  

 

The upgrading did not end there. A boarders’ recreational area and a separate dining hall 

were built. At the same time, existing common areas were redecorated and the boarders 

could use these as places to relax, read or talk with visitors. Furthermore, the living 

quarters of the boarders were improved with the introduction of the cubicle system of 

accommodation. The boarders welcomed these changes because it gave them greater 

privacy and a conducive atmosphere for study. At the same time, newly refurbished 

communal areas encouraged the boys to show more care towards one another through 

sharing these facilities. Fostering a ‘caring’ environment became an important bedrock for 

presenting the boarding houses to the public.  

 

To the present day, school publicity materials commonly use the word ‘care’. Constant 

reviews were done by the school council to ensure that the pastoral care in both Clive and 

Lewis Houses ‘is based on best practice.’ One of these practices was to have families 
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living with the boys. This was done by providing on-campus accommodation for the Year 

coordinators and their families. Through this arrangement, the school council hoped to 

faciliate the school’s ability to care for new boarders living away from home for the first 

time. Another recommendation was to reconfigure the demography in both boarding 

houses by grouping the junior and senior boarders separately. In Clive House, the Year 

Eight and Nine students had their own living area which was adjacent to the 

accommodation of their Year Coordinators and the Housemother, while Lewis House 

accommodated senior Year Ten to Twelve boarders. For this research, Lewis House was 

the main field-site and the place where most of my attention and time were spent. Lewis 

House was also appropriate because most of the Asian boarders were housed there.  

 

Lewis House 

Through the years, St Andrew’s School has become synonymous with Grace Views. It has 

also become renowned for its  boarding community. Lewis House, the older of the two 

boarding houses, has been through several phases of redevelopment. Built on the southern 

end of the school compound, the boarding house was segregated from the main school 

blocks and classrooms. Architecture-wise, the building retained its original two-storey 

limestone structure set in the midst of a manicured garden. The boarding house was 

described in a school’s publication as ‘the heart of the precinct … Spacious and well 

defined living, sleeping and study areas adjoin the historic home … The orientation 

provides an attractive and expansive outdoor recreation area.’ The building, although 

quaint in appearance, incorporated many modern amenities such as fibre optic networking 

and high-speed internet broadband connection. Forty rooms, built over two floors, 

provided accommodation for 75 boarders. The rooms had different configurations for 
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boarders of different year groups and needs. The Year Ten boys stayed in rooms with four 

beds and the Year Elevens were paired into rooms holding two beds. Each bed was 

partitioned into a cubicle that also included built-in shelves, a closet and lockable drawers. 

The Year Twelve students had the privilege of living in their own rooms. Rooms with a 

similar configuration were grouped along four corridors, over two floors and this was 

known as the Junior Wing. The Senior Wing consisted of six corridors in total. Each 

corridor was serviced by communal toilets with shower cubicles. The two wings were 

joined by a spacious foyer with connecting staff offices. The boarders’ handbook described 

the foyer as ‘giving a clear sense of entry, containing a daily duty personnel station and 

offering boys and visiting parents convenient access to Head of House and Housemother.’ 

One could view the area as the administrative nerve center of the entire boarding house.  

 

Another key space that was connected to the foyer was the Recreation Room, commonly 

known to the community as the Rec Room. Modern indulgences such as plush sofa sets, 

two snooker tables, a sizeable plasma television set coupled with video game consoles and 

board games, made this an ideal place for relaxation. Adjacent to the Rec Room was a 

kitchenette well-stocked with fruit, milk, bread and jam spreads. Afternoon Tea and 

Supper snacks were also served here. The laundry room also accessible through the foyer 

was another busy location. Apart from the school uniform and bed sheets which were 

washed by external vendors, the boarders had to do their own laundry with the help of the 

four washing machines and clothes dryers provided. The common areas were not confined 

to the ground floor as the first floor had many pockets of shared spaces as well. Public 

telephones were installed in these spaces. There were also two table tennis tables which 

were a source of entertainment.  
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Boarders were not the only residents in Lewis House. In the earlier section, I mentioned 

the School Council’s policy of creating a ‘caring’ environment by providing on-campus 

lodging for families of boarding staff. Three such family lodgings were present in Lewis 

House. Offices of the Director of Boarding, Mr Hughes, and the Housemother, Mrs Jane, 

were connected to their private residences. The third living quarters were shared by four 

RAs and I had the opportunity to enter this area. The self-contained unit was simply 

decorated and suitable for a family of four. In total, there were six families living within 

the entire Boarding community and the living areas for staff were out of bounds to all 

students.   

 

Overview 

This chapter presented an overview of overseas boarding schools before describing their 

growth in Australia. In doing so, I have provided a basis for understanding boarding 

schools in Western Australia. As this thesis aims to reconstruct the school milieu as seen 

by the Asian boarders who maintained their Asian identity, I also examined the political 

climate and policies – the Colombo Plan – instrumental in facilitating the transformation of 

education from a form of aid to a lucrative industry. St Andrew’s School is one of the 

beneficiaries of this transformation due to the sizeable number of Asian students in its 

population. To understand the school further, I consulted primary and secondary resources 

available in the school’s archives which placed St Andrew’s School in a broader historical 

and cultural setting. The outcome has been an account of St Andrew’s School and Lewis 

House, written from biographical, historical and sociological perspectives that provide an 

understanding of the founding and evolution to its current form. In chapter 4, the structure 
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and inner workings of Lewis House are outlined. The staffing organisation is described and 

key staff members are introduced, followed by a description of the daily lives of the 

boarders. This provides critical material that elucidates observations about the Asian 

boarders made in chapters 4 to 7.      
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CHAPTER 4 
LIVING IN LEWIS HOUSE 

 

Parents sent their sons to Lewis House with many expectations. Their main desire was for 

the school to provide secure accommodation and look after the welfare of their children. 

The boarding house was also expected to be responsible for instilling discipline and 

developing the character of the boarders. In addition, parents required staff members to 

provide social activities for the boarders by arranging non-academic and recreational 

activities. Lewis House staff members were, therefore, expected to oversee almost all 

aspects of the boarders’ lives. The following section focuses on the boarding staff and the 

staffing structure of Lewis House. In his analysis of ‘total institutions’, Goffman (1961) 

describes the work of staff in a ‘total institution’ as having ‘objects and products to work 

upon, but these objects and products are people’ (p.73). Such a form of work requires 

maintaining a split between the staff and inmates.This split which represents a form of 

social distance between the two groups, allows authority to be exerted on the subaltern 

group.  

 

Using the example of staff officers in an asylum, Goffman (1971, p. 17) describes how 

authority could be exerted in four ways. First, a sole authority dictates all aspects of the 

group members’ lives, which are confined to the same place. Second, homogeneity 

pervades their daily lives as they exist solely as a group. Third, their lives are tightly 

scheduled with time ordering the sequence of activities. Fourth, the aims of the institution 

surpass the individual with all enforced activities designed to serve these aims. All the 

above features are enforced by explicit formal rules, highlighting the considerable 

authority the staff members possess. Building on Goffman’s observations, this chapter 



 70 

describes the daily lives of the boarders in Lewis House under what Gaztambide-

Fernández (2009a) termed ‘echelon’ authority. In total institutions, governance is 

employed according to an ‘echelon’ which means any member of the staff group has a 

certain right to discipline and governance. This level of governance is all-inclusive and 

permeated almost every aspect of a boarder’s life. The description of a typical school day 

and weekend in Lewis House provides a platform for demonstrating this characteristic. 

 

Boarding Staff 

In 2007, there were altogether 115 boarders to 11 staff members in Lewis House. It was, 

therefore, easy to overlook the boarding staff as the boarders were the overwhelming 

majority. Although the staff were comparatively small in number, the collective 

regimentation of such a large group of boys made their influence significant. At St 

Andrew’s School, the boarding staff members worked very hard and played very active 

roles in almost everything that took place in Lewis House. Although these individuals 

enjoyed very little attention, the boarding house ran on the work they performed. Forsey 

(2007) also notes the tendency for school researchers to overlook teachers and school staff 

members. He suggests they may be reluctant to pay attention to staff out of the fear of 

being viewed as sympathisers with a ‘perpetrator of a system that oppresses and 

undermines students’ (p. 77). In studies where education staff received coverage, Forsey 

noted the tendency for ethnographers to represent them as ‘mere cardboard cut-out figures’ 

(p.70). He argued that the purposeful documentation of this group is essential, especially in 

the context of ‘power-filled social relations’ evident in educational settings. The value of 

this practice is that it contributes to the ‘thickness’ of ethnographic portrayal. The 

recognition of staff members as an integral element in the Lewis House is indispensable.  
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In St Andrew's School, staff members carried out their duties according to a hierarchical 

structure. Despite the presence of seniority, all staff members reported directly to the 

Director of Boarding.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 Lewis House Staffing Structure 

 

Director of Boarding 

In Lewis House, there were four levels in the staff hierarchy. The head of the community 

was Mr Hughes, the Director of Boarding, who was also the Year Coordinator for the 

Senior Year Twelve boarders. He was in charge of the entire boarding community and 

reported only to the Headmaster. According to the Lewis House Handbook, Mr Hughes 

was ‘responsible for the leadership, pastoral care, spirit and morale, security, supervision 
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and discipline of all boarders, in such a way as to promote their growth and well-being.’ 

Part of the Director’s duties was also to manage requests from different groups of people 

such as students, parents, teaching staff, administrative staff, service staff, colleagues from 

other schools and the public. The position of director is a stressful one as it includes 

dealing with matters ranging from drafting the long-term strategic direction of the boarding 

community, to more routine responsibilites, such as replacing a broken glass panel. In 

accord with Cookson and Persell’s (1985) observation that boarding school heads were 

more likely to be ‘forceful, dynamic, and have a high energy level’ (p. 120), Mr Hughes 

possessed all these qualities. In addition to this leadership role, he taught Computing in St 

Andrew’s Senior School and managed the Surf Life Saving Cadets for the Year Ten 

students. Due to his position, Mr Hughes was a key staff member in granting permission 

for me to carry out research in Lewis House. Although he initially came across as a 

measured and reticent individual, I gradually appreciated him as a rather fun loving and 

competent individual. As one of the boarding staff member remarked, ‘Hughe-sy seems to 

know anything and everything that takes place in this boarding school.’ This statement 

corresponded with my observation that Mr Hughes was deeply immersed in his role and 

involved himself in just about every aspect of the boarding school.   

 

Cookson and Persell (1985) noted the feelings of isolation and loneliness that accompanied 

a head of school’s position and authority. They were not allowed to ‘break out or 

breakdown’ (p.121). Few heads can afford to appear frank and vulnerable in their work 

environment. It is only with their wives that they can express these emotions. This 

observation applied to Mr Hughes. His private life was often quietly discussed by different 

groups. For example, the news of the separation with his wife quickly spread around the 
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community as his family was no longer seen in Lewis House. In this environment where 

leaders such as Mr Hughes must be a model of behaviour at all times, the private self must 

be hidden behind a public persona. This pressure was demonstrated in an episode where 

some boarders spotted Mr Hughes drinking beer in a pub. Staff members soon learnt about 

this and expressed concern about what message this was conveying to the boarders. As a 

staff member put it, ‘it is not a good look for someone who is meant to be a role model for 

the boys’. Such was Mr Hughes’ life. It was a full-time responsibility where a range of 

skills and capacities were needed to deal with the complexities of the position. His every 

action and aspect of his lifestyle were constantly subjected to intense scrutiny. For Mr 

Hughes, his commitment to the job translated to a high level of self-sacrifice. 

 

Year Coordinators 

Taking their place in the second level of the boarding staff hierarchy, were three Year 

Group Coordinators: Mr Carlton, Mr Damon and Mr Pavlich. They were all senior teachers 

at St Andrew’s School. These Coordinators were responsible for the care and support of 

boys from a specific year group within the residential community. The boarding handbook 

described their job as being to ‘support the whole school performance and growth of each 

student in their care by developing a close and meaningful relationship with them.’ If Mr 

Hughes is the administrative overseer, then the three Year Coordinators played a more 

caring role. Mr Carlton was in charge of the Junior Year Eight and Nine boarders, while 

Mr Damon was responsible for the Year Ten students. Mr Pavlich supervised the Year 

Eleven boys. As mentioned earlier, the Senior Year Twelve boarders were under Mr 

Hughes’ care. Since Lewis House accommodated the Senior boarders, I interacted mostly 

with Mr Pavlich and Mr Hughes. I formed a good relationship with Mr Pavlich, more 
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popularly known as Mr P. I learned that the responsibilities of Year Coordinators were 

heavy and unceasing. In terms of scholastic responsibilities, they had to ensure that the 

boarders were fulfilling their academic tasks and performing well in school. To accomplish 

this, the Year Coordinators maintained close contact with the other school teachers. They 

also received periodic progress reports providing descriptions of each boarder’s academic 

performance. Guided by this information, the Year Coordinators were able to monitor the 

progress of each boarder and, if necessary, intervene.  

 

Outside of school time, Year Coordinators were answerable for the general well-being of 

each individual. As one would expect, the management style of each Year Coordinator 

varied with the age of the boys under their charge. Mr P adopted a very hands-on approach 

in his dealings with the boarders, often emphasising the need for them to be accountable to 

him and themselves. He often used the ‘pep talk’ sessions to highlight this point to the 

boarders. This approach was unpopular among the boys and they complained that Mr P 

was too controlling. As 16 and 17 year olds, they felt that they should be given more 

autonomy and not be told what to do. They felt that Mr P’s approach was stifling and 

demonstrated a lack of trust in them as young adults. I concluded that Mr P’s concern was 

not his ability to manage the boys under his care but the mismatch of expectations between 

parents and the Boarding House. In the following except, Mr P’s made this point: 

 

To a certain extent, I know I am responsible for the well-being of the boys. I 
can push them to study and mentor them. However, I am not their father. 
Many parents think that by sending their boys here means that we have to 
do the parenting for them. This is not the way. Ultimately, it is the boys 
themselves who decide what they want to do with their time here and their 
lives. If they refuse to work with us, there is nothing we can do. Parents 
don’t see that.    
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Mr P clearly did not see himself as a ‘father’ to the boarders, neither was he a ‘babysitter’. 

In fact, ‘finding the right balance’ was a phrase he often used in the management of boys. 

He did not want to appear autocratic to the boys but, at the same time, he wanted to be able 

to assure parents that their sons were well looked after. Furthermore, certain boys required 

more attention than others, making it difficult to show consistent care to every individual. 

Often, parents contacted Mr P with concerns and requests for their sons, and he found it 

very difficult to address these. Their concerns were diverse and unique to the different 

individuals which made addressing them a delicate task. Most of the parents’ demands put 

him at odds with the boys, jeopardising his relationship with them. An example of this was 

a parent’s insistence that his son’s laptop be confiscated as this boy was spending too much 

time on computer games, thus incurring a substantial bill due to excess non-work related 

internet usage. Left with no choice, Mr P carried out this request. The result was a very 

upset boarder. The repercussions of such a strained relationship were not confined to the 

affected boarder; the other boarders were also drawn in as they wanted to show support to 

their peer who belonged to the same social group. However, Mr P was more concerned 

with the serious consequence of neglecting the requests of parents. A parent I interviewed 

commented that at times she felt Mr P was ‘paying lip service’ to her requests concerning 

her son as they were not addressed adequately. She considered involving the Director of 

Boarding or even the Headmaster. Mr P acknowledged that these situations were rare and 

he was sufficiently experienced to find an amicable way of appeasing both parties.  

 

Housemother 

Our focus now shifts to the third level of the hierarchy: the Housemother. As the job title 

suggests, this position could only be assumed by a woman. Each boarding house had a 
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Housemother; Mrs Jane assumed this role for Lewis House. Similar to matrons in 

traditional British boarding schools, the Housemother took charge of the day-to-day 

management and many of the routine chores. Her duties were largely domestic in nature. 

They included organising the laundry and mending of clothes, arranging transport and 

ensuring that the boys attended medical appointments. Just before breakfast every 

morning, the Housemother conducted uniform checks. This was to ensure that all the 

boarders was properly attired and at the same time, deal with any ‘wardrobe malfunctions’ 

such as loose buttons. Mrs Jane also used this time to remind affected boys of their 

appointments. The Housemothers also made sure that afternoon tea and evening supper 

were available to the boarders at the specified time. Unlike most other boarding staff 

members, Mrs Jane’s responsibilities required her to be on duty every weekday morning. 

Hence, I had many opportunities to interact with Mrs Jane. I learned of her long 

association with St Andrew’s School beginning with her father who was educated in St 

Andrew’s School and her husband who was also a former student. It was no surprise that 

both her sons boarded in St Andrew’s School. Mrs Jane’s close ties with the school made 

her a rich source of information about the boarding community and the people associated 

with it, which she was happy to share with me. Although Housemothers were entitled to 

accommodation in the school, Mrs Jane decided not take up this entitlement. Her reason, 

she mentioned, was one of her sons who was a still a boarder at that time. She wanted him 

to be independent instead of ‘not letting go of his mum’s apron strings’, Mrs Jane joked. 

This view appeared to influence the way she carried out her duties as the Lewis House 

Housemother. Like Mr P, she recognised the limitations in her ability to meet the 

unrealistic expectations of parents. She too, subscribed to the view that parents were ‘more 
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than happy to displace the responsibility of looking after their sons to the boarding staff’. 

Mrs Jane thought that this was especially true for parents of overseas boarders:   

 

Parents often have this perception that their boys are angels. Don’t get me wrong, 
some of them are lovely but a handful of them are spoilt rotten even before they 
step into boarding … Because they are used to having maids to pick up after them, 
they grew up not having to lift a finger to do anything at home. I have boys who 
could not even put on a bed sheet or have a clue how to do their own laundry.  

 

In Southeast Asia, it is common for well-off families to employ full-time maids to do 

domestic household chores. Subsequent conversations with Asian boarders confirmed Mrs 

Jane’s observation: almost all of them had maids in their homes and admitted to not being 

used to performing household chores at home. The effect of this upbringing on the Asian 

boarders is discussed later. 

 

Residential Assistants 

The final level of the boarding staff hierarchy was the Residential Assistants or commonly 

known in the community as RAs or Duty Masters. An RA’s duty was to assist in the 

general supervision and daily management of the boarders. As mentioned in Chapter 2, the 

arrangement I had with Mr Hughes stipulated that I was to carry out duties as an RA. 

Along with four other RAs, we were formally rostered to be Duty Masters throughout the 

school year. We were to supervise the boys and make sure that they followed the daily 

routine and adhered to the rules. These duties were rather intensive as they involved 

constant supervision outside class times, including early mornings and late evenings. RAs 

were also required to accompany the boarders on official school activities held during 

weekends. RAs had authority over the boarders; for instance, they could issue detentions 

for untidy rooms and report rule flouters to the Year Coordinators.  
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Most of these staff members were university students who juggled their duties with 

studies. This was no easy feat as both undertakings were rigorous, especially during exam 

periods. While, there was no significant financial remuneration, other benefits made this 

job attractive to young university students. In a time of soaring rental prices and increasing 

living expenses, they enjoyed fully furnished accommodation that included all utility bills 

and meals. Furthermore, the RAs were given access to sports facilities such as the gym and 

swimming pool. At this point, it should be highlighted that I was not given these benefits. 

Meals during duty shifts were the only exceptions. Otherwise, I lived away from St 

Andrew’s School and commuted between the school and home. 

 

Gradually, the RAs saw me as part of the team and gladly included me in many activities. 

Some of them were instrumental in orienting me in the boarding community and patiently 

initiated me into the duties of an RA. In retrospect, I realised that their enthusiasm could 

have been fueled by self-interest since the sooner I could assume responsibility, the less 

shifts they had to take. However, their eagerness expedited my adjustment to the House 

and provided a useful foundation in finding my way through the House and knowing its 

people. After overcoming initial feelings of skepticism, I generally felt accepted around 

Lewis House and relished the opportunity to interact with the various boarding staff who 

usually worked fairly autonomously from each other. By piecing together their unique 

insights, my understanding of the inner workings of the boarding community deepened.  
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The Ten Bells Day: Daily living in Lewis House  

The discussion so far has examined the staffing structure within Lewis House, providing a 

description of the roles and the responsibilities of the different staffing levels. As noted, 

the boarding house as a total institution provided a uniquely pervasive living and working 

environment. Similar to the staff members, the lives of the boarders shared the same 

encompassing nature, they slept, played and worked in the same institutional space. This 

highlights the principle characteristic of a ‘total institution’ which is that ‘all aspects of life 

are conducted in the same place and under the same single authority’ (Goffman, 1961, 

p.18). A boarder’s life is a busy and highly structured one, where ‘the rule of the clock 

pervades social as a well as academic and extra-curricular activities’ (Walford, 1986, p. 

47). The students’ timetable was predominantly academic, while compulsory activities and 

games after school each night of the week countered the demanding academic programme 

of the school.  

 

Walford (1986) noted the formal expectations and control that the school had over the 

boarders’ activities that would usually be uncontrolled and private. He referred to them as 

formal social curricula. This was certainly applicable to the Lewis House boarders whose 

lives were regimented and with the formal social curriculum dictated by bells. Virtually all 

aspects of their quotidian lives in Lewis House were carried out within the confines of set 

schedules and a bell would be rung to announce the switch-over of routines. Gary, one of 

the new boarders, remarked that the bells had so much power in ordering their lives that, 

‘the bells were as good as another Duty Master’. This statement revealed the nature of 

supervision within Lewis House. Through the sounding of the bells, the boarding staff 

could manage the boarders remotely and anyone of them could perform this task. As each 



 80 

bell sounded, what it symbolised was understood throughout the boarding community. It 

therefore facilitated communication and a way of imposing order in the boarders’ routine. 

Such rituals and ritualistic symbolisation played a significant part in social control in 

Lewis House for through it, certain values and norms were transmitted and certain 

restraints taught. Certainly, such a highly predictable school routine presents the semblance 

of an orderly environment, capable of instilling discipline. 

 

7 AM – First Bell  

A typical weekday in Lewis House began with a loud sounding of the bell to rouse the 

boarders from their sleep. By this time, some of the boarders would have already been up 

for sports training. The senior teams usually conducted additional training sessions in the 

early morning to prepare players for upcoming fixtures; the rowers in particular, had to go 

through an especially arduous training regime. These training sessions would have been in 

full swing before the rest of the boarding community awoke.  

 

For the first 20 minutes, the quiet atmosphere gave way to a flurry of activities as boarders 

carried out their morning grooming and put on their uniforms. The hectic rush escalated as 

less organised boarders scuttled into the laundry room attempting to locate missing items 

of clothing.   

 

7.20 AM – Second Bell 

This bell served as a reminder that the boarders had five more minutes to get ready and 

start making their way to the foyer.  
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7.25AM – Third Bell 

Boarders gathered at the foyer for a roll call. Latecomers and absentees would have their 

names noted. Prefects were duly dispatched to make sure the stragglers were following the 

rules. Following the roll call, the Housemother usually made some quick announcements 

such as transport arrangements for students attending sports training later in the day. The 

boys then made their way to the dining hall for breakfast; as they exited the foyer, uniform 

checks were conducted by the prefects and Housemother. As with the latecomers, those 

whose attire was deemed to be unacceptable were noted. These notations would be 

compiled and boys who broke the rules more than three time received detention.      

 

7.30AM – Fourth Bell 

‘Breakfast is now served.’ All remaining boarders should be making their way to the 

dining hall for the first meal of the day. By eight o’clock, most of them would have 

finished their breakfast and have returned to Lewis House. They could use the remaining 

time to get ready for the school day and tidy their bed area. Some boys took this 

opportunity for a quick nap. At this stage, the Director and Year Coordinators were making 

their rounds to make sure the boys were prepared for school.  

 

8.20AM – Fifth Bell 

This was another five minute reminder bell to alert the boarders that they should complete 

their morning chores and begin vacating the boarding house.  
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8.25AM – Sixth Bell      

The school day had officially begun. All boarders must now vacate Lewis House and begin 

the short trek to the main school building for lessons. By the time the serenity in the 

boarding house returned, the Duty Master would begin the time-consuming task of room 

inspection. Each room was checked to ensure there were no boarders in their rooms. The 

Duty Master also inspected all the bed areas to make they were neat and all facilities were 

in working order. Boarders who did not tidy their areas would have their names recorded 

and be issued a ‘purple slip’ indicating the areas they failed to address. Once more, 

boarders who accumulated more than three purple slips received detention. Lastly, the 

Duty Master had to record in the daily logbook any malfunction or damaged facility that 

required fixing such as blown light bulbs or blocked toilet bowls. Before leaving for the 

morning, the Housemother and Duty Master needed to secure all the exits since the 

boarders were not permitted to access the premises during school hours. This ended a 

typical morning.   

 

At three o’clock in the afternoon, Lewis House sprang back to life as the relieved boarders 

returned from a long day of lessons. Afternoon tea was available on their return. For some, 

this was a quick visit to pick up their gear for sports training. A reluctant few had to report 

back to school for remedial lessons called study labs as they were not performing 

satisfactorily in school. The rest could enjoy what remained of the afternoon. Many chose 

to go to the nearby shopping precinct to shop or just to get away from the school for a 

while. In Lewis House leisurely activities were taking place with many boarders playing 

games or watching movies on their computers, or using the pool tables and table tennis 

tables. For the overseas students, after school could only mean one thing; soccer. Usually, 
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the interested players had been informed of the intention and the time. Just after four 

o’clock, the overseas boarders would be playing soccer. 

 

5.30PM – Seventh Bell 

After a long break, the bell would sound again to alert the community that it was dinner 

time. Instantly, the boarders vacated the house and made their way to the dining hall. By 

six o’clock, the majority of the boys would be back in the House enjoying their remaining 

free time before compulsory study time or ‘prep’ time commenced.  

 

6.30PM – Eighth Bell 

Next to the wake up bell, the eighth bell was the next most dreaded because it indicated the 

end of their free time and the start of prep. Their dismay was visible in their lethargy and 

reluctance to return to their rooms. The Duty Master and Year Coordinators were present 

to exert their authority and make sure the boarders were doing their work. Other than short 

discussions about homework, all boarders were expected to do their work or study in their 

respective rooms. The Duty Master performed periodic checks and at the same time, 

conducted a silent roll call. The respective Year Coordinators also roamed the House to 

address any work-related questions the boarders had and maintain general order.  

 

8PM – Ninth Bell 

The ringing of this bell brought a collective sense of relief as first prep ended. The boys 

quickly congregated at the kitchenette where they could enjoy supper that normally 

consisted of a selection of biscuits. Particular flavors of biscuits such as the chocolate ones 
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were sought after; therefore the early arrivals were rewarded with the desired selection. 

The boarders were allowed to watch television or play games during this break time.  

 

8.30PM – Tenth Bell 

This was the final bell of the day. It brought the break to a close and prep resumed. A 

roster for the boys was in place to regulate the cleaning of the kitchenette and recreational 

area, under the supervision of the Duty Master. Meanwhile, the rest of the boarders had to 

return to their rooms to do another hour of study. The Duty Master was again making his 

rounds to conduct a silent roll call and at the same time switch off the main lights around 

the house. Mr Hughes advised me that dimming the lights around the house had the effect 

of quietening the boys and preparing them for bed. From 9.30pm, the boys were allowed 

some private time. Most of them would take a shower. Lights-out for the Year Ten 

boarders was ten o’clock, the Year Eleven and Twelve at 10.30. Adhering to the lights-out 

time was compulsory except for Year Twelve students who were given concession to stay 

up so they could do additional study. The Duty Master was responsible for enforcing these 

rules and keeping the boys within their times. He then made another walk through the 

boarding house to secure all the exits and fulfil the final duty of updating the daily logbook 

with any incident or issues that required further attention. By the time he signed off for the 

night, it was usually close to 11 o’clock. 

 

Weekends 

The weekend at Lewis House had a unique quality as the formalisation of the boarders’ 

social lives was not confined to free time as it was during the weekdays. Hence, the 

investigation of the Asian boarders’ weekend activities must be included as their leisurely 
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pursuits were still largely structured by the school. In a bid to find out more, I spent time 

with the Asian boarders both formally and informally during weekends.  

 

For the boarders, their weekend only began after Saturday lunch because of interschool 

sports competitions that took place in the morning. Similar to weekday mornings, they had 

to wake up at seven am for breakfast. By eight am, chartered buses would be waiting to 

transport them to the respective competition venues. The games took up the whole 

morning and by the time the boys returned to Lewis House, it was time for lunch. Despite 

lunch being provided, most boys chose to skip it in anticipation of the highlight of the 

week: city leave. For many of them, an afternoon in the city represented freedom and a 

respite from the mundane boarding routine. However, strict rules needed to be adhered to 

before this privilege could be granted. Firstly, the boys were only allowed to go out in 

groups of three or more and a leave form listing all the individuals had to be submitted to 

the Year Coordinator by Thursday night. Any late request was entirely up to the discretion 

of the Year Coordinators. Late requests to Mr Pavlich were often answered in the negative. 

Strict conditions also bounded the time they were allowed to be out – between one pm to 

five pm. When on leave, a member of the group must have a mobile phone so that they 

remained contactable at all times. A certain dress code had to also be complied with. For 

example, boarders were not allowed to go on leave barefooted and must be dressed neatly. 

Despite these restrictions, the boarders were more than willing to abide by the rules and 

saw these as minor inconvenience to spending an afternoon in the city. 

 

I had the privilege of being invited by the Asian boarders to ‘chill’ with them in the city. 

As pointed out in Chapter 2, it was possible that their invitation was motivated by the 
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expectation that I would drive them in my car. On the occasions that I drove, they did offer 

to pay the parking fees and treated me to a drink as an act of gratitude. At no time did I feel 

unwelcome or awkward. A typical Saturday afternoon for the Asian boarders began in 

Northbridge, Perth’s Chinatown and a popular food district. They normally started with 

lunch at a Japanese or Korean restaurant. After lunch, the group usually divided: a handful 

of them preferred to spend their time in the city shopping area ‘checking out parapard (a 

lingo for pretty girls)’ or window shopping. The rest chose to remain in Northbridge for 

the arcade and gaming centers. This culture of arcade gaming is discussed in Chapter 8.  

 

Back in Lewis House, weekend activities were supervised by the Duty Master. The RAs 

had a clear role to play when on weekend duties. In addition to looking after the boarders, 

they had to accompany the boarders on official boarding house activities and functions. 

These events were planned by an RA who was also appointed as a recreation officer. The 

range of such activities was diverse: it could be a lazy afternoon at the beach or attending a 

sports event. Dance socials with neighbouring girls’ schools were the most popular 

activity. The procedure for organising these social activities is as follows – a fortnight 

before the activity, a notice and sign-up sheet would be put up on the notice board. 

Interested individuals could then write their names on the sign-up sheet. If the interest was 

significant, the recreation officer would then make arrangements such as organising 

transport and if required, purchase tickets. Another RA would be rostered to accompany 

the boarders to the event. I later found out that an extensive amount of background work 

had to be done prior to the activity. One of which was a risk assessment report that must be 

submitted to Mr Hughes. In fact, there were Standard Operating Procedures covering all 

aspects of formal social activities. I had the opportunity to assist with some of these 
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activities and appreciated the reasoning behind these procedures as taking a group of boys 

involved some risk. For example, supervising a group of boys at a crowded beach could be 

immensely stressful due to possibilities of danger and harm. Mr Hughes was mindful of 

this and appointed prefects to assist the RA. A school mobile phone was also provided to 

the RA in the event of an emergency. The boys were also briefed beforehand of the 

potential dangers and not allowed to wander from the group.     

 

Discipline and Punishment  

The above description provides a general picture of how the school formalised the 

boarders’ leisure activities. Both the school-organised weekend activities and student-

driven pursuits such as the city leave demonstrated the all-encompassing nature of the 

boarding school. In both instances, formal structure was imposed through tightly regulated 

rules that governed the boarders’ interaction outside of Lewis House. As with the 

weekdays, the main practice was to closely control their time. Goffman (1961) highlights 

this characteristic in his observation of the total institution. He adds that the above feature 

needs to be enforced by explicit formal rules and authority. For example, in the case of city 

leave, the boarders were aware that this privilege was only available for a fixed period of 

time and breaking any rules could easily result in the withdrawal of these privileges by 

their Year Coordinators. The power of corrective sanctions was directed at a great range of 

conduct or appearance such as dress, manners and social relationships. 

 

In a setting where rules were abundant, novel, and closely enforced, what happened when a 

boarder broke one or more of the rules as defined by the school? There were a number of 

options available to the staff. The most common punishment was deprivation of leave or 
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‘grounding’. Punishment of this form was usually reserved for one-off offences such as 

rudeness, bad language or destructive behaviour. Depending on the severity of the offense, 

a ‘grounded’ boy was not permitted to go out for street leave or weekend leave. Detentions 

was another highly effective measure because they were carried out during free time. In the 

earlier section of this chapter, I described two common offences: unacceptable state of 

uniform and an untidy private area, where repeat offenders were given detentions. During 

the middle of the week, Mr Hughes usually printed a list of boys who had accumulated 

enough offences to warrant a detention. It was the duty of the boys to check the list for 

absence without a valid reason would lead to additional detentions. The offenders were 

required to give up a Friday or weekend afternoon for two hours of manual work such as 

gardening, painting, clearing rubbish in and around the boarding house. ‘Grounding’ and 

detention were given for minor and non-academic offences. Offences relating to academic 

work required a different approach, namely ‘study labs’. Boarders who did not submit their 

homework in time or were perceived by teachers to not be studying as diligently as they 

should had to stay back after school for a session of supervised quiet study. Study labs took 

place on Monday and Wednesday after school hours from four to five o’clock. 

 

Minor offences were usually adequately addressed by the above-mentioned punishments. 

For serious offences, a student could be suspended from the school for a period. 

Suspension was a drastic measure, only superseded by expulsion. Such acts of disciplining 

were only taken when other methods were repeatedly exhausted or the student committed a 

severe offence. During the time of this research, I witnessed the enforcement of this 

measure only once where a boarder was repeatedly caught stealing money. He was 

immediately suspended and sent home to his parents. This boy was eventually allowed to 
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return to Lewis House but on the condition that he would be expelled if he were to steal 

again.  

 

In all forms of discipline, the school’s view was that it needed to be paired with pastoral 

care. Punishment alone, irrespective of its severity was not effective as it had the 

propensity to damage relationships and was considered counter-productive to developing 

respect and responsibility. As stated in the school handbook, ‘Pastoral care and punishment 

go hand in hand and are based on building positive, mutually accepting relationships. If 

these relationships do not exist, punishment might result in temporary compliance, but its 

permanent education value is questionable.’ Usually, if a particular boy was demonstrating 

anti-social behaviour or committed a serious offence he would, in addition to the 

punishment, be referred to either the school psychologist or counsellor for a follow-up 

session. By adopting this approach, the policy of discipline in St Andrew’s School sought 

to ‘judge the behaviour and not the boy’ because the primary objective of applying these 

sanctions was for the boy to learn from his mistake and modify his behaviour. 

 

Victimisation and bullying 

As with many educational institutions, bullying was a major cause for concern in St 

Andrew’s School. The school’s approach towards bullying revolved around the concept of 

school as a community and with that, the idea that all members had a part to play and the 

right to feel safe. The Headmaster made this point in a speech during an assembly: 

 

Here in St Andrew’s, we are all part of one family, we are all brothers. Seated on 
your left and your right are your brothers. We look out for one another. Put downs 
and bullying is not what we do to each other nor will they be tolerated in this school.  
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From his statement, we can deduce that the school understood the community to be 

responsible for ensuring that bullying did not occur. If it did, the same community must be 

responsible in ensuring that it was reported to staff members. This was highlighted in the 

school handbook, 

 

St Andrew’s School has amongst its aims the provision of an environment in which 
each boy is personally involved, in which he can develop as a young man of 
integrity, social conscience and courage. 

To this end, we aim to establish a community in which everybody feels valued and 
safe, and where individual differences are appreciated, understood and accepted. 
Every boy has a right to enjoy his time at school. 

This community does not tolerate bullying or harassment. Respect for others is 
expected. 

 

The school also made efforts to keep itself up-to-date with recent trends of ‘Cyber-

bullying’. In such cases, emails, instant messaging, social networking websites and text 

messages can become mediums for intimidation. In Lewis House, the stance taken towards 

this form of bullying was firm. Using the school network to harass fellow boarders could 

lead to punishment and the withdrawal of one’s ‘privilege’ of internet access. In trying to 

eliminate bullying and victimisation, St Andrew’s School aimed to nurture an environment 

where students could grow and be free to express themselves without fear of ridicule and at 

the expense of others. These notions formed the basis for policies against bullying, which 

were outlined in a separate leaflet issued to parents upon enrolment and discussed with 

students each year. The following excerpt from the leaflet emphasised these points:  
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Table 4.1‘Everyone has rights and responsibilities’ (cited from ‘Anti-Bullying 

and Harassment Policy’ leaflet) 

Rights Responsibilities 

 To feel safe  to respect yourself 

 To learn and grow  to respect others 

 To be respected  to use commonsense 

 To be valued  to support others 

 

In St Andrew’s School, students were all given the right and responsibility to report 

bullying, whether it happened to the individual or someone else. 

 

From my observations, bullying was not a widespread problem in Lewis House. Unlike 

other accounts of boarding schools where senior students often picked on the younger 

boarders (Hughes, 1989; Wakeford, 1969; Walford, 1986), the senior boarders were 

generally respectful towards their younger peers. This could be due to the arrangement 

where senior and junior boarders lived in separate houses. There was also minimal 

opportunity for interaction during the course of the day. On the odd occasion when 

bullying was witnessed, staff members were able to address it quickly. To the school, the 

ideal way of addressing bullying and victimsation was to pre-empt it happening through 

maintaining good relationships.  

 

Uniform requirements 

St Andrew’s School regarded  their uniform was integral to representing the school’s 

culture and students were required to maintain a high standard in their appearance. Just as 



 92 

formal control was exerted in most aspects of the boarders’ lives, so also students’ attire 

for school events presented an image of homogeneity. The amount of clothing on the 

school uniform list was particularly striking as there seemed to be a dress code for virtually 

every aspect of school life. Strict uniform guidelines were provided to all students that 

stipulated the school’s high standard of grooming. As the opening line of the uniform list 

stated: ‘Boys are expected to ensure their uniform and appearance bring credit to St 

Andrew's School and themselves’. 

 

The official uniform worn during the school year was divided into ‘Summer’ and ‘Winter 

& Formal’ wear. The student’s handbook determined the dates that specific uniforms were 

to be worn. For example, the winter dress code was compulsory for the autumn and winter 

terms which started from the second term until 1 September. Senior students were allowed 

to wear the winter uniform at other times unless summer dress code was specifically 

required. During important occasions such as the Founder’s Day Service and Chapel 

services, all boys had to wear their winter uniform consisting of a white, long-sleeved shirt, 

dark pants and the school blazer.  

 

For the St Andrew’s School, the school blazer carried ‘small but significant distinctions’ 

(Davidson, 1990, p. 10) for each individual. Each blazer had colour trimmings that 

corresponded to the student’s House. Furthermore, outstanding students in different areas 

such as academic, sports or extra-curricular activities were awarded ‘Colours’. These 

awards could be distinguished by special emblems embroidered on the breast pocket of the 

school blazer. The following section from the school uniform guidelines described this in 

greater detail: 
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When boys receive the award of Service, Colours and Honours they may have the 
appropriate symbol embroidered onto their blazer pocket. In the case of Service the 
symbol is embroidered in silver and in the case of Colours and Honours the symbol 
is embroidered in gold with the addition of a gold wreath for Honours. Under all 
embroidered symbols the year in which the award was received is embroidered in the 
matching colour. Multiple awards of Colours and Honours are represented by the 
addition of the years in which awards have been received under the original 
embroidered symbol and not the embroidering of multiple symbols. 

 

For example, a laurel wreath identified the school prefect, a Hockey stick symbolised 

Hockey and a capital ‘D’ signified achievement in debating. Davidson (1990) elaborates 

by stating that these distinctions ‘broadcast rank within a school … just as scholars have 

been traditionally favoured with insignia or gowns, so team members parade their silks and 

colours’ (p. 10). These distinctions created a new classification where a student’s worth, 

contribution and abilities were publicly exhibited on the right breast pocket of the blazer. 

Regarding distinctions in school uniform, Honey (1977) comments ‘the boys then began 

again to climb the ladder representing the internal hierarchy of the school, in this 

graduations representing academic ability, athletic prowess, and the structure of authority.’ 

(p. 218). In other words, even the attire of a student in St Andrew’s School was tightly 

controlled in order to reflect a boy’s position in the student hierarchy. To Goffman (1961, 

1969), the school uniform represented ‘the dis-culturation of an individual’, where the 

aims of the institution surpass the individual and all the enforced activities seek to serve 

these aims. 

 

Overview 

This chapter has outlined the two aspects of Lewis House. The discussion began by 

describing the staffing hierarchy of Lewis House and the responsibilities of staff members. 
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This was followed by the description of the boarders’ daily routine and weekends, 

providing an insight into their lives in Lewis House. Both aspects encapsulated 

characteristics of Goffman’s notion of ‘total institution’. This was illustrated further in the 

school’s policies on bullying, discipline and uniform. This structure and the policies were 

the environment within which the main subjects of this research, the Asian boarders 

operated. Their experiences and their lives can only be understood when the context and 

setting which they occupy have been established.  

 

From Chapter 5, the Asian boarders are introduced along with their background, their 

interests, their lives before and after coming to St Andrew’s School and their values. The 

chapter starts by outlining an historical account and the trends that led to the influx of 

overseas students in Australia. The chapter also describes the Asian boarders’ attitudes 

towards boarding life and the Australian culture. 
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CHAPTER 5 
THE ASIAN BOARDERS 

 

Paul was a senior boarder from Malaysia whose father was a senior engineer, while his 

mother was a teacher. Paul could not pinpoint exactly when his parents mooted the idea of 

sending him overseas to study but recalled it was at a really young age. The likelihood of 

this move became clearer when Paul’s family sent his sister to Perth when she was ten. His 

sister was sent to an elite all girls’ boarding school in Perth and went on to pursue an 

architecture degree in England. Paul was persuaded by his parents that the education 

system in Malaysia was inadequate and moving to a ‘western’ school would help him 

succeed. Paul revealed that he was an able student who constantly scored high grades in 

his primary school in Malaysia and a family friend suggested St Andrew’s School because 

of its academic focus. Two years after his sister left for Perth, Paul also found himself on a 

plane to Perth to begin his life as a boarder.  

 

When Paul and I became acquainted, he was starting to contemplate the five years spent in 

St Andrew’s School and his life after graduation at the end of the year. Toward the end of 

the second term, I asked Paul: ‘What did your time in St Andrew’s School  mean to you?’ 

 

‘It means a lot to me,’ Paul said firmly and went on to tell the following story: 

 

During Christmas last year, I was at a dinner party with my parents at their friend’s 
place. I didn’t really know most of the people there because they were mostly my 
dad’s colleagues. My father started to introduce me to different people there. I 
noticed he made a point of telling everyone that I am studying in Australia, in a 
private boarding school. I don’t know. It is like a big deal to him but I guess if I’m 
studying in some school in KL, it probably won’t be such a big deal … I suppose 
being a St Andrew’s boy means a lot because most people don’t get a chance to go to 
school overseas and that makes me special. Five years in Perth also opened my eyes 
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to many things. I know more friends. Not just normal friends but brothers, you know. 
It’s like we come to Perth as separate people but become like family because we 
went through thick and thin. Through this, I got to know myself more. I am more 
confident about who I am.  

 

In the context of Asian identity and the boarding school experience, Paul’s narrative shared 

many similarities with his fellow boarders from Southeast Asia. This group of boarders did 

belong to a special group because exclusive private boarding schools such as St Andrew’s 

School were not the common option for most parents. As mentioned in the previous 

chapter, the very costly school fees meant that only families from a very high socio-

economic bracket could afford to enrol their children in such schools. Hence, a large 

majority of the Asian boarders in St Andrew’s School came from a well-off family 

background. The ways in which this affluence was manifested are discussed later in the 

chapter.The Asian Boarders also often highlighted how their shared Asian ethnicity and set 

of experiences of ‘going through thick and thin’ in Perth led to deeper levels of 

identification and bonding. Paul stressed the distinction between ‘friends at home’ and 

fellow Asian boarders by referring to unique experiences only an Asian boarder in St 

Andrew’s School would know about. 

 

Despite these similarities, the countries from which the Asian boarders originated varied 

widely in practices and traits. Among the Asian boarder group, I found a great variety of 

languages, and many of them were unable to communicate with each other except through 

English. Even the Chinese students, who came from the same country spoke entirely 

different dialects. The countries they came from, their value system and lives prior coming 

to St Andrew’s School were diverse. When understanding the Asian boarders, it is easy to 

perceive them in the context of their lives and identity in Lewis House. However, it is also 
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necessary to appreciate how their differences could be replaced by a new collective 

identity. Appreciating this is a crucial starting point in considering the lives and 

experiences of the Asian boarders in Lewis House.  

 

The Asian Boarders of Lewis House  

The Australia Education International or AEI uses ‘international students’ as an umbrella 

term to include all foreign-born students who are studying in Australia on a student visa 

regardless of their country of birth. Australian citizens and permanent residents are 

excluded from this group. In most cases, international students are not eligible for 

Australian Government subsidies and have to pay full fees. In St Andrew’s School the term 

‘overseas students’ was used broadly to refer to students who did not hold an Australian 

passport or did not have permanent residency. This group of students included three 

Anglo-Saxon boarders who were born in Europe and Canada but the overwhelming 

majority were from Southeast Asia. In Lewis House, staff members commonly used the 

term ‘Asian boarders’ to describe students who came from Asia and had the appearance of 

an ‘Asian’.  

 

For consistency and commitment to ‘naturalism’ where a researcher ‘strives to remain true 

to the nature of the phenomenon under study’ (Hammersley, 1984), I chose to employ an 

emic or culture-specific approach to group classification. Therefore, ‘Asian boarders’ was 

a term used in all correspondence with the school and interactions with both staff and 

students. From my observation, the staff members of Lewis House classified ‘Asian 

boarders’ according to these two qualities: 
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a) The boarder should originate from a country in Asia.  

b) The student should be ethnic ‘Asian’ in appearance such as having black hair, tan 
skin tone and distinct facial features. Racial groups such as Chinese, Malays and 
Indians were included in this category. 

 

The above two criteria were distilled from discussions I had with staff members due to 

their frequent mention. Significantly, the subjects also saw themselves as one of the ‘Asian 

boarders’ and identified further traits to define their group. Goffman (1961) describes these 

attributes as ‘common characteristics’ (p. 17) and noted that these traits are used to 

maintain distance between groups. In this chapter, I introduce the Asian boarders by 

highlighting the ‘common characteristics’ that frequently arose during conversations with 

them.  

 

In the school year of 2007, there was a total of 44 boarders from Asia in Lewis House. 

Seven countries were represented with 17 boarders from Malaysia forming the majority, 

followed by Singapore with ten students. The rest of the group was comprised of students 

from Thailand, Indonesia, South Korea, Hong Kong and China.  

 

Table 5.1 - Countries of Origin  

 

Country of Origin Number of Boarders (n=44) 

Malaysia 17 

Singapore 10 

Indonesia 6 

China (including Hong Kong) 5 
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Thailand 3 

South Korea 3 

 

Aged between 13 and 18 years old, every member of the group had spent at least ten years 

in Asia although not all of them were born in Asia. Two of them revealed that they were 

born in the United Kingdom and Canada as their parents were at the time residing in those 

countries. Their families eventually relocated back to their country of origin and that was 

where these two boys grew up. In all cases, the Asian boarders came from major cities 

such as Kuala Lumpur, Jakarta, Bangkok and Singapore, and were in St Andrew’s School 

through their parents’ sponsorship.  

 

The general family background of most of the Asian boarders can be summarised by 

stating that they came from complete nuclear families where some lived with their 

grandparents. Most of them revealed that at least one parent was tertiary educated, and in 

some cases, overseas. All of them considered their families to be ‘middle class’ and 

‘financially stable’. It is also worth noting that most of their fathers were the sole 

breadwinners of the families, the common occupation being that of a businessman. Most of 

their mothers were homemakers and some were working on a part-time basis. The Asian 

boarders generally felt connected to their families and maintained contact with them. In 

fact, some of their parents chose Perth because extended family members lived here.  

 

Education History 

All of the Asian boarders interviewed began their education in their home countries. About 

half of these boys received both primary and secondary education in international or 
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private schools within their home countries and were used to schooling with students of 

many nationalities. Furthermore, most of the education systems they were familiar with 

were built on the Confucian model of education advocating traditional attitudes of great 

respect for teachers and learning (Kam, 1984), and these attitudes impacted on the way 

they related to staff members and carried out their lives in Lewis House. I also noted that 

boarders, especially those from Malaysia and Indonesia, were of diverse educational 

background. The boys who came from the public education system mentioned the strong 

Islamic background (see Jackson and Parker, 2008) while those from private international 

schools went through an American or British style of education. In both scenarios, they 

had been the ethnic majority in their previous schools. There were three unique cases of 

boys leaving their home countries – Hong Kong, China and Indonesia – just after primary 

school to further their secondary education in Singapore. When interviewed, the three boys 

revealed that Singapore was chosen because of its stringent education system as well as 

being the only country in Southeast Asia where English is the first language. Otherwise, 

most of the Asians boarders stayed with their families prior to leaving for St Andrew’s 

School.  

 

When asked to describe their lives in their former schools, the Asian boarders expressed 

different levels of involvement in wide-ranging ways. Some played competitive sport, 

others served in the school council, while others confessed to being slack and ‘couldn’t be 

bothered’. Many of the boys had fond memories of their former schools and missed their 

friends. They usually followed these memories by expressing their initial reluctance to 

leave their homes for Australia. As in the case of Paul, the entire decision to study overseas 

was initiated and decided by their parents with the boys having little or no input. I asked 
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them to provide insight into the reasons leading to their parents’ decision. Predictably, the 

boys revealed that the main motivation was education. Their parents were concerned that 

the education standards in their home countries were inferior and could potentially impede 

their son’s progress. Most parents saw the value of western education and desired their 

sons to be proficient in English. Students from Singapore were sent to St Andrew’s School 

for specific reasons as the education system there was highly regarded and English 

proficiency was not an issue. For them, the main reason for coming to St Andrew’s School 

was due to their poor academic performance in their second language subject: Chinese. In 

Singapore, passing the examination in a second language was an important prerequisite for 

university entry. These boys confessed to doing poorly in Chinese and voiced their 

parents’ worry that they might miss out on university education if they remained in 

Singapore. I noted another much cited reason that is education related; more than a third of 

the Asian boarders mentioned their parents’ decision was to remove them from the 

distractions of home. These boys talked about how they often hung out with friends after 

school sometimes until late in the evening, playing football or loitering at shopping malls. 

Their parents were anxious that friends and frivolity were distracting the boys from their 

studies. Hence, by extracting their sons from familiar surroundings and buddies, parents 

sought to give their sons a fresh beginning in an alien environment. For parents, St 

Andrew’s School represented a new hope, a worthwhile investment for their sons. 

Sacrifices had to be made in order to ensure their sons could thrive and become successful 

individuals in life. St Andrew’s School was for them, a stepping-stone, a rung on the 

ladder leading to university.  
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Another often mentioned motivating factor was that the parents desired their sons to be 

exposed to western culture and consequently, become more worldly and independent. This 

was first brought to my attention during an interview with Zach’s father, Mr Lim. Zach 

was another senior boarder from Malaysia who spent three years in St Andrew’s School. 

Both his younger siblings were at the time studying in another private boarding school in 

Perth. I had the opportunity to meet Mr Lim in Kuala Lumpur during the winter break and 

the following excerpt describes why he sent all his children to study in Australia: 

 

I did not have the chance to study overseas because my parents could not afford it. 
But through my years of doing business, I noticed people who are educated overseas 
like the US or England, they are different. I don’t really know how to explain. They 
have a bigger perspective on life, as in they know the world is bigger than just KL. 
They are more confident, they speak better English and know how to interact with 
people including foreigners. That’s why I want my children to have the chance to 
study in Australia. 

 

Mr Lim expressed a view that many parents shared which was that education in a western 

country brought about added advantages that would be beneficial to the character 

development and career trajectory of their sons. As Mr Lim opined, spending an extended 

period of time overseas could allow Zach to be positioned on a more international stage. 

Most boarders also revealed their parents’ view that having a degree from a western 

education system would enhance their career prospects.  

 

Some Asian boarders cited unexpected reasons that led to their arrival at St Andrew’s 

School. One boarder mentioned that he was sent to Perth as his mother wanted to shield 

him from the damaging effects of a divorce. Another boarder divulged he was sent here as 

his father had a long-term plan of migrating the family to Australia through him. One more 
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boarder explained how the smog and humid weather in his home country triggered severe 

asthma attacks and his parents sent him to Perth due to concerns about his health. 

 

Perth was chosen because of its proximity to Asia and its easy access by a five-hour flight. 

Maintaining contact was also convenient, as Perth is in the same time zone as many parts 

of Southeast Asia. The cost of living and a favourable exchange rate that was lower than 

that of the United States, Canada or the United Kingdom were also attractions. Perth’s 

reputation as a quiet and tranquil city, and its mild climate, further enhanced its 

attractiveness as a ideal venue for education.  

 

Leaving Home 

The Asian boarders arrived at St Andrew’s School when they were between the age of 13 

to 16 years old. Most recalled their parents making their intention of sending their child to 

Perth known about a year before the departure. Interviews with three sets of parents 

confirmed this and they added this was to provide their sons with ample time to be 

mentally prepared. For the Asian boarders, it appeared no amount of lead-in time was 

enough as all of them described the departure process as traumatic. Many even recalled 

harbouring an intense level of resentment towards their parents for sending them away. 

They felt miserable about leaving the familiar confines of home and friends. Tin described 

this agony when asked to recall the day he said goodbye to his friends at the airport: 

 

I remember the day I was leaving was only two days after Chinese New Year which 
makes it even harder. My friends and family were all at the airport to send me off. I 
felt so terrible like I’m going to die. Yeah. I think I cried a bit. When it was time for 
me to enter the customs, my father told me to be strong so I told myself okay, after I 
walk in there, there is no more looking back and no more crying. 
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Despite being unhappy about leaving home, many of them were not concerned or had not 

thought about what their new lives in a foreign environment and culture might be like. 

Some of them attributed this to the travelling experiences they had during overseas 

holidays. The Asian boarders felt that such trips gave them some confidence about what to 

expect when living overseas and interacting with members of a foreign culture. 

Significantly, most of the frequent travellers had been to Australia and even visited St 

Andrew’s School before. Possessing this knowledge was important to them as it meant that 

they were not totally unacquainted with their new environment. Nevertheless, staying 

abroad for a prolonged period of time and separated from their parents posed new 

challenges for all of them as it was their first time doing so. 

 

Their Early Days in Lewis House  

When they finally arrived in Perth, a common revelation was that the first fortnight in 

Lewis House was difficult for the boarders. The first two to three nights were especially 

depressing. The Asian boarders gave similar accounts of feeling homesick and difficulties 

in adjusting to the new environment. These feelings were most intense and raw in the 

moments after lights out. One of the younger boarders, Brendan provided this 

heartbreaking account: 

 

I definitely cried during lights out (on the first night). I don’t often cry but the 
thought of my mother leaving Perth tomorrow just made me sad. I never felt more 
alone than the first night. I won’t really say I cried, more like just tears because I am 
also scared the others will hear me and give me shit about it. 

 

Brendan’s statement alluded to the harsh nature of the boarding environment, which forced 

the boarders to adapt quickly. Boarders going through similar ordeals refrained from 
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revealing their emotions due to fear that their peers might notice and as a result, they 

would be perceived as weak. Many Asian boarders revealed intense feelings of loneliness 

and homesickness. While local Australian boarders went through similar processes of 

detachment from their families, their experiences were not as pronounced because as they 

were still in their home country they were not completely detached from their families. In 

fact, I noticed that most parents of the local boarders periodically took their sons home for 

weekends. Most Asian boarders enjoyed no such respite and only saw their parents during 

school holidays. The lack of reprieve from boarding life required different methods of 

adaptation – the main one was to identify and find refuge in a group. Paul pointed to this 

process in the following comment:  

 

I tried to mix with everyone but if they showed signs of not wanting to mix with 
me, then what to do? Look for other groups that will let me fit in. I think being 
alone is the worst position to be.  

 

In his interviews with students in a working-class school in New South Wales, Connell 

(1989) described a similar process in which students adapted to their first day in the school 

by ‘clinging to each other for security’ (p. 296). For the Asian boarders of Lewis House, 

the tendency was to gravitate towards boarders of similar cultural background and race. 

Prior to fieldwork in Lewis House, I was informed by a former RA that the boarders 

generally split themselves into three major groups: the Asians, the Australians and the 

younger Year Eight boys who were about 13 to 14 years old, an observation that was 

generally accurate. This was especially obvious during meal times when the boarders had 

the freedom to choose where and with whom they wanted to sit, a theme explored more 

deeply a little later. 
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In addition to coping with loneliness and homesickness, the Asian boarders also needed to 

learn and adapt to the routine of boarding life. All boarders were required to do their own 

laundry, clean their own sporting equipment and maintain their own private space. 

Initially, most of these boys found these responsibilities demanding. To recall the 

Housemother’s comment about maids, her observations were quite accurate as most the 

Asian boarders came from homes with domestic maids and were not required to perform 

household chores. The ubiquity of domestic helpers in Asian households prompted the 

Council of International Students of Western Australia (CISWA) to make the following 

point in their handbook to all incoming overseas students: 

 

There are very few servants in Australia. If you have been used to having servants to 
carry your luggage, wash your clothes, cook your meals, clean your rooms, and so 
on, you may find difficulties at first because, mostly, you will be expected to do 
these things yourself. In Australia most people, including the wealthy, do their own 
dish-washing, dig their own gardens, even repair their own cars and paint their own 
houses. Household chores are usually shared amongst family members and children 
learn to be self-reliant in these matters. (2002) 

 

Many of the Asian boarders remarked that Lewis House was the first time they had ever 

done their own laundry and maintained their private space. Given little alternative, the 

boys gradually learnt to manage these chores through the guidance of more experienced 

boarders.  

 

For most of the Asian boarders, this stint in St Andrew’s School represented the longest 

time they had ever been away from home. Hence, keeping contact with home was of great 

importance as they sought to maintain links with family and friends. Weekly phone calls 

were very common as most boys mentioned that they usually called their parents at a 
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stipulated time during the week. Mrs Wong, a mother of a boarder, had this to say when 

asked about the weekly phone calls:  

 

They (the phone calls) are really important because it is our main source of contact 
with my son. I want him to keep this communication line with the family open so 
that I know how’s life for him and that he knows that he can always talk to us about 
anything. Funny enough, it is good because I talk to him more now than before he 
left Malaysia. 

 

I asked her what were some of the common issues they frequently talked about. Mrs Wong 

replied that it was an opportunity for her to update her son about the family and remind 

him about certain life principles. She then went on to elaborate the latter point: ‘I feel that 

since my son is in a western country, it is easy for him to forget his Asian roots. I need to 

constantly remind him that he is still Chinese, no matter where he goes’. Mrs Wong 

admitted that she gave her son a strict upbringing and hoped these weekly contacts would 

help her son remain grounded in family values. Subsequent interviews with Mrs Wong’s 

son confirmed this, although he added that usually it was his mother who did most of the 

talking. Other than phone calls, technology enabled new and more convenient channels for 

communication – instant messaging, e-mails, internet chat and video conferencing such as 

Skype were used by the boys to stay connected with their families.  

 

Virtual forms of contact, although convenient and comprehensive, were not substitutes for 

personal human interaction. This void was filled by ‘guardians’ whom the parents would 

nominate to the boarding house; this nomination was a condition of the boy’s enrolment at 

the school as a boarder. The guardian had to be an adult over the age of 25 living in Perth 

and either a relative or family friend. The school also required the guardian to be proficient 

in English. A guardian’s role was to act in loco parentis when the boarder was not under 
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the direct control of the School such as during long weekends, weekends or holidays. The 

detailed responsibilities of guardians were listed in a section of the enrolment pack: 

 

Your son’s guardian will: 

• Support your son’s academic, social and emotional well-being 
 
• Provide a safe environment at home for your son should he not be able to 

remain at school due to illness or infection 
 

• Maintain communication with the School and act for you at Parent/Teacher and 
Parent/Tutor meetings if necessary 

 
• Provide your son with guidance and help in subject selections, school 

commitments and everyday matters 
 

• Assist with the organisation of host families and weekend leave arrangements 
 

• Liaise with the School in regard to consent for activities and excursions 
 

• Organise appropriate travel and holiday arrangements 
 

• Monitor your son’s compliance with school and government requirements, 
attendance, passport and visa renewals, health cover etc 

 
• Ensure the safe-keeping of your son’s property during term holiday periods 

 
• Inform the School immediately of any changes in his or her contact details 

 

In the same interview, Mrs Wong agreed that guardians were of tremendous importance in 

helping her look after her son, especially during weekends, where boarders were permitted 

to stay at the guardian’s place during the weekend. During the week, some guardians were 

tasked by parents to deliver food and even boil herbal soup for their sons. This raises an 

interesting dilemma as parents expressed their hope that sending their sons to Perth would 

help them to be more independent. By ‘independence’ they meant they wanted their sons 

to learn to make their own bed, take proactive measures to look after themselves and 

organise their own daily schedules. Yet, parents were reluctant to grant complete 
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independence and continued to maintain some level of control over their sons. While they 

had entrusted the boarding house to take care of their sons, parents still desired to preserve 

ties and guardianship. Mrs Wong alluded to this earlier when she mentioned her concern 

that her son would lose his roots and connections to the family. 

 

This concern could perhaps be used to explain another observation – I discovered that a 

quarter of the families of the Asian boarders owned houses in Perth. These properties were 

not for investment purposes but served as homes for older siblings of the boarders or 

parents whenever they came to Perth for holidays. Tin’s family were an example of this 

scenario. His family owned an apartment about six train stops away from St Andrew’s 

School. The apartment was occupied by his older brother. When asked why his parents had 

to pay extra money for him to stay in the boarding house instead of his own home, Tin 

replied ‘My parents don’t trust me enough to look after myself at home. My brother is too 

busy working to look after me. So staying in the boarding house is good because I’ve got 

food and there are people looking after me’. By and large, Asian boarders in this category 

indicated that they preferred to stay in the boarding house rather than at home. There were 

a few other factors that contributed to their favourable response to the boarding school; 

living with friends was one of the commonly cited reasons. The Asian boarders also 

enjoyed the freedom of managing their own lives without interference from parents.       

 

Their Aspirations  

The Asian boarders came to St Andrew’s School with a clear goal. There could only be 

one outcome and failure was inconceivable. Their mission was to do well enough to make 

it to university. The type of course and university might vary among individuals but the 
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immediate objective was largely the same. I asked every Asian boarder in Lewis House 

about both their immediate goals and the ideal career they hoped to embark on after their 

education. Almost all of them were able to give fairly specific responses. Here are three 

examples: 

 

Ernest: I want to do a double degree in commerce and engineering at the University 
of Western Australia. After that, I want to go back to Malaysia to work in that area.  
 
Zach: I definitely don’t want to stay here. I want to go to Melbourne. Hopefully, Uni 
of Melbourne to do Commerce, probably accounting. ... See how. Probably work for 
my dad in the family business next time.  
 
Aran: This state is a shit hole. Fuck! The whole Australia is a shit hole. I have 
already done my SAT and applied for a place in Michigan. I want to do medicine.  
 

The Asian boarders were very clear about their goals and viewed St Andrew’s School and 

Australia as stepping-stones to the realisation of grander career aspirations. The responses 

above were from senior Year 12 boarders, but similar feedback was given by the younger 

boarders. As I write this thesis, Ernest and Zach’s ideals materialised with both of them 

pursuing their chosen areas of study in one of the top Australian Universities. As for Aran, 

he did eventually get out of Australia and is reading medicine, but in a University located 

in the far south of New Zealand instead of the USA. The goals of the three boarders might 

vary but their views of St Andrew’s School as one rung of the ladder to their future 

endeavours were shared. Their clear vision of a career path provided them with the impetus 

to work hard to achieve these goals. This lead to questions of where these ambitions arose 

from and the role of parents in shaping these endeavours. In some instances, the influence 

was apparent and substantial, as evidenced in some of the boarders’ responses that they 

would eventually assume the mantle from their fathers in running the family business. 
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To pursue their aspirations, the Asian boarders knew that certain sacrifices were necessary. 

I described earlier the difficulties of leaving home and adjusting to a new cultural 

environment. Different aspects of these difficulties have been covered in various studies; 

from maladjustment (Farkas, 1983; Nozaki, 2000) to overcoming language and cultural 

barriers (Ogbu, 1987). For some of the Lewis House boarders, the characteristics of Perth 

and Australia became a barrier they had to contend with. Like Aran, many of the boarders 

viewed Perth as a place lacking in sophistication and not as chic as other more glamorous 

cities they visited during holidays. ‘Boring’, ‘backwater’ and ‘like a country town’ were 

some adjectives they used to describe Perth. As a result, they saw more promising long-

term prospects elsewhere. One of the boarders put it this way, ‘Perth is too small for the 

kind of things I want to do.’ His statement conveyed the impression that his grand 

ambition outshone any of the opportunities Perth could provide. However, before they 

could move to their desired career path, this time in St Andrew’s School was seen as 

providing them with the necessary qualifications to succeed. 

 

Earlier, I mentioned that many of the Asian boarders had prior opportunities to travel 

overseas. Hence, they saw themselves as urbane global citizens, whose horizons were 

broadened through travelling. On the other hand, the travelling experiences of the majority 

of the local Australian boarders were mostly confined to Western Australia, for some, 

holiday destinations extended to the capitals on the eastern coast of Australia and the 

Indonesian holiday resort island, Bali. This statement was made during a conversation 

among the Asian boarders about their plans for the holidays: ‘My dad is taking us to 

Madrid, these guys (Australian boarders) maybe only Margaret River (a holiday township 

south of Perth)’. The opportunity to travel gave the Asian boarders an awareness of global 
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trends. An example of this was their view of themselves as more fashionable and trendy 

than local students. International boutique brands such as G-Star Raw, Evisu, Bathing Ape, 

Vans and Ralph Lauren were highly desired, taking their place in the wardrobe of many 

Asian boarders. I commented on the steep price of these brands, but Tin assured me that it 

was much cheaper buying clothes via the Internet. He once purchased a pair of jeans which 

cost over $200 after 20% discount. Tin felt that dressing well was very important as it 

defined a person and ‘where he comes from’. He added: 

 

If you look at my clothes, I wear brands from different countries like US, Japan, 
Korea and England ... Aussies wear their own local surfing brands. 

 

The Asian boarders’ claims to be more sophisticated were enhanced by their pride in being 

modern and up-to-date with technological advances. Many of them carried the latest 

mobile phones, MP3 music players, laptop computers and other gadgets. It was evident 

that the Asian boarders saw themselves as being informed of global trends and this was 

demonstrated by owning the latest technological devices. These objects served as markers 

of economic, social and moral worth that plays a large role in defining how individuals are 

evaluated, allowing access to the group (Bourdieu, 1984; Lamont, 1992). To the Asian 

boarders, the combination of fashion dressing and possessing the latest gadgets was a mark 

of their sophistication. This perception played a substantial role as the basis for 

differentiation, and defined the Asian boarders in comparison to the other groups. 

 

Their views of Australians 

The mindset of the Asian boarders extended beyond national boundaries as evidenced by 

their unwillingness to remain in Australia. Their perception of Perth coloured the Asian 
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boarders’ impression of their Australian counterparts, whom they rated as lacking in 

ambition and limited in their view of the world. 

 

The unenthusiastic perception of Perth also weighted their impression of its people, 

particularly their local peers in the boarding house. In interviews when they were asked 

about their impression of Australians, the Asian boarders usually started by listing 

favourable traits before quickly shifting to the more negative aspects. For example, most of 

them complimented the Australians for being a ‘relaxed’, ‘easygoing and friendly bunch of 

people’, possessing a lively sense of humour. They would follow these comments with 

observations of Australians being lazy and crude. Generally, it is clear that most of the 

Asian boarders’ impressions of Australians were negative. On occasion, the manner in 

which these uncomplimentary perceptions were expressed was intense. Ken had this to say 

when asked about his impression of Australians: 

 

The Aussies are such ignorant people. All they care about are things within 
Australia. Bloody hell! Even their newspapers only report local news. These people 
are totally ignorant that there is a bigger world out there. 

 

Aran provided another abrasive response when asked the same question: 

 

Unlike us, they have no values or tradition. They do drugs and shit, get drunk, fuck 
around. That is how it is with western society. Even the girls are not civilized and 
lose their virginity easily, unlike Asian girls. 

 

The Asian boarders perceived themselves as morally superior to the parochial locals. As 

briefly mentioned by Mrs Wong earlier, some of the parents emphasised the importance of 

‘Asian values’ in the upbringing of their children and most of the Asian boarders agreed 
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that such strict and conservative upbringing shaped them into ‘virtuous’ individuals. 

 

Intrigued by these views, I asked them to expand on what the ‘Asian values’ were. The 

Asian boarders pointed out qualities such as ‘hardworking’, ‘diligence’, ‘honesty and 

integrity’, ‘humility’, ‘loyalty’, ‘driven to succeed’ and ‘family-oriented’, under-lining 

these as cornerstones that made up an Asian individual’s identity. Although the boarders 

were interviewed separately, the frequent mention of these terms was particularly striking 

and could, in part, be attributed to what Ken explained as ‘shared values’. He suggested 

that these ‘shared values’ were integral to defining the Asian boarders and closely bonded 

them as a group. Ken added that the importance of these values was accentuated in the 

midst of a mostly white environment: ‘it is crucial to our survival here,’ he noted.  

 

It is also worth noting that their views of the Australian boarders were not necessarily 

based on actual observation or personal experience. Instead, most of the Asian boarders 

admitted that their views were mainly put together from various external sources, including 

hearsay and media portrayal. They were familiar with television programmes and movies 

produced in western countries, especially from the United States. Such forms of 

entertainment are immensely popular in Asia. On occasion, the ‘western values’ as 

portrayed in the media conflicted with conservative Asian values. For example, same-sex 

relationships and pre-marital sex are still regarded as unacceptable in most Asian societies. 

I suggested that some of these views were superimposed onto the Australian boarders and 

formed the foundation of the Asian boarders’ views of them. These shaped their interaction 

with the Australians and, at the same time, helped define their group identity. To a certain 

extent, their daily dealings with the Australian students might have reinforced this outlook. 
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I have heard, on several instances, some bolder Australian boarders openly chatting about 

their weekend escapades. They sometimes alluded to attending parties that involved 

alcohol consumption, drug use and sex. Such talk would no doubt be heard by the Asian 

boarders, who in turn, shared this information with each other. In summary, I noted similar 

accounts of the same incident during interviews with different students and their negative 

impression of the Australians usually revolved around their lack of sophistication and 

morally suspect values. The way in which information was disseminated within the group 

is discussed in Chapter 7.  

 

Academic Ability 

Asian boarders in Lewis House generally had a good reputation as a group. They were 

mostly seen by the larger school population as diligent and good students. This impression 

could be skewed by the high achieving Asian boarders who were consistently top 

performers in various school subjects. Staff members often mentioned that the Asian 

boarders were more studious and did well in school assessments. Mr P illustrated this view 

in an interview conducted towards the end of the school year: 

 

The Asian boys? I don’t really worry about that side of things (studies). They are 
self-motivated or they motivate each other. You know how it is like. They compete 
with each other to see who scores the higher mark. They are all hardworking. 

 

Lee (2006), in her study of Asian American students warned against such monolithic 

descriptions of them as high-achieving model minorities. The monolithic generalisation 

can obscure variations in academic attainment and achievement (Ngo and Lee, 2007). This 

sort of caution certainly applies to the Asian boarders of St Andrew’s School as they had 

different abilities, expectations, concerns, frustrations, past disappointments and successes. 
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When asked to rate their academic performance in their former schools, they revealed 

varying levels of success: from those that did well to those who struggled to cope with the 

heavy workload. I noted boarders who were high achievers mostly came from academic 

environments that were rigorous and usually had a stronger focus on science and 

mathematics. On the other hand, there was a group of boys who conceded that they were 

struggling to cope with schoolwork and did badly in their previous schools. These 

differences shed further light on the reasons for them leaving home to be educated at St 

Andrew’s School. Two broad groupings were apparent in these discussions: the achievers, 

those who were performing better than a basic pass (with an average of 60 percent and 

above); and the strugglers, those who were barely passing or failing (with average 

percentages in the 50s or less). 

 

The Achievers  

Boys from this group usually came from elite schools in their home countries. Getting into 

these schools is difficult as they operate within a meritocratic system where only students 

who scored over a certain percentile in national exams could be accepted. Singapore and 

Hong Kong are examples of countries that operated in this framework. 

 

More than three-quarters of the Asian boarders were included in this over 60s grouping. 

When asked about their academic performances in the former schools, they rated 

themselves as ‘mediocre’ or ‘okay’ students but revealed their scoring average was 

between 80 to 90 percent. From their feedback, I deduced that they were able to maintain 

their exemplary school results at St Andrew’s School. One such student was Kenny, a high 

achieving Year 12 senior student who identified himself as Singaporean Chinese. He was 
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an outstanding student and constantly ranked among the top performers in school 

assessments, especially for mathematics and science subjects. Tremendously hardworking, 

Kenny could often be seen seeking teachers after school to clarify questions about school 

work or in the library studying. This intensity was maintained during study time in the 

Boarding house where his study habits were renowned among the boarding community, so 

much so staff members gave him leeway to study even after lights out. Well-liked by all 

his peers for his affable good nature, boarders often approached him for help with their 

school work. Prior to coming to St Andrew’s School, Kenny studied in a prestigious 

Independent school. He considered himself a mediocre student who was ‘slack’, although 

his assessment average was then about 80 percent. Kenny explained that his parents had 

always stressed the importance of education to him and his sister, encouraging them to 

excel in school. Kenny left Singapore when he was 14 to commence Year Ten at St 

Andrew’s School. Similar to Paul, Kenny mentioned that his parents had already started 

exploring the possibility of he and his sister studying overseas as early as two years before 

their eventual departure. His parents were both educated in England and felt that an 

overseas education would be beneficial to their children’s future employment prospects. 

Kenny felt that the Australian education system was more relaxed when compared to 

Singapore and he could spend more time understanding the syllabus.  

 

Another factor which contributed to his parents’ decision was that the Australian education 

system allowed a more direct route to university. In the Singaporean system, students were 

required to negotiate several key exams; each exam had the function of streaming the 

students according to their academic abilities and needed to be passed before students 

could advance to the next level. Kenny had trouble passing the compulsory Chinese exams 
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which had raised the concern of his parents. Coming under the monolingual Australian 

education system provided many boarders like Kenny with a more direct route to 

university by freeing them from the burden of improving their second language. Kenny 

could now concentrate on the core subjects required for Australian university entrance. 

Within the school, these subjects were nicknamed the ‘Super Six’: Physics, Chemistry, 

English, Economics, Calculus and Applied Mathematics. There were many other subjects 

that could be taken for Tertiary education entrance but the ‘Super Six’ were acknowledged 

to be the most demanding and a prerequisite for entrance to prestigious university faculties 

such as Engineering, Law and Medicine. Moving to St Andrew’s School gave Kenny 

renewed vigour and changed his attitude towards education. He explained that the new 

environment and hefty financial outlay in paying for the school fees motivated him to work 

hard because he felt obligated to his family for the sacrifices that they had made. He 

admitted that this added pressure made him more hardworking and conscientious in his 

school work. ‘I need to do well because I don’t want to let my parents down. Once I do 

well in one assessment, I am motivated to work harder to better myself’. As my fieldwork 

continued, it became apparent that working hard was a quality Asian boarders felt 

distinguished them from their Australian counterparts.   

 

As much as excelling in school was Kenny’s current aim, he recognised that it was only a 

stepping stone to greater rewards. His parents constantly reiterated to him that his life in 

boarding school would reap long-term benefits. Kenny felt that doing well in St Andrew’s 

School was the essential first step to fulfilling his career aspiration which was to either 

become a doctor or dentist. The only way this aim could be realised was to attain high 

grades in university entrance exams. When I interviewed Kenny, he was one of the top 
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students in the school and appeared to be on track to achieve his aim. He was consistently 

among the top scorers in mathematics and the sciences. On the surface, Kenny appeared to 

be a highly successful and confident student but he later revealed a deep-seated fear that he 

would not succeed. In fact, his drive to do well was, to a great extent, fuelled by the fear of 

not meeting his parents’ expectations of him. As Kenny commented in an interview:  

 

My father is a Senior Engineer, my mother is a Lecturer and my sister is now doing 
Law. Obviously, I am scared that I cannot match their expectations. They [his 
parents] sending me here is almost like a last chance for me. If I cannot make it here, 
then that’s it for me. How am I going to go back to face my family and friends? They 
will surely see me no up2 because the education in Australia is so slack, yet I cannot 
do well. 

 

Kenny’s statement illustrated that his parents’ success and expectations pressured him into 

working hard. He realised he had to do his part due to the heavy investment his parents 

paid for him. Interviews with other strong performers like Kenny revealed similar fears of 

failure. This fear largely came from anxiety about letting their parents down. They were 

also afraid of returning to their home countries with nothing to show for their time away. 

Kenny alluded to this in the earlier excerpt and many Asian boarders shared this worry. As 

Peng stressed: 

 

Failure is really not an option. If I cannot make it to uni, I dare not think what the 
future is like. It’s like I might as well disappear in the Australian desert. Imagine the 
shame, I can’t face my family and friends. 

 

Given these reflections, the high-achieving Asian boarders suggested the view that coming 

to Australia would lead to an easier entry to tertiary education. Failure to do well in a more 

                                                
2 A common Singaporean jargon for looking down on someone. 
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‘relaxed’ environment would lead to humiliation. These fears drove them to persevere and 

motivated them to be conscientious students.  

 

Lee’s (2006) notes that monolithic perceptions of Asian American students as high 

achieving model minorities could obscure their diversity and undermine the appreciation of 

their complexities. Likewise, high achieving Asian boarders were generally respected by 

the boarding community and gained prominence because of their excellence in so far that 

this reputation overshadowed their individuality and their peers who were academically 

challenged. My discussion now shifts to an often overlooked group of boarders who did 

not value their opportunity at St Andrew’s School with the same level of zeal and this was 

reflected in their lack-lustre academic performance. They were the ‘strugglers’. 

 

The Strugglers 

In the course of my interactions with the Asian boarders of St Andrew’s College, I became 

conscious that not all the boarders were able to meet the expectations placed on them by 

their parents and the school. I use the term ‘struggler’ with much caution as it could easily 

apply to boys who had trouble meeting expectations placed on them including the high 

achievers but I have applied this category solely to students who clearly had difficulty 

passing their school assessments or marginally made the grade and were deemed by 

teachers as not progressing satisfactorily. The great fear for this group was that they ran the 

risk of not making it into university. This did not imply that these students struggled in 

other areas as they could still be flourishing as persons within the schooling and residential 

community, or in other areas such as sport and music. Like the strong performers, these 

strugglers regarded working hard as a virtue and believed schooling was the key to a 
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secure future. However, instead of adopting a conscientious attitude towards schooling, 

they took a laissez-faire stance towards schooling. These students demonstrated clear 

disinterest in their academic progress and caused concern for the Director of Boarding and 

their Year Coordinators. This was especially noticeable during study time where these 

students could be seen playing computer games or reading comic books.  

 

What frustrated the boarding staff most was their habit of disturbing other boarders and not 

going to bed at the stipulated time with the intention of interrupting others. Among the 

Asian boarders, there were five who were regular offenders. One of them was Pan. 

Charming and opinionated, Pan had the appearance of a conscientious student masking his 

struggles in studies. I first met Pan at the school’s welcome reception for new boarders and 

have maintained a good affiliation with him since. Like Kenny, Pan was also a product of 

the Singapore education system but his previous academic track record was not as 

illustrious. Pan was from the ‘normal stream’ where students of average capabilities were 

placed. Added to core subjects such as basic mathematics, science and language, these 

students had to complete technical-based courses such as woodwork and home economics. 

These students would eventually continue their education in the Singapore Institute of 

Technical Education (commonly known as ITE) where they could further their existing 

skills or pick up new ones. These skills would prepare them for jobs that were considered 

menial and working class. In recent years, the Singaporean media has highlighted various 

pervasive social stigmas and mostly negative views associated with students who were in 

the ITE system. Newspaper reports and movies have highlighted public perception of ITE 

students as unintelligent and unmotivated. The ITE acronym was even cheekily quipped to 

stand for ‘It’s The End’. Although efforts were made by the Singapore Ministry of 
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Education and ITE to alter this perception through various initiatives and certification 

schemes, these negative views persist. Pan, being a student from the ‘normal stream’, 

admitted that he was likely to end up in ITE. Similar to Kenny’s self-assessment of 

himself, Pan also professed to be ‘lazy’ and his school performance substantiated this 

attribute. He admitted to being uninterested in studying while in Singapore, preferring to 

spend his time in ten pin bowling; a sport in which he excelled. Pan lamented that he 

would have been selected to be part of the National team if he had not departed for 

Australia.  

 

When asked about his family background, Pan revealed that his father was involved in the 

family business while his mother was a homemaker. As we talked further about his family, 

Pan disclosed that he and his brother were regarded as the proverbial black sheep of the 

extended family because his cousins were all highly educated and successful. Assessing 

himself and his brother as inferior when compared to his cousins, he did not think he 

would feel embarassed if he were to return to Singapore with little to show for his time at 

St Andrew’s School. This surprised me as my interactions with Pan uncovered an 

intelligent, quick-witted and exceptionally street smart person. The latter quality was 

especially unique when compared to the other Asian boarders. A particular revelation from 

Pan illustrated this. While schooling in Singapore, he desired a new bicycle and knew that 

money was not forthcoming from his parents. Hence, Pan approached his bowling coach 

about participating in a syndicate to buy lottery tickets. Certainly aware that Pan was not of 

a legal age, his coach agreed and they bought lottery tickets weekly. This went on for a few 

months, until a fateful draw where their number was drawn. After splitting the winnings, 

he collected 25,000 dollars. Pan then went on to describe what he did with his winnings: 
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I invested 5K in the bowling alley my coach is part of, spent 10k on a new bicycle, 
saved about 5K and spent the rest. 

 

I later learnt that the 5000 he saved was to pay for his flights to visit his girlfriend in 

Singapore. Pan was willing to think laterally and adopt unconventional strategies that 

might even require him to circumnavigate the rules. This quality set him apart from the 

other Asian boarders who usually heeded the rules. In fact, he became widely known as the 

person who knew the ‘loopholes’ and had an aptitude for spotting inconsistencies. 

Unfortunately, this ability had a flipside as it translated to a tardy attitude in his treatment 

of work and he was on a constant look out for opportunities to ‘cut corners’ especially in 

his schoolwork. Due to his inability to cope with the core subjects required for university 

entrance, Pan was assigned to study non-academic subjects. Pan’s lack of academic ability 

was emphasised through many years of living with the stigma and understanding that he 

was not intelligent. This translated into a lack of effort in schoolwork. His parents’ 

decision to send him to St Andrew’s represented a new opportunity, yet this attitude, which 

could only be described as ‘self-defeating’ persisted.  

 

Once, Pan approached me for help with an English composition assignment. The task of 

the assignment was to prepare an essay plan for a certain topic. I noticed several 

inconsistencies and errors, and made suggestions on how to improve it. He decided against 

making those changes and replied that the teacher would be able to tell that portion of the 

essay was not from him as his usual standard was low. I then pointed out some basic 

grammatical and spelling errors, which he brushed off, ‘Don’t bother lah because the 

teacher will correct it for me.’ His careless attitude was especially obvious during self-
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study time in the evenings. Instead of utilising it for homework or revision, Pan was often 

seen playing computer games or conducting online conversations with his girlfriend. What 

frustrated the boarding staff was his penchant of distracting other boarders and not going to 

bed at the stipulated time, and he had a tendency to interrupt others.  

 

Pan was among a handful of students who struggled to conform to the St Andrew’s School 

system. His experiences might be unique to him but the other strugglers all demonstrated 

similar, remarkable talents that were beyond the confines of the school education system. 

For Pan, it was his bowling ability and gift for lateral thinking. Another such student was 

extremely proficient with computer programming and gaming graphics design. 

Unfortunately, these interests and gifts were not valued in the school system of their 

respective countries. However, the Australian education system had the reputation of being 

more holistic and well-rounded; where students of diverse aptitudes were encouraged and 

given the freedom to explore other abilities, a characteristic that drew parents of struggling 

students to Australian schools. However, St Andrew’s with its highly academic focus was 

just as rigorous as the schools the strugglers came from. Therefore, it was not surprising 

that a new environment did not lead to improved performance. This raises the issue of the 

relative nature of intelligence; the strugglers were obviously highly intelligent and talented 

in areas that might not be looked upon as essential for university entrance.  

 

Overview 

The chapter began with the introduction of Paul. His experiences prior to and after coming 

to St Andrew’s School were similar to other Asian boarders. By highlighting some of these 

‘common characteristics’ (Goffman 1961),  I provided insights into their lives prior to St 
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Andrew’s School including their family background and the various reasons that led to 

their parents’ decision to sent them to Perth. As they revealed, their initial introduction into 

boarding life in Australia was difficult but the Asian boarders were aware that these 

struggles were only minor obstacles to larger career aspirations. However, the chapter also 

highlighted the diverging attitudes towards schooling. These attitudes led to contrasting 

academic results.  

 

I noted earlier in the chapter that the Asian boarders viewed membership in a collective as 

crucial in confronting cultural differences. In the next chapter, I consider the significance 

of shared traits and experiences employed by the Asian boarders to shape the symbolic 

boundaries of group identity. I suggest that Bourdieu’s discussion of ‘habitus’ helps us 

explain the production of practices and a system of models for the perception and 

appreciation of practices. 
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CHAPTER 6 
FORMING BONDS 

 

The Year Twelve Asian boarders were gathered in a room. It was unusual to find all ten of 

them cramped into a small room but this was a special day. After years of studying in St 

Andrew’s School, this day was to be their last official day of classes. Many of them would 

remain in Lewis House in the upcoming weeks to prepare and sit for their final exams. The 

others chose to move into their guardians’ homes to study. One of them was to catch a 

flight home later that night as he had not enrolled to do the tertiary entrance exam. 

Whatever the scenario was, the atmosphere in the room was relaxed but dispirited as from 

the next day, they would be alumni of St Andrew’s School. Some of the boys were sitting 

on the bed; a few sat on the study table. Trying to be unobtrusive, I stood at the far corner 

of the room and pulled out my little notebook. It was the end of the year, and by then the 

students seemed to be comfortable with my presence. Listening to the several simultaneous 

conversation threads that were taking place, I realised the themes were more or less 

similar. They were reminiscing and sharing collective memories of their time in St 

Andrew’s School. Memorable incidents were highlighted from time to time but it soon 

became clear that it was the mundane, quotidian routine and experiences in the Lewis 

House that they would miss the most. Sam, a three-senior boarder from Indonesia, made 

this point: 

 

I don’t know how to describe the feeling. I feel excited to finally finish school but 
sad at the same time, about leaving this place too.Very strange because I have been 
looking forward to this day yet now I cannot imagine how life will be like without 
the bell and my friends giving me crap. Who would have thought the things I hated 
most about boarding school would become the things I will miss most? 
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The other boarders agreed with Sam’s assertion and mentioned similar feelings of 

melancholy. Ivan described skepticism when he first heard previous batches of boarders 

mention that daily experiences in the boarding school would lead to friendships that last a 

lifetime. He remembered thinking, ‘Yeah, right. What’s the big deal? Seeing the same 

people and living in a place where freedom is restricted everyday. I can’t wait to get the 

hell out of here’. But after three years, his views have changed, ‘Now that I have been here 

and gone through it, I really think it is true. Just because I spent every waking moment 

with these guys. I know their weird habits and they know mine. Our friendship is much 

deeper than any others. We basically have that bond that will last a lifetime’. Paul echoed 

this feeling of connection with other St Andrew’s School boarders and added a different 

dimension to the bonds they shared. ‘It is this time at the boarding school that bonds us. 

The difficulties we faced in leaving our countries and living in boarding school, it’s really 

not easy. But it would have been so much more difficult if not for the friendships with each 

other. I reckon even next time when we meet up, we will have no problems finding things 

to talk about. It will be almost like we’ve never been apart’. It was clear that an important 

part of how the Asian boarders remembered their time in St Andrew’s School revolved 

around shared experiences in the boarding school that led to a strong sense of bonding. 

These shared traits and experiences that shaped these ‘lifetime’ bonds’ were what gave the 

Asian boarders the clearest sense that they were different from the other groups in the 

boarding population.  

 

Constructing an identification with any group is usually the result of shared experience 

(Barth, 1969). Of course, this sense of bonding through shared experience is not unique to 

St Andrew’s School or other elite boarding schools but seen in the context in which Asian 
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boarders came to distinguish themselves from other groups, the ways in which their 

interactions were shaped provided a unique perspective. Goffman (1961) noted that in all 

total institutions, the boundaries between ‘inmates’ and outsiders reinforced the sense of 

belonging to the group. Correspondingly, the ways in which the Asian boarders interacted 

and shaped the process of bonding with other students within the group had unique 

characteristics and as the earlier revelations by graduating boarders pointed out, particular 

views on future identification. Bonding was a crucial aspect of identification and 

interaction because it provided them with a secure and familiar foothold in the complex 

boarding environment. However, these processes of identification were complex, as 

participants needed to define the ‘symbolic materials and subjective dispositions’ required 

for group membership (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009b). In other words, individuals were 

required to demonstrate particular behaviours, possess certain knowledge, make overt 

choices and even look a certain way in order to assert their group membership. Barth 

(1969) also notes that a ‘congruence of codes and values’ is required to determine group 

boundaries (p.16). Gaining insight into this provides understanding of the forms of 

knowledge, skills and language they used to shape their Asian identity in the boarding 

house. These forms of knowledge are similar to Bourdieu’s notion of ‘cultural capital’ 

(Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977b). Such capital is instrumental in the formation of the 

distinctive habitus required for group membership (Moore, 2004). Belonging to the group 

was important as it provided a refuge for the Asian boarders. The fact that the Asian 

boarders had been through this common experience, which entailed feelings of having 

achieved a ‘niche’ in the Lewis House and of having found a place among the Lewis 

House population, ultimately connected them and gave them a sense of shared 

identification. In this chapter, I highlight the shared ‘codes and values’ mobilised by the 
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Asian boarders to orientate their membership in the group and differentiate them from 

other groups in an unfamiliar environment. These orientations, significantly drawn from 

their conceptions of home, gave them a refuge and starting point for  relating to an 

unknown milieu.  

 

Ethnic Identity 

The shaping of the Asian boarders group entailed a complex organisation of past 

experiences, values and social relations. The most important entry point into group 

membership was their panethnic identity. Espiritu (1992) in her insightful account of Asian 

ethnic groups in American, used the term ‘panethnicity’ to refer to groups of people who 

come together due to their ‘distinct, tribal or national origins.’ (p.2). By identifying another 

individual as a fellow member of an ethnic group implied a sharing of criteria for 

evaluation and judgment (Barth 1969). It thus entailed the assumption that the two are 

fundamentally homogenous and this meant that there was between them a ‘potential for 

diversification and expansion of their social relationship to cover eventually all different 

sectors and domains of activity’ (p. 15). Ethnicity influenced their social life and how they 

oriented themselves as a group. Significantly, membership of ethnic groups facilitates the 

protection and promotion of their collective interests (Okamoto 2003).  

 

In the previous chapter, I outlined how the lives of the Asian boarders involved difficult 

changes as they left their homes for Perth. Coming to terms with these changes was 

challenging, especially during the first few weeks. Many of them revealed that bonding 

with fellow overseas students provided solace and confidence when facing the unfamiliar 

life of Lewis House. They saw it as necessary to look past their national identity as 
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Indonesians, Thais, Malaysians or Singaporeans in order to bond as a group. Interviews 

with the Asian boarders often revealed how this group of ‘brothers’ were like family to 

each other. Being the Asian boarders family meant that differences should be overlooked 

such that when I asked them how they perceived themselves, their reply was often ‘We’re 

Asian brothers’. To explain their willingness to be treated as an ‘Asian boarders’ 

collective, it is helpful to examine the value systems to which they were accustomed. For 

example, Jon made this point when I asked him how he saw himself in his home country:  

 

I think in Singapore, everyone is Singaporean. Doesn’t matter if you are Chinese or 
Malay or Indian, you are Singaporean. 

 

In a different interview, he applied this similar view to his belonging to the Asian boarders 

group: 

 

Generally, we get along very well with each other. Yeah. We definitely have 
differences, you know, come from different countries. But because we are in the 
same situation and also Asian, we understand each other. Maybe it is also because 
we look the same.  

 

Jon’s statement resonated with Ang and Stratton’s (1995) observation that ‘the terms 

“culture” and “race” are used more or less interchangeably in Singapore, and are seen as 

major building blocks of an integrated Asian national Singapore culture’ (p. 7). In similar 

ways, the Asian boarders were willing to look past their national differences and as a 

result, emphasised shared ethnicity as a core criteria of their group identity. Yeh and 

Huang (1996) view ethnic identity as an individual’s sense of self as a member of an ethnic 

group and the attitudes and behaviours associated with that sense. For the Asian boarders, 

their ethnic identity did not just form the backbone of their group identity but became the 
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main criteria for being included in the group. While it is useful to note that the Asian 

boarders came from Southeast Asian countries that are multi-racial, their identification 

anchor in Lewis House became racialised since it utilised physical markers: colour, hair 

and facial features. The concept of subjectification sheds light on the process by which 

ethnic identity can become social. Parker (2002) uses subjectification to explain the 

inventive processes individuals adopt to negotiate their identity and form social groupings. 

Individuals, she notes are ‘both subjects and the objects of their actions’ (p. 4). By setting 

aside their nationality, the Asian boarders located their group membership criteria 

according to their ethnic identity. What transpired were new constructions of Asian-ness 

and group culture, implying both agency and refashioning.   

 

Most theorists acknowledge that ethnicity, like most forms of social difference, is a social 

construct. It is not biological, fixed or static, but is contested and mediated by experiences 

of gender, ethnicity, national origin, and socio-economic status. Goldberg (1993) noted the 

gradual rejection of ‘race’ as a valid concept and the diminishing usage of the term, 

indicating the trend in anthropology to invalidate the idea of biological race. Instead, 

ethnicity has been used to fill the void. He saw ethnicity as a fundamental category of 

social organisation, which is based on membership defined by a sense of common 

historical, ancestral origins (p. 64). It may also include identity based on shared culture, 

religion, nationality, geographic origin or language. One of the most influential definitions 

was given by Max Weber (1968): he describes ethnic groups as ‘human groups (other than 

kinship groups), which cherish a belief in their common origins of such a kind that it 

provides a basis for the creation of a community’. For Weber, ethnicity was the basis for 

the formation of groups that had differing lifestyles. In this way, he distinguished ethnic 
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groups from social classes. He maintained that members of a social class shared similar life 

chances but did not necessarily share a similar lifestyle. It is a term that focuses on, and 

highlights, differences between groups rather than focusing on what they have in common.  

 

Weber’s observation continues to intrigue scholars, leading many to address the social 

construction of ethnicity in a variety of ways, highlighting its complexity and fluidity 

(Root, 1999; Small, 1999; Elder et al., 2005). However, the use of the term ‘ethnic’ is 

largely confined to minority groups in a society (Radhakrishnan, 1987). This is the case in 

Australia where the term ‘ethnic group’ has been used to refer to immigrant groups rather 

than the dominant majority which are also an ethnic group. While the term ‘Asian’ is 

widely used to refer to people who originate from Asia, this description also conjures 

images of people with jet-black hair, coloured skin tone and ‘slitty’ eyes. As noted, the 

Lewis House staff members tended to label the boarders who were ‘Asian’ according to 

their appearance. Such forms of definitions, Radhakrishnan (1987) argues, reflect attempts 

by white society to place Asians within a contemporary racial framework.  

 

According to Sotomayor (1977), ethnic identification refers to recognition or feeling of 

membership with others regarding the character, the spirit of a culture or the cultural ethos 

based on a sense of commonality of origin, beliefs, values, customs or practices of a 

specific group of people. Thus, unlike the concept of race, which pertains to specific 

physical traits, the concept of ethnicity connotes cultural group membership. Membership 

in an ethnic group can be either assigned by others or claimed by oneself. Furthermore, the 

characteristics that define the boundary of the ethnic group can be defined either by 

members of the ethnic group (‘insiders’) or by people who do not belong to the ethnic 
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group (‘outsiders’). Defining the ethnic group, and assigning or claiming membership 

within it are mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion that are used by members of the 

dominant group, and by members of minority groups for various purposes. The Asian 

boarders in Lewis House openly assigned ethnic identity to other groups as well. For 

example, if a particular student was born in Australia, he must be ‘white’. Since he is 

‘white’, he must possess the same traits, personality and value system required of an 

Australian. Such primordial views of ethnicity accentuated the differences between the 

Asian boarders and the other boarders. 

 

Gaining an understanding of how ethnic identity was used by the Asian boarders is vital as 

it provides a starting point for understanding how individuals and groups were able to 

assert these identities in different social contexts. On an individual level, their ethnic 

identification could and did vary over time and place. This was mostly observable when 

the Asian boarders were out of Lewis House during weekend leave or school holidays. 

Another occasion where they often chose to assert their nationality was during casual 

soccer games where they usually divided sides according to the countries they came from – 

for example Thailand, Singapore and the rest versus Malaysia and Indonesia. In addition, 

boarders from Malaysia and Indonesia felt this grouping would be advangeous to them as 

they could communicate in Malay. The fluidity and variability of the ways in which the 

Asian boarders adjusted their identity demonstrated their willingness to embrace multiple 

identities. 

 

The Asian boarders had multiple identities, including those of a son, a student of St 

Andrew’s School or a citizen of their country. An identity could also include their 
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responsibilities and the activities they engaged in at school – for example a school 

badminton player or being a prefect. These identities were assumed according to the 

specific situation they were in. When they were in Lewis House, they were ‘Asians’, 

partially by their own admission, although the school’s role in this classification cannot be 

ruled out. I explained in the earlier chapter, the term ‘Asian boarders’ was widely used by 

the school to refer to 44 students from Southeast Asia. As Goffman (1961) illustrates, in 

total institutions such as boarding schools, the label and all that goes with it is likely to be 

used by the individual’s peers and the custodian to define the individual. It embraces 

nearly all aspects of self-governing and a student’s conduct towards others. He explained 

that ‘educators have developed categories and modes of perception which reify or 

‘thingify’ individuals so that they (the educators) can confront students as institutional 

abstractions rather than as concrete persons with whom they have real ties in the process of 

cultural and economic reproduction’ (p.126). In Lewis House, most staff members could 

identify superficial traits between boarders of different nationalities but they lacked 

knowledge of the unique cultural practices and customs of each country. The following 

excerpt from Jack, an RA, illustrates this:  

 

I think I can roughly identify certain differences between boys from the countries 
they come from. Like, those from Singapore speak better English than the rest. Those 
from Indonesia speak very quickly and very loudly. You hear them before you see 
them (chuckles). But if you want me to tell you how much I know about their 
traditions and stuff, I honestly can’t tell you. (Laughs) But you cannot say I’m racist 
cos I have no idea about Europeans too. Italian, German, French, they are all the 
same to me too. 

 

Jack’s view was not unique to staff members as most of them made similar references to 

remaining oblivious to the different nationalities within the group. From this, we can assert 

that people live out an identity according to ethnic lines and must negotiate possibilities 
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even as they are constrained or enabled by policies and practices, systems and societal 

structures (Ladson-Bilings, 1998; Guinier and Torres, 2004).  

 

The above discussions concerning the uses and definitions of ‘Asian’ ethnic identity 

highlight the contested nature of its usage as it is defined by different groups of people. In 

particular, there are often significant variances between the way researchers conceptualise 

these terms and the way they are used in everyday life (Yang, 2004). Much of the 

confusion and misunderstanding is amplified through the increasing awareness of issues 

relating to immigration, cultural diversity, social cohesion and national identity. More 

recent expressions of ethnic identity are based on the idea that different groups have 

unique cultural values and that some are more primitive than others. This encourages 

cultural racism, which Goldberg (1993) argues is built into our social institutions and an 

unconscious part of our everyday lives. It is also pervasively expressed in ‘ideas, attitudes 

and dispositions, norms and rules, linguistic, literary, and artistic expressions, architectural 

forms and media representations, practices and institutions’ (p. 8). Barth (1969) also noted 

the culture-bearing capacity of ethnic groups where the inclusion of persons and local 

groups as members of an ethnic group must depend on their exhibiting the particular traits 

of the culture. Given its pervasive nature, it powerfully influences ethnic identity and 

permeates both individuals and their social context. For the Asian boarders, their perceived 

shared ethnic identity provided the first overt criteria for group inclusion. There were other 

sets of characteristics, behaviours and values that defined their group identity.  

Through this research, I establish the importance of group belonging to the Asian boarders 

as they negotiated the boarding environment. Living and participating in activities in such 

close proximity with each other helped to construct and reinforce traits shared by most 
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members of the group. These qualities could be observed through embodied practices, vital 

in creating and maintaining a sense of being in the presence of other groups in Lewis 

House. For this discussion, Bourdieu’s (1977a) notion of habitus is useful to explain how 

the environment in which people are raised and the conditions of their cultural and material 

background, shape their attitudes and their capacities to engage people of similar social 

background make-up. In Lewis House, the shared habitus was a confluence of shared 

ethnicity, values and characteristics.  

Habitus 

During his early anthropological work in Algeria among the Kabyle peasantry of the 

Mahgreb, Bourdieu developed a sophisticated repertoire of concepts, which avoided the 

deterministic assumptions of structuralism (Bourdieu, 1977a). These concepts locate a 

subject’s actions in a context which Bourdieu suggests has its own logic or principles. 

These actions structure the choices and preferences of individuals in these contexts. As a 

result, individuals acquire dispositions, or cultural capital. Bourdieu explains cultural 

capital beyond economic terms and identified its usage in any social field. However, it is 

manifested in various dispositions and used to define taste (Turner and Edmunds, 2002). 

Taste became a ‘discourse of distinction’ used to contruct and define their group identity 

(Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009b). This form of discourse is often based on a ‘taken-for-

granted’ attitude in legitimising aspects of shared culture (Warde and Bennett, 2008). 

When discussing common traits that made them ‘Asian’, the group acted almost perfectly 

in accordance with Bourdieu’s notion of habitus: their group preferences were securely 

anchored in the systems of perception, judgement and action generated by the social 

conditions prevailing in their families, education systems and country, facilitated by shared 
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circumstances. A habitus is not a fixed habit. It is open to change depending on the 

amounts and types of capital individuals acquire as they move through boarding school 

space. 

The Asian boarders came to St Andrew’s School with a pre-existing habitus from their 

own country. Coming to Perth, they had to struggle with the new environment of an elite 

boarding school in Australia. These struggles defined their initial adjustment into life in 

Lewis House and compelled them to search for some means of protection. I observed that 

individuals sought out other boarders of similar background and circumstances in order to 

bond into a group. Through this process, the Asian boarders formed a distinctive shared 

identity which regulated the range and types of actions that were possible. These actions 

conferred social attributes on individuals that legitimised their position in a certain social 

group and distinguished them from others. Hence, habitus could be seen as ‘the ensemble 

of tastes and dispositions that produces actions and practices of individuals and groups 

towards objects, that is practices that are not immediately conscious or reflexive’ (Turner 

et al., 2002, p. 220). Bourdieu proposed the use of habitus in developing an explanation of 

how the environment in which people are raised, their conditions of cultural and material 

existence, shape their attitudes, their means of interpreting the world, and their capacities 

to engage with the academic curriculum (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). He argued that the 

dispositions of habitus are not biologically determined but socially and culturally 

constructed (Farkas, 1983; Dumais, 2002). As one moves through different social fields, 

the habitus embedded in social networks is the key to membership.  

Habitus is also useful in this investigation of the Asian boarders because it provides a 

framework for understanding the expressions of the research subjects. At the same time, it 
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allowed me to contemplate my own habitus and how it might impinge on the way I 

collected data. As Bourdieu (1990b) notes, the traits perceived by the researcher should be 

perceived in their relation to other properties and the distinctive setting (p. 9). Hence, as a 

researcher, I needed to discern the habitus of the Asian boarders and the particular social 

field in which the students were operating. While Lewis House was the present research 

setting, past influences from their home countries and families had a telling role in shaping 

the new form. Hence, the Asian boarders were using familiar cultural capital shaped prior 

to their St Andrew’s School days to construct a new habitus. The difficulty for many Asian 

boarders came in the initial phase when they were adjusting to a different ‘ensemble of 

actions and practices’. This gulf were noted by various agencies and led to publications 

designed to help overseas students, including Asian boarders. In Kenyon and Amrapala’s 

(1993) handbook for people working with overseas students, they suggest that overseas 

students could be ‘disoriented by the Australian environment and lifestyles … and the 

change in moving from their own cultural environment in which they are totally at ease, to 

the Australian environment in which they are considerably ill at ease. This causes ‘culture 

shock’, which is unavoidable’ (p. 5). Although the authors later state that they do not use 

the term ‘overseas students’ to imply homogeneity, they do contend that most students 

studying in a foreign country will be confronted with similar experiences.  

 

McAdams (1972) made a similar observation, although at a time when multiculturalism 

was not yet a policy and assimilation into the dominant white culture was demanded of all 

newcomers: 

 

They must all adapt to unfamiliar social customs quite dissimilar to their own; they 
are all faced with the communication and linguistic problems arising from the 
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necessity of conducting their studies in a foreign language; and perhaps more 
importantly of all, they are all isolated from their families and friends. (p. 97) 

 

While the dynamics of overseas students coming into Australia have changed dramatically 

since McAdams wrote – for instance, a larger proportion of incoming overseas students 

now have a better command of English – this sentiment is still repeated. Overseas students 

are often still portrayed as lost, isolated and disempowered. For example, in a handbook 

for new overseas students in Perth called ‘Everyday Living in WA’, the Council for 

International Students, Western Australia (CISWA) advises students on everyday practices 

and gives information about the ‘(White) Australian way of life’ and suggests that it is 

important to learn these customs that ‘may seem very different from those you are used to’ 

(p. 51). In the section, ‘Living in Australia’, CISWA advocate the following: 

 

Feel free to ask Australians about their social customs or to explain your customs or 
beliefs to them. However, living in another country does require the visitor, at least 
in some respects, to adapt or adjust to local influences and customs. This will add to 
the enjoyment of living in another country and lead to an understanding of other, 
enriching the visitor’s experience. (CISWA, 2002) 

 

The above excerpt suggests that assimilation into the Australian social field is vital for 

overseas students to feel comfortable in Perth. However, these books fail to take into 

account the diverse cultural background of the overseas students and how these unique 

backgrounds could be used to counter feelings of alienation and further affirm their 

identities in an unfamiliar setting. The Asian boarders, with their ability to group together, 

were able to locate themselves within Lewis House and articulate clearly their sense of 

identity, becoming empowered rather than disempowered in the process.  
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In the next section, I highlight the perceived shared values and traits that helped maintain 

the Asian boarders’ group identity in Lewis House.  

 

Home is where the heart is 

According to Morley (2000), mobility is a defining characteristic of the contemporary 

world and raises questions as to how a habitus of home is sustained and reinvented. To this 

end, I wanted to gain a deeper understanding of what home meant to the Asian boarders 

and how their feelings about their origin shaped the ways in which they perceived 

unfamiliarity. The definition of home is broad and I allowed the Asian boarders to 

elaborate whichever aspect they chose. Most of them defined home in terms of the country 

and community from which they originated. I began by asking the Asian boarders what 

they missed about home. Their reply were resonant with feelings of security, familiarity, 

community and a sense of possibility. All of the them mentioned missing the food, their 

friends and the way of life: 

 

The shops and eating places are always opened and everywhere. We can always go 
out and hang out. You know eating and catching up with friends, even at night. 
 
Things happen faster [in Jakarta]. More to do, more lively. Faster pace. Yeah. I 
prefer when there are many things happening around me. More choice of what to 
do. 
 
After coming to Perth, I really miss the convenience in Singapore. The public 
transport makes it easy to get around. Here, if you don’t have a car, you are pretty 
much fucked. 
 
Not like here (in Perth), everything closes at 5. In KL, every night is late night 
shopping. Actually, there is late night and later night shopping. I miss that. Walking 
around and shopping even at night. Lots of people around. You know? There is life 
to the place. Perth is like a bloody ghost town at night.  
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From their statements, it was apparent that late night shopping and eating were important 

in making their lives more interesting. The boys were used to going out at night for 

entertainment. The Asian boarders, in describing their familiar lifestyle, were quick to 

point out what Perth was lacking and as a result, experienced as inferior. Feelings of 

familiarity also contributed to a sense of security. Tay, who grew up in Kuala Lumpur, 

alluded to this: 

 

Going home to Malaysia is always good. I feel better because I am with my own 
people. I look like everyone else. Not sure why but I feel assured when I see so 
many black heads [people with black hair] around me. I feel safer because this is 
my home and I know my way around. 

 

Sam made a nearly identical point but went further to reveal insecurities about his 

perceived inability to speak proper English: 

 

Being at Jakarta, I don’t feel as stressed up because I don’t need to worry about I 
don’t speak English as good. So in school, I am very conscious when talking to the 
Aussies because I always think they are laughing at me behind my back, like my 
accent. But in Jakarta, everyone speaks like me. It’s like, you know, when I go to 
the city (in Perth) and hear someone speak Bahasa, it gives me a good feeling 
because I get reminded of my country. 

 

To some of the Asian boarders, ‘home’ was where their families and friends were. Sam 

provides an example of this: 

 

My parents worked hard to build a home for my brother and me. My mum always 
says that no matter what we do outside, we will always be accepted at home. For 
me, church is also very important because our family goes there together and most 
of my friends are there. Yeah. My friends are also like family because we grew up 
together, did everything together. I know that no matter where I am in the world, I 
can always go home to my family.  
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Pan, with his usual candor, revealed pragmatic reasons why he enjoyed being with his 

family: 

 
Being a home is of course better lah. I don’t need to pay for anything. Need money 
I just ask. Here I only get pocket money, if I finish spending them, then too bad. In 
Singapore, I am happy because if we go out and eat my father always pay. Need to 
buy stuff, my mother pay. 

 

Joel, from Singapore, also recognised the importance of his family in defining where home 

was, but also felt that home should also be where he had the best opportunity to succeed: 

 

Joel:  Singapore is the place I grew up in. My parents, family and all are there. Of 
course, I’ll go back.  

Wee:  So what if one day your parents decide to move the family to maybe 
Australia? 

J:   No. I don’t think that will happen because my parents are established in 
Singapore. They hate the cooler weather here too. My home is there but if 
let’s say my family members really decide to move to Australia, I will still 
go back and call Singapore home.  

W:  Really? Why? 
J:  Job opportunities are still better in Singapore. Of course, being 

Singaporean, I have a higher chance of succeeding as compared to working 
here. You know … like home ground advantage (chuckle). But my parents 
must not sell our house so I can still stay there. 

 

The above two excerpts suggest a new theme: their longing for home was economically 

driven and consumerist. 

 

In all my discussions with the Asian boarders, home was a notion very close to their hearts. 

It was clear to me that their moods lifted whenever we talked about their home countries. 

The phrase ‘it is where I belong’ was often used in thinking about home. They saw their 

time in Perth as temporary and envisaged their future to be in their home country. A way 
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of understanding this could be through a widely known Chinese saying that was used by 

Peng, a boarder from Singapore, to describe his yearnings of home:  

 

Returning to Singapore is a natural decision for me. Like they say, falling leaves 
inevitably return to their roots.  

 

To Peng, the Asian boarders were like branches of a tree reaching for new opportunities 

but at the same time remaining rooted to where they called home. No matter how far away 

they were physically, most of the Asian boarders still saw themselves returning to their 

home countries. Being away from home did not dampen the ‘homely feeling’, on the 

contrary, it was as if the positive qualities of their home country became more pronounced. 

‘Absence makes the heart fonder’, as the cliché goes. While this saying usually refers to 

people, the Asian boarders had the same longing for their homes and were determined to 

return to them since they were the places they started from. Using similar notions of home 

as a nurturing ground, Velayutham (2007) describes home as a ‘shelter that allows us to 

explore opportunities, spring into action and return again, a space that is open enough to 

achieve personal growth, whether that be in terms of social mobility, emotional growth, or 

the accumulation of symbolic or monetary capital’ (p.103). In a similar way, home to the 

Asian boarders was the place where one could branch out and return again. Hage (1997) 

unpacks these notions further by identifying four key elements that contribute to feelings 

of home and belonging, security, familiarity, community and a sense of possibility. He 

defined security as the feeling that is derived from the ability to satisfy our basic needs and 

the absence of threats or harm. Familiarity relates to that state of being that arises when 

one has a sense of belonging and control of both the spatial and the practical. Community 

relates to recognising others as ‘one’s own’, and that recognition is reciprocated. Hage 
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(1997) added that these qualities could be applied to group membership as well. All four 

traits were shared and commonly mentioned by the Asian boarders during different 

interviews and deemed important in coming to terms with living in Lewis House. Hence, 

the Asian boarders could have translated these qualities of home to their sense of 

belonging to a group. Much of the interest in Bourdieu’s ideas has, therefore, come from 

researchers seeking to explore ways in which these expectations are inscribed in the social 

collectives, and how they are interpreted by that group (Kelly and Lusis, 2006). Since this 

research is about the Asian boarders in Lewis House, the role of these expectations 

remained crucial as they ‘branched out’ from home and formed a new distinctive habitus in 

Lewis House. Central to the concept of habitus is how social expectations and value 

systems are internalised. 

 

I have noted earlier that the habitus is social, collective as well as a personal phenomenon, 

but the formation of the social or spatial boundaries of a habitus is often hard to pin down. 

Bourdieu himself uses the term variously to refer to groups based on class or occupation, 

but also on ethnic identity, gender, nationality, locality, and many other potential 

collectives (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977b). These possibilities are as Bourdieu puts it, ‘a 

system of models for the production of practices and a system of models for the perception 

and appreciation of practices’ (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 131). Achieving group solidarity 

required a rich and complex variety of culturally constructed symbols, the most elaborate 

and deliberate being language. ‘Culture in the sense intended here consists in knowing and 

doing. It is made up by the totality of created knowledge – in this case, concerning race(s) 

– that it involves a set of rules and conventions, a logic or grammar of their relation, and a 

vocabulary of expression and expressibility’ (Goldberg, 1993, p. 8). In the next section, I 
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draw on the Asian boarders’ use of language symbols as an elaborate system for 

reinforcing their Asian habitus.  

 

‘Asian Speak’ 

According to Goldberg (1993), ‘if language is now widely taken as the primary vehicle of 

conception, then discourse is the mode of communicative practice that enables its 

effectivity’ (p. 9). As he notes, human behaviour and interaction are embedded in 

language, and it is an inevitable component and expression of culture. Our daily 

interactions involve conversation, requests and instructions, which are all speech acts or 

speech events. Language is, therefore, not just a part of culture but also the mode by which 

it can be conveyed. All researchers who seek fully to enter into and understand a given 

culture must familiarise themselves with its language, for only through language can they 

possibly participate in and experience the culture.  

 

Scrutiny of the languages used among the Asian boarders revealed ways of thinking or of 

organising experience that are common in their associated cultures. Although the Asian 

boarders varied in their command of English, it was still the lingua franca they used to 

communicate with each other. However, the way English was spoken and the accent 

appeared to be important in measuring the extent to which someone was Asian. A person 

who may look Asian but spoke with a western accent or slang (such as American or 

Australian) would not be considered Asian. Hence, all members of the Asian boarders 

group used common Asian colloquialisms, including swear words. This effectively ruled 

out Australian-born Chinese as they were not attuned to Asian boarders’ way of speaking.  
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Within the Asian boarders’ group, I also noticed that boarders from the same country often 

communicated with each other using their native language. This was not surprising since 

English was their second language and their fluency and communicative ability in their 

mother tongue was superior to that in English. However, when the boarders from different 

Asian countries with different linguistic backgrounds came together, one would expect that 

communication might be confusing. Yet, the Asian boarders negotiated this barrier by 

devising unique codes of communication, which one of them called ‘Asian speak’. 

Utilising English as the framework, they effectively substituted strategic words with words 

from their native lexicon to embellish and disguise the meaning of what they were 

expressing to each other. For example, when talking about the white Australians, different 

labels were used interchangeably: ‘bule’, the Indonesian word for white foreigner, ‘ang 

moh’, Chinese dialect for ‘red hair’ and ‘kwai lo’ which means ‘strange people’ in 

Cantonese. Aran helped illustrate this when expressing frustration about an Australian 

boarder who was annoying him and the following phrase was how this message was 

communicated:  

 

That ang moh kia is really kwai lan. 

 

In this instance, Aran used a basic English sentence but disguised its meaning by replacing 

the noun with ‘ang moh kia’ (red-haired child in English) and using ‘kwai lan’ as the 

adjective which means ‘to enjoy making things difficult for people’.  

 

‘Asian speak’ also consisted of group-specific language codes and jargons meaningless to 

members beyond the group. ‘Parah-parp’ is a term used to refer to an attractive member of 
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the opposite sex. The origin of this term is rather lewd: the boys explained that it was from 

the sound of two bodies bumping each other repeatedly during the act of lovemaking. 

Another term they used frequently was ‘G G’ (pronounced as ‘Jee Jee’) – the acronym 

from ‘Good Game’. This term is interesting because of its extensive applicability. It 

derives from the quip often heard at the end of competitive events where ‘good game’ 

would be exchanged between opponents to acknowledge the winner. Hence, the Asian 

boarders used ‘G G’ to describe situations where their defeat was imminent. They might 

use it to express the losing status in a computer game or in sport. They were constantly 

conjuring up new and often amusing words to incorporate into their daily discourse, 

making it difficult to keep track of them.  

 

The way the Asian boarders formulated their communication patterns of ‘Asian speak’ 

resembled the restricted codes of speech patterns identified by Bernstein (1971). In his 

discussion of language differences and educational inequality, Bernstein proposed two 

distinctive modes of speech: restricted and elaborated codes. Restricted codes employ 

simple speech patterns – short, uncomplicated sentences supplemented with gestures and 

tone of voice, even words from other languages, so that often the meaning of the 

communication is implicit, understood best by small groups of people who see each other 

all the time. The use of restricted codes is common in talk between social intimates, but 

rarely found in written texts or formal speeches. A significant example of this among the 

Asian boarders was the use of terms to illustrate a person’s degree of Asian-ness: ‘solid’, 

‘melted’ and ‘stick’. To the Asian boarders, the term ‘solid’ was used to describe boys who 

were Asians and persisted in that identity during their time in Australia. A key way this 



 149 

identity could be maintained was through being with other ‘solid’ boys. Aggar referred to 

this in the following comment: 

 

We have to retain our Asian identity and that means we cannot be influenced by the 
Aussie culture. There’s strength in being united. We need to stand together otherwise 
we will begin to lose ourselves here. 

 

Aggar’s comment pointed to the importance of other Asian boarders in maintaining their 

‘solid’ identity. ‘Melted’ referred to boarders who were mostly ‘Asian’ with a speaking 

accent from their country of origin but were slowly succumbing to particular western 

influences such as dressing style or interests. For example, Asian boarders who developed 

an interest in Australian rules football were called ‘melted’. These boys were still part of 

the Asian boarders group but were subjected to constant teasing about their preferences. 

The boys in the ‘stick’ category were viewed as completely ‘Australian’. I asked Sam to 

explain this term and this was his reply: 

 

Stick means they have completely lost what makes them Asian. It is like a popsicle 
that has melted under the hot Aussie sun, only the stick is left.  

 

‘Stick’ boys were not deemed to be authentic Asians and since most of them were local 

Australians, they were not considered by the Asian boarders to be part of the group. The 

presence of these terms points to the power of the Asian group to define labels which were 

crucial in admitting or rejecting group members. Such practices resonate with Becker’s 

(1963) notion of Labelling Theory, which he used to explain the policing nature of 

language through dispensing sanctions and labels on supposedly ‘deviant’ subjects. In 

labelling their peers according the ‘solid, melted, stick’ analogy, the Asian boarders were 

determining how close an individual was to being ‘Asian’.  
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The Asian boarders did not appear to have communication problems as their new in-

language could be understood and quickly disseminated within the group. Often, a new, 

unusual word that cropped up in conversation would swiftly become known and used by 

the rest of the group. Culturally-specific swear words and nicknames were the swiftest to 

spread. This was illustrated during a conversation between a small group of boys one day 

in which Yen was spontaneously given the nickname ‘ayam’ (Malay for chicken) because 

he expressed his love for fried chicken. Not long after, the rest of the Asian boarders began 

to call him by this name. Helping to facilitate this spread was a group of boarders from 

Malaysia: most of them were conversant in Malay, Mandarin and English, making them 

effectively trilingual. Often, they acted as ‘cultural brokers’ (Geertz, 1973), who through 

their ability to speak several languages, became the linguistic bridge between the various 

Asian boarders. They did so by helping to explain and propagate the discourse within the 

group.  

 

The common use of ‘Asian speak’ was witnessed in all aspects of their boarding lives and 

one could always locate the Asian boarders simply by following the loud chatter of ‘Asian 

speak’. ‘You only need to hear them to find them’, said one of the Year Coordinators. The 

willingness of the Asian boarders to communicate using ‘Asian speak’ was a crucial 

feature of membership in the group, so that other boarders who did not understand ‘Asian 

speak’ would not be able to participate in the conversation. Since these were language 

codes commanded more readily by the boarders from Asia, non-speakers would struggle to 

understand, let alone contribute. It is easy to see the congruence between understanding 

‘Asian speak’ and habitus, and indeed the role of ‘Asian speak’ in creating a new habitus 
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of the Asian boarders. The boundaries created through language resulted in tension 

between the Asian boarders and other groups. Many Australian boarders openly voiced 

their displeasure and discomfort with ‘Asian speak’ due to the nagging suspicion that the 

Asian boarders were insulting them behind their backs. These feelings of anxiety led to 

Darren’s rant one day: ‘You guys think you are speaking English but you are not. You 

guys are in Australia, speak Australian!’ Darren’s frustration emerged from his inability to 

penetrate and decipher the language codes devised by the Asian boarders. Speakers of a 

language code, in this case, ‘Asian speak’, need to know the rules and the system of 

knowledge which underlies the ability to communicate and understand the language 

symbols that entailed more than just English. 

 

Overview 

This chapter has charted the progression and consequences of the Asian boarders’ 

conception of their identity as a group. Bourdieu’s notion of habitus is particular useful to 

account for the ensemble of dispositions that were taken for granted in the Asian boarders’ 

everyday world. I began by using the reflections of graduating Asian boarders to examine 

the shared traits and experiences that shaped their group identity. It was found that their 

previous experiences and shared values strongly influenced their perception and became 

the measure of how they viewed cultural and social differences. Ethnic identity was then 

suggested as a key criteria in seeking membership into the Asian boarders group.  

 

While shared ethnicity remained the cornerstone of their group identity, the Asian boarders 

positioned themselves in various ways according to the particular circumstance or need, 

highlighting the fluid nature of identity. Language, in the form of ‘Asian speak’ was 
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therefore an important tool that mediated and bound the Asian boarders together. It also 

emphasised their Asian identity and differentiated them from other groups in Lewis House. 

Through the study of these practices, this thesis shows that group identity plays an active 

and purposeful role in sheltering against unfamiliar circumstances and practices. Group 

identity is essential in accentuating interconnectedness within the group and differentiating 

from other groups. The next chapter builds on this to investigate the Asian boarders’ 

appropriation of public spaces and making them their own through reterritorialisation. 
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CHAPTER 7 
FINDING A SPACE THAT BELONGS TO US 

 

A Weekend at the Farm 

September is a pleasant time in Perth. Winter receding to spring leads to longer, warm days 

and fresh, cool nights. This time of the year was also exciting for the boarders as it 

signalled the beginning of the end of the school year. Furthermore, with the warmer 

weather, the boarders could spend more time outdoors. However, there was no such 

pleasure for the Year Twelve students because the final few weeks of their schooling in St 

Andrew’s School would be taken up by preparation for their Tertiary Entrance Exams 

(TEE). In the meantime, the junior boarders were about to leave on the annual school 

camp. As for the Year Eleven boarders, Mr Pavlich decided to organise a weekend trip to a 

farm owned by the parents of a boarder. The farm, located east of Perth, was fully 

operational. It was predominantly used for canola cropping and some livestock rearing. Mr 

P wanted to use this weekend as a time for bonding and an opportunity for the boarders, 

who were accustomed to city living, to experience a different lifestyle. Recognising the 

potential for meaningful data, I approached Mr P and offered to assist him during the trip. 

He agreed almost immediately and even commented, ‘this would be useful for your 

research’. 

 

On the day of departure, everyone met at the storage dock in the morning to pack and load 

the stores on the trailer. The most substantial item were 30 gym mats that served as 

mattresses. These mats were bulky and heavy, loading them into the trailer was an arduous 

task. At this stage, two groups formed: the industrious ones helped to load and stack the 
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mats, while the idle group stood at the side chatting or kicking a football. I noticed that the 

latter group consisted mostly of the Asian boarders who were content to let the others do 

the work. It appeared that they did not know how to go about doing it and could also have 

been put off by the hard work of packing. 

 

After the packing, the boys gathered in the dining hall for lunch and a briefing session by 

Mr P. He went through the activities for the weekend and made clear the expected 

behaviour of the boarders. ‘This may be a farm but it is also the home of the Moore 

family,’ he said, ‘I expect you boys to be on your best behaviour and to be ambassadors of 

the school.’ The boys were reminded to bring warm clothes, as there were night activities 

planned. Hearing this, the Asian boarders joked about how cold it was going to be and 

wondered whether they had enough warm clothes. A sense of apprehension was starting to 

build as the Asian boarders began to wonder about their preparation. The following 

conversation conveyed this uneasiness: 

 

Peng:  Sherman, why did you bring such nice clothes? Your jacket is so expensive. 
We are going to a farm so I wearing older clothes. 

 
Sherman: They said it is going to be f***ing cold and I’ve got no other jacket. 

 

With the bus scheduled to leave after lunch, the Asian boarders decided it was too late to 

worry. Mr P called everyone to load up the school bus and the journey to the Moore farm 

commenced. After two hours of relative monotony, the bus finally exited the highway and 

entered a gate leading to a red dusted gravel driveway. This driveway branched out into 

four narrow walkways leading to the private residence of the Moore family and three large 

sheds. The boys were alighting and were greeted by Mr and Mrs Moore. Mr P returned the 
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greeting and proceeded to introduce each boarder. I was introduced as ‘Mr P’s able 

assistant for the weekend’ and here to help ‘keep an eye out for the boys’. As Mr P 

clarified with Mr Moore the administrative side of things, I was asked to gather the boys 

‘before they wander too far’. My first responsibility was to make sure they cleaned the bus 

and unloaded their belongings and stores before I removed them into an empty shed, our 

living quarters for the night.  

 

The Games Room – Their Home on the Range 

With the bus emptied and cleaned, Mr P gathered everyone together again to brief them on 

the rules and the activities for the day. For the next half an hour, the boys were given free 

time. Immediately, the group split into two distinct clusters. The first cluster stayed in the 

courtyard to play ‘footy’. The format of this game was uncomplicated; the players took 

positions at each end of the courtyard, a player then kicked the ball to the pack of players 

at the other end. Individuals from the receiving pack had to compete among themselves to 

catch hold or ‘mark’ the ball. Whoever took control of the ball then had the opportunity to 

kick the ball back to the first group which now became the receiving group. This end-to-

end exchange persisted for the entire 30 minutes. This exercise is a training exercise 

designed to sharpen a footy player’s kicking and marking skills and can be witnessed daily 

in the schoolyards across Australia.  

 

My attention was on the second group of boarders. They congregated in a nearby hut 

which I soon found out was the games room. The room, although basic, was well equipped 

with a pool table, a table tennis table and a television set linked to a game console. One of 

the Asian boarders came across it by chance and informed the rest of the group. Soon, they 
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were all in the shed playing different games. A handful of Australian boarders were also 

there. Hoping to find out their initial impressions of the farm, I spoke to those who were 

waiting for their turn. Here are some of their opinions: 

 

It is quite nice out here but the thought of being in the middle of nowhere, not 
really used to it. 
 
Don’t know. I think it is not very convenient staying here because you can’t just 
drive out to the shopping centre to buy things. 
 
You know lah. Coming from Singapore, we’re used to having our friends around 
us. Like, go and play soccer, or watch movie. Just to hang out with them. Over 
here, no friends, only with your family and maybe the farm animals. 
 
Damn sian (Chinese dialect for boring) lah. Lucky got this games room. Otherwise, 
we really will be bored to death. 

 

From these statements, it is clear that the urban origins of the Asian boarders influenced 

their outlook. These conceptions also formed the basis for their evaluation of the merits 

and shortcomings of farming life. Their approach was clear and with further reflection I 

realised that my initial impressions were similar. Like them, I had difficulty coming to 

terms with the various aspects of living on a farm. In particular, the vastness of the land 

made an impression, as I became conscious that the Moore Farm was almost the size of the 

entire Singapore island. Like the Asian boarders, I was bewildered to hear from Dylan, 

who grew up in a cattle ranch far north of Western Australia, that this particular farm 

would be considered small in scale. He added that it was not uncommon for farmers to use 

a helicopter or small aeroplane to get around the farm. Long-term city dwellers such as the 

Asian boarders and I found the lifestyle of country farm people inconceivable and strange.  
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In this strange environment, the games shed was claimed by the Asian boarders because it 

represented a cocoon of familiarity and a tangible link to the lives they were used to. It also 

became the specific social space where the Asian boarders were comfortable and provided 

the setting of how they were defined. In other words, the cultural capital they were 

accustomed to could, to a certain extent, be found in the games room. The implicit ways in 

which the Asian boarders occupied the games shed highlights how social groups are 

organised, how they interact, and how they function to identify as a group. Of course, the 

observation that social groups correlate with a particular space is not new. For example, 

Hollingshead (1949) linked students’ movement in and about the school space with social 

class. Scholars such as Devine (1996) who study the culture of schools have argued that 

the spatial organisation of different social groups not only demonstrates social dynamics, 

but has a bearing on how different students experience life in school. Drawing on his 

notion of habitus, Bourdieu (1977a) notes that the organisation of spaces could be seen as a 

strategic mechanism ‘enabling agents to cope with unforeseen and every-changing 

situations’ (p. 72). Habitus could therefore be conceptualised in the form of the games shed 

where lasting dispositions, past experiences and functions were integrated with a physical 

‘structural space’ (p. 95). Hence, after internalising the unfamiliar qualities of the ‘external 

structures’ of living on a rural farm, claiming the games shed as their own was an effort to 

reinstate predictability and familiarity. Like the analogy of the tree in the previous chapter, 

the games shed provided a physical home on the range where the Asian boarders could 

then branch out and understand the unfamiliar territory of the farm. Wacquant (1992) 

noted that the concept of habitus is incomplete without a notion of structure that makes 

room for the ‘organised improvisation of agents’ (p. 19). The tendency of the Asian 

boarders to seek out an improvised space during the farm trip was partly motivated by 
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feelings of displacement in an unfamiliar habitus. Coming to Perth had also resulted in 

similar feelings of uncertainty. Before providing the narrative of how they reterritorialised 

physical public spaces both inside and outside St Andrew’s School, I expand on this 

process of displacement from home and its reinvention through the occupation of 

previously unfamiliar spaces. 

 

The Displaced Asian Boarder 

As described in the earlier chapter, how when leaving their homes for the first time many 

Asian boarders experienced feelings of displacement and loss of identity. I suggest that one 

of the ways the Asian boarders came to terms with these feelings was through bonding and 

seeking support from each other. Through these interactions, the Asian boarders were able 

to articulate their own identity more clearly than before they left their home country. 

Before these networks could form, most of the Asian boarders were physically displaced 

from their countries and felt a sense of alienation. Their experiences could be summed up 

by Ranciere’s (1994) observation, ‘they may enter a space which is no more “home”, a 

“there” which is not “here”, where the marks of identity are blurred over, and the 

beginning of an adventure where they will lose their place and become more and more like 

strangers to themselves’ (p. 37). In addition, they might also begin to see themselves as a 

‘halfy’; ‘a person whose national or cultural identity is mixed by virtue of migration, 

overseas education, or parentage’ (Abu-Lughod, 1991, p.141). Seen in this way, we could 

expect that being away from their countries would lead to feelings of loss and diminishing 

awareness of Asian identity.  
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An example of this concern was expressed by George Yeo, the Foreign Minister, who 

made this statement about Singaporeans overseas; ‘Because we are very cosmopolitan in 

our upbringing and very multicultural, there is a danger that we fit easily into the local 

community … and our sense of being Singaporean may weaken’ (The Straits Times, 19 

Aug 1996, p. 3). His statement suscribes to the view that physical detachment from a home 

country diminishes identity and results in a displaced self. For the Asian boarders, coming 

to Perth was a temporary stay rather than a permanent relocation. However, the two to five 

year stay in Perth was similar to those of migrants since both involved entering a ‘liminal 

space’. This liminal space, according to Turner (1979), is to be ‘neither here nor there, to 

be betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention, 

and ceremonial’ (p. 95). This would mean that Asian boarders would gradually lose their 

sense of Asian-ness while overseas, instead, placing themselves within the host culture and 

adopting new cultural practices. Hall (1992) suggests that it is possible that ‘as national 

cultures become more exposed to outside influences, it is difficult to preserve cultural 

identities intact, or to prevent them from becoming weakened through cultural 

bombardment and infiltration’. (p. 302). Using the rhetoric of the Asian boarders, 

prolonged exposure to the Australian culture would ‘melt’ the way they specify their Asian 

identity. However, through the interviews with Asian boarders, it became apparent that the 

opposite was true for them. As some of them said: 

 

Being here makes me more conscious of who I am, unlike in KL, where I take my 
own identity for granted. 
 

For whatever reason, I feel more Singaporean here. My feelings of attachment seem 
to grow and whenever there are things concerning Singapore, I take more notice. 
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I become so conscious of my skin colour and behaviour here. It is impossible for me 
not to feel Chinese or Asian, even if I don’t want to. If people don’t remind me of 
who I am, my skin colour will. 

 

For them, being in a foreign country exposed them to cultural differences and as a result, 

created greater awareness of a racialised identity they could not escape. This new insight 

challenged previous concepts of their own identities. Robertson (1994) describes this well: 

 

The travelling narrative is always a narrative of space and difference. It may not 
always broaden the mind but it prods at it. It provokes new concepts, new ways of 
seeing and being, or at the very least, when the old ways of seeing and being have 
been stubbornly imported into foreign territory, subjects them to strain and fatigue. 
(p. 2) 
 

Therefore, living in a foreign environment would inevitably lead to encounters with new 

practices and experiences that could compel the traveller to re-think their own values and 

position. Bhabha (1990) termed this process entering a ‘third space’ and highlights how it 

displaces ‘histories that constitute it’, and establishes ‘new structures of authority’ (p. 211). 

This space also allowed them to preserve and differentiate their identity with other groups 

as an act of resistance. Therefore, a resistive space of identity production is occupied in 

order to participate in counter-hegemonic cultural practices. The notion of resisting implies 

a violent struggle against an imposition of western cultural forms upon the Asian boarders. 

My observation did not indicate this but pointed to other ways of resisting. The Asian 

boarders demonstrated this by engaging in a spatial politics of identity instead of 

assimilating. Before locating oneself in this space, this space has to be located and 

identified. As hooks (1990) points out: 

 

As a radical standpoint, perspective, position, the ‘politics of location’ necessarily 
calls those of us who would participate in the formation of counter-hegemonic 
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cultural practice to identify the spaces where we begin the process of re-vision. For 
me this space of radical openness is a margin – a profound edge. Locating oneself 
there is difficult yet necessary. It is not a ‘safe’ place. One is always at risk. One 
needs a community of resistance. (p.145) 

 

For the Asian boarders in Lewis House, this meant identifying certain venues which they 

could call their own. Through their spatial practices, a ‘community of resistance’ was 

created. By resisting the debilitating effects of domination by the White Australian culture, 

the Asian boarders raised the possibility of removing some of the ambiguity in their 

identities. Therefore, through their resistive spatial practices, a clearer articulation of their 

identities became possible when away from their home countries. In doing so, the foreign 

spaces were habituated and made their own. One way to perceive this is by considering the 

binary category of centre and margin with the Australian group in the centre and Asian 

boarders in the margin. Reterritorialisation was an attempt by the Asian boarders to 

orientate themselves from the periphery out of an aversion towards being marginalised. In 

asserting themselves through their spatial practices, they strove to establish their own 

centre. However, this could only be done when compelled to occupy positions of 

marginality. For if the Asian boarders were occupying the centre as they did in their home 

countries where there were no threats to their identities there would be no need to create 

communities of resistance. This is why resistive practices only come about after being 

placed in the margin. As Hooks (1990) puts it, ‘Marginality is the space of resistance’. 

Identifying the self would then not be possible if the Asian boarders continued to occupy 

the space of ‘Other’. This is expressed in Minh-ha’s (1990) reflection of her own position 

in North America, ‘In the adopted country, I can’t go on being an exile or an immigrant. 

It’s not a tenable place to be’ (p. 16). Seen in this manner, the position which the Asian 

boarders occupied becomes a product of the discursive construct of space where identity is 
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to a physical space. Therefore, discussions of space cannot be detached from identity. 

Hence, it was imperative for the Asian boarders to locate productive spaces in Perth in 

order for them to establish familiarity and find a physical setting to anchor their group 

identity. One of their approaches to familiarising Perth was to place themselves in a space 

with which they could identify. Barth (1969) suggests that it was through occupying these 

productive space that subjects could reconstruct their sense of collective identity through 

shared meaning and exclusion of others. For this discussion, the notion of space connotes 

more than just particular locations, it also refers to platforms for social activities or 

interaction. Space can be seen as ‘specific, concrete, known, familiar, bounded: the site of 

specific social practices which have shaped and formed us’ (Hall, 1992, p. 301). Hence, 

like their deep feelings towards home, the Asian boarders sought to find stability and 

familiarity in a place that could be infused with meaning and affinity.  

 

In the next section, I uncover two ‘Chinatowns’: the Lewis House dining hall and the 

Utopia Café, to provide insight into how the Asian boarders could better articulate their 

identities through geographically and culturally productive spaces in Perth. Excerpts from 

interviews with the Asian boarders are also included. This discussion is not confined to the 

school as this reterritorialisation process included certain spaces they occupied outside of 

school. These were physical spaces that helped draw the Asian boarders together. In these 

spaces, the students’ expressed, found, produced and reproduced a sense of self – 

collectively rendered – that nourished and strengthened them (Lefebvre, 1991). By doing 

so, they felt protected from the dehumanising effects of racism and simultaneously 

allowing themselves to assert a heightened sense of themselves which rose above their 

fellow boarders.  
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Claiming their space: The Two Chinatowns 

According to Tay and Smith (1990), a familiar space is where geography and ideology 

intersect. They added that the process of making it familiar is often driven by detachment 

and the desire to connect in a liminal space. To shed light on the practices of the Asian 

boarders, I draw on Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) concept of ‘reterritorialisation’ to 

understand how Asian boarders could reterritorialise specific physical spaces in Perth after 

leaving their homes. In ways similar to their attempt to assert their sense of self and seek 

the familiar through occupying the games shed daily, reterritorialsation also took place in 

their boarding lives. This could be observed in their choices and tendency to ‘hang out’ at 

specific venues.  

 

These venues may not have been set up for these purposes and members from other groups 

could also be present. Anderson (1991) notes similar qualities in his studies of Chinese 

diasporas, especially Chinatowns in various major cities in the world. He disagrees with 

common assumptions of passivity in the ways Chinese people positioned themselves in 

society. He used Chinatowns as examples of how minority Chinese people shaped their 

collective identity in the midst of geographical marginalisation. In similar ways, my 

observations and interviews with the Asian boarders suggested that they were active agents 

in positioning their group identity through inhabiting and occupying physical spaces 

(Buchanan, 1993). For this discussion, I chose two venues – the first location was the 

Lewis House dining hall. Although this was a communal space used by all members of the 

community, the Asian boarders always sat at specific tables in the same area during every 

meal. Coincidentally, this area was also known within the group as ‘Chinatown’. The 
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second venue was located outside the school. Utopia was a popular café located in 

Northbridge, the Chinatown district of Perth city. Both venues were claimed by the Asian 

boarders but differences were observed in how they were engaged spatially.   

 

The Lewis House Chinatown  

The dining hall of the St Andrew’s School residential community was located in a separate 

block, about 50 metres from Lewis House. When stepping into its interior there is a sense 

of old world décor with the timber floor and oak furniture exuding homely charm. The 

walls are adorned with sizeable wooden plaques listing the luminaries of the school from 

years gone by – ranging from war veterans to eminent scholars, a testimony of the rich 

tradition of the school. The centrepiece of the dining hall is an eight-crew rowing boat 

suspended from the ceiling by cables. I was told this was the very boat rowed to victory in 

a ‘Head of the River’ rowing competition more than a decade ago. The school’s pride in 

their past achievements is prominently displayed in the dining hall. At the north end of the 

dining hall is the food serving area, consisting of a large serving area where boarders pick 

up their main courses. This serving area is flanked by two self-serving mobile food bars for 

salad, dessert and fruits.  

 

After collecting their food, the boys move back to the dining area to find a seat. Other than 

the table reserved for staff members, the students are free to choose where and with whom 

they sit. Prior to my arrival to St Andrew’s School, a former Residential Assistant 

informed me that the boarders segregated informally into three major groups: the Asians, 

the Australians and the younger Year Eight boys. I found this generalisation to be largely 

true except that some groups had since segmented further. This was especially observable 
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during meal times, when the entire boarding community congregated at one location. 

There was no enforced seating plan and the boarders had full autonomy to choose where 

and with whom they sat. I became interested in how they organised themselves, paying 

special attention to the different areas they sat in during meal times. A persistent pattern 

soon emerged. Figure 1 is the general layout of the dining hall and the sitting areas of the 

various groups in the dining hall.  

 

 

 

Figure 7.1 Sitting layout in dining hall 

 

This arrangement was stable throughout the year. It was the area that the Asian boarders 

occupied, commonly know by the Australian boarders as ‘Chinatown’, that drew my focus. 
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suggested that the place had good ‘Fengshui’ (or location) because it was near to the food 

serving point and the entrance. Finding my own position in ‘Chinatown’ was not difficult 

as the boarders invited me to sit with them after my first fortnight in the school. Zach, a 

boarder with whom I had good rapport, made this statement after welcoming me to the 

table, ‘Wee, you belong here’, a statement implying that our shared ethnicity naturally 

included me in his group. This was underscored on another occasion when an Australian 

boy cheekily tried to sit in ‘Chinatown’ but was quickly rebuffed by the remark, ‘Fuck off! 

You don’t see any white people here, do you?’ The Asian boarders viewed themselves as 

different: they looked different, perceived themselves to be of a different culture and they 

preferred to isolate themselves collectively from the larger boarding community. This 

distinction was rigidly imposed by the Asian boarders and similar to (Oyserman and 

Sakamoto, 1997) the argument that collectivism increases sensitivity to possible 

discrimination. Therefore, the dining hall ‘Chinatown’ could be considered as one of the 

‘overt signals or signs’ that members exhibit to demonstrate their identity and at the same 

time, prevent members of other groups from participating (Barth, 1969, p.11). My 

observations and interviews with the Asian boarders suggest that they were active agents in 

this segregation process.  

 

In addition to segregation, there was also a diametric process of integration within the 

group. Bourdieu (1989) noted that social space consists of an ensemble of relations that 

‘objectivise’ the positions they occupy. Therefore, the closer the members in a group are 

situated in this space, the more they share common properties. These properties could be 

demonstrated in their conversations during meal times. The discussion topic usually 

revolved around their consumerist orientations where they talked about clothes and 
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technological gadgets. Conversations about clothes went beyond just apparel and labels. 

They included fashion accessories and trends. When discussing technological gadgets, they 

often deliberated on the advances in mobile phones, entertainment gadgets such as MP3 

music players and gaming consoles, and computers. The following excerpt was heard over 

dinner one Friday evening. Trevor was asking the other Asian boarders which MP3 music 

player he should buy the next day: 

 

Trevor: I confirm want to get one but not sure which one. 
 
Ernest: Just go with the iPod. Don’t think you go wrong with that. 
 
Yen: Rubbish. Any MP3 is better than an iPod. It is so f***ing expensive and you 
can only play music in a certain format. 
 
Ernest: Who say? All you need to do is to download iTunes and you can manage 
everything from there.  
 
Yen: That’s why it is shit because you can only load songs through iTunes whereas 
the one I use, you can just drag and drop. Any format, it can play.  
 
Trevor: But I also think the iPod looks cool. 
 
Ernest: (pointing to Yen and then making a clucking sound) Yeah. Not like you, 
chicken.        
 
Yen: Fuck you lah. I may not look cool but at least got more brain than a bloody 
iPod.  

 

Other than for its content, this conversation also captured the willingness of the Asian 

boarders to tease each other with put-downs and name-calling. From observation, these 

nicknames were mostly confined to within the Asian boarders group and were largely 

made public during meal times where most people were present.  
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Another recurrent conversation topic was the day-to-day occurrences in school and Lewis 

House. Key talking points usually included teachers, boarding staff, gripes about workload 

and a particular student or group. Unlike other accounts of boarding schools, the Asian 

boarders did not complain about the food. On the contrary, most of them actually 

commended the taste and the range of options made available to them. For example, they 

could choose between two different menus every meal.  

 

Of course the conversation topics within the Asian boarders group may not be unique to 

them as it was conceivable that other groups could be conversing about equivalent matters. 

Mrs Jane’s statement demonstrates this well: 

 

The boys from the country will be talking about farm equipment and what sort of 
tractors their fathers use. You know? Talking about how much crop they will have 
this year. I don’t imagine the Asian boys could take part in this conversation.  

 

Bourdieu’s description of habitus is useful in accounting for how the norms and values of 

the group, as observed in their conversations, provided tools for comparison and cohesion 

within the group. For the Asian boarders, being in a group reinforced a set of collectively 

shared ‘generative dispositions’. In other words, owning fashionable clothes and the latest 

electronic gadgets was part of being an identifiable Asian. Such preferences made it 

difficult for members of other groups in Lewis House to break into. Hence,‘Chinatown’ in 

the dining hall did not just represent the physical boundary that divided them from the rest 

of the boarding population, the content of space also became the segregating. Such 

processes were not confined to the school. The next section describes another space the 

Asian boarders appropriated as their own.   
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The Asian boarders’ Utopia  

In chapter four, I described how the weekend city leave was cherished by the Asian 

boarders as a welcome reprieve from boarding school life. As discussed earlier, I was with 

them on several occasions; the routine of places they visited and activities were largely 

standard. Among the venues frequented by the Asian boarders, none was more popular 

than ‘Utopia’. Utopia was a well-known café specialising in ‘bubble tea’, a beverage 

consisting of different types of iced tea such as green tea, jasmine or black tea, with fruit 

jelly or tapioca sago added to it. This drink is very popular in Asia. Utopia was the main 

place for the Asian boarders to mingle. Whenever I was there, which was mostly Saturday 

afternoons, it was not uncommon to find the café packed with customers. Utopia was 

clearly a very popular haunt, especially among adolescent Asian youths. From what I could 

gather, most of these youths were students from other educational institutions in Perth and 

from the languages they spoke, came from many different countries.  

 

Utopia’s success in attracting the patronage of the Asian students could be attributed to a 

few reasons. Other than its central location and close proximity to the train station, the 

main attraction was the beverages and the range of flavours that suited their palate. 

Ingredients such as taro, buckwheat and red bean that are considered exotic to those 

unaccustomed to them are common ingredients in bubble tea. During their visits to Utopia, 

I noticed that the Asian boarders seldom had any difficulty deciding what flavours they 

wanted. They clearly enjoyed this drink, some claimed to have tried every option available 

in the café. Jon made this comment, ‘My choice is always the winter melon milk tea with 

coconut jelly. I always drank it in Singapore, so it is the same here’. Another aspect of 
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Utopia that contributed to its popularity was how the customers could relate to the venue. 

The proprietor of the Utopia established the venue with a target group in mind. For 

example, the interior decoration was modern and decorated with posters of popular 

Taiwanese and Korean popstars on the walls. In the far corner of the café was a large 

noticeboard where people could put up advertisements for just about anything: from flyers 

of people looking for accommodation to real agents calling attention to their businesses. 

Most of these notices were written in Chinese. The music played in the shop also added to 

its distinct atmosphere. They usually played the latest pop songs from Hong Kong, Korea, 

Japan and Taiwan.  

 

With all these qualities, it was easy to see why the Asian boarders could quickly call 

Utopia their own space. These attributes were commented on during conversations when I 

asked them why they enjoyed coming to Utopia every week. Yen commented, ‘Coming 

here is good. It is the only place where we can check out Asian chio bu’s (pretty girls). 

You tell me where in Perth can you just sit and look. All the girls will come here’. Tin 

presented a different view, ‘This place is no different from the bubble tea places in Hong 

Kong. You look around. It doesn’t look like Australia right?’ As for Peng, he drew support 

from being in the midst of people from similar background: ‘We come here (Utopia) is like 

we’re all the same with everyone else. Most people here leave Asia to study in Perth. So in 

a way, we are all trying to find a bit of something that is familiar to us. This is like a break 

from boarding school’. Yen’s reflection was shared by his peers, most of the Asian 

boarders mentioned how spending time at Utopia reminded them of home. 
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Writing about Australian pubs or hotels, Fiske, Hodge and Turner (Fiske et al., 1987) 

describe the pub as ‘a social space, organised by a set of rules which specify who can be in 

it and what they can do … it controls meanings: what meanings can be expressed and how, 

and how they will be interpreted’ (p. 5). A similar dynamic is at play in Utopia café. Since 

a typical Australian pub embodies ‘a kitsch celebration of iconic and stereotypical 

Australian culture’ (West, 2006), there are rules and conventions to be interpreted and with 

which actors must engage. People who are not privy to these rules and the inner workings 

of the pub have difficulty participating and building connections with the environment. 

Although the pub does not explicitly express such distinctions, just as Utopia did not say 

‘Only Asians Allowed’, the dynamics of the social space mean that no explicit measure 

needs to be put in place to ensure that ‘outsiders’ feel at ease. In Utopia, Anglo-Australian 

patrons were categorised as ‘other’. This was certainly noticeable during Saturday 

afternoons when Utopia was bustling with Asian students, the odd Anglo-Australian 

entering the café would be greeted with curious glances and appeared out of place. At the 

times when I did notice Anglo-Australian patrons in Utopia, they were usually in the 

company of other Asian friends and seldom alone. On one such occasion, Pan made this 

remark which amused the rest the group, ‘Didn’t know ang mohs like to drink bubble tea. I 

think we can make money and invent beer with jelly inside’. Pan’s remark resonated to a 

certain extent with Moore’s (1994) observations made during his ethnographic study of the 

skinheads in Perth. Having observed skinheads gathering in various spaces,  he suggests 

that venues ‘belong to their patrons who create them by their presence’ (p. 29). However, 

Utopia was not created by the clients, it was already an ethnicised space that catered to 

Asian youth. It is also important to note that highly specialised spaces such as Utopia were 

not neutral. Its marketing strategy was designed to attract a specific clientele. Seen in this 
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way, the Asian boarders needed a setting to network with each other and maintian their 

sentiments and Utopia was the place where they could foster a sense of belonging.  

 

 A Space for Social Networking 

In my discussion so far, the spaces just described – the school dining hall and Utopia 

assumed new meaning when inhabited by the Asian boarders. This was primarily brought 

about by the active occupation of spaces and the use of these venues as places in which to 

bond. Through these venues, the Asian boarders better articulated their identities. Despite 

sharing the dining hall with other groups, the Asian boarders maintained their space by 

removing ambiguities and making it into a liminal monocultural space that was ideal for 

shaping their identity. Hence, the dining hall’s original function as a communal dining area 

was altered due to the reterritorialising practices of Asian boarders. The ‘Chinatown’ 

section of the dining hall had been transformed into a very intimate space blurring the 

public and the private boundaries. This was illustrated in the way the Asian boarders 

socialised and treated it as their own space to hang out in on Saturday evenings. The Asian 

boarders usually remained in the dining hall after dinner to interact. Since there was no 

prep, the boys usually played cards or simply talked. These activities served to maintain 

and even strengthen their friendship network.  

 

The scrutiny of social networks is prevalent in sociological and anthropological studies. 

McIver and Page (1962) defined networks in society as the ‘web of social relations’ (p. 5). 

Through this approach, researchers have refined the use of social networks into an 

analytical concept. Barnes (1954), in his study of a Norwegian island parish, and Bott 

(1957), in her research on families in London, are examples of two early works that 
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adopted the social network as an analytical tool. While these studies are dissimilar in 

dynamics and scope, they converge in that their focus is not on the subjects but rather, on 

the characteristics of their networks with one another as a means to explain the behaviour 

involved. In similar ways, Radcliffe-Brown (1952) viewed social structure as ‘a network of 

actually existing social relationships’ (p. 190). In this case, the term ‘network’ points to 

some sort of connections which could have been used to mobilise social action.  

 

Mitchell (1969) defined the concept of a social network as ‘a specific set of linkages 

among a defined set of persons, with the additional property that the characteristics of 

these linkages as a whole may be used to interpret the social behaviour of the people 

involved’ (p. 2). Turner (1979), in his review of existing theories, argues that social 

interaction, rather than action and behaviour, should be the most basic unit of analysis. To 

apply this to the Asian boarders of Lewis House, locating their social interaction in a 

physical context demonstrates how they orientated the network in the two ‘Chinatowns’. 

This was illustrated in the dining hall where the Asian boarders’ practice of moving from 

different seats to talk with different people in ‘Chinatown’ led to the creation of new 

friendship ties and the strengthening of existing ones. While there were no fixed patterns in 

how they sat, it became apparent that certain members in the group were more popular. 

They were the ones most of the other boarders congregated around during meal times or 

Saturday evenings. One reason for popularity was a sense of humour and a knack for 

initiating interesting conversation topics. The popular boys were also knowledgeable and 

well-informed about things that were happening in the school. As a researcher, I made it a 

point to join them during these gatherings as it allowed me to keep in touch with what was 

happening in their lives and thoughts. These gatherings provided a platform for news and 
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information to be transmitted quickly among the Asian boarders since most of them would 

be present.  

 

From this observation, it appears that interacting with each other and being kept in the loop 

of the latest information were crucial aspects of bonding within the group. Although the 

Asian boarders belonged to a relatively small network when compared to the entire 

overseas student network in Perth, there existed a deep level of connectedness between 

them. On the superficial level, the close network of relations helped them function in Perth. 

For example, by supporting each other in times of need, or just being companions. But on a 

deeper level, the network was also a crucial component in helping them better articulate 

their identities.  

 

The Asian boarders shared close links with each other because they lived with each other. 

Although they had strong friendship networks in their home countries, moving to Lewis 

House weakened former links due to decreased contact. Gradually, new networks replaced 

these old ties. Asian boarders who graduated often lamented that their time in Lewis House 

was the most memorable and the friendships they shared were closer than any others they 

ever had. Their sentiments were similar to Mitchell’s (1969) assertion that the key 

interactional aspect in a person’s network concerns ‘the meanings which the persons in the 

network attribute to their relationships’ (p. 20). Hence, the members of this Asian boarders 

network were able to relate to each other because shared meaning facilitated their 

understanding of each other. They conversed with each other about things which interested 

them, they recounted shared experiences and exchanged news about mutual friends. As 

Mitchell (1969) notes, ‘the actors and the observer in any social situation are able to 
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understand the behaviour of those involved because it is accorded a meaning in terms of 

the norms, beliefs and values which they associate with this behaviour’ (p. 20). The ability 

of the Asian boarders to relate to each other and the ease with which they interacted, 

strengthened the links that they had with each other. With this quasi-group, all of the Asian 

boarders were situated close together and being in constant close physical proximity 

appeared to have led to a strongly bonded network. The two ‘Chinatowns’ provided a 

physical platform and became increasingly familiar to the Asian boarders as they 

networked and established connections. In addition to just ‘hanging out’ with each, there 

were also other activities that led to deeper levels of connection among them. The next 

section examines these other activities within the network that enhanced their connections 

with each other.  

 

Activities and Connectedness 

As an Asian boarder regularly participated in the group associated activities, his bonds 

with the other members grew tighter and he came to be considered a part of the group. 

Hence, continual involvement with the group gave the members a sense of collective 

identity that was achieved through increased interaction. Moore (1994), in his ethnography 

on skinheads, comments that the dynamic nature of activities is crucial in determining the 

level of participation within a social group. He notes that it is the speed with which 

information disseminates among all members in the group that indicates the level of 

solidarity within the group. A further sign of solidarity, Moore adds, was his observation of 

his subjects who after participating in certain events talked about them at length, even 

months after. He used this observation to point out how one’s sense of belonging could be 

enhanced through participation, leading to ‘shared memory’. Elsewhere, Samson (1980) 
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makes a similar observation which he terms, ‘consociate identity’. This form of association 

can be ‘accorded or is claimed with reference to a person’s history of co-participation with 

others in happenings’ (p.139). From this observation, it can be argued that activities carried 

out collectively with most members of a group, shape and reinforce group identity.  

 

For the Asian boarders, one of their ‘shared memories’ was in the area of sport. This was 

demonstrated in a particular soccer game in which they played. This situation was unique 

because it included a group of students from a neighbouring school who challenged the 

Asian boarders to a soccer game. I could sense the Asian boarders’ discomfort and that 

they were intimidated. Peng even commented that the other group appeared physically 

stronger. Furthermore, the teams were not evenly matched because the challengers had an 

extra player. This imbalance was quickly resolved as I was roped in to make up the 

numbers by playing the goalkeeper for the Lewis House team. Playing this position also 

gave me the best position to appreciate what was happening on the field. Eventually, the 

Asian boarders worked out their positions and the game started. The Asian boarders played 

wonderfully well that afternoon. They passed the ball deftly, defended stoutly and ran their 

hearts out. They won the game final by scoring four goals to one or as Peng said, ‘an upset 

victory over a stronger team’. Their dinner conversation that evening was totally 

dominated by the game. Congratulations flowed freely as they recounted how well 

everyone played and laughed over comical moments during the game including my 

blunder that resulted in the opposition’s sole goal. Much of the same talk was heard for the 

rest of the week and brought up even a month after the game. Through this, it was clear 

that a particular game created enduring memories for the Asian boarders and fortified their 

bonds with each other.  
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In addition to soccer games, other regular activities that reinforced shared identity included 

weekend trips to the city and attending school socials. These activities need not necessarily 

be extraordinary and could be as simple as having a day out or a ‘good laugh’ (Moore 

1994, p.120). Though daily living in Lewis House was busy and highly regimented, there 

were still pauses in the routine such as between lesson breaks and after school free time, 

that allowed the Asian boarders to participate in spontaneous activities. Since these 

activities were not organised, they were loosely structured and took on many forms. They 

could be as straightforward as dropping into each other’s room for a chat, playing 

computer games together or having an impromptu game of table tennis or pool. Though 

simple and spontaneous, these activities were important in maintaining the links within the 

quasi-group. Such routine activities were crucial for establishing consociated identity. 

Since the Asian boarders could interact with each other every day, the activities they did 

together also deepened their relationship. This might not be apparent to them because they 

saw these activities as not warranting any special attention but as part of mundane, 

everyday practices. This was illustrated when some boys gathered in one of the rooms at 

Lewis House.  

 

On the evenings when I was around Lewis House, whether on duty or for research 

purposes, I observed the tendency for the Asian boarders to congregate in each other’s 

room during supper time and just before bedtime. There were no set patterns in the 

determination of whose room they gathered in, except it was usually the rooms of Year 

Eleven boarders as their living quarters were big enough to house two occupants. More 

often than not, I was the only non-student in the room. During such gatherings, nothing 
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extraodinary happened. Usually a group of them surrounded the computer, observing and 

giving advice to whoever was playing the game. Meanwhile, the majority of the group sat 

around the room talking about the day’s happenings, complaining about their workload or 

teachers, debating the merits of the soccer teams they supported or which student in a 

nearby all girls’ school was the best looking. Superficially, these gatherings were entirely 

mundane but it was precisely such moments of communication that made them especially 

effective in producing consociate identity. The fact that they came together in this way 

each and every night indicates the importance of these ‘meetings’. Once the bell rang to 

indicate supper break, I often observed a group of them going into a room while one or two 

stragglers made their rounds to the different rooms trying to locate the main group.  

 

It was over meetings like these that another aspect of ‘shared’ identity was produced and 

maintained (Barth 1969). This concerns past activities not necessarily done together but 

experienced together. Since all of the Asian boarders were from Southeast Asia, they 

shared similar cultural experiences and backgrounds, and because they were all in their 

mid- to late- teens, it meant they were able to relate to and talk about era-specific topics 

such as movies and television programmes (both locally and American produced) that they 

grew up watching. The music they grew up listening to, games they used to play in school 

or Japanese manga comic books they read growing up were also significant to them. 

Through these moments, each individual learnt to associate and relate their past 

experiences with their peers, leading to deeper feelings of belonging and strengthening of 

shared identity. For the Asian boarders, the ability to relate and shared their past with other 

members in the group helped defined their identity in the boarding house. This sense of 

group solidarity and affiliation has implications for a clearer articulation of Asian identity 
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in Lewis House, for it gave the boarders a sense of belonging and lent an air of familiarity 

to an otherwise unknown environment.        

 

The language they used to communicate with each other during activities is also worth 

noting. In Chapter 6, I discussed how the improvised use of ‘Asian speak’ helped integrate 

the members of the group. I noticed the conversations that took place within the group 

were usually ‘Asian speak’. This way of speaking became the lingua franca and can be 

perceived as a unifying counter-language. Since not every member of the group was able 

to speak each other’s national language, ‘Asian speak’ was used as the everyday language 

for everyone. ‘Asian speak’ was also used because members were so comfortable with it. 

Being in an environment where ‘Asian speak’ was spoken, instead of proper English, made 

it a familiar place and reinforced their shared identity. 

 

The Asian boarders shared many aspects of their lives with each other and identified 

strongly with the group as a result of shared activities in physical spaces in Perth. They 

also accentuated shared experiences and background leading to stronger feelings of 

belonging. These daily and often mundane forms of interaction were effective in helping 

them articulate their group identity  

 

Overview 

Using the description of ‘Chinatown’ in the dining hall and ‘Utopia’, this chapter has 

highlighted the Asian boarders’ practice of occupying physical spaces in Perth. It was 

through these spaces that networking and bonding took place. Inhabiting these spaces 

allowed the Asian boarders a safe setting where they could interact and strengthen their 
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collective identity. The observations and their feedback certainly provide an indication of 

the high levels of comfort they felt, as well as an enhanced sense of belonging. 

Furthermore, the ways in which these spaces were configured excluded members from 

other groups through the barriers of language, ethnicity and content. At the same time, they 

could share, reflect on shared experiences and reproduce new interpretations of Asian 

identity. In the next chapter, I analyse one such interpretation: the Asian boarders’ 

conception of masculinity. I juxtapose their understanding with the school’s portrayal of 

the ‘St Andrew’s School man’. 
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CHAPTER 8 
BECOMING THE ASIAN MAN 

 

International Students’ Dance Cruise 

Each year, the international student liaison coordinators from private schools in Perth 

coordinate a special social event exclusively for international students. The purpose of this 

event is to provide an opportunity for international students from private schools across 

Perth to get to know each other. During the year of my fieldwork, the coordinators planned 

a dance party on board a river boat. Zach, a Year Twelve boarder, was entrusted with the 

responsibility of ascertaining the number of boarders interested in attending this event. It 

was also Zach who brought this event to my attention and asked if I would be willing to be 

the supervising staff. I agreed and volunteered to the Recreation Officer. He immediately 

agreed, since such duties were not popular as they involved giving up a Saturday evening.  

 

A fortnight prior to the event, I was given a confirmation letter detailing all the pertinent 

information regarding the event, including a spreadsheet listing the timeline and contact 

information for liaison personnel since another school was organising the event. On the 

day of the cruise, another document was handed to me with the list of students who had 

confirmed their attendance, the contact numbers of key staff members including those of 

senior boarding staff and the bus driver. I was also handed a mobile phone to ensure I was 

contactable at all times.  

 

Before six o’clock that evening, a group of boys had already gathered at the Lewis House 

foyer where I would meet them. It was obvious they had put much effort into dressing up. 
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On this occasion, the boys were wearing the most fashionable clothing items which 

consisted mainly of designer label jeans and long sleeve collared shirts. Having already 

known them for more than six months then, I had some understanding of the way they 

dressed. They only wore jeans during weekend visits to the city and when they were 

catching a flight home for holidays. Even in those instances, they usually only wore T-

shirts or polo shirts. Long sleeve collared shirts were only for very special events such as 

formal school dinners. Many boys mentioned they had been looking forward to this event 

and I enquired why. Sam immediately replied: 

 

Staying with so many guys, we need to check out babes there to remind ourselves 
that we are not gay. Besides, who knows? Tonight could be the night I meet my 
girlfriend. 

 

Sam’s statement indicated his intent for the evening. Like the rest of the boys going to the 

dance cruise, they were excited at having an evening away from the monotony of boarding 

life and the opportunity to mingle with female students. They recognised that the dance 

cruise presented an ideal opportunity for the Asian boarders to meet girls of similar origin, 

ethnicity and educational experience. As Sherman exclaimed, ‘if there is any social we 

have to go for, it is this one’.  

 

As the group of boys in the Lewis House foyer continued to grow, I proceeded with a roll 

call and they were asked to board a waiting bus. During our journey to the jetty, I reminded 

them about their expected behaviour, the time and location for pickup at the conclusion of 

the event. The boys then started chatting among themselves and the topic of discussion 

veered towards the girls who would be present at the event. Zach, whose sister boarded in 

a private girls’ school, started to list names of girls whom he had heard would be present at 
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the dance and each name received the query if that particular girl was desirable. The 

following is an excerpt of this dialogue: 

 

Zach: Yeah. I think Melinda will be there also. 

Kenny: Which one is Melinda? Chio or not? 

Zach: Errr … Okay lah. She’s okay looking. 

Kenny: Okay looking means not good looking lah. 

Zach: Sort of. Yeah.  

Kenny: (Laughs) Then she will be suitable for Yen.  

Yen: Fuck you lah. 

 

Listening to them, I gained the impression that a process of allocation was taking place: the 

boys were trying to identify particular girls they might approach and at the same time, 

were quick to deflect girls they did not fancy to their peers. They demonstrated what 

Martino (1999) terms ‘a hierarchy of valorised and subordinated masculinities’ (p. 242). 

Through their banter, the Asian boarders were placing the girls in a hierarchy of 

attractiveness and at the same time attempting to match their peers to the girls. Hence, 

through putting down their fellow boarders, they were also asserting their own masculinity.  

 

Upon arrival at the jetty, I linked up with the event coordinator to report the number of 

boys present and find out my role for the evening. Such social events usually require staff 

members to assist in supervising the students and my responsibilities were to make sure 

students behaved appropriately. Through the year, I had had the opportunity to supervise 

several of these events and witnessed many instances of rebellious behaviour. For 
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example, students smuggling alcohol or illicit drugs into event grounds and amorous 

couples looking for opportunities to sneak out of the premises. Normally, staff members 

were allocated specific areas to supervise and the times they were required to be there. For 

this cruise event, given the space constraint on a ship, I was assigned the outside deck, 

which was a welcome reprieve because in previous events, the male toilet had been my 

usual locale.  

 

By the time the event coordinator completed her briefing, the jetty was congested with 

excited students waiting impatiently to board the ship. They did not have to wait long as 

the staff members quickly ushered them aboard. After everybody were onboard, the ship 

was finally ready to depart. On cue, the DJ played the first set of dance tunes and the dance 

party officially began. Wandering through the ship, I noticed distinct groups starting to 

form around the ship. The dynamics of the groups were largely set down according to the 

schools from which they came. Perhaps intimidated by the unfamiliar surrounding, they 

prefered to mingle with their own friends. When not on supervisory duties, I spent my time 

with the Lewis House group, who at this stage congregated on the outside deck. When I 

asked them why they were not socialising with the girls I drew responses such as: 

 

What’s the point when the girls are so feral looking? I can’t be bothered. Not worth 
the effort. (Aran) 
 
Shy lah. Unlike Zach, I am not a ladies’ man. Later I get tongue tied and make a fool 
of myself. (Yen) 
 
Too hot inside (the dance floor). It is cooler outside. (Tin) 

 

These three responses highlighted different reasons for their reluctance to spread beyond 

their familiar social group. Aran attributed his inaction to the view that the girls present 
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there were not to his liking, while Pan’s inferiority complex was his stumbling block. Sam 

blamed the environment for his reluctance to interact. As the evening wore on, things did 

not change as the Asian boarders continued to cluster together, contented to talk among 

themselves. Listening to their conversation, it became apparent that they were not as 

ambivalent as I had first thought: the content of their talk did not stray away from the girls. 

The following excerpt highlights this: 

 

Ernest: Who is that one in pink?  

Zach: Not sure but I think she is from Magdalene College. 

Ernest: She is quite cute. I like her smile. 

Zach: Then go and talk to her lah. 

Ernest: Nah. I am not as smooth as you. 

 

Another conversation showed this awareness: 

 

Pan: What about that one there? 

Aran: You can tell by the way she dresses she is loose. 

Pan: Why you care what she is like? If she dares to dress like that, I dare to look. 

 

Their comments towards the girls were not limited to dress style. Physical attributes were 

also subjected to scrutiny and debate. For example, as the attention rested on a particular 

girl, some of the boys took turns to voice their opinions about her: 

 

Tai: Look at that one on the left. I reckon she’s not bad. 
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Ivan: Are you sure? Her face looks like a bloody horse man. 

Tai: Nah. She’s not bad. At least she’s got a good body. Look at her ass. It’s good. 

Ivan: Okay only. But her chest is like, so flat. Even your tits are bigger than her’s.  

Kenny: So what? You will only look at her body and not her face whenever you go 

out with her? 

Tai: (laughing) Yeah. Put a paper bag over her head! 

 

Their comments about the girls reveal two common elements: firstly, the boys desired to 

know the girls but had difficulties approaching them. Their comments were forms of 

evaluative discourse, a distant objectifying ‘talk’ that arguably obscured their own 

insecurities and concerns when it came to interacting with the opposite sex. Secondly, this 

form of cautious evaluation gave them a sense of control. This attitude was motivated by 

fear that approaching the girls could lead to rejection. Griffin (1981) aruges that it is this 

fear that often leads to the consumption of pornography and the tendency to ‘objectify’ 

women. The use of pornography in the boarding house is discussed in the next chapter.  

 

During the event, I also noted that the girls were dressed in ways that captured the boys’ 

attention. Most of them wore outfits that were ‘figure hugging’ and skimpy such as short 

skirts and spaghetti-strapped. Similar to the boys, the girls also made much effort to look 

their best and dressed provocatively although it was a rather chilly and windy night. 

Noticing the same thing, a staff member from another school exclaimed, ‘Looking at how 

little they are wearing, I can’t help but feel cold for them’. I asked the Asian boarders 

whether there were differences between the ways girls and boys are expected to look 

attractive. All of the boys agreed that girls should be expected to look good and to ‘at least 
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put on some make up’, while the boys were not required to put in as much effort in 

dressing well. Puzzled by this response, I inquired why they wore their choicest clothes to 

the dance event. Ivan explained: 

 

Of course we have to wear nicer clothes because all the chio bu’s in Perth are going 
to be there tonight. We must give them a good impression. Also, the girls take the 
effort to dress nicely, we have to give them face too.   

 

‘Chio bu’ is a term taken from a Chinese dialect used to be describe attractive females. For 

Ivan and many of the boys, the chio bu’s of Perth were comprised entirely of female Asian 

students from the private boarding schools in Perth. Ivan’s comment seemed to indicate a 

standpoint that their attendance at the dance event was in fact doing a favour for the girls. 

The boys believed that they were the ultimate judges of who was considered ‘chio’ or hot. 

This short conversation greatly increased my understanding of how the Asian boarders 

viewed themselves as young men. On one hand, they attempted to play up their bravado by 

trying to place the girls on an hierarchy of attractiveness while finding reasons not to 

approach the girls. Yet, through this event, their insecurities also surfaced. Martino (1999) 

notes in his discussion about masculinity in schools, that boys often equate rejection by the 

opposite sex as a failure to measure up to ‘forms of masculinity’ while in peer group 

situations (p. 244). Therefore, some of the boys might be keen to approach the girls but 

were held back out of fear of rejection and ridicule from their peers.   

 

I opened this chapter with the narration of the International Students’ Dance Cruise as it 

was an event that highlighted how the boys defined their masculinity in a context beyond 

the boarding school and with young females students present. In his influential book, Louts 

and Legends, Walker (1988) similarly used the school dance to highlight the ‘hunting and 
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dancing’ practices of the male students (p.105). Walker’s discussion points to schools as 

sites of gender differentiation. The river cruise organised by the school illustrates the ways 

in which masculinities are produced through performances that draw on the different 

cultural resources that are available in each setting. Masculinity does not exist as an 

ontological given, but comes into existence through people’s actions. The Asian boarders 

of St Andrew’s School illustrate some of these behaviours. However, their practices shows 

some significant deviation as well in that most of them never really met with the girls on 

the cruise and did not have opportunities to interact with girls during their lives in the 

boarding school. It may be the case that the school itself has shaped the behaviour in some 

way (Connell, 1989; Gilbert and Gilbert, 1998; Greene, 2007). This chapter examines the 

idealised forms of masculinity upheld by the school as embodied in the ‘St Andrew’s 

School man’ through a staff member. This model is then contrasted with the Asian 

boarders perception of ‘Asian masculinity’.  

 

The St Andrew’s School Man 

In their discussion about how schools shape popular constructions of masculinity, Gilbert 

and Gilbert (1998) note that ‘with its historically reproduced rules, routines, expectations, 

relationships and rewards, and its deployment of artifacts, resources and space, schools 

actively shapes what happens within it, for all its inhabitants’ (p. 114). They add that 

schools are ‘thoroughly gendered’ and perpetuate this in their organisation and practice so 

that they present students with idealised forms of masculinity. In the earlier chapter, I 

stated that most of the boarding staff in Lewis House were males. The responsibilities 

bestowed by the school upon them were supplementary to their already heavy workload as 

school teachers. Their ascribed role was to look after the residential welfare of all boys in 
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their respective Year level and formally supervise the boys throughout the week and on 

weekends, as well as help with excursions and other activities within the community. 

Another additional obligation that might not be entirely apparent was that they were put 

forward as the model of masculinity upheld by St Andrew’s School. Analysis of the 

publicity materials and school website, offers insight into the definition and certain 

essential qualities that a St Andrew’s School man must possess. Students in the boarding 

community therefore do not need to look far to find examples of the masculinity to which 

they should aspire. The staffing patterns and structure within the boarding community also 

served as examples of the expected conduct of a St Andrew’s man.  

 

Cookson and Persell (1985) noted that the key element their researched school sought 

when hiring new boarding staff was ‘balance’, where successful applicants were required 

to have ‘academic skills, sports skills, artistic skills, as well as personal characteristics as 

gender, experience, morality, and last but by no means least, enthusiasm’ (p. 90). While 

every school’s conception of balance may vary, staff in Lewis House were certainly 

promoted to the public as well-rounded individuals who not only had the academic 

qualifications to carry out their duties. They also possessed other qualities that epitomised 

the school’s ideology of masculinity. These traits were frequently emphasised in school 

publications and the website. The following section highlights how boarding staff were 

represented through official school publications and the website.  

 

In a typical school publication, they began by detailing the role and responsibilities of that 

particular staff member:    
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Matt is the Year 10 Coordinator and is the primary contact for all our Year 10 
boarding parents. He is responsible for the leadership, pastoral care, spirit and 
morale, security, supervision and discipline of all boarders, in such a way as to 
promote their growth and well-being. He is charged with the task of ensuring that the 
residential experience of a St Andrew’s School boarder is an engaging and rewarding 
one. The aim is to empower boarders to take charge of their own lives by developing 
them to be confident and capable young men in an atmosphere of warmth, support 
and care. 

 

One could comment that most aspects of the job were difficult to measure but what these 

terms mapped out was the social learning and atmosphere the boarding community could 

provide for the boarders. By reiterating lofty qualities such as ‘leadership’, ‘spirit and 

morale’ and ‘empowering’, the school was assuring parents that these men were committed 

and their duties were to cultivate an ideal environment conducive for the boys to mature 

into ‘confident and capable young men’. 

 

With the purpose of the boarding staff mapped out, the next progression was to present the 

credentials of the staff member, beginning with their educational background, followed by 

their relevant experiences as a teacher:  

 

Matt graduated from the University of Queensland with a Bachelor’s degree in Arts 
with Honours. After relocating to Perth, he attained a Graduate Diploma in 
Education from the University of Western Australia.    
 
At the start of his teaching career, Matt spent nine years working at agricultural 
schools around Western Australia as a teacher of Social Science and English, he 
taught at Pasture School in rural Kalgoorlie. He said it was a fantastic experience, 
likening the school to a close-knit family. Matt joined the St Andrew’s School in 
1995 as a teacher of English and Social Science. Last year, he joined Lewis House as 
a Year Coordinator. 

 

This can be interpreted as claiming that the boys can be assured that this staff member was 

suitably trained and had the professional experience to perform his duties. Therefore, 
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possessing the appropriate educational qualification was essential to their responsibilities 

as men. Parents could be attracted by the added benefit of their sons having contact with 

teaching staff outside school hours. Hence, by promoting the qualities of the teachers, 

parents were given the  confidence that their sons were under the tutelage of mature men 

with the knowledge and ability to look after and even provide a positive influence for their 

sons. From this, parents could then hope that their sons were being given the opportunity to 

develop in knowledge and ability by their interaction with staff members. Demonstrating 

awareness of parents’ desires, ‘The St Andrew’s School Staff’, was described in another 

school source, as bringing‘a range of academic expertise and life experiences into the 

community … they interest their boys in thinking’. Summing up these observations, the 

first element crucial in the St Andrew’s School concept of masculinity was that a man 

needed to possess academic ability and intellect. This emphasis was stated as one of the 

school’s aims ‘to enable boys to grow in knowledge, skills and understanding.’ The boys 

were inculcated in the values of working hard to develop and refine their intellectual 

ability. They must also value and take responsilibility for their educational endeavours. Jon 

demonstrated awareness of this in a statement he made during a conversation we had, 

‘there are some universal things about us St Andrew’s School students, we have to be 

pretty driven, hardworking and smart enough’. 

 

Having established intellectual ability as the most important quality, the introduction went 

on to highlight other qualities the institution perceived as required from young men of the 

school:   
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An accomplished hockey player, Matt competed in State level competitions. In the 
co-curricular domain, Matt has coached hockey and tennis. He is currently the 
Teacher in Charge of Hockey. 
 

In another example, talent of a different nature is described: 

 

Having a keen interest in music, Stephen teaches piano lessons on the weekends, 
plays in a jazz ensemble once a week and plays the piano recreationally. 

 

Even the most diligent student cannot sit in the classroom all day, and because the school’s 

ideology of masculinity emphasised balance, Lewis House offered an impressive array of 

extra-curricular activities, the most common of all being sport. As a result, an abundance 

of facilities were made available for the boarders to hone their interest and talents. The 

music studios, a piano room, swimming pool, gym and sports facilities could be accessed 

after school hours as long as the keys were obtained from the duty staff. By including the 

other interests or as the school termed it, ‘special talents’ of the staff members, the school 

upheld the ideal of a balanced man with multiple skills, particularly in sports or music. The 

school positively encouraged these interactions and hoped that through them a set of 

practices that construct models, ideas, activities and relations to promote particular forms 

of masculinity, could be imparted (Gilbert et al., 1998, p. 114). Through increased contact 

with staff members, the boarders could perceive the staff members as not only teachers but 

as individuals endowed with additional abilities. It was common to see staff members join 

the boarders in an impromptu game of soccer or basketball after school. Qualified staff 

members willingly offered pointers to the boarders on how to improve aspects of their 

game. Interactions such as these added to the respect the boarders had for the staff 

members. The far-reaching effects of these interactions could be demonstrated from the 

reverence the boarders had for a former boarding staff member who played competitive 
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basketball at a national level. They praised him for his skill and recalled the advice he 

gave, although he had left the school two years ago. ‘Mark was my idol during Year Eight, 

his skills were unbelievable. Really unbelievable. Like a ‘sen’ in basketball (the Mandarin 

translation for deity)’ one of the boarders, Andrew, extolled. When asked to elaborate on 

this comment, Andrew, who was representing the school in basketball then, acknowledged 

that he modelled his game on helpful pointers from Mark. Andrew’s interaction with Mark 

was an example of how sports and extra-curricular activities in the boarding school shaped 

masculinity. Furthermore, boarding staff members often had to volunteer as coaches in the 

various sports teams. Hence, training sessions and games provided opportunities for 

interaction. Staff members had many opportunities to establish more personal and open 

relationships with boarders than the formal classroom might allow. 

 

The final aspect often featured in the introduction to the school was personal information 

on a staff member; mostly about his family: 

 

He lives with his wife Mary and two boys Peter and Jonathan in Lewis House, which 
is attached to the accommodation for the boarders. 

 

The inclusion of this information is interesting because of the various connotations, both 

overt and veiled, conveyed through this short description. Firstly, one could envisage this 

staff member as a husband and a father. Secondly, this father figure would be staying in 

the same complex as their sons. Parents had the knowledge that a responsible father figure 

was around to bond with and foster their sons’ development.   
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These discourses also conveyed undertones of masculinity implying that a man’s 

responsibilities are to his family and with that he needs to be the provider, leader and 

protector. Being a husband and father adds to his desirability as a house master, especially 

during a time when mature single men are shrouded in suspicion and insinuations of 

homosexuality or worse, paedophilia (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005). Lehne (1989) in 

his study of homophobic attitudes found that negative attitudes towards homosexuals often 

stemmed from the beliefs and attitudes of the traditional family in which a man of a certain 

age should be married with children, or he would be regarded as ‘suspect and unmanly’ in 

a male-oriented culture (p. 238). Hence, the marital and family status of the staff members 

was emphasised so that any remaining apprehension of the moral fibre of the staff member 

was alleviated. Studies of masculinity construction in schools often examine the 

interactions and teaching practices according to the sex of the student in the teacher-

student relationship. Mac an Ghail (1996) suggests that if schools are perceived as active 

agents in the cultural production of masculinities, a teacher’s role should be identified as 

being important to this notion since teachers ‘actively produce a range of masculinities’ 

and femininities that are made available for students collectively to negotiate and occupy 

(p. 385). In other words, the efforts of the school in presenting the boarding staff members 

as family men endorsed and provided a conceptual map to begin to explore the range of 

masculine formations required of students.  

 

Summarising the qualities essential for the quintessential St Andrew’s School Man, he 

must be accomplished in three main areas: intellect, physical abilities and character. All 

three qualities contribute to what Honey (1977) terms as ‘an air of self-confidence in 

knowing that he can accomplish greatness’ (p. 43). Various investigations into traditional 
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boarding school ideology reveal similar emphasis on individuals being ‘well-adjusted’ and 

possessing ‘prep poise’ (Cookson and Persell, 1985, p. 54). The emphasis on the 

fatherhood status of the staff gave assurance to parents that their sons had mature men 

around them who were authoritative and possessed the strength to positively influence 

their sons. At the same time, parents also knew that their sons would still be in a home-like 

environment. Interviews with parents certainly revealed this perception. Of the three sets 

of parents I spoke with, two of them mentioned their confidence that the school had done a 

satisfactory job in looking after their sons. One parent even divulged that he felt the school 

was doing a better job of parenting his son than he did at home:  

 

I sent him here because the school is the home now. Back in KL, he comes home 
after school, kick off his shoes and just laze around, do nothing. We cannot do 
anything to him. In the boarding school, good luck to him if he does that. I like how 
they have inspections and strict boundaries. I hope this will make a man out of him. 

 

The boarding house thus becomes a site within which the boarders have the opportunity to 

be presented with alternate forms of masculinity through St Andrewss School. Gilbert and 

Gilbert (1998, p. 176) write of the ‘embodied reality of masculine practice’, and so far, I 

have stated that masculinity is shaped by referring and observing people’s actions 

(Connell, 2000). Thus, an important way to achieve this is by observing adult practices and 

performances of masculinity. Students could clearly see, for instance, the distribution of 

authority and power among boarding staff as well as how they treated each other. A range 

of personal and professional relations among staff were involved in this process, as when 

male and female staff distribute such tasks as discipline or organising sports in 

stereotypical ways.  
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As described in the earlier chapter, the only two female staff in Lewis House were the 

housemother, Mrs Jane, and the nurse, Jo. The housemother’s role was largely domestic in 

nature: she looked after the physical well-being of the boarders. Her job description was to:  

 

provide a caring and maternal side for our boarders. Additionally, they facilitate the 
laundry and mending of clothes, organise the transport of boys to and from 
appointments and assist with reservations for travel. A key responsibility is 
accompanying the younger boys to their medical appointments. The Housemothers 
also provide afternoon tea and evening suppers and help the boys in many other 
ways, as only a mother could do. During work hours they are always available for a 
chat with the boys or with concerned or anxious parents. 

 

The housemother’s responsibilities implied constant availability. The school nurse’s role 

was similar in description although it was more to do with looking after the boarders’ 

health. As the website stated: 

 

Jo is a registered nurse with years of experience in healthcare. She is responsible for 
the health and welfare of students and staff in accordance with school protocols and 
the regulations of the Nurses’ Board of Western Australia. 

 

Both job descriptions provide examples of the traditional gendered roles ascribed to 

women. Even the official job titles imply feminine traits and state in no uncertain terms 

that the staff member is required to practise and perform the gendered roles of a woman. 

Just as the male staff members provided a template of masculinity for the boarders to 

emulate, the female staff members, to the same effect, exemplified the responsibilities of a 

woman in a male dominated environment. As all masculinities are constructed in contrast 

to being feminine, those that are positioned at the bottom of the masculine hierarchy are 

symbolically assimilated into femininity and tend to have much in common with feminine 

forms (Gilbert and Gilbert, 1998). In Lewis House, the main decision-makers were the 
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male staff members and the female staff members played a supporting role. While female 

staff members were generally well-respected, their roles did not allow them much 

influence in the larger decision-making processes and the direction of the boarding house. 

The boarders recognised this and often directed their requests to the senior male boarding 

staff. Mrs Jane was often left frustrated by this as she felt her experience in the house 

offered unique insight that would enhance the running of the boarding house. ‘Sometimes, 

I wish I have more say in handling the boys. If I see them doing something wrong, I cannot 

just go up to correct them there and then. Instead, I can only refer it to their Year 

Coordinators, which is frustrating.’ Studies examining the enactment of masculinities in 

schools have highlighted the fact that boys often learn to establish their masculinity in 

opposition to femininity (see Connell 1990; Martino 2003). In other words, they define 

their masculinity within a set of cultural and social practices that involve a comparison 

with feminine attributes and duties. To clarify this, I asked the Asian boarders about their 

thoughts on the duties of the housemother: 

 

I think her role is very important. Mrs Jane is very careful and caring. She looks after 
us in ways that the housemasters cannot. Like looking after our laundry, sewing 
loose buttons, those sort of things. (Sam) 
 
She is really a bit like my mother. They, like, make sure our welfare is looked after. 
You know? As in our health, the well-being, like the maternal part of our lives 
(Chingy) 

 

These two responses reflected the tendency of many boys to differentiate between gender 

roles. Part of this tendency could be attributed to their observations and understanding of 

the roles their mothers played in their home countries, especially those who were 

homemakers. What is important to emphasise here is that gender is operationalised through 

a set of discursive practices involving the process of observation and learning to be 
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heterosexual males which is based on an avoidance of ‘womanly’ duties. The boys were 

aware of the appropriate manly behaviours as situated inside the normative frames of 

reference (Martino 2003). By observing the frames of references, the boys could locate an 

understanding of masculinity through a set of normalising practices in the school which 

worked to reinforce an oppositional structure of gender roles.  

 

Being a balanced individual is central to the conception of a St Andrew’s School man. 

According to research in gender studies, the variation of meanings is attributed to how 

masculinity is historically and social constructed (Arnot, 2004; Atkins, 2005; Connell, 

2000). These qualities are certainly embodied in the school’s depiction of its staff 

members. However, it is necessary to consider how masculine identities are constituted in 

relation to other identities. Other than demonstrate his understanding of gender roles, 

Chingy’s comment also gave hints of notions that were formed prior to coming to St 

Andrew’s School. In other words, the cultural background of the boys also contributed to 

the ways in which they shaped their Asian identity. In the next section, I discuss the Asian 

boarders’ own views of masculinity and consider it implications in terms of the school’s 

notion of the ‘St Andrew’s School Man’.  

 

The Wen-Wu of Asian Masculinity  

Masculinity is diverse, dynamic and changing, and its pluralistic nature also needs to be 

noted  (Mikosza, 2007). A different cultural background gives a different meaning to 

status, virtues and expectations. Bearing in mind this observation, Connell (2005), in her 

discussion of ‘hegemonic masculinity’, highlights that masculinity is expressed and 

experienced differently by diverse cultural groups. As Connell (1990) defined it, 
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hegemonic masculinity is ‘the culturally idealised form of masculine character’ which is 

characterised by male heterosexuality and physical, social, and economic power. This 

emphasises ‘the connecting of masculinity to toughness and competitiveness’ as well as 

‘the subordination of women’ and ‘the marginalisation of gay men’ (pp. 83–94). Connell 

(1990) argued that such an idealised form of masculinity becomes hegemonic when it is 

widely accepted in a culture and when that acceptance reinforces the dominant gender 

ideology of the culture. Connell (1996) asserts that although the hegemonic form of 

masculinity may be what many males aspire to achieve, this does not translate into action 

for most boys. At the same time, the experience of masculinity in any specific cultural 

setting tends to be constructed with an awareness that alternate forms of masculinity could 

be present. Hence, she observes that two diametric processes are likely to be taking place; 

first, the promotion of one’s own form of masculinity and secondly, the active defence 

against the competing form. Applying this understanding to the Asian boarders, they 

brought active notions of masculinity from their home countries and were confronted with 

the different cultural forms of masculinity present in an all boys’ school in Australia. These 

previous notions of masculinity inevitably shaped the ways they related to each other and 

promoted their group idenity (Wang, 2000). My analysis recognises that the Asian 

boarders were active in their resistance and conformity to hegemonic masculinity. Through 

these processes, they gained clearer definitions of their Asian identity.  

 

This process is often overlooked in the context of educational research and Asian students 

have largely been ignored in Australian research. Luke (1997) highlights the awkward 

treatment of Asian masculinity in Australian research because Asians are ‘without any of 

the defining characteristics of dominant masculinity – white skin, hairy chests, beards and 
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facial hair, big arms and big muscles’ (p. 32). Said (1978) argued that non-western 

depiction of masculinities were often tainted by the feminised portrayal of the Orient to 

such an extent that it ‘is penetrated, silenced, and possessed’ (p. 207). This is echoed in 

many studies of Asian gender that make the similar point that Asian males do not conform 

to the ‘macho’ stereotype of masculinity currently circulating in the West (Wang, 2000; 

Whannel, 2002). This common portrayal often constructed Asian males as ‘effeminate and 

as possessing a problematic sexuality relative to the European male’ (Atkins, 2005). 

Therefore, Kam (2002) warns that adopting the western paradigm of masculinity is 

inappropriate for understanding the Chinese context because this application would only 

demonstrate that the latter do not measure up to the western definition of masculinity.  

 

Kam Louie (2002), in his book, Theorising Asian Masculinity, suggests an alternative 

model for understanding Asian masculinity. He adopted the indigenous theoretical 

construct of a Chinese warrior and scholar (wen-wu) to analyse Chinese masculinity and 

suggests that the ‘the dynamic tension between the poles of wen and wu permits the 

production of a varied number of possible expressions of male self’ (p. 20). He argues that 

all forms of masculinity should be valued and view cross-culturally, stressing the need to 

know their ‘meanings, implications and significance’ (p. 165). I described earlier the 

centrality of ‘balance’ and ‘all-rounder’ to the ‘St Andrew’s School man’. In similar ways, 

an ideal man, as described by Kam (2002) would be expected to embody a balance of wen 

and wu. Similar to the commonly invoked Chinese paradigm of yin-yang, he argued that 

‘both essences are regarded as being in constant interaction where yin merges with yang 

and the yang with the yin in an endless dynamism’ (p. 9). He used this paradigm to 

demonstrate how the seeming opposition between wen, the mental or civil, and wu, the 
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physical or martial, should be perceived to be essential for men of substance because it 

invokes both the authority of the scholar and the bravery of a warrior. The following 

discussion seeks to juxtapose the earlier representation of the St Andrew’s man with the 

Asian boarder’s expression of masculinity. Kam’s (2002) model of wen-wu masculinity 

forms the framework I have adopted to investigate the various articulations by the Asian 

boarders.   

 

The Lewis House Warrior 

The characteristics of wu, according to Kam Louie (2002), are easier for western culture to 

identify as masculine traits because of their association with behaviour such as ‘bravery, 

mateship and physical strength’ (p. 23). Sport is predictably an arena where these qualities 

are demonstrated. Connell (1990) noted the connection of sport with ‘hegemonic 

masculinity’, which is defined as ‘the culturally idealized form of masculine character’ that 

emphasises ‘the connecting of masculinity to toughness and competitiveness’ (p. 83). 

Building on this, sport becomes hegemonic because it inevitably presents an idealised form 

of masculinity that is widely accepted in a culture and that can also vary between cultures 

(Burgess et al., 2003). For instance, Australian Rules football, a widely revered sporting 

code in Australia, is strongly involved in the construction of Australian masculine identity. 

Several studies have highlighted how football in its celebration of strength, force, power, 

skill and aggression, embodies the idealised qualities of an Australian male (Connell, 

1990; McKay, 1991; Burgess et al., 2003). Wang (2000) notes that the formulation and 

expression of masculinity is partly framed according to available ‘cultural options’ (p. 

115). These options could be in the form of sports stars or qualities associated with success 

on the field. The Anglo-Saxon-Celtic (ASC) boys in Walker’s book, Louts and Legends, 
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noted that the dominant Australian culture was depicted in the school through sports with 

which other students, including migrants groups, had to contend in constructing their 

identity and masculinity. Therefore, developing an understanding of the respective culture 

is essential in the discussion of sports and masculinity. 

 

Sport 

Like the Australian boarders, the Asian boarders enjoyed playing and following sport. 

Table tennis and badminton are examples of sports popular in most Southeast Asian 

countries where their luminaries are widely admired in similar ways to football stars in 

Australia. However, unlike the Australian emphasis on toughness and aggression, qualities 

such as tactical acumen, respect towards opponents and finesse are more respected in the 

Southeast Asian variant. Wang (2000) highlights the association between Chinese 

masculinity and qualities such as kinship, decorum and humility. Yet set against the 

western interpretation of masculinity, those qualities would be labelled as ‘effeminate and 

passive, and thus unmanly’ (p.117). I was aware that many of the Asian boarders were 

already actively involved in sport and had a keen interest in certain games. These games 

continued to be played with much enthusiasm in the boarding house as the school provided 

table tennis tables and badminton courts that were the site of many intense duels during 

weekends and after school lessons. 

Another sport that captured the imagination of the Asian boarders was soccer. For many 

years, the English Premier League has identified Asia as a potential market and sought to 

develop its popularity in the region (Stoddart, 1988). The success of these marketing 

tactics is apparent in the immense popularity of the English Premier League in Asia where 

millions tune in faithfully every weekend to follow the fate of the team they support. 
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Football teams such as Arsenal, Liverpool, Chelsea and Manchester United garner fervent 

support; prominent football warriors such as Wayne Rooney, Steven Gerrard and Robin 

Van Persie are household names and adored by many. The Asian boarders of Lewis House 

were no different. Most of them favoured a football club and banded together under 

whichever club they supported. The different supporters often engaged in heated 

discussions about the merits of their respective teams, especially during game days. In a 

sense, their football knowledge served as cement for male bonding and at the same time, 

competition. When glancing into their rooms, big posters, banners and scarves with the 

respective club’s colours and emblems were visible adorning the walls.  Furthermore, 

many Asian boarders proudly demonstrated their allegiance by wearing the jerseys of their 

teams, some of them even emblazoned with their favourite player’s name and squad 

number. On many occasions, some of the boys even assumed the names and playing 

positions of their favourite players especially during casual afternoon football games.  

Darren: Oi! Ronaldo! It’s your turn to play goalie 

Tai: Nah. I can’t play goalie. I hate it. 

Darren: Why? You think you are really Ronaldo just because you are wearing his 
jersey? 

Tai (laughs): No shit. So you better pass the ball to me and I will score the goals. 

Darren: I don’t give a damn. Ronaldo or not, you are playing goalie first.  

From their statements, the Asian boarders were willing to assume the identities of their 

favourite football stars. Sport, as Whannel (2002) comments, ‘confers and confirms 

masculinity’ (p. 10) and various studies have drawn the connection between sports stars 

and the construction of gendered identities (eg. Martino, 2000; Lenskyj, 2003; Burgess, 
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Edwards & Skinner, 2003). Connell (1990) emphasised the qualities of ‘toughness and 

competitiveness’ as core components of the ‘culturally idealized form of masculinity 

character’. Whannel (2002) emphasised other aspects of masculinity as represented by 

sports stars: 

Sports heroes are often self-sufficient heroes – heroes without a need for women – 
male egos resplendent and narcissistic, confirmed in their victory by admiring (male) 
team-mates and (male) fans, with no fear of symbolic castration by unsatisfactory 
encounters with the other. Heroes, in a sense, transcend sexuality – they become 
immortal – their memory lives on. (p. 45)   

 

The Asian boarders constructed a hybridised version of ‘warrior’ masculine traits by 

piecing together the positive aspects of Chinese sporting constructions such as humility, 

teamwork and tactics with western representations that involved individual heroism, 

dominance and flair. These constructions also appeared to influence their views of other 

forms of masculinity in Lewis House as demonstrated by their strongly dismissive attitudes 

towards Australian Rules football. When Aran, an avid Arsenal football club supporter, 

was asked about his views on soccer and how it compared to Australian Rules football, he 

replied:  

Soccer requires so much more skill, why would they call it the beautiful game? 
Aussie rules is fucked up, such a stupid game and they shouldn’t even call it football 
since most of the time they use their hands … require no intelligence to play it but 
playing soccer, you need more brains and tactics.  

 

Ivan, another keen soccer player, gave the following reply when asked the same question: 

There are many more goals scored in Aussie rules but in soccer, you don’t have that 
many. So goals are precious. I think the Aussies only want more goals in their game 
but we, Asians, prefer to see the process in creating a goal, the skill too. 
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He later elaborated that greater mental finesse was required to appreciate the skills in 

soccer rather than the spectacle of many more goals as in Australian rules football. When I 

asked Chingy, an outspoken boarder from Malaysia, he revealed a deeper level of analysis 

of Australian culture through Australian Rules football: 

Aussie rules footy do not have any rules. It is just a combination of American 
football and Rugby. Very much like the Aussies … they don’t have their own culture 
but more of an amalgamation of American and English culture.  

 

Chingy later added: 

Aussie rules are played by a bunch of poofters in tight shorts. 

From these statements, we observe the Asian boarders’ dismissive attitude towards 

Australian Rules football and distanced themselves from the qualities the game embodied. 

At the same time, they projected their disdain for the sport onto the Australian culture. 

Barth (1969), in his influential thesis, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries, argues that ethnic 

group identities are forged through accentuating differences rather than similarities 

between social groups. He proposed two orders that are crucial in distinguishing ethnic 

groups: the explicit exhibition of unique cultural-bearing traits and similar value 

orientation. Therefore, using sport as a trait and orientation, the Asian boarders 

differentiated themselves collectively from their Australian counterparts. Soccer provided 

the Asian boarders with a clearly identifiable interest and at the same time became the 

platform on which they could separate themselves, both morally and culturally, from the 

Australian boarders. As Cheska (1984) explained, sport has the propensity to provide the 

cultural content and context for expressing ethnic diversity rather than similarity. The 
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views as expressed by the three boarders echo this observation. This indicates that sport 

was such a significant dimension of the Asian boarders lives that it became a constant basis 

for their interpretations and judgements about cultural differences in their boarding 

experience. Since the group was made up of boarders, all of the sport they participated in 

occurred within the confines of the school. Yet, masculine identity is not constructed as 

some abstract idea, which is then imposed on the boarders, nor is it confined to the walls of 

the school. Masculinity is always constructed in relationships and situations, which are 

brought about by other dimensions of boarding life including activities outside of boarding 

school.  

The next section looks at a unique conduit through which the Asian boarders expressed 

their masculinity. Again, this version of masculinity involves competitiveness and 

embodied the spirit of wu masculinity. Since this activity took place during weekend city 

leave and beyond the limits of the school, it offers an alternative vision of how their 

masculinity was constructed.  

 

Let’s Go Tuning! 

 

In the previous chapter, I briefly discussed the weekend activities of the Asian boarders 

and how they appropriated Utopia as their space. Another reason for the popularity of 

Utopia was its close proximity to ‘Timezone’. Timezone is a trendy arcade gaming centre 

where patrons can pre-purchase credits and indulge in an eclectic range of video arcade 

games. The Asian boarders, only played one game: ‘Wangan Midnight Maximum Tune’ 

(MT) or as they called it, ‘Tuning’. The premise of this game is relatively simple: a player 

can pick from a selection of sports cars and then challenge other players to street races 
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through various virtual landscapes and courses. Upon completion of the race, the player 

will be awarded points according to their finishing position. These points can then be 

accumulated and used to ‘tune’ their cars through a variety of upgrades such as engine 

modifications, ‘dressing up’ the car through supplementary accessories and loud paint jobs. 

Each player has a magnetic card that stores game data such as car modifications and game 

levels. The great appeal of this game to the Asian boarders was that through it they could 

imagine their dream cars, customise them according to their tastes and compete with other 

players.  

 

 On a typical Saturday afternoon in the city they gathered at Utopia for a drink and some 

food. A big group of the Asian boarders would then proceed to Timezone for their ‘tuning’ 

session. Although the gaming arcade had six MT game machines, they were usually 

occupied with a crowd of gamers waiting their turn.Whenever I was at Timezone with the 

Asian boarders, it was clear that the demographic MT appealed to most were young 

Chinese males. Listening to their chatter, I could tell that most of them were from 

Malaysia, Singapore, China or Hong Kong. Keen to find out more about MT’s appeal, I 

asked Tim, who was the most experienced gamer among the Asian boarders: 

 

Wee: What is it about this game that draws you here every week? 

Tin: Car racing. Who don’t like it? It is very exciting, you know, challenging other 
people and yourself. The graphics are very cool also. Uh. Almost like you are really 
driving. I’ve always read manga (Japanese comics), especially those car racing. Tune 
is good because it gives me a chance to be like one of those drivers. I love the cars. 
My favourite one is the 180SX. I put in a lot of effort to improve it.  
 
W: Can you tell me more about your car? That’s a Nissan right? 
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T: Actually, I got a few cards for different cars I use. But like I said, the Nissan 180 
SX is the one I like most. Since young, I loved them the moment I saw them on the 
roads. 
 
 W: Where? In Hong Kong? 
 
T: Yeah. I remember seeing it and thinking how cool it looks. The shape and the look 
of it. I cannot own a real one so at least through tuning, I can have a virtual one. It is 
black too. I love black. I have also added turbo shifters to increase speed and 
changed my tyres for better control. And the body work also. People look at it; they 
know this car is me. 
 
W: Just now, you said you improved your car, how have you done so? 
 
T: When I first started, I was not good. You know, I was not trying to win because 
my standard is not there. So it takes practice and I started getting better at it. Slowly 
started to win races and collected more points to improve my car. That’s why I got a 
few cars because I don’t want to use my good car for practice. Now I think I am 
considered okay. Not the best but at least good enough challenge people. 
 
W: That must have cost you a lot of money. How much do you think you have spent 
playing Maxi Tune? 
 
T: Wee, I know two bucks a game is expensive but for me to come here and forget 
about life and troubles for the afternoon, it is worth it because it makes me feel good. 
It is also cheaper in Hong Kong. About a quarter of the price to play there. So I play 
it more whenever I go back. All in all, maybe about 200 bucks? Hard to say.  
 
W: Cool. Just wondering, how does playing the game make you feel good? 
 
T: Driving my own car and racing with other people. I just like that feeling. 
Honestly, being good at the game also makes me feel happy playing it. Sounds weird 
but I feel happy when people compliment me about Tuning. Wee, winning is always 
a good feeling right? 

 

Reflecting on this dialogue with Tin, a strong emotional attachment to his 180SX was 

evident and very real. His car was his pride and joy. Driving it offered him a feeling of 

liberation, empowerment, and social inclusion. To Stradling (2003, citing Sheller 2002), 

part of the attraction for the young in driving a car is the ‘sense of displayed personal 

identity it conveys’ (p. 11). Several studies have drawn on this very observation and 

conceptualised the term ‘Car Culture’ where a vehicle is not simply a rational economic 
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choice but can be perceived as an extension of the self, or ‘a device for performing gender’ 

(p. 17). In the case of the Asian boarders who enjoyed MT, their vehicles might have only 

been virtual simulations but the feelings for their cars were deeply felt. These feelings bore 

similarities to the young working class men described in Walker’s (1998) study on 

masculinity and motor vehicle use. In both instances, the focus was on performance and 

demonstration, crucial to a process of ‘making masculinity’ (p. 24). As Tin revealed, the 

boys perceived the MT races as a channel through which to establish and compete for 

positions in the hierarchy of masculinities. It follows then that a priority for them was to 

possess a car admired by their peers, the most important elements being speed and 

performance. However, sheer horsepower and electrifying livery were not enough to gain 

victory. Tin highlighted the need to invest time and money to hone his driving skills.   

 

Linking this with Kam’s (2002) discussion of masculinity and wu attributes, a warrior is 

not one who exercises military strength impulsively but one who also possesses the 

wisdom and restraint to know when and where to deploy it (p. 14). Walker (1998) makes a 

similar argument when pointing out that driving prowess combines physical, intellectual 

and psychological elements. All these factors contributed to the Asian boarders’ attraction 

to MT and, at the same time, provided an outlet for their expression of masculinity. The 

trait of using a car as a form of articulation was unlikely to change as they often discussed 

the types of car they hoped to drive once they had left school and obtained their license. 

 

Drawing together the contents of their discourse, it was not surprising that the cars of their 

yearning did not deviate from the invented forms in MT. The characteristics of their dream 

cars were largely similar: they were Japanese, characterised by speed, sleek bodywork and 
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interior, flamboyant paintjobs and embellished with light-emitting diodes. Most of the 

Asian boarders were able to tell me specifically the make and model of their dream cars: 

Nissan (180SX, Fairlady Z, Skyline GT-R), Mitsubishi (Evolution) and Subaru (WRX). 

After all, the aim of  ‘car culture’ is to be noticed and to this end, their car needs to stand 

out from the rest (Walker et al., 2000). Their continual emphasis on Japanese cars is 

interesting not because of the vociferous manner in which they conveyed this desire but 

because of the attached social meaning. Japanese sports cars, to the Asian boarders, 

reflected their ‘Asian pride’: 

 

Peng: Nissan is now so famous for making good sports cars that are as good as 
European ones. Plus so much cheaper. Even now, you see a lot of Aussies driving 
Japanese cars too. That day, I saw an ang moh driving an Evo (Mitsubishi 
Evolution). 

 

Being an enthusiast of Japanese sports cars also communicated another assertion – they 

were different from the Australian boarders who preferred Holdens or Fords. Don alluded 

to this: 

Don: Those Aussies can go screw themselves with their Holden Commodore and 
Ford utes. They try to copy the Americans with all their muscle car crap. Don’t like 
them, they are clumsy and not fuel-efficient. They are bloody loud too. (Laughs) 
Come to think of it. No wonder the Aussies like those sorts of cars. Loud, fat, plenty 
of aggro, consume a lot and clumsy. Just like them. 
 
Wee: So what about the Japanese cars? What do they say about you guys? 
 
Don: I guess it shows that we can be just as good if not better than the Aussies. Yeah. 
You see those Japanese cars like a Skyline. It is faster, lighter, powerful and a lot 
more fuel efficient. You get a sense of control and what is that word, Wee? You 
know? To describe something that is finer, the opposite of clumsy. 
 
Wee: Err... Not sure. Elegance? Finesse? 
 

Don: Err.. Yeah! Something like that. Not just brute force and power but must have 
control and style.    
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Through this excerpt, we can tell that a car to the Asian boarders was not merely an 

inanimate object to fulfill specific functions such as transportation but a desire for 

difference. This desire was driven by different motivations. As Sheller (2002) expresses it, 

‘Car consumption is never simply about rational economic choices, but is as much about 

aesthetic, emotional and sensory responses to driving, as well as patterns of kinship, 

sociability, habitation and work’ (p.2). To the Asian boarders, their MT car and conception 

of their dream car was a medium that reflected their perception of masculinity, their 

dreams for the future, an imagined lifestyle where ‘goods are imagined and dreamed about 

before they are purchased’ (Carrabine and Longhurst, 2002, p.187). For the Asian 

boarders, car consumption was not based on a desire for the vehicle to fulfil specific 

functions, but on a desire for difference, a desire for ‘social meaning’. Such feelings are 

crucial to their future personal investments in buying and living with cars (Sheller 2002). 

Their preferences in car consumption were also a manifestation of their habitus; MT 

provided the field or space of play which ‘exists as such only to the extent that players 

enter into it who believe in and actively pursue the prize it offers’ (Wacquant, 1992, p.18-

19). As Bourdieu explans, habitus is perceived as creative and inventive, but within the 

limits of its structures are the embodied sedimentation of the social structures which 

produced it.  

 

For the Asian boarders, having the ability to drive – possessing a driving license is the 

ultimate expression of this – and eventually owning their own car is a demonstration of 

maturity and manhood. The domain of car culture is an arena that satisfies many emotional 

needs and aids identity construction. It provided the boarders with a group of friends, the 
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feeling that they were ‘becoming a man’ and thus achieving an identity that commanded 

the respect of others. A car was a physical emblem of maturity and embodied qualities 

such as control and mental ability.  

 

The Asian Scholar 

Possessing a powerful car is only half the battle. I touched on the Asian boarders’ 

reflection that possessing control and the mental capability to win races were just as crucial 

as horsepower. Kam (2002) classifies these ‘genteel’ and ‘refined’ qualities as those 

associated with a person who is accomplished in ‘wen’: ‘cultured men’ (p. 14). He added 

that the literary and intellectual pursuits of a scholar embody these qualities. Numerous 

studies have investigated ethnic Asians’ deep respect for academic achievements (Yang, 

2004; Lee, 1994).  

 

I discussed earlier that as an elite educational institution St Andrew’s School extolled the 

virtues of an educated man. Within this construction, educational accomplishments were 

an expression of St Andrew’s School masculinity, particularly in the way they measured 

themselves and vied with each other academically. Most of the Asian boarders also viewed 

education with a great deal of seriousness. They were after all sent to Perth to further their 

studies and viewed the classroom as a competitive space. This could be observed in the 

ways they compared their assessment results with one another. Here is a typical example: 

 

Sam: What did you get for your accounting test? 
 
Zach: Okay only. So so.  
 
Sam: Can’t be as bad as me. 
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Zach: No lah. Okay only.  
 
Sam: How many percent? 
 
Zach: Errr … Ninety 
 
Sam: What? So good! 
 
Zach: No lah. Lucky only cos I didn’t really study for it  

 

This sort of exchange regularly took place among the Asian boarders; the details might 

vary but the thrust was the same. On the surface, they appeared to be humble and 

nonchalant about their results but school performances were fields of contestation for 

them. This was evident in the way they eagerly compared results.This routine was 

especially pronounced among a particular group of students – the ‘high achievers’ as 

introduced in Chapter 5. Conscientious and intelligent, their academic results consistently 

ranked in the upper echelon. The teachers knew these students and frequently affirmed 

their achievements publicly. In addition, the high achievers were often honoured during 

school assemblies and awarded with book prizes. The Asian boarders knew who among 

them were the good students and this knowledge did not appear to hinder their friendships 

with each other. The Asian boarders, irrespective of school performance, lived together 

and went out together. During these times of communication, there was usually no mention 

of academic performance nor did the high achievers form a clique. This was no different 

during assessment periods. Often the high achievers would be at their busiest not because 

of their exam revisions but because the other boarders would pester them for help with 

work questions. Since the ‘high achieving’ Asian boarders often compared results, one 

would expect the high achievers to be vexed by these constant approaches which 

interrupted their own work, but that was not the case. I witnessed many occasions where 

the high achievers willingly obliged their peers. Ken was one such example who was 
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known around the school as a mathematics and science ‘whiz’. It was not uncommon to 

see some boys knocking on his room door during prep time seeking his input on studies, 

and Ken usually obliged. The following reflection provided a clue to his willingness to 

help others: 

 

I was a mediocre student in my school in Singapore and struggled with studies. So I 
know how it feels to need help but not getting it. Now that I am in the position to 
help others, why not? It feels good too that others know that you are good and come 
to you for help. I, of course, must help because we all should do well together. 

 

Ken’s thoughts were similar to Tin’s revelation as to why he enjoyed playing Maximum 

Tune. Both disclosed that recognition from their peers made them ‘feel good’. These 

positive feelings came from affirmations from members of the group as well as the 

recognition that they could contribute back to the group. Willis (1977) in his study of 

working-class youth in Hammertown, found that during their secondary school years, the 

lads changed their collective attitudes to class work and oriented themselves more to their 

peer group. This desire to fit in with the ‘lads’ undermined any conspicuous efforts of 

working hard in school. As Gilbert and Gilbert (1998) put it, there is a ‘potential stigma 

associated with doing too well at school’ (p. 140). Hence, even the more competent boys in 

Willis’ study were swayed into disruptive behaviour to demonstrate their sense of 

solidarity with the group.  

 

For Ken and the Asian boarders, the opposite was observed as the more able students were 

willing to help their weaker peers. Ken’s desire to help his peers was driven by similar 

motivations to the Hammertown lads but instead of using disruptive behaviour to fit in as a 

collective, he desired his peers to work hard as a collective to gain pride for the Asian 
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boarders. By adopting this stance, they underplayed the failings of the low achievers, 

leading to greater group homogeneity. While being a scholar is an important aspect of wen 

masculinity, for the Asian boarders, it was not competition or domination but group 

camaraderie that took precedence. A central marker of masculinity for the Asian boarders 

was the potential benefits that excelling as a group could bring. After all, they were in the 

school with the aim of excelling in their studies, progressing to university and ultimately, 

seeking a road to a lucrative career path. This fits with another articulation of wen 

masculinity: through successfully negotiating the examination system, the scholar gains a 

foothold for realising high-ranking posts which in turn translates to wealth, power and 

status (Kam 2002, p. 60), bringing to mind the school’s construction of a man’s 

responsibility as a provider. Indeed, an important marker of masculinity for the Asian 

boarders was a lucrative career path, which strongly implies their ability to be the sole 

provider for and protector of their family. Most of them were ambivalent about their future 

spouses working and indicated that women should care for the family and look after 

household tasks. The following statement by Ivan illustrated this attitude. 

 

I want to have a good job that pays well. It’s good because I can enjoy life like eating 
out and going out to buy, like, stuff. Plus being the guy, I should earn more than my 
gf (girlfriend) or future wife. Like that, she won’t have to go out and work. Can stay 
home to look after the family, like the kids, and do housework and stuff. You know? 
Like cook for me. 

 

While this respondent first referred to the more immediate aspirations of living life in the 

fast lane, his latter views were defined  in terms of ‘the logic of a patriarchal gender 

system’ (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 832). Their views on gender roles were 

clearly influenced by the patterns of practice they had observed in their own households. 

Most families in the Asian boarders’ home countries consisted of mothers who were full-
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time homemakers and fathers who pursued profitable careers. The importance of hard 

work was therefore emphasised as central to their perceptions of themselves as successful 

males who would become providers, protectors and guardians. The progression implied by 

most of the Asian boarders was that good grades in education could lead to a high paying 

job. Embarking on a lucrative career path would facilitate the acquisition of wealth 

essential for being a good provider – a marker of elite Asian masculinity.   

 

Overview 

This chapter opened with a portrayal of the St Andrew’s School Man to show that schools 

serve as major sites for producing and transmitting dominant notions of masculinity. 

Juxtaposing this portrayal with the Asian boarders’ conception, the chapter drew parallels 

between the two and at the same time highlighted variations in what they considered 

masculine. To this end it discussed the discourses of masculinity within this small group of 

Asian boarders.  

 

While being an ‘all rounder’ who is accomplished in both intellect and physical pursuits is 

also esteemed in the context of Asian ‘Wen-Wu’ masculinity, the Asian boarders also 

found unique channels of expression. Although it is not possible to generalise from the 

themes that have emerged, my findings suggest that it was the interaction between the 

boys’ notions of masculinity from their home culture and the school construction that 

shaped their group identity. In the next chapter, I employ some of these themes in the 

exploration of illicit activities in Lewis House. 
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CHAPTER 9 

‘DO ANYTHING BUT DON’T GET CAUGHT’: 
THE UNDERLIFE OF THE ASIAN BOARDERS  

 

Every term, parents were invited to join the boarders for a chapel service. In one particular 

service, Aggar was asked by Mr Hughes to present his thoughts of life in the boarding 

school. Aggar agreed and dutifully delivered his talk to a sizeable chapel crowd. ‘Coming 

from Jakarta’, he began, ‘meant that I started off as a stranger to Australia. But being part 

of Lewis House gave me a chance to meet new people, especially those of different 

nationality and race.’ He went on to describe how the various daily routines and being in 

close proximity with other boarders enhanced his ‘community spirit’, giving him fresh 

appreciation of the Australian culture. Gratitude was also credited to the staff members for 

their patience and endeavours in promoting an inclusive environment. Aggar’s presentation 

concluded with this statement, ‘I arrived in Australia alone and a stranger to the school, but 

I now have a strong sense of belonging and leave this place not alone nor a stranger but 

with friends.’    

 

Aggar confidently delivered a truly engaging talk. Later, I approached him to commend 

him on his efforts in delivering such a heartfelt and meaningful speech. His reaction to my 

compliment shocked me. ‘Wee, it’s all bullshit’, he said and went on to explain, ‘Mr 

Hughes asked me to give this talk for the school and the parents, so I just give them the 

words they want to hear. It is all shit. I didn’t mean any of those things I said’. Still in a 

state of disbelief, I asked what were his real thoughts about life in boarding house, he 

replied, ‘Sucks. Other than the Asian guys, the rest are just fucking goons’. Aggar’s 

revelation brought to the surface some interesting traits. Firstly, the Asian boarders had a 
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tendency to mask their dislike for boarding life through appearing obedient. Hence, most 

of the rebellious acts were subtle and covert rather than acts of blatantly flouting the rules 

– e.g. deliberately leaving their rooms in a mess, not clearing up after meals, swearing 

loudly in school and more serious offences such as consuming alcohol and fighting. Such 

disruptive behaviour was enacted openly in the presence of other members of the boarding 

community and on a few instances, even in the midst of staff members. Asian boarders, 

however, preferred to be perceived as ‘doing the right thing’ in the eyes of the staff 

members and other boarders. This is not to suggest that boarders from other groups did not 

keep any defiant behaviour hidden but unlike the Asian boarders, they did not seek to 

emphasise their compliance with the rules and norms of boarding house.  

 

Secondly, the Asian boarders were aware of their responsibilities in the school. They 

desired to be model students, an aspiration stemming from a certain pressure to succeed 

given their parents’ financial outlay and cultural norms that emphasised hard work. At the 

same time, like most teenagers, the Asian boarders were also focused on fitting in, ‘looking 

cool’ and having a good time. As Sam stated:  

 

My first responsibility is to do well in school. Other than that, who says we cannot 
have fun with our friends? Actually, my parents only cares about how I am doing in 
school, I don’t get into trouble and don’t waste too much money. Other than that, I 
can do whatever I want. 

 

Finding the balance between having fun and studying hard was crucial as one could not be 

seen to be overly competent at the expense of their peers. This points to a definite trend in 

the school setting in which the boarders shaped their friendships through activities. In the 

production of peer routine, the Asian boarders produced a wide variety of what Goffman 
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(1961) termed ‘Secondary Adjustments’. Secondary adjustments are ‘any habitual 

arrangement by which a member of an organisation employs unauthorised means, or 

obtains unauthorised ends, or both, thus getting around the organisation’s assumptions as 

to what he should do and get and hence what he should be’ (p. 189). Secondary 

adjustments are perceived by Goffman as forming the ‘underlife’ of social establishments. 

Goffman identified a number of types of secondary adjustments in his account of the 

underlife of an asylum, a highly restrictive institution. Goffman argued, however, that his 

work in an asylum suggested a universal set of rules applying to findings regarding the 

individual’s relation to total institutions. Furthermore, he believed that the individual’s 

tendency to simultaneously embrace and resist the institutional rules is an important part of 

the development of personal identity or selfhood. Cookson and Persell (1985) in their 

study of boarding schools in the United States noted that the rigid nature of the boarding 

school tends to drive acts of resistance below the surface, presenting another milieu for 

students as their participation in ‘underlife’ is vital to their ongoing construction of both 

self and group identity. With a growing awareness of this hidden milieu, I attempted to 

find out more but faced difficulties as the Asian boarders did not willingly give access to 

external observers. I was, therefore, grateful for An Doh’s friendship and trust in 

introducing me to the ‘underlife’ of Lewis House (Goffman, 1961). 

 

I first met An Doh when he was still a dayboy in St Andrew’s School. He introduced 

himself as coming from Singapore but later revealed his Japanese heritage on the father’s 

side of the family. Otherwise, his spoken accent and cultural knowledge were no different 

from most Singaporean boarders. Perhaps it was this Singapore-ness that prompted him to 

approach me in the early stage of my life in Lewis House. I can still recall with much 
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clarity that afternoon when An Doh came up to me and asked, ‘You are from Singapore 

right?’ This simple exchange started an unlikely friendship that continues even today. An 

Doh was not a boarder when we first met as his parents had arranged for him to lodge with 

relatives but he was often seen in and around Lewis House. Clearly at ease with the people 

and surroundings, he often ‘hung out’ with the boarders in their rooms and followed them 

to the nearby shops. He used the shower facilities, brought clothes to change, and 

occasionally joined the Asian boarders for meals. He only went home just before prep 

time. Mrs Jane, the housemother, disapproved of him and felt that he was rude because he 

often intruded in the house without seeking permission. Mrs Jane’s angst did not last long 

as she soon received the news that An Doh’s parents had decided to move him into the 

boarding community. Surprised by this development, I asked him what prompted this 

decision. He replied with a cheeky grin, ‘Why not? It is not as if I don’t belong here.’ An 

Doh later revealed that he convinced his parents that living in the boarding house would 

benefit his studies. His real intention was to be closer to his ‘band of brothers’. Living with 

his relative was dreadfully lonely, bemoaned An Doh, ‘My relatives are an elderly couple I 

find hard to get along with them. Whenever I go back, I only stay in my room. I felt so 

lonely’.  

 

Not surprisingly, An Doh’s adjustment to life in Lewis House was instantaneous; he knew 

the daily schedule and fitted in with the Asian boarders group seamlessly. An Doh 

gradually became a key informant and introduced me to a domain of their lives that would 

otherwise have been inaccessible to me. An Doh was one of the Asian boarders who 

gradually became vocal about his disgruntlement with boarding life. A self-proclaimed 

‘pai kia’ (or rebel), An Doh was not afraid to admit that he broke boarding rules at times 
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and he was happy to brag about the times he had sneaked out to the city without 

permission. He even gloated about an occasion when he drove his friend’s car to the school 

and left it in the teachers’ parking area over a weekend. 

 

As my fieldwork progressed and I came to know An Doh and the Asian boarders better. I 

came to understand that while at first glance, one could take the view that the Asian 

boarders were an obedient group, endeavouring to do the right thing and well-adjusted to 

their responsibilities to the school as students, under the surface things were a different. 

This perception was accurate as most of the Asian boarders were aware of their expected 

behaviour and generally obeyed or at least were seen to be following the rules. The 

account of Aggar and An Doh helped highlight another side of the Asian boarders, 

encapsulating some of the paradoxes. For example, An Doh did not quite fit the common 

description of a school misfit as he was a good student and appeared to be compliant to the 

rules. Unlike other groups in the Lewis House, the Asian boarders generally kept out of 

trouble. Their living areas were the tidiest, they were seldom late for roll calls and meals, 

and they concentrated on their work during prep time. With time, my relationships with the 

Asian boarders deepened and as one might expect, I came became aware of a gap between 

their thoughts and action. Although they appeared to embrace the highly structured and 

regimented everyday boarding life this belied their feelings of resentment. These ill 

feelings were largely to do with disgruntlement towards their lack of autonomy and 

privacy. By and large, the Asian boarders were respectful of the rules and routine in and 

around the school. They were more than happy to steer themselves away from the attention 

of the staff members by maintaining a low profile and they were not considered to be 

‘troublemakers’. Mr Hughes, the director of boarding, took this as an indication that the 
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Asian boarders had established themselves in a harmonious environment and often 

highlighted this in communication with parents.  

 

But the youthful Asian boarders could and often did distinguish between the adult world 

and their own world. On one hand, appearing adult was important to the boarders, yet the 

developing sense of who they were was also strengthened through their active resistance to 

certain adult rules and expectations. Hence, the Asian boarders’ shared recognition of adult 

rules, and their mutual resistance to certain of these rules, could be seen to reflect elements 

of peer culture. An Doh’s friendship proved invaluable, as he became the bridge between 

my adult assumptions of the Asian boarders’ submission to boarding rules and the 

concealed expressions of secondary adjustments, otherwise not accessible to members of 

other groups, let alone staff members. Furthermore, it became clear that these acts of 

resistance, while exciting to the inexperienced researcher, were prosaic but constant and 

very much in the vein of ‘everyday forms’ of resistance carried out, for example, by the 

Sedaka peasants in James C. Scott’s (1987) study. The banality was brought to my 

attention by this recurring question ‘Why would you be interested in this? This is so 

boring’ or ‘normal’ they would say during times when I asked for their views or followed 

them for ‘underlife’ activities.  

 

In this chapter, I examine the importance of the underlife of the boarding school to Asian 

boarders’ social representation of adult rules and how their identity as Asians were shaped. 

The ‘underlife’ of the Asian boarders must also be understood as a social and collective 

process. This approach extends the emphasis on boarders’ activities in constructivist 

theory, stressing that such activities are always embedded in a social context and always 
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involve the boarders’ use of language and interpretive abilities (Corsaro, 1990). Earlier, I 

discussed routines as recurrent and predictable activities that are basic to day-to-day 

boarding school living. The habitual, taken-for-granted character of routines provides 

actors with security and a shared understanding of belonging to a cultural group. On the 

other hand, this predictability empowers routines, providing frames within which a wide 

range of socio-cultural knowledge can be produced, displayed and interpreted. Through 

their participation in peer activities, the Asian boarders were transforming confusions and 

ambiguities from the adult world into the familiar routines of peer culture. Through my 

interaction with Asian boarders and their crucial disclosures I have identified specific 

routines in peer culture by which Asian boarders mock and attempt to circumvent 

established rules in Lewis House. In the analysis, I proceed by describing three instances 

where boarding school rules were broken, using these to describe several different types of 

secondary adjustments of the Asian boarders. I then discuss how these acts of resistance 

also shaped the Asian boarders’ transition into adulthood.          

 

Escapades to the Jetty 

The beauty of the suburb of Grace Views is largely due to the beautiful Swan River that 

frames the landscape. The river is never the same; the weather, the sky, the boats and a 

myriad of wildlife form an everchanging vista. I witnessed this breathtaking view first 

hand at an unlikely location and under rather awkward circumstances. The location was a 

jetty at the back of a disused boat shed. The circumstances were the smoking get-togethers 

of a small band of Asian boarders. It all started when I noticed a particular group of 

individuals who claimed to be going to the nearby shops, yet regularly headed in a 

different direction. They usually returned to the boarding house together sheepishly and 
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smelling of freshly applied deodorant. My suspicions were confirmed one Saturday 

afternoon when I saw them walking down to the boat shed as I was driving past. One of 

them spotted my car and alerted the rest of the group. I knew this because the group of 

them located me later and initiated small talk with me, their aim was to find out how much 

I knew. The following excerpt shows their nervousness: 

 

Boarder A: Wee, how come you are here today? We saw you driving towards the 
school just now.  
 
Wee: Nothing much. I am just here to see what people are up to. Yes. I saw you guys 
going down to the jetty as well. Would you like to tell me what you guys were doing 
there? 
 
Boarder A: Uh … Not sure if you should know. Maybe you don’t want to know. I 
will tell you but you must keep this to yourself. We went there to ‘rokok’(the 
Indonesian term for smoking).  
 
 

This presented a moral dilemma for me as these boys were deliberately disobeying the 

rules. This knowledge left me in a strange position, as on the one hand, they were doing 

something wrong and needed to be corrected but on the other, reporting them would 

inevitably lead to a breakdown in my relationship with them and consequently hinder my 

data collecting process. I revisit this confusion later in this chapter but to drive this 

discussion forward, it is sufficient at this point to establish that I decided against reporting 

them to Mr Hughes. This intention was expressed to the group and their relief was obvious. 

A week later, I noticed that this same group were again making their way out of Lewis 

House. This time I intercepted them and asked if I could follow them. To my surprise, they 

readily agreed.  
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To the unknowing, the old boatshed was unremarkable. Its state of disrepair suggested that 

this structure had outlived its usefulness. This was my first impression as I approached the 

boatshed and became concerned about the potential hazards it posed. Thankfully, the boys 

avoided the shed and made their way down a hidden path that led to a little jetty. Judging 

by the number of cigarette butts strewn around the area, this group of boarders had been 

there many times. Pulling a milk crate in my direction, one of them asked me to take a seat, 

while the others settled down. A packet of cigarettes and a lighter were circulated among 

the group. Passing up on a cigarette they offered, I asked them when they started smoking. 

All of them revealed that their first encounter with cigarettes took place before they came 

to St Andrew’s School. Their first puff was usually the result of urging from friends and 

curiosity. Interestingly, all of the smokers in this group recalled their first experience with 

cigarettes as a strongly negative one: ‘It was disgusting! The smoke really choked me and I 

couldn’t breathe. I remember feeling sick after that’, said one of them. This negative 

introduction, however, did not prevent them from trying it again. Most of them revealed 

that they used to smoke sporadically, until they came to St Andrew’s School, This group of 

boys divulged that they usually came to the jetty two to three times a week. I accompanied 

them to the jetty twice and gained valuable insight into smoking as an element of underlife.  

 

To many adolescents, the cigarette is a symbol of adulthood to which they aspire, but in 

the boarding school it had further functions. For this group of boarders, it was a way of 

injecting excitement into the dull, mundane routine of boarding life: 

 

I know we run the risk of being caught but that adds to the fun of coming here to 
smoke. It is quite exciting to break the rules right under the noses of the boarding 
staff and makes life more interesting. Honestly, coming out here to smoke is not just 
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for the sake of smoking but it’s like, being a man and standing up against the fucking 
rules of the school. 
 

Others enjoy the companionship and time of bonding; this was brought about by their urge 

to be ‘in’ this group. Boarder B explained how smoking became secondary to being in the 

company of friends.   

 

People first get together through doing the things they like doing. Yeah. Like how for 
the other guys, they like playing soccer so by playing together, they become friends. 
So for us, it is smoking lah. It’s like our common interest. But after a while, smoking 
takes a backseat because we just enjoy hanging out here together. 

 

Their camaraderie was displayed in the way they shared and distributed their cigarettes. I 

learned that the supply of cigarettes was from the older brother of someone in the group 

who frequently travelled due to work and could purchase duty free cigarettes at the airport. 

The boarders would pool their money for cartons of cigarettes and then allocate the packets 

accordingly. During such smoking excursions, only one person brought his packet of 

cigarettes and each boy usually consumed one or two cigarettes. They devised a system 

where each member knew whose turn it was to bring cigarettes and lighter. The next 

question I had was how did the boys circumnavigate the rules, especially given the 

stringent implementation of rules and frequent inspections in Lewis House. Their modus 

operandi was simple: keep the group small, maintain a low profile and practice self-control 

by only smoking outside of school. To avoid being found out during inspections, cigarette 

packets were stashed in creative ways; for example, storing the cigarette sticks in pencil 

cases, hiding them in concealed compartments in their suitcases and even inner pockets of 

bulky winter jackets. For this group of boarders, their main strategy was to keep a low 

profile well away from the suspicion of the boarding staff. Their general ‘good boy’ image 



 227 

deflected the suspicions of staff members. Smoking, a notable aspect of underlife in Lewis 

House, was not a prevalent expression of ‘underlife’ among the Asian boarders. A more 

common expression was the consumption of alcohol.  

 

Alcohol  

Drinking alcohol had the same complex appeal as smoking to the boys. Similar to 

smoking, it was only consumed off the school’s premises – the more likely scenario was 

that it was consumed during weekends at the home of one of the students. Some spoke like 

connoisseurs who were well-versed in the different types of alcohol. For example, it was 

common to hear the Asian boarders discuss alcohol consumption during weekend leave 

and in these conversations, different brands of beer were mentioned. Some boys even 

admitted to being ‘pissed’ after having too much to drink. From their revelations, I formed 

an impression of alcohol-fueled nights as a result of bravado and lack of self-control. The 

reality turned out to be different from my expectations.     

 

The opportunity to be at one such occasion was presented when Zach invited me to his 18th 

birthday party. His uncle agreed to open his house for Zach to host a celebration with his 

friends one Saturday evening. I gained the impression that his invitation had the hidden 

motive of wanting me to ferry some of the boarders from the school to the party venue. 

Nonetheless, I accepted the invitation. The party started in routine fashion, the boys were 

mainly helping themselves to the selection of fingerfood such as sandwiches, meatpies, 

sausage rolls and sushi or playing computer games. Zach’s uncle and aunt certainly put in 

much effort to prepare for this party, but during the party itself, they went out for another 

engagement. About midway through the party, I noticed Ernest, a Year Twelve boarder, 



 228 

bringing out a carton of beer and a group of boys immediately congregated around the 

table. Noticing the interest, Ernest immediately made it clear that the beer was only for the 

senior students, ‘this is only for Year Twelves, the rest of you are too young,’ he 

exclaimed. Ernest then distributed the bottles of beer; the first one was given to birthday 

boy Zach and the rest were distributed among the other Year Twelve students. This 

distribution process was orderly as the senior boys took turns to move forward for their 

bottle of beer. To my surprise, most of them did not consume the alcoholic beverage. I 

noticed Tin taking a bottle of beer and immediately putting it in his bag. I asked him why 

he did that: 

 

Honestly, I don’t like the taste of alcohol. I drink it sometimes because the others are 
drinking. So it’s like a social thing for me. I am taking this bottle because if I don’t, 
the others may think of me as weak. 

 

Tin’s perspective reflects Martino’s (2003) view that boys have to put on an appearance of 

partaking in group activites as a form of compensating for supposed flaws in their 

masculinity or for trying to minimise the bullying they might receive if they did not 

conform to these normalising practices. This observation was validated by most of the 

Asian boarders’ practice of bringing the bottle of beer back to the boarding school, hiding 

it and only brandishing it during moments when other boys were around. I once witnessed 

this interesting practice when some Asian boarders were gathered in Ian’s room and the 

conversation drifted towards who was the best drinker. To put his case forward, Ian 

flaunted a bottle of beer. Other boarders resorted to keeping a collection of beer bottle 

caps. These strategies were deployed to compensate for any perceived weakness when 

compared to images of power associated with beer drinking. Beckwith (1992) described 

the qualities associated with the ‘macho, beer drinking male’: ‘He is portrayed as strong, 
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dominant, individualistic, ambitious, competitive and self-reliant, all the so called positive 

aspects of male stereotype’ (p. 20). For the Asian boarders, possession of alcohol was 

sufficient to emphasise their place in the group. Furthermore, they ran the risk of being 

caught in possession of alcohol in the boarding house but the desire to impress their peers 

by possessing a ‘trophy’ and having a ‘story’ to tell about their bravery in breaking school 

rules rendered this peril insignificant. Other studies on schools have noted the use of 

contraband items such as alcohol or cigarettes as commodities used for the exchange of 

favours or other items. This practice was not prominent among the Asian boarders in 

Lewis House. Alcohol and cigarettes were consumed by only a few boys; the rest of the 

Asian boarders were aware of the potential harmful effects and did not follow. It also 

appeared that the high financial cost of cigarettes and alcohol was a deterrant for these 

school boys. All these factors meant that a large majority of the Asian boarders did not 

participate in these activities. This was not the case for the next activity - pornography 

consumption in the boarding school was by far, the most pervasive form of ‘underlife’ 

activities’. 

 

Pornography 

Living in the boarding house was cause for great concern for the Asian boarders. To them, 

being constantly surrounded by other males was a threat to their masculinity. In the 

previous chapter, I noted their excitement about meeting girls from other schools during 

the dance cruise and how some of them felt that being in the boarding environment too 

long would put them at risk of becoming homosexual. As studies have pointed out, the 

development, control and fulfillment of their sexual energies were matters of overriding 

importance to adolescent males (Mac an Ghaill, 1996; Martino, 2003; Paul, 2005). Sex was 
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a subject which pervaded the talk, imagery, humour and activity of the boarding underlife. 

Boarding school, with its distinctive confinements and setting of young men, provides 

unique opportunities to understand sexual awareness and attitudes. Certainly, sex was a 

major element of their self-perception and interaction. In the next section, I explore the 

consumption of pornography as was one of the key expressions of their sexuality, but it 

was hidden from external observers of Lewis House.    

 

During the data collecting phase in Lewis House, I did not deliberately seek information on 

pornography usage from the boarders. This was partly due to my apprehension about 

intruding into the more intimate and delicate areas of the Asian boarders’ lives. However, 

hints of its usage were plain to see and I became aware of its ubiquity. The first indication 

was the presence of provocative men’s lifestyle magazines such as ‘FHM’ and ‘Ralph’. 

These magazines with their emphasis on pictures of women and sex, target the young, 

heterosexual male. They sell a masculine self-identity that involves heavy drinking, 

‘cruising for women’, sport, fashion, grooming, health and a particular sense of humour 

(Mikosza, 2007). Some of the Asian boarders were regular readers of these magazines and 

faithfully bought the monthly issues. A cursory glance at some of their study tables 

revealed random copies of magazines for men, easily identified by the blatant front-cover 

images of scantily clad women posing provocatively and suggestive bold-printed headlines 

such as ‘Sexy girls bare all’. While these magazines had no imposed age restriction on the 

reader and contained no nudity, I was surprised by the general nonchalance of boarding 

staff towards them. The staff did not appear to be concerned about how the content of these 

magazines perpetuated dubious values such as the desirability of alcohol consumption, 
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promiscuous sex and tobacco usage. When I asked a Residential Assistant about this, he 

commented: 

 

We can’t ban it (men’s lifestyle magazines) because technically the boys can buy and 
read it because they are not breaking the law. I don’t see how we can stop them 
because it is no different from other magazines. Besides there are other sections in 
those FHM magazines on technology and exercise that can be educational. 

 

Tim Edwards (2003), in his engaging analysis of men’s magazines, proposed the need to 

recognise them as ‘cultural texts’ that represented varied ways of ‘articulating the tensions 

and contradictions of masculinity and sexuality with style and consumer culture’ (p. 145). I 

learnt from Jack that most of the RAs read these men’s magazines and saw it as a way of 

understanding the latest trends. This could explain the opinion that these magazines were 

acceptable for teenage boys.  

 

However, it is important in the first instance to examine the Asian boarders’ motivation for 

purchasing these magazines. If they were keen on specific content such as technology or 

sport, they could just as easily purchase magazines that specialise in those topics. It was 

obvious that the boarders were buying the magazines solely for their sexually titillating 

content and this was confirmed later when I heard one of the boarders mention that he had 

bought the latest issue of FHM magazine because his favourite swimsuit model was on the 

cover. Paul (2005) observed the increasing trend of pornography actresses and actors 

crossing over into mainstream media. Men’s lifestyle magazines have blurred the genres of 

media and expose these pornography actresses to a greater and younger audience. Edwards 

(2003) also warned about the likelihood that men’s magazines could provide the platform 

for readers to degenerate into pornography.  



 232 

 

In Lewis House, there was a gulf between men’s lifestyle magazines and pornographic 

material. The latter was listed as forbidden in the boarding house and any boarder found to 

be in possession of it would be punished with detentions. Parents would also be notified 

about the offence. To enforce this rule, staff members periodically conducted spot checks 

of living areas as well as personal computers. During my time in the school, I did not 

witness any breach and as there was a strict protocol in place it is understandable that staff 

members failed to perceive this as an uncontrollable problem. This point was made by a 

Year Coordinator, ‘Pornography is not really something we have to address. No. If the 

boys hide magazines of that dubious nature, we know where to find them during checks. 

We also monitor the server to make sure they don’t access naughty websites. Overall, I 

reckon we’ve done what we can on this’. As I found out, this was not the case.  

 

My first awareness of the widespread used of pornography in Lewis House took place at 

the local newsagent one afternoon. A group of boarders consisting of An Doh, Chin Yee, 

Boony and Sam decided to go to the nearby shops for afternoon leave. They invited me 

along, so I went. An Doh needed to pick up some stationery at the newsagent, and the rest 

of the group followed him there. I noticed that they immediately went to the display shelf 

with the tab ‘Men’s Interest’. Sam started thumbing through an FHM magazine while the 

rest browsed other magazines. He suddenly exclaimed, ‘Oh look. Jenna Jameson is the 

featured girl for this issue’. To which Chin replied, ‘Why do you want to look at her in a 

bikini when you already have a collection of naked pictures of her? Got her in action some 

more’. Jenna Jameson is a famous pornography actress. Chin’s remark exposed an aspect 

of underlife of which I was previously oblivious and I decided to pursue it further. 
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An opportunity arose soon after, during an informal interview with, coincidentally, Sam 

and Chin Yee. This interview had been planned to solicit their views on friendships they 

had with girls from a nearby girls’ school. I had no prior intention of bringing up any other 

topic and allowed the two interviewees free reign to lead this conversation in any direction. 

It did not take long for the conversation to veer towards pornography. It all started from 

Sam’s unsentimental statement, ‘If we find it hard to talk to the chicks, we can just go back 

to our computers. My girlfriends are all in there’. Wary about not drawing a wrong 

conclusion, I asked him to elaborate what he meant. ‘Come on, Wee. You know what I’m 

talking about. Don’t tell me you don’t look at them. You know? Porno? Man and woman 

‘parahpard’ (the Asian boarders’ jargon for ‘having sex’)’, Sam laughed. I then asked if 

they knew any other boarders who looked at porn. Chin Yee responded immediately: 

 

Everyone I know looks at it. At least all the Asians do, maybe except a few. The 
Year Ten’s definitely do. I heard even some of the Year Eights and Nines are looking 
at porno stuff. If you don’t believe me, just go and ask them. 

 

Although I had some doubts about Chin Yee’s claim of its ubiquity, I took his advice and 

sought to find out more about pornography usage in the boarding house through further 

interviews with the Asian boarders. I spoke to most of the Asian boarders, focusing on all 

senior Year Eleven and Twelve boys. My aim was not to develop a comprehensive 

overview of pornography users in the adolescent age group but to use individual stories to 

illustrate key themes and trends in the hidden use of pornography in Lewis House as a tool 

for resistance and a outlet for their curiosity. The comments of one interviewee were often 

repeated by other interviewees. Rather than reiterate exhaustively what I heard, I highlight 
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prevalent themes through a sampling of individual revelations that were typical or 

representative.  

 

Before their life in St Andrew’s School, most of the Asian boarders had not looked at 

pornography. Part of the reason was that in some of their countries pornography was 

illegal. As a Year Ten boarder put it, ‘I have heard of Playboy before but it’s banned in 

Malaysia. Here you go to the newsagent, you see it everywhere’. The claim of porn is 

banned might be true but the ubiquity of such material on the internet made enforcement 

difficult. However, many Asian boarders raised the fear of being caught accessing 

pornographic material on the computer by their parents. Most of them also feared being 

singled out and labeled by friends as a ‘hum sup lo’ (pervert). ‘It is malu (humiliating), you 

know, to be caught. I won’t know where to hide, might even have to leave home forever’.  

 

For the four of them who had previous exposure to pornography, they could recount the 

fateful moment with much clarity. One of them recalled: 

 

My family used to have a driver who lived in my house. One afternoon, he had to 
take my mum somewhere, can’t remember where exactly, but he forgot to lock his 
room door. I was curious and went into his room to have a look around. I know I 
shouldn’t have but I started opening the drawers.  There it was! A magazine with 
naked women in it. I started flipping through the pages. You know what? After that, I 
know something has changed. A bit like finding a new thrill. It was such an 
adrenaline rush. Can you believe it? That was maybe seven, eight ago but I can still 
remember very clearly one of the pictures. A blonde chick. I can even remember 
what she was wearing.   

 

The other boarders could also recollect the first pornographic image they saw but the 

circumstances were more typical and unintentional – through the internet. The remaining 

three claimed to have chanced upon websites with pornographic content by accident while 
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they were surfing the internet at home. ‘It was online, on my laptop,’ said one of them, ‘I 

was disgusted when I first saw pictures of girls and tits but after a while, you start to 

appreciate them. Plus it is free and nobody will know because I bring the laptop into my 

room’. Despite gaining exposure to pornography, the four boys conceded that they were 

not regular in access – once every two to three weeks. The reason they gave was due to the 

fear of being found out or as one of them put it, ‘imagining the ways I could be caught’. 

 

Moving to Perth and Lewis House proved to be a turning point for the Asian boarders. For 

the four who were already familiar with porn, their fear of being caught appeared to 

diminish. For most of the uninitiated, this new environment became their induction into 

pornography. Both processes did not occur immediately but were cultivated over a period 

of time. The common assertion was that coming to Australia gave them feelings of 

liberation as this was the first time they were staying in a foreign country for an extended 

period of time. They felt that being away from their parents and the stringent rules of home 

allowed them the freedom to be independent and mature into men. They also noted that 

Australia, as a society, was ‘open-minded’ and tolerant of ‘taboo’ subjects such as sex. The 

Asian boarders reached this impression through observing media representations such as 

TV advertisements and especially the plethora of pornographic magazines openly 

displayed in the news stands. This point was captured in the following statement, ‘In 

Australia, sex is a lot more in your face. Everywhere you turn, you see very suggestive 

images. It’s not so concealed. Almost like anything goes, you know? Nothing is taboo’. 

Another boarder highlighted the first time he was struck by the disparity: 
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I’ve heard of Playboy but it is more like a joke. Like, a way of making fun of people. 
I have no idea what it looks like until my first day here. I remember it was when I 
just landed at Perth Airport, I was waiting to be picked up and had time to look 
around. I went into the newsagent and there it was. I finally got to see how it looks 
like. I even flipped through the pages. To be honest, it made me happy and excited 
because it tells me I am no longer at home. 

 

Many of the boarders learned to associate pornography with the excitement of starting life 

in a comparatively permissive environment. At that stage, they became aware of the wide 

availability of porn and its legal acceptability in Australia. This consciousness, however, 

did not immediately convert into action. The crucial reason was the rules of Lewis House. 

As mentioned in the earlier section of this chapter, most of the Asian boarders expressed 

their desire to obey the rules or at least be seen to be doing so. It did not take long for the 

deterrent effect of the law to wear off, especially when they started to be familiar with the 

routine and system of the boarding house but more significantly, the new boarders 

gradually realised that their peers had been perusing pornography without being caught.  

 

As I investigated further, this transition from a curious onlooker to an entrenched user of 

porn was a result of several factors. One of the main ones was their emotional distance and 

isolation from females, as evidenced on the river cruise. At this age, when these adolescent 

boys were inquisitive about sex and relating to members of the opposite sex, they soon saw 

residing in a single-sex school as a constraint: they could not express their sexuality. 

Almost all of the Asian boarders talked about the significance of having a girlfriend or 

being ‘desired’ by girls but as I described in the previous chapter, there appeared to be an 

inner unease, or fear of inadequacy leading to shyness. As one boarder put it, residing in an 

all boys’ boarding school led them to be deeply and damagingly ignorant of women. There 

was a deep sense of longing to be accepted by girls, yet most of the boys were single and 



 237 

unaware of how to interact with girls. Furthermore, their parents did not inform the boys 

about their attitudes to sex. Many of the Asian boarders mentioned that they had never 

spoken to their parents about sex- related topics but gained knowledge from their peers. 

Szirom (1988) also found that for boys, male friends were far more likely to be a source of 

information about sex than were their parents, and the result was often the sharing of 

inaccurate and ill-informed advice in the confines of the locker room. Kelly (1992) made 

the same observation in her sex education in schools. She found that pornographic 

material, as well as boys’ sex talk, often became resource material for boys on sexuality. 

She claimed that most young people’s sexual knowledge comes from coercive content as 

portrayed in pornography, instead of from either at home or in school. These studies agree 

that pornography is frequently the first place boys learn about sex and gain an 

understanding of their own sexuality, preferences, and predilections. Like many curious 

teenages, many Asian boarders learnt through pornography to direct their sexual feelings 

towards the opposite sex and sought relief through it.  

 

For them, pornography replaced forms of sex education such a parental guidance and 

school counsel. So what does pornography teach? To this question, Paul (2005) comments:  

 

The pornography lesson is nothing if not straightforward; most is geared toward the 
adolescent mind: simple, primal, hormone-driven, results-oriented, a winnable game. 
Pornography depicts sex as an easy process that provides a welcome refuge from the 
tangle of sexual politics teenagers encounter in the real world. (p.16) 

 

Her definition sheds light on pornography usage among the Asian boarders group. It was 

an easy substitute for intimacy with the opposite sex without the awkward barriers of 

shyness and inadequacy. Pornography was therefore sex minus the relationship.  
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The Asian boarders who admitted to watching pornography were aware of its popularity in 

Lewis House and were at least able to name other boys whom they knew watched it. 

However, a large number of them did not feel pressured into looking at pornography so as 

to fit in with the group. This surprised me initially but I soon learnt that there were popular 

boys in the Asian boarders group who declared their disinclination for pornography and 

did not appear to be ostracised by their peers.  

 

Upon further exploration, another common theme emerged: loneliness and boredom. I was 

struck by how isolated many of them felt. At first, such feelings appeared misplaced 

because they were living in such a close-knit community. But, living in such close 

proximity to friends has its downside. All the boys made a similar point about the 

difficulty of dealing with personal pain. Alex captured this agony in the following 

disclosure: 

 

It is really hard sometimes when I’m going through sad times because I can’t really 
show it to the others. I’m afraid they will laugh at me. I feel very lonely sometimes 
because there is one I want to share my troubles with, so I have to appear tough. 
That’s the thing about living here, I have no privacy, there is no place where I can be 
me. You know what I mean? 

 

Many of his peers shared Alex’s quandary about dealing with grief caused by such things 

as doing poorly in school assessments, feuds with friends, receiving bad news from home 

and so on. Lambert (1968) proposed that boarding school structures – the way schools 

organise themselves – can create problems for some children who cannot accept the 

routine problems. This inevitably leads to friction and pressure. These tensions built up 

over time and were magnified just by living in an enclosed community. Many problems 
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arose from continuously having to live a public life, for even in the spacious Lewis House, 

where private activities such as sleeping, eating, studying and leisure were spent in the 

company of others. Living such a public life meant a lack of privacy. As a result, the boys 

did not have any suitable outlet for the expression of grief or just to let off some steam, 

which in turn accentuated their perception of their problems. Occasionally, the responses 

of some boys to the situation were extreme. A few begged their parents to take them home, 

others developed eccentricities. By far, the most crucial coping mechanism for them was 

pornography. Others made a similar point, I recorded with interest the turn of phrases they 

used to describe the fantasy domain of pornography; ‘my happy place’ and ‘a space that is 

mine’ were two examples. The implication of these descriptions pointed to the make-

believe realm of pornography acting as a ‘private happy place’ of refuge where they could 

retreat to find some solace and relief. The Asian boarders also reflected that pornography 

helped them to alleviate boredom and cope with any troublesome ordeals they faced. As 

one of them expressed, ‘Yeah. You can say that I use porno to get away from the boring 

life here. It gives me a bit of excitement’. 

 

Having established the widespread use of pornography among the Asian boarders, I now 

focus on the manner of its usage. Due to its illicit status in the boarding school, a high 

degree of concealment was necessary and the extent to which the boys hid their materials 

and used pornography were inventive to say the least. The general rule was not to possess 

physical or hard copies of pornographic material such as adult magazines and pictures, 

because these were cumbersome to keep and hide. One of the boys explained, ‘They (staff 

members) are here long enough to know where to look. Our room is so small and there are 

not many places to keep things. They know where to look. And also, it is harder to throw 
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them away during inspections’. Furthermore, the embarrassment of buying the magazines 

in person and the steep pricing was enough to serve as a deterrent. By far the most 

favoured medium of pornography among the Asian boarders was cyberporn or internet 

pornography – they could download movie clips, pictures and even magazines online. 

They were aware that staff members monitored web access through the school server and 

anyone accessing objectionable websites could be easily traced. In order to get around this 

restriction, many of them resorted to purchasing pre-paid mobile internet accounts so that 

they could surf the internet without fear of school authorities stumbling upon their 

misdeeds. After downloading pornography material, they immediately renamed the file to 

a generic title and buried it in a non-specific folder. Furthermore, separate memory storage 

devices such as USB flash drives were used to save the files as such devices were much 

easier to conceal. With all these measures in place, even the most determined staff member 

would struggle to locate these pornographic files. In the event of spot checks, if an Asian 

boarder found himself in a precarious position, all he needed to do was to delete the files 

and virtually no trace would remain.  

 

Other than ease of concealment, another aspect of cyberporn which contributed to its 

popularity was its flexibility and the opportunity for users to filter and customise materials 

for downloading and storage (Johansson and Hammarén, 2007). The choices of the Asian 

boarders varied from soft-core R-rated to Hardcore XXX-rated. Some admitted to 

prefering East Asian pornography particularly that from Japan, but a fascinating 

idiosyncrasy was the overwhelming majority’s general leaning towards western porn, 

especially those materials that featured blonde actresses performing sex acts. I learned that 

this preference was not a coincidence, and it provided two interesting revelations. Firstly, 
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the Asian boarders actively debased members of other ethnicities, especially those of 

European descent. This attitude biased their interaction with the Australian boarders and 

surfaced in the way they determined their preferred pornographic content. Academic 

literature has established an association between objectifying women especially those who 

are of a different ethnicity (Lo and Wei, 2005). This assertion could certainly be applied in 

this case as the Asian boarders regularly made jokes about how ‘blonde chicks’ had big 

‘tits’ and were promiscuous.  

 

Secondly, sexual depictions of Asian women did not go down well with the Asian boarders 

as they felt these depictions degraded and dehumanised women who were more like them. 

This observation was captured by this boarder’s comment, ‘I don’t usually like to look at 

Asian girls because that could be like my girlfriend or wife next time’. The incongruity of 

their view clearly revealed that wanted an ‘Other’ to be in porn. Furthermore, the Asian 

boarders had to suspend belief in order to imagine the fantasy world of porn, and the 

depiction of an Asian woman broke the spell of disbelief. The always accepting, all-

accommodating and malleable porn actress provided a welcome refuge because in porn 

fantasy, an Asian boarder was no longer an awkward boy in a rigid institution who lacked 

social skills. In the fantasy world of porn, they could receive the validation they craved. 

They also found validation in the ways in which they shared pornographic files with one 

another. On a few occasions, I was able to gather through conversations between certain 

boys that sharing of pornographic files was taking place. Laptop computers, external 

memory drives and CD-DVD ROMS facilitated the sharing and exchange of porn 

materials more conveniently than traditional pornographic sources such as magazines, 
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books and pictures. Video clips were shared and found their way into various collections 

around Lewis House.  

 

While the use of pornography was rife in Lewis House, a small number of the Asian 

boarders were not drawn into it and even disliked it. For instance, pornography did not 

interest Zach. It was not as if he were ignorant of its existence and not curious about sex 

and girls. ‘Of course I am curious about sex,’ he claimed, ‘but porn is not the way to know 

it. I have been taught by my parents that porn is bad and the real world is just not like that’. 

In fact, Zach’s parents were one of the few who initiated conversations with their children 

about matters of sex. He also acknowledged the importance of his Christian faith in 

helping him deal with the temptation to look. Also among this group of boys was Paul, 

who admitted to having prior exposure to pornography but a close relationship with his 

sister seemed to alter his perception towards women portrayed in pornography. ‘I am just 

not comfortable about looking at women like that. Yeah. I know those woman chose to be 

photographed or filmed like that but they are also someone’s daughter or someone’s sister 

or mother’. Zach and Paul belonged to a minority who took a stand not to seek gratification 

in pornography but they were by no means ostracised by the majority who did. On the 

contrary, they were well regarded by the rest of the Asian boarders group and did not 

appear to hinder their friendship with them. Their indifferent outlook towards pornography 

can be summarised by Zach: 

 

I guess a balanced person does not need to look at porn. I am not saying that I am 
better than anyone else but I struggle with other things too. We all go through 
different phases in our lives so who can say one is better than someone else. But I 
think porn is damaging as in it affects my views of girls. That’s why I hope the guys 
can outgrow porn, it will be like, a passing phase. 
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A Researcher’s Responsibility 

In this chapter, I have provided an account of illicit activities that took place in Lewis 

House during the year I conducted my fieldwork. Collecting such data was fraught with 

dilemmas and moments of awkwardness. I found myself constantly negotiating and being 

aware of my position among the boarders during this stage of data collection. In an earlier 

phase, I had concentrated on establishing trust with the Asian boarders. This was when 

boys such as An Doh, Chingy, Zach and Paul became so important as my friendships with 

them paved the way to my observations of hidden activities. In addition to my position as 

an adult researcher, the boarders knew me as a Duty Master, a position of certain authority 

over them, adding to the already high level of awkwardness. Forging an open friendship 

with the Asian boarders was, therefore, the first component required in overcoming such 

barriers.    

 

This meant that I needed to be honest with them about my status as a researcher and certain 

personal details such as my own encounters with illicit activities. For instance, I shared 

with Sam and Chin Yee my own early brushes with pornography. Adopting this stance of 

‘self disclosure’ signalled my willingness to be open about certain aspects of my personal 

life and more importantly, allowed them to know me on a more personal level. The 

boarders reciprocated by agreeing to be interviewed and even invited me to join them in 

activities that were outside those of the school. Opening myself to the Asian boarders 

posed many ethical questions, highlighting how ethics and the politics of ethnography are 

intertwined. For ethnographers, ethical issues are also inextricably related to the 

ontological and epistemological foundations of their work. This is important because 

ethnographers have a responsibility not only to protect research participants from harm, but 
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also to have regard to their rights. To help untangle this, Beauchamp (1982) proposed a set 

of principles to guide research practices: 

 

Non-maleficence: that researchers should avoid harming participants. 
 
Beneficence: that research on human subjects should produce some positive and 
identifiable benefit rather than simply be carried out for its own sake. 
 
Autonomy or self-determination: that the values and decisions of research 
participants should be respected. 
 
Justice: that people who are equal in relevant respects should be treated equally. 
        (pp.18-19) 

 

These criteria were adopted and useful in managing my role during various situations and 

relationships with the Asian boarders. Such measures were particularly useful in 

circumstances when I was present while the Asian boarders were breaking school rules and 

participating in activities in which they could potentially harm themselves. For example, I 

earlier described how I hung out at the jetty with the smokers. While I did not hand out 

cigarettes or encourage them to smoke, would I be indirectly creating potential for harm? I 

wondered if my accompanying them to the jetty was perceived by the students as an 

indication of my support – as evident in the unbridled way they continued to smoke even 

when I was there. My main concern then was whether I should inform the boarding staff 

about the Asian boarders’ transgressions and nip the forbidden act in the bud; or continue 

spending time with the boys, endeavouring to gain deeper insight into the motivating 

factors that drove them to these acts. Outside the school area, there is a general question 

concerning the ethics of ethnography especially when in the face of illicit activities: What 

does one do with data in relation to law enforcement? Do people in authority have a right 

to ethnographic information that might assist them in catching the wrongdoers? To help 
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address these doubts, Murphy and Dingwall (2001) propose that researchers should only 

proceed if they can show that the anticipated benefits of a study outweigh its potential 

risks. There are research fields where harm is likely to arise directly from the researcher’s 

intervention. Biomedical experiments, Murphy et al. (2001) suggest, are examples where 

benefits and harms are likely to be tangible. The difficulties of applying such calculations 

to ethnography arise from its different nature and the different risks involved.  

 

Moore (1993) suggests a more forthright approach: that a researcher’s ultimate 

responsibility should always be to the research subjects. His standpoint emanates from the 

view that providing information to authorities may violate notions of informed consent. In 

other words, if a researcher intents to advise authorities about the details of illicit activities 

based on the research he or she is about to conduct, ‘informed consent’ means the 

researcher is required to inform potential research subjects of this possibility before 

conducting the research. If this is the case, Moore expressed his doubt whether illicit drug 

users, his research subjects, would have participated in his study. According to the 

NHMRC (National Health and Medical Research Council) (NHMRC, 2007) National 

Statement of Ethical Conduct in Human Research guidelines, which govern all research 

involving humans at the University of Western Australia, Chapter 2.2 states: 

 

Respect for human beings involves giving due scope to people’s capacity to make 
their own decisions. In the research context, this normally requires that participation 
be the result of a choice made by participants – commonly known as ‘the 
requirement for consent’. This requirement has the following conditions: consent 
should be a voluntary choice, and should be based on sufficient information and 
adequate understanding of both the proposed research and the implications of 
participation in it. 
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Ethically, ethnographers must truthfully and comprehensively inform their subjects of 

confidentiality measures that will be taken, the ramifications and the overall direction of 

the research. Therefore, the interests of research subjects should always be put before the 

interests of science. This approach is prudent as ethnographers usually stay at the research 

site for long periods of time, develop deep relationships with research subjects, have an 

impact on the scene and change personally while involved in the community. As Bourgois 

(1995) comments: 

 

Ethnographers usually live in the communities they study, and they establish long-
term, organic relationships with the people they write about. In other words, in order 
to collect  ‘accurate data,’ ethnographers violate the canons of positivist research; we 
become intimately involved in the people we study. (p.13)  

 

In order to be ‘intimately involved’, trust between the researcher and those researched 

plays a very important role especially in ethnographic fieldwork which is largely carried 

out through interactions with research participants. Trust can only reached through 

honesty. I found that the most effective way of fostering this trust was through being open 

about the intentions and boundaries of the research to the boarders and staff from the 

outset. The boarders were informed verbally and through an information sheet about the 

inviolability of confidentiality and how anything they said or did would not be divulged to 

the school staff members. However, expressing this to them alone was not enough to win 

their trust as knowledge had to be substantiated by action. In my case, there were instances 

where I chanced upon groups of boys who were deliberately breaking the rules. On one 

particular occasion, I met, by coincidence, a group of Asian boarders who were on the train 

en route to a girls’ school in the next suburb when they should have been in the dining hall 

for dinner. Perhaps pricked by conscience or motivated by fear of punishment or both, they 
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approached me and came clean on their misdemeanour with the hope that I would turn a 

blind eye to it. I agreed not to report them because of the possible ramifications. Other than 

compromising the good faith the boys had in me, I had qualms about the paternalistic 

approach the staff members used to manage these occurrences. The school implemented 

the usual punitive measures such as detention and deprivation of privileges, and perhaps 

counselling sessions with the Year Coordinator, but there were no other measures that 

might be taken in order that the staff could develop a deeper understanding of student 

behaviour.          

 

Upon reflection, these dilemmas arose not fundamentally because of the purpose of the 

research but because of my relationship with the Asian boarders. I share Dennis’ (2009) 

sentiments when faced with the decision of intervention because she cared about the goals 

of the research, the people she was researching and because she had particular 

commitments regarding her behaviour – in and out of the field. Likewise, my concern 

about the research entailed genuine concern for the welfare of the boys. However, my 

concern for them did not equate to ambivalence when witnessing potentially harmful 

activities. Instead of being accusatory, I opted for a consultative approach where I sought 

to find out what was driving their behaviour. To my surprise, many of the Asian boarders 

willingly shared their inner struggles. I highlighted some of these earlier in the chapter, but 

it is nonetheless worthwhile to note that loneliness, low self-esteem and the turmoil 

associated with moving into adulthood were common conflicts. Adding to my role as a 

researcher and boarding staff was one of a counsellor as I found myself in a unique 

position where boys approached me at different times to talk through some of their 

struggles. They admitted to finding it difficult to share these thoughts with the senior 
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school staff or the school counsellor because of the fear of punishment. Some of them also 

reflected that I was closer to them in age and cultural background and, therefore, I would 

be in a better position to sympathise with their plight.   

 

Having the opportunity to hang out with the boys even when they were knowingly defying 

school rules and listening to them as they shared their thoughts, was a privilege that I dared 

not take for granted. To the best of my ability, I tried to help them by sharing my own 

experiences, especially since the nature of their struggles was not foreign to me as I too 

had left my home country to live in a boarding school. They also knew of my Christian 

faith and requested that I prayed for them during stressful periods such as exams or when 

homesickness became overwhelming. I seldom approached them with the intention of 

offering help and only responded to them if they asked for help. These moments formed 

the cornerstone of what Devine (1996) called ‘hanging out’ ethnography (p. 65) where he 

had the opportunity to ‘participate in the student’s ordinary conversations and to listen to 

their narratives about their lives in and out of school’, at the same that he was engaged in 

working with them (p. 66). He too found that the adolescents he worked with manifested 

an intense desire to be understood and to be listened to. Ethnographers should be mindful 

about getting so caught up in the quest for hard data that the complexities, conflicts and 

disorders of everyday life are overlooked. This quest is understandable but the need to 

understand and not stifle opportunities for students to express casual and spontaneous 

thoughts that mattered to them, are just as crucial.  
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Overview 

‘Do anything but don’t get caught,’ was an often-repeated phrase used by the Asian 

boarders when discussing about their illicit activities in Lewis House. As this chapter has 

highlighted, this expression captured the essence of their participation in the illegal 

pursuits that formed part of their underlife. In the process of resisting adult rules, the Asian 

boarders developed a sense of community and a group identity. In addition, the Asian 

boarders’ veiled evasion of boarding rules through co-operative secondary adjustments 

enabled them to gain a certain amount of control over their daily lives. Their resistance to 

boarding rules can be seen as routine because it was a daily occurrence in Lewis House 

and was produced in a style that was easily recognisable to a member of the peer group.  

 

On the surface, these activities were the result of adolescent experimentation or peer 

pressure. They were prepared to indulge in smoking, drinking and consume pornography, 

despite the risk of being caught because they wanted to be accepted by the group and be 

seen as mature. This chapter has demonstrated that in addition to these superficial reasons, 

a myriad of other complex motivations were also instrumental in leading to their 

participation in illicit behaviour. Examining their underlife has provided further insight 

into how they shaped their individual and collective identity through deeper revelations of 

their thinking processes and desire for acceptance. Knowledge of this allowed us to 

address problems of loneliness and issues of adulthood. 

 

Investigating forbidden acts in Lewis House posed ethical questions for the researcher. The 

stance I adopted was to continue my presence but with the aim of finding out about the 

processes and motivations that drove their behaviour. Other studies have highlighted that 
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anthropological research should place utmost importance on the research subjects and 

maintain a truthful relationship with them. Adopting this stance, I was able to relate to the 

Asian boarders better and gain insight into their lives. Furthermore, being ‘up front’ about 

my role as a researcher brought about surprising situations where boarders asked for my 

advice and help in certain struggles they faced. This put me in the privileged position of 

being able to listen to their thoughts and provide them support during difficult times.  
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CHAPTER 10 
CONCLUSION 

WE’RE MORE ASIAN THAN ASIANS 
 

January 2008 

Our meeting place was a bus stop in Singapore. First to arrive, I sat down and waited for 

the group. Not long after, the very familiar ‘Weeeee’ jolted me from my inattentive state of 

mind. The five boys took turns to repeat ‘Weeeee’ in a shrill voice, as they had done so for 

the past year. My meeting with Peng, Zach, Paul and An Doh was not intended to be for 

research purposes but to catch up with them as Zach and Paul were graduating and likely 

to pursue university studies elsewhere. This occasion also marked the end of my year at St 

Andrew’s School and what better way to finish than to meet up with them during their end 

of year holidays. We agreed that the activity for that day was to be a game of basketball. 

As we begin the short walk to the court which was located near a technical college, Peng 

commented, ‘It is so cool that we get to meet somewhere that is not Australia’. I asked him 

what made him say that. ‘There are more Asians here. It is better like that because 

everywhere you turn, you see black heads,’ Peng replied. ‘Yeah. This is like home, man!’ 

added An Doh.  

 

Despite the crowd of people, the boys found a free court and started playing. Just as they 

were getting into it, a group of students approached to challenge the boys to a basketball 

game. I could sense the Asian boarders’ reluctance as the challengers were obviously from 

a different background. Their uniform indicated that they were students from the technical 

college. They spoke in a mixture of Mandarin and Chinese dialect. This group of boys 

were probably not a group with which the St Andrew’s Schoolboys would usually 

associate. Their discomfort was clear in their faces as they struggled with the dilemma: 
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rejecting this challenge could easily be construed as cowardice, yet acceptance might result 

in ‘GG’ or Good Game, their lingo for a humiliating defeat. I sensed the St Andrew’s 

School boys felt intimidated as the challengers appeared to be seasoned players.  

 

Although I was there with the intention of spending time with the St Andrew’s boys, the 

afternoon took an unexpected turn when they asked me to join the game as they were short 

of one player. Inevitably drawn into this ‘drama’, my participation was crucial in whether 

the game was to eventuate. My rejection would present the perfect excuse for them to back 

out of this unwanted confrontation. I eventually agreed to join in. As we were getting 

organised, I overheard one of our opponents tell his female friend sitting on the sidelines 

that this game would ‘NM’ very soon. I later found out NM stood for ‘Next Match’: their 

code for ‘the game would be won swiftly’. The next hour and a half saw an even and 

keenly fought contest. The competition was not confined to the game – it was mirrored in 

the language. The two teams utilised their own unique codes and discourses to convey 

tactics, while at the same time making indirect put downs of the opposition. The boys used 

the Australian vernacular picked up from their time in St Andrew’s School: ‘blindside 

cut!’, ‘box out’, ‘speedtack’ while addressing their opponents as ‘ranks’ or ‘ferals’, both 

Australian colloquialisms of insult. Being conversant with Mandarin and Hokkien (a 

Chinese dialect), I recognised that the challengers were doing likewise in addressing the 

boys as ‘kan tang’, loosely translated as potatoes. The symbolism of this term is 

significant: like a potato, the St Andrew’s boys were seen to be white on the inside but 

yellowish brown on the outside. It is also used to describe people who have lost their Asian 

roots as their staple food of rice has been replaced by potatoes, the western staple food. 

The two teams were evenly matched with time running out at 20 all and one basket would 
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be enough to secure victory. The struggle for that final basket was intense and was 

reflected in the bantering between the teams. As it turned out, the St Andrew’s boys 

somehow scored the winning basket. The delirium that followed was of heartfelt jubilation. 

‘We beat those chao ah bengs (uncouth simpletons)!’, said Peng.  

 

This incident bore a striking resemblance to the soccer game described in Chapter 8, but it 

also captured many of the key themes and sentiments of my year at St Andrew’s School. 

We can note the continual and persistent manifestation of shared practices formed during 

their time in the boarding community, such as the emphasis on sport in their expression of 

group identity, the use of idiosyncratic language and the awkward situation when their 

space, the basketball court, was challenged by another group. These observations draw 

attention to the persistence of their shared identity as St Andrew’s School Asian boarders 

and the fundamental need to differentiate themselves from another group. The resilience of 

this group boundary originated from the creative ways the Asian boarders had defined 

themselves and others as ethnic identities against the Euro-Australian majority at St 

Andrew’s School. The result has been their emphasis on the socially constructed aspects of 

ethnicity, i.e., the ways in which ethnic boundaries, identities, and cultures, are negotiated, 

defined, and produced through social interaction inside and outside ethnic communities 

(Nagel, 1994). These emphases formed the building blocks and maintained their definition 

as the Asian boarders group.   

 

However, this encounter also provided a different, contrasting platform, as this time it was 

no longer ethnic qualities that differentiated the groups. In this situation, the boys and the 

challengers were not all that different: they were all Chinese males who belonged to a 
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similar age bracket and enjoyed playing basketball. It is not far-fetched to imagine that if 

the challengers had had the opportunity to reside in Lewis House, they could just as easily 

have been the Asian boarders. In spite of this, the St Andrew’s boys actively differentiated 

themselves from the challengers to the extent of regarding the other group of boys as 

inferior and unsophisticated ‘chao ah bengs’. Throughout the course of this study, I had 

noticed similar patterns whereby the Asian boarders devalued the Australian boarders as a 

means to maintain ethnic boundaries. For their entire time in Lewis House, they had 

emphasised their group and individual identity as Asians. Their identity in Lewis House 

was therefore forged as the result of a dialectical process involving internal and external 

opinions and processes, as well as the individual’s self-identification and outsider’s ethnic 

designation. The Asian boarders based their group membership on geographical origins, 

their perceived shared ethnic background and similar experiences of leaving home for 

Perth. It became clear to them during their introduction into boarding life that surviving 

there required a certain orientation to a collective. They then learned to view this group as 

self-defining and themselves as contributing members of the Asian boarders group. 

Membership was further enforced externally due to the tendency of staff members to 

address them as the ‘Asian boarders’. It was observed that being part of this collective 

increased sensitivity to possible discrimination. In fact, most of the Asian boarders had 

come to St Andrew’s School expecting to be targets of racism. Group membership served 

as a form a protection against victimisation. In addition, friendships within the group 

helped them cope with homesickness and loneliness. Connections built in Lewis House 

became a core source of support and affirmation that gave the mundane routine of 

boarding life meaning. 
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From the feedback of the Asian boarders it was clear that friendship was the strongest 

value that emerged in their lives at boarding school. As far as I can tell, it was a type of 

friendship that was enduring, intense and in some cases transcended cultural differences. 

However, as friendship emerged as one of the strengths of the boarders’ lives it also 

suggested that students from overseas backgrounds were likely to seek out, establish and 

maintain friendships among their own or similar ethnic group. The intensity of these 

friendships appeared to be forged because they lived in close proximity to each other. 

Consequently, most of the Asian boarders agreed that this period of time in St Andrew’s 

School changed their outlook about themselves and their values. Having had the 

opportunity to speak with the Asian boarders who graduated, most of them indicated that 

living in Perth widened their horizons and as a result, they gained greater confidence in 

their ability to survive on their own. Many reflected that the boarding experience prepared 

them for life beyond school. Boarders from Singapore added that boarding life put them in 

good stead as they prepared for conscription into the army as part of National Service.  

 

As they looked back, all of the Asian boarders remarked that the friendships they shared 

with each were by far the most valuable outcome from their time in Lewis House. They 

reflected that the bonds formed and strengthened in Lewis House were unlike any other 

friendships they had had. As one of them put it:  

 

We live together, eat together, shit together for two, three years. It’s not like my 
friends at home where we go out and then go back to our own homes. Here we 
understand each other so well. This time of friendship is like, in your face. 

 

This ‘in your face’ friendship with its informal ethnic meanings and interactions shaped 

their everyday experiences, leading to re-negotiation of ethnic boundaries and a change in 



 256 

patterns of ethnic identification. As a result, the Asian boarders acquired a clearer 

definition of their Asian identity. Many of them felt that living in close contact with 

members of other ethnic groups and practices strengthened their understanding of 

themselves individually. These freshly minted patterns of identification from St Andrew’s 

School would continue to shape future experiences.  

 

Having lived in Perth, many Asian boarders considered that their encounters with other 

cultures in the boarding school and bonding with fellow students provided them with fresh 

understanding and clearer articulations of their own culture. Hence, returning to their home 

should have been a passage back to their roots, leading to stronger bonds to their home 

country. This was where the unexpected took place. I initially hypothesised that the Asian 

boarders would be able to articulate their identities better while away from their home 

countries than within them. What happens, therefore when they return to their home 

countries? How did the time in St Andrew’s School and Perth change their perceptions of 

home?  

 

Returning Home 

Home, for the Asian boarders, was in Asia as it was their origin. Perth was largely 

perceived as a transitional space and a stepping-stone to a future career path. Was it 

therefore possible that after their adaptation to Perth, the Asian boarders might reconfigure 

their notions of home and belonging? For them, residing in Perth had created new ties, 

leading to a sense of attachment to Perth. They began to appreciate Perth because it was no 

longer foreign to them. Positive feelings of familiarity and memories of comradeship could 

also have led to this changing perspective. Min-ha (1994) also noted the importance of 
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stability and feelings of happiness in finally determining where home is. For the Asian 

boarders, such feelings of happiness and stability could be a result of their attachments to 

friends in Perth. Seeking to find out more, I posed the following question to graduating 

boarders on their last official week in St Andrew’s School: ‘Will you miss life in Lewis 

House? And why?’ Their response gave intimations of two qualities:  

 

I come to love this place because of the friends I have. Even though some of them 
are also from KL, and I will get to see them in KL. It is somehow different because 
we can’t do the boarding house things in KL. We won’t get to hang out in boarding 
house, and we definitely won’t meet as much. (Ivan) 
 
 It is crazy because I remember when I first came here, I hated the place, as in really 
hate. Couldn’t wait to get the fuck out of here. But now the time to finally leave is 
here, I feel really sad. The friendships I have here are special. Don’t think I’ll have 
any quite like this next time. (Sam) 
 
I won’t miss Perth because it’s really boring, but I’ll definitely miss going to the city 
with the guys. We don’t get to do that any more because people will move on to 
different places from here, you know like different unis and places. We won’t get to 
see each other much. Everyone’s got their own friends at home. (Paul) 

 

From their reflections, the years spent in Perth and Lewis House led to varying levels of 

fondness for the place largely due to the friendship ties they had established. Sarup (1994) 

echoed this point by associating home with ‘pleasant memories, intimate situations, a place 

of warmth and protective security among loved people’ (p. 94). For Aran, home was an 

indistinct concept: 

 

Home is Jakarta for me but the thing is my family just moved here. I’m used to be 
eager to go back to see my friends. Now I am closer to the friends here in the school. 
It’s just weird man. Like, I miss Perth while I’m in Jakarta. Man, staying in Perth too 
long screws up your thinking. 
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Therefore, for Aran, a return to Jakarta, the place once familiar to him, became marked 

with uncertainty. There appeared to be a growing reluctance to leave Perth, a place to 

which they had grown attached. Hence, they became caught ‘between homes’ and located 

in what Gilroy (1993) termed a form of double consciousness – being in one locality but 

recalling the experiences in another. In addition, as suggested by the Asian boarders’ 

tendency to interchange ‘St Andrew’s School’ with Perth, positive memories they had of 

St Andrew’s School led to similar sentiments towards Perth.  

 

The Asian boarders’ graduation from St Andrew’s School signalled the end of their 

participation in the quasi-group and action sets. But it also heralded the beginning of 

another process of identification. Most of them progressed to different universities to 

pursue tertiary education where a new setting with new friends would lead to new quasi-

groups and ways of identification. One group of Asian boarders embarked on a thoroughly 

unique journey, those from Singapore were required to return to their country for 

compulsory National Service. This group of students needed to re-identify with Singapore, 

where adjustments were required to come to terms with the inevitable changes in their 

society, families and friends. To return to Singapore was ‘to experience the shock of the 

doubleness of similarity and difference’ (Hall, 1990, p. 227). Perhaps the difference that is 

felt on returning to Singapore makes it possible for reterritorialisation to take place. Their 

niggling sense of unfamiliarity possibly provoked the Singapore boarders into making the 

space familiar again. This was done through restoring ties with old friends, which could be 

perceived as networking, reminiscent of the processes carried out in Lewis House.  
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Overall, the Asian boarders left St Andrew’s School with a clearer sense of who they were, 

although their imminent departure placed new demands on their sense of identity. The 

fluid and transient framing of their identity triggered a need to review its conception. Hall 

(1990) suggested perceiving ‘identity as a production which is never complete, always in 

process and always constituted within, not outside, representation’ (p. 222). For the Asian 

boarders, once the initial sense of unfamiliarity was overcome through reterritorialising 

their new environment, a sense of familiarity set in again.  

 

Looking forward 

I began my ethnographic research at St Andrew’s School seeking to understand the lives of 

the Asian boarders. This group of students are part of the larger international student 

population that are a mainstay in Australian educational institutions and have contributed 

much to its diversity. However, very little anthropological and sociological research has 

been done on overseas students in private boarding schools. I entered the school attempting 

to rectify this deficiency by researching and documenting an ethnographic account of the 

lived experiences of international students residing in Lewis House. As I look back at the 

year spent in the school, I contemplate the relationships formed, the observations made, the 

valuable insight provided by all involved and my own growth. I wonder how much of my 

initial aim of understanding the lives of the Asian boarders was accomplished. I also reflect 

on how I have changed as a result of the year in St Andrew’s School. Researching into the 

boarding lives of overseas students made me confront my own experiences as a boarder 

more than a decade ago. I faced and questioned my biases and judgements about the 

Australian boarders, staff members and boarding school life. While coming face-to-face 

with my past perceptions made me uncomfortable, these encounters were shared and as a 



 260 

result, enhanced my relationship with the Lewis House Asian boarders. While boundaries 

were drawn to maintain a distance with the Asian boarders during data collection, I 

allowed myself some involvement in their lives by participating in ball games, 

accompanying them during the weekends and afternoon trips to the nearby shops and 

interacted with them online via social network websites. I valued them as individuals and 

relished the time spent with them. In return, I gained deeper understanding of the Asian 

boarders through the sharing of their thoughts. Our friendship did not end after 2007. Even 

as this thesis was being written, I remained in contact with some of the boys electronically 

and we meet up frequently.  

 

Insofar as this thesis seeks to contribute to the understanding of overseas students, it 

represents a preliminary effort at identifying attributes associated with Asian identity, 

grounded in the unique experiences of individuals in an Australian boarding school. I 

conclude with a quote from Aggar’s speech.  

 

People often talk about how different habits and cultures can keep us apart. Having 
had the opportunity know and live with friends from so many countries and 
background, I realise that people do have the ability to interact and live together in 
harmony. 

 

While he might not have been sincere in expressing this view, it accentuates how 

dissimilar practices and values can be vital in binding a group together and at the same 

time, differentiating it from others.    
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APPENDIX A 

Research Proposal Submitted to the Headmaster of St Andrew’s School, 

October 2006 

 

Name of Researcher: Wee Loon, Yeo  

Research Institution: School of Anthropology and Sociology, University of Western Australia 

 

Working Title: When Cultural Streams Converge: An Ethnographic Study of Southeast Asian 

International Students in a West Australian Independent Boys’ Boarding School. 

 

Details of Research: 

My research seeks to study the experiences of international students in an independent boys’ 

boarding school in Perth, Western Australia. Building upon my experience as a School Health 

Promotion Executive in Singapore between 2002 and 2005, I hope to be given the opportunity 

to participate and contribute in the school’s activities and at the same time, collect data for this 

research. 

 

Research Aims: 

a) To document a detailed ethnographic account of the day to day ‘lived’ experiences of 

international students in an independent boys’ boarding school in Perth. Specifically, the 

experiences of international students’ in boarding school set in the midst of cultural 

convergence. This includes possible conflicts that may arise as they come to terms with 

unfamiliar but dominant cultural symbols.  

 

b) To study the extent to which the family influences students’ overseas boarding school 

experiences and to explore any changes to parenting styles in the transnational boarding 

school context.   

 

c) To unravel broader processes involved when international students from Southeast Asia are 

initially exposed and their adjustment to boarding school life.  

  

Time frame: School year 2007 

 

Research Participants: 
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a) Primary group: Boarders who are international students from Southeast Asia (Indonesia, 

Malaysia & Singapore) 

 

b) Secondary group: Parents of boarders and boarding school staff. Relevant school staff 

 

Research Methods: 

a) Participant observation 

Non-intrusive observations will be carried out in all aspects of boarding school life such as 

meals, recess breaks, sports training. Interviews with students will be conducted at some 

stage. 

 

b) Formal and informal interviews 

The interview questions are designed to be reflective rather than confronting and are expected 

to last between thirty minutes to an hour. Subjected to the school’s and participants’ consent, 

interviews with parents will be conducted in Jakarta, Kuala Lumpur and Singapore during the 

term breaks.  

 

Boarding school staff will be involved in the interviews. Teaching staff, if possible, will also be 

interviewed for the purpose of appreciating international students’ adaptation during formal 

lessons.   

 

 

Anticipated Benefits: 

a) A deeper understanding of the boarding school experience. School staff will be equipped 

with a more intimate knowledge about the experiences of international students and hence, 

more adequately assist the students as they adapt to a new culture.  

 

b) The school’s understanding of relationships between international students and their 

parents will be enhanced. This will further aid the school’s communication with parents. 

Parents will also benefit from this research as their understanding on their children’s 

adaptation away from home will come into focus.  

 

c) This research will provide the school with a detailed analysis of boarding school culture 

which may be used to complement future planning in the boarding school.    

 

All information collected will be kept strictly confidential and pseudonyms will be used. All 

materials and information concerning the research will be securely stored in a locked cabinet 
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until completion of the research where the materials will be subsequently kept by the 

University.  

 

It will be emphasised to all participants that they can withdraw their participation at any time, 

with no prejudice. 

 

 

Thank you very much. 
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APPENDIX B 

Introductory Presentation to Parents during chapel service,  

26 January 2007 

 

Good evening parents, 

My name is Wee Loon, a PhD student from the University of Western Australia’s School of 

Cultural and Social studies. With consent from the Headmaster and the Director of Boarding, I 

will be commencing a research in St Andrew's School during this school year. My research 

seeks to study the experiences of international students in the boarding school. The detailed 

aims of this research are as follows. 

 

a) To document a detailed ethnographic account of the day to day ‘lived’ experiences of 

international students in an independent boys’ boarding school in Perth. Specifically, the 

experiences of international students’ in boarding school set in the midst of cultural 

convergence. This includes possible conflicts that may arise as they come to terms with 

unfamiliar but dominant cultural symbols.  

 

b) To study the extent to which the family influences students’ overseas boarding school 

experiences and to explore any changes to parenting styles in the transnational boarding 

school context.   

 

c) To unravel broader processes involved when international students from Southeast Asia are 

initially exposed and their adjustment to boarding school life.  
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During the course of the year, I will be conducting non-intrusive observation research Lewis 

House and during various school’s activities. With you and your son’s consent, I also hope to 

carry out interviews with the aim to find out your views on various issues concerning boarding 

school life, parenting and school choice.   

 

In the coming weeks, I will be sending out letters inviting parents of international students to 

participate in the study. More details will be disseminated then. Meanwhile, I look forward to 

any comments or questions you may have.  
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APPENDIX C 

Information sheet for Parents 

 

Details of Research: 

My research documents the experiences of international students in an independent boys’ 

boarding school in Perth, Western Australia.  

 

Timeframe of Study: School year 2007 

 

Research Aims: 

a) To document the day to day experiences of international students in a private boys’ boarding 

school in Perth. This includes possible conflicts that may arise as they come to terms with 

unfamiliar but dominant cultural practices and symbols.  

 

b) To study how family influences students’ overseas boarding school experiences and to explore 

any changes to parenting styles in the transnational boarding school context.   

 

c) To unravel broader processes involved when international students from Southeast Asia are 

initially exposed and their adjustment to boarding school life.  

 

Research Methods: 

Participant observation 

Non-intrusive observations will be carried out in all aspects of boarding school life such as meals, 

recess breaks, sports training.  

 

Formal and informal interviews 

To gain further insights, I hope to conduct interviews with your son and you. The interview 

questions are designed to be reflective rather than confronting and are expected to last between 

thirty minutes to an hour. We will mainly discuss your son’s views on boarding school life and how 

parental ties are maintained during this period of separation. Subject to you and your son’s 

consent, these interviews will be recorded and will only be used for research purposes by the 

researcher.  

 

Anticipated Benefits: 
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a) A deeper understanding of the boarding school experience. School staff will be equipped with a 

more intimate knowledge about the experiences of international students and hence, more 

adequately assist the students as they adapt to a new culture.  

 

b) Parents will also benefit from this research as their understanding on their children’s adaptation 

away from home will come into focus.  

 

All information collected will be kept strictly confidential. Pseudonyms will be used but no names 

and details that identify participants will be published. Participants may withdraw their participation 

at any time, without prejudice. 
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APPENDIX D 

Information sheet for Students 

 

Details of Research: 

My research documents the experiences of international students in an independent boys’ 

boarding school in Perth, Western Australia.  

 

Research Aims: 

In this project, I hope to document the day to day experiences of international students in your 

boarding school. I am interested in what you have to say about your experiences of living and 

studying here.  

 

I am also interested in how your family overseas relates to your boarding school experiences. With 

your permission, I would like to contact your parents/ guardians and ask them about their 

experiences 

 

Research Participants: 

a) The main group of participants are boarders from overseas.   

b) The secondary group includes your parents and school staff. This is solely for the purpose of 

finding out their views about your experiences in boarding school.  

 

Anticipated Benefits: 

a) A deeper understanding of the boarding school experience. School staff will be equipped with a 

better knowledge about the experiences of international students and hence, more adequately 

helpnew students adapt to a different culture.  

 

b) Parents will also benefit from this research as their understanding on their children’s adaptation 

away from home will increase.  

 

c) This research will aid the future planning in the boarding school.    

 

All information collected will be kept strictly confidential and steps will be taken to protect your 

identity. Participants may withdraw their participation at any time, with no prejudice. This means 

that you do not have to answer any (or all) of my questions and stop your participation in this 

project at any time with no consequences.  
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APPENDIX E 

School Uniform List 

 

Formal Uniform (and Winter Uniform) 

School Blazer (with House braid)  

School grey trousers Black belt School pullover 

White shirt School tie (or Year 12 tie)  

School socks Black polishable lace up shoes 

 

Summer Uniform 

Navy shorts (School summer-weight long navy trousers are an option for Years 10, 11 and 12)  

Black or navy belt  

School striped shirt School socks  

School pullover  

Black polishable lace up shoes 

 

Sport and PE Uniforms 

School tracksuit (top and pants)  

School polo shirt (gold with navy stripe, collar, crest)  

Rugby shirt – long sleeved (navy with gold bands) Navy PE shorts  White sport socks  House 

polo shirt  House long sleeved top  School racing bathers  Sports shoes (predominately white) 

 Navy school hat  Rash-top for aquatics 

Notes 

1. The school tracksuit jacket (navy and gold hoop top) may be worn when travelling to 

matches and as the warm-up and cool-down top. It may also be used in the same way on training 

days but it is not to be used for training or in competition. 
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2. The House winter top is worn for House competitions during the year. It is also worn as a 

training top for winter sport. 

 

3.  The school polo shirt is the playing top for most sports and PE.  

 

4. Navy blue sports shorts are available in three styles: 

Football - relatively tight fitting made from two-way stretch material  

Rugby - loose fitting, strong material, with pocket Athletic - loose fitting with splits for running 

Lightweight - loose fitting, made from lightweight, crushable material. 

 

5. The rugby top (navy with gold bands) is worn for rugby and sailing. It is also the winter 

playing top for Preparatory School boys. 

 

6. Hats - two types of hats are available at the Uniform Shop, and are to be the only hats worn 

by boys at the School. Hats are to be worn all outdoor sports and PE classes in summer. 

Wide- brimmed navy hat with the School Crest  

A navy cap 

 

7. Sunscreen lotion: Boys are encouraged to bring their own sunscreen lotion. However, 

sunscreen lotion is available in the PE Centre and is included in the kits for summer games. 

 

After School Sports Training 

 All boys are expected to wear their match or House sports uniform and the correct footwear. 

 When travelling to or from training boys must wear either the appropriate sports uniform, 

school uniform or school tracksuit top 

During summer, boys may be permitted to travel without the school tracksuit but the overall 

appearance of the sports uniform must be one of neatness. Footwear must be worn, unless 
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otherwise instructed by the supervising staff. 

 

Inter-School Matches 

The following specific uniforms are to be worn whilst playing inter-school sport: 

Athletics 

House Athletics: Plain House polo (light blue, dark blue, red, gold, brown, light green, orange and 

dark green). Navy PE shorts. School Athletics team: School athletics singlet, navy blue athletic 

shorts and school team shirt. 

 

SUMMER SPORTS 

Basketball 

School athletics singlet, navy PE shorts, white sports socks and the correct footwear (the school 

provides singlets for matches). 

Cricket 

White shirt, short or long white trousers, white socks, white joggers or cricket boots. Members of 

the 1st and 2nd XI wear long trousers. School cricket cap or white cricket hat 

Rowing 

School polo shirt, navy PE shorts (in Year 8). Rowing zoot suit, school ‘V’ neck team top, rowing 

toweling hat (for Years 8 -12) and school long-sleeved white top (Years 9-12). 

Sailing 

Navy PE shorts, school polo shirt, gold (Craigie House) rugby jumper (optional). 

Swimming 

School racing bathers. School ‘V’ neck team top if selected in the school team, rash top (optional). 

Tennis 

School polo shirt, navy PE shorts, sandshoes and white sports socks (1st VIII wear special shirt). 

Volleyball 

School polo shirt, navy PE shorts, sandshoes and white sports socks. (1st VIII wear special shirt). 
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WINTER SPORTS 

Badminton 

School polo shirt, navy PE shorts, sandshoes and white sports socks (1st IX wear a special shirt). 

Cross-Country 

School Athletics singlet, navy PE shorts (1st XV wear a special shirt). 

Football 

Navy CCGS football shorts, long winter football socks, school football jumper (blue with yellow 

yoke) and football boots (1st XVIII are provided with a special jumper). 

Hockey 

Navy PE shorts, school polo shirt and football socks (1st XI wear a special shirt). 

Rugby 

School rugby jumper, navy blue rugby shorts, and school football socks (1st XV wear a special 

jumper). 

Soccer 

School polo shirt, navy PE shorts and football socks (1st XI wear a special shirt). 
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