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Abstract 

Aboriginal Australians experience a range of wellbeing issues that limit their chances 

of achieving optimum levels in health, education and employment. Education is 

significant in people being able to lead healthy, happy and productive lives. This 

study has been undertaken in response to persistent concerns about the academic 

underachievement of Aboriginal Australian youth; it does so by turning to Aboriginal 

youth engaged in education at the time of this study. 

There are two aims of this research. First, the research explores the perspectives of 

Aboriginal youth, between the ages of 15 years and 24 years, about their 

participation, choices and success in education. Second, the research compares these 

perspectives across three case study sites; one was in a rural location and two were in 

urban locations. There were three theoretical approaches guiding this study: 

Aboriginal Terms of Reference which was used as a reference point for 

understanding the stories of Aboriginal youth; interpretivism (specifically symbolic 

interactionism) selected to make known and explore the participants’ perspectives; 

and critical theory employed to reveal issues of power implicit in both the 

participants’ stories and in the detailed in-depth analysis of the meta conceptual 

themes to emerge. Data were collected through participant and non-participant 

observations and semi-structured interviews. A total of 30 Aboriginal youth 

participated in the study. Data were analysed using data reduction, data display and 

verifying conclusions. 

There were both enablers and constraints on the participation, choices and success of 

the Aboriginal participants in their education. Enablers on participation included 

educational institutions; family; friends; and having a purpose. Constraints on 
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participation included family; the individual her/himself; ‘trying to fit in’; and 

‘boarding school homesickness’. Enablers for choice included family and being able 

to make personal choices. Constraints on choices were identified by the participants 

as stemming from those of the individual her/himself; educational institutions; 

family; and friends. Factors enabling success revealed the importance of role models 

and that the individual her/himself was central to their own success. Constraints on 

success were identified as the individual her/himself; family; friends; educational 

institutions; shame; lack of a sense of belonging; and mental health. 

The meta conceptual themes emerging from the participants’ stories related to 

globalisation; social justice and equity; and institutional, systemic and social racism. 

Accelerating globalisation is increasingly impacting on the health, education and 

economic wellbeing of Aboriginal people. Australian education is influenced by 

globalisation and the changing international and national economies resulting in 

widening the already existing education, health and economic gaps between 

Aboriginal people and other Australians, thus increasing the disadvantaged lives of 

many Aboriginal people. Social justice and equity issues remain as concerns for 

Aboriginal people and include labelling and racism. There are institutional, systemic 

and social issues impacting on the academic achievement of Aboriginal students. 

Australian governments and educational institutions continue to demonstrate an 

inability to: develop and deliver high quality and relevant education policies and 

practices for Aboriginal students; address the existing gap between classroom 

pedagogy and the learning and relationship needs of Aboriginal students; deal with 

the continuing inflexibility of educational institutions to include the cultural needs of 

Aboriginal students; and tackle the lack of understanding that educators have about 

their powerful impact on Aboriginal students. 



xvii 

The thesis concluded by identifying key implications for governments, educational 

institutions and Aboriginal families in the education of Aboriginal students. Factors 

central to addressing academic underachievement include governments and 

educational institutions: providing for the cultural, social and emotional requirements 

of Aboriginal students especially in secondary school; improving the training of 

teachers of Aboriginal students; and increasing support and guidance to teachers 

through improved policies and practices to deliver appropriate curriculum and 

classroom pedagogy. Governments are called upon to help strengthen Aboriginal 

families and communities and their ability to address ongoing educational, financial, 

emotional and health issues. It is hoped that through the stories of these Aboriginal 

youth, governments, educational institutions and Aboriginal families will have an 

improved understanding of Aboriginal youth to ensure they are comprehensively 

supported throughout their primary, secondary and tertiary education. 
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Chapter 1: Participation, choices and success  1 

CHAPTER ONE 

PARTICIPATION, CHOICES AND SUCCESS 

Doing research is a useful activity. It is one way we can all get smarter about what 

we do and why we do it. Yet too few people who work with young people do research 

which could help them design better services and programs or identify problems 

which need to be addressed. Good youth practice needs to include research (Bessant, 

Sercombe & Watts, 1998, p. 286). 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The chapter introduces the thesis by stating the aims of the research; locating the 

researcher within the study; identifying the theoretical approaches guiding the study; 

naming both the study’s limitations and its significance; and finally, providing a brief 

introduction to each thesis chapter. This study set out to explore the perspectives of 

Western Australian (WA) Aboriginal youth between the ages of 15 and 24 years, 

regarding their participation, choices and success in education, across one rural and 

two urban sites. One was a senior secondary school and two were tertiary institutions 

in WA. The co-educational secondary school offered Year 11 and Year 12 studies. 

The introductory quote highlights that research into youth issues is an important 

activity for those whose work involves youth in education. In spite of some 

improvements, Aboriginal youth are yet to experience academic achievement 

comparable to their non-Aboriginal counterparts (Ministerial Council on Education, 

Employment, Training and Youth Affairs [MCEETYA], 2006; Altman, Biddle & 

Hunter, 2008; Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 

[DEEWR], 2009; Ministerial Council for Education for Early Childhood 

Development and Youth Affairs [MCEECDYA ], 2010) where data indicate that 
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they continue to experience low educational outcomes relating to literacy and 

numeracy success; regular attendance, participation, retention and completion rates; 

and academic achievement in the tertiary years. The issues surrounding the low 

academic achievement of Aboriginal students are complex and the reasons why a 

significant number of Aboriginal students have not succeeded since colonisation are 

numerous. Little research to date has looked to Aboriginal students themselves to 

provide the answers on how to increase educational success. 

This research focuses on the education stories of Aboriginal youth themselves and 

aims, through the participants’ responses, to provide an improved understanding of 

the complexities of contemporary education for Aboriginal youth. With this 

understanding, possible solutions may be found to: address the low numbers of 

Aboriginal youth succeeding in education; identify implications for state and federal 

government funding directions; guide education organisational policy and practice; 

improve Aboriginal family experiences and expectations; and develop society’s 

understanding of Aboriginal youth. The need for such research in relation to all 

underperforming students, particularly relating to secondary school and school 

transition, was emphasised by Darmody (2008). 

RESEARCH AIMS 

In an attempt to better understand, from the perspectives of Aboriginal youth 

themselves, factors that play a role in their education, the stories of Aboriginal youth 

from across three rural and urban senior secondary and tertiary sites were gathered, 

analysed and theorised in this thesis. Identifying these educational factors took place 

through designing research questions based on the students’ participation, choices 

and success in education. There are two aims of this research. First, the research 

explores the perspectives of Aboriginal youth in three case study educational 
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institutions about their participation, choices and success in education. Second, the 

research compares these perspectives across three research sites. 

The research questions guiding this study are as follows, and are also located in 

Chapter Four: 

1. What are the participants’ perspectives of enablers and constraints on the 

participation of Aboriginal youth in education? 

2. What are the participants’ perspectives of enablers and constraints on the 

choices that the participants make in education? 

3. What are the participants’ perspectives of enablers and constraints on success 

in education? 

LOCATING THE RESEARCHER 

Given the nature of this research, where a rapport was established with the 

participants to elicit the data, it is important to ‘locate’ myself as a researcher and an 

Aboriginal person who was born in Derby, in the Kimberley region of WA. A large 

part of my life was spent living in Derby where I completed an external teacher 

education course and then worked as a teacher at a local primary school. I have also 

worked for a number of years as a deputy principal and as a university academic. I 

currently work in a leadership position in a university in WA. As an Aboriginal 

researcher, the research project can be regarded as one in which there is a high 

degree of Aboriginal control. 

Both the sites and the participants for this study were selected because they were 

familiar and accessible to me through my community and employment links. 

However, caution was required as knowing and gaining access to research sites and 

participants can be problematic if a researcher “allows one’s plans to be guided 



Chapter 1: Participation, choices and success  4 

entirely by one’s own presuppositions concerning what is and is not accessible” 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983, p. 55). 

Awareness of potential gatekeepers is equally important regardless of how well 

known sites and participants are in research. There are distinct advantages and 

disadvantages selecting research sites based on reasons of familiarity and 

accessibility. As an insider, the researcher has extensive experience, knowledge and 

understanding of the locations, populations and the research topic. This benefits the 

researcher by facilitating access to the participants and sites and the language and 

rules or norms of interaction. However, Wadsworth (1991) identified potential 

disadvantages, particularly relating to bias and closeness to the participants and the 

topic that may prevent the researcher from observing objectively; that is, the 

closeness could obscure the gathering of important information and may lead to 

essential understandings being taken-for-granted. 

Throughout this chapter there are some instances where I weave my research 

experiences, written in the first person, together with the more academic aspects of 

research. I have chosen to write in this way for a number of important reasons. From 

the outset of my doctoral studies, I decided that the thesis would be written so that 

the meaning was accessible to all who read it, particularly those within community 

settings where academic writing may not be part of their life experiences. I 

considered that writing in the first person was the most appropriate way to further 

emphasise or expand on aspects of the research to enable a better understanding, 

explanation and illustration of research processes and results. Nakata (1995, p. 64) 

justified his decision to write in the first person when he said “I have come to the 

view that there is some value in inserting the personal, as this can bring home very 

powerfully the implications and effects that flow on to people’s lives from 
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institutional and governmental practice”. However, I also accepted that I was 

required to demonstrate to the academia that I understood and could write about 

research and theory in a scholarly fashion. O’Brien (2008) described this latter need 

as follows: 

In academic knowledge production there is a “scientific” approach in 

which an observer assumes a distance and separation between self and 

subject. This position is influenced by and is derived from the invention 

of writing. The scientific language which prescribes, distances and 

separates is the language of the university (p. 56). 

Every writer must identify their writing goals and the audience for whom they are 

writing (Richardson, 1995). In writing this thesis, I also spent some time considering 

who my writing audience would be and their purposes for reading this research. I felt 

that there were three audiences, namely members of the Aboriginal community, in 

the first instance the participants of this research, the thesis examiners and the wider 

academic and education sector. Therefore, I set about writing for these audiences and 

found that, while writing for the Aboriginal community seemed to be more easily 

achieved at times, it has been difficult writing for an academic and education 

audience. My first attempts to keep it strictly academic and in the third person 

resulted in my voice being stifled and the revelations that arose as the result of the 

research were being suppressed. For example, I was never quite sure if I had 

connected the right word with the right meaning in the right context. Questions I 

asked of myself were “have I written the thesis in such a way that the Aboriginal 

community audience has access to the research and all its information, and will the 

academic and wider audiences be satisfied that I have understood and made clear my 

knowledge of theory and research?” 

Power is embedded in the act of writing. O’Brien (2008) claimed that writing “is not 

impartial; it is deeply imbued with meaning which creates opportunities for powerful 
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groups to ensure that the unequal power relationship will be maintained through the 

use of academic language, writing and print” (p. 56). Hooks (1994) wrote of the 

power of language, in particular the connection between ‘languages and domination’ 

and argued that Standard English “is the language of conquest and domination” (p. 

168). It is this conquest and domination which I have hoped to avoid by writing the 

thesis in such a way that language is not the gatekeeper to understanding that it 

frequently is in today’s society, particularly within academia. Richardson (1995) 

pointed out that we make choices when we write and that often these have, amongst 

other things, repercussions of both a political and ethical nature. 

He went on to state: 

If we wish to understand the deepest and most universal of human 

experiences, if we wish our work to be faithful to the lived experiences of 

people, if we wish for a union between poetics and science, or if we wish 

to use our privileges and skills to empower the people we study, then we 

should value the narrative (Richardson, 1995, p. 218–219). 

Through my exposure to the participants’ rich and descriptive data, I began to 

examine my position as an Aboriginal person and as a doctoral student undertaking 

research in Aboriginal contexts. Woven in and around these perspectives is my 

personal journey, a journey in which the participants and I are closely entwined. 

Herbert (2003) also combined her own story with that of her academic work. 

I decided to use that journey as the scaffolding for the lecture, so that my 

own experiences might provide a deeper insight into the historical and 

social factors that have influenced the positioning of Indigenous 

Australians within the academy and that may, ultimately, impact upon 

the success individuals are able to achieve (p. 10). 

It is hoped that this blending of the everyday vernacular and academic language does 

not confuse the reader and that the research itself is clear, and that the voices of the 

participants are prominent in the thesis. The importance of including the voices of 

the participants should not be underestimated. According to Lui-Chivizhe and 
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Sherwood (2000), central to any research involving Indigenous Australian people is 

that it provides a vehicle for their ‘voice’ to be heard and that text is now used “to 

encapsulate the Indigenous voice, as it is voiced, rather than how it has been 

interpreted by alien ears, eyes and minds” (n.p.). Fine (1994) spoke of voices 

offering a “qualitative opportunity for scholars interested in generating critical, 

counter-hegemonic analyses of institutional arrangements” (p. 20). However, as 

pointed out by the author, care should be taken to ensure that researchers refrain from 

speaking ‘for’ those participating in research; instead the emphasis must be placed on 

speaking ‘with’ the participants. Moreover, Fine (1994) reminded researchers to 

guard against the “romancing of the voices of [those] in poverty. Those of us who 

work to unearth personal stories tend to privilege contradiction, polyvocality, and 

subjugated voices” (p. 22). Finding the balance between presenting the researcher’s 

voice and the voice of the participants in research is not always easily achieved. 

Chase (2005) recognised this difficulty when he stated: 

The researcher makes decisions... about how to translate and transcribe a 

narrator’s story, which parts of the story to include in the final product, 

and how to organize and edit those parts into a text or a performance (p. 

665). 

RESEARCH JOURNEY 

The following section presents the story of the researcher during the postgraduate 

research experience. It highlights the deeper level exploration of issues that arose for 

the researcher throughout the study and how these were addressed. 

The Researcher as ‘Student’ 

This research has taken me on a journey that has proved not only exciting and 

rewarding but also challenging. I began with a great deal of uncertainty about 

whether I could actually produce a Doctor of Philosophy thesis. This uncertainty 
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stemmed from two important parts of my personal and professional self. First, as an 

Aboriginal person I grew up in a mainly Aboriginal world in my hometown where 

my family and other local Aboriginal young people were my close friends and our 

families socialised mainly with other Aboriginal people. Non-Aboriginal people who 

were friends with our families were those people who had either married into 

Aboriginal families or lived mainly within the Aboriginal community. While not 

talking about it a great deal as children, we knew that Aboriginal people were 

different to non-Aboriginal people and were treated accordingly. We had little 

connection with non-Aboriginal people other than when we needed to access 

education, health, economic and recreational necessities. No one in my family had 

gone beyond Year 10, let alone to university. Many left school as soon as they 

legally could while some left much earlier. I left high school at 15 years of age, 

achieving little academically and certainly with a strong feeling that I was not 

‘intelligent’ enough to undertake anything remotely academic. 

However, this changed when as a young mother I and some other Aboriginal female 

cousins and friends, returned to education in an attempt to gain a tertiary 

qualification. After four years of external studies, and at great personal expense in 

regard to our relationships with spouses, children and family; decreased earnings 

from employment; and loss of leisure time, we eventually were awarded our Diploma 

of Teaching. Since then I have continued to tread the tertiary road while constantly 

fighting the ‘inner’ voice telling me that I was not capable of academic achievement. 

In many ways this road has been a lonely one to walk as studies, especially doctoral 

studies, are a world apart from the lived experiences of my family and there was no 

meeting point where we could talk about what I was doing in my studies and how I 

was coping with such a task. Instead, my family has more in common with stories of 
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failing in education rather than choosing to engage in further studies. For them, as for 

many Aboriginal people, education was a ‘hit and miss’ experience where there was 

little immersion of Aboriginal culture in the curriculum or classroom pedagogy and 

educational relevancy was obscure. As Rigney (2001) stated “the limited 

participation of Indigenous peoples in formal education in the first 175 years of 

colonisation highlights the very slow movement towards Indigenous intellectual 

integration into tertiary institutions” (p. 6). 

Throughout this research journey I have evolved as a post-graduate student, an 

Aboriginal researcher and now as an academic in a WA university. At times it has 

been stressful and confusing, where I had to ‘grow’ into the shoes of an academic 

researcher engaging in research at the doctoral level. My experiences revealed to me 

that growth is a delicate process that cannot be hurried where, on the one hand, there 

were bursts of ‘ah ha’ moments and then, on the other hand, times when confidence 

levels plummeted. As a doctoral student I was compelled to explore what it meant to 

be an Aboriginal researcher conducting research with young Aboriginal participants. 

This exploration took place while attempting to deal with lengthy and complex 

family issues and situations when I have had to step out of my comfort zone working 

and socialising with other Aboriginal people to studying in a new academic 

environment where there were no other Aboriginal postgraduate students in my 

university faculty. At times this resulted in multiple role conflicts, which Aspin 

(1996) claimed “can occur when the obligations and duties of one role conflict with 

the obligations and duties of another role” (p. 12). 

Taking on postgraduate studies was emotionally costly for my family, friends and 

myself where our previous relationships were altered, lost altogether or new ways of 

relating were created. In many cases, these changes seemed unavoidable when the 
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research took precedence over my relationships, often resulting in my family, friends 

and I experiencing pain, confusion and feelings of rejection. As an Aboriginal person 

I am fully aware that Aboriginal people have been, and continue to be, endlessly 

researched (Fredericks, 2008; Cadel-James, 2009). Since beginning this study, I have 

become conscious that I have now joined the league of researchers researching 

Aboriginal people. This caused enormous internal angst, even though I knew that it 

was far preferable and more empowering to have Aboriginal researchers conducting 

research with Aboriginal people than research carried out by non-Aboriginal 

researchers. Nakata (1998) responded to this dichotomy when he said “we need to 

have our own people at the level of research and knowledge production because we 

understand our situation in ways that differ from the way non-Indigenous people 

view our difficulties” (p. 23). I dealt with this issue by talking with my friends, other 

Indigenous academics, reading international literature written by indigenous 

academics and meeting and talking with Indigenous academics who I met while 

attending conferences. During my studies, a number of experiences assisted in 

extending my research skills and knowledge resulting in raising my levels of 

confidence. These experiences included presenting papers at local and international 

conferences and workshops, writing book chapters, publishing articles in journals 

and establishing links with international academics. During my second year of part-

time studies, I was successful in obtaining a twelve month State Government 

Healthway Indigenous Research Traineeship scholarship enabling me to take leave 

without pay from my place of employment to carry out the data collection phase. 

Reciprocal Research Relationships 

Often the role of the researcher is not solely about the research being conducted. 

Most research, especially qualitative research, does not take place in isolation from 
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people and notably includes interacting with others. I believe such a relationship 

should be one in which there is ‘give and take’. This is significant for all researchers 

and their participants but crucial when carrying out research with Aboriginal people. 

Historically, research was carried out on Aboriginal people by non-Aboriginal people 

who took away data without the Aboriginal community benefiting in any way. 

Frequently, Aboriginal people were being researched with little information or 

understanding about research purposes and processes and what happened to their 

stories or statistics once the researchers had left. The idea of Aboriginal ownership 

over their own information was not considered by non-Aboriginal people and many 

Aboriginal people were exploited. These unethical approaches continue to influence 

the views Aboriginal people have about research. This is not uncommon as 

highlighted by Smith (1999) who said that indigenous people view research in a 

highly negative light and “when mentioned in many indigenous contexts, it stirs up 

silence, it conjures up bad memories, it raises a smile that is knowing and distrustful” 

(p. 1). Indigenous scholars such as Dodson (1994), Battiste (1998), Smith (1999), 

Rigney (2001), Boladeras (2002), Herbert (2003), Bishop (2005) and Dudgeon 

(2007) wrote about the colonisation of indigenous peoples through research which is 

based on western notions of ‘truth’ and is obsessed with the classification of others. 

Through the act of research and classification in which the researched often becomes 

depicted as ‘less than’ those conducting the research, the colonisation of others takes 

place. Throughout the research process, I was mindful of these historical and 

contemporary research practices. 

At all times throughout the research, the Aboriginal youth were very generous in 

making themselves available to meet with me and share their stories. However, an 

emotional and confusing situation arose for me as I began interviewing the 
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participants. A combination of awareness of past research practices imposed on 

Aboriginal people and feeling very humble in the face of the participants’ 

willingness to share their stories with me, meant I felt strong feelings of guilt and 

responsibility. These unexpected emotions resulting from my first few experiences 

interviewing the participants, prompted me to search for ways to deal with the 

intense feeling that somehow I was ‘abducting’ or ‘stealing’ the life stories of young 

people. This question of the personal nature of the stories intensified as I learnt more 

about some of the participants’ backgrounds which were at times very difficult. I felt 

I was asking young people to tell me their stories, which would be made public 

through the thesis, while I was not being asked to make public my own personal 

story. To my mind, there was a great imbalance and that I was in a position of power 

while they appeared powerless in the research relationship. I began to investigate 

these feelings by talking with other Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal academics and 

post-graduate students. None of the people that I spoke with had experienced, to the 

same degree, the feelings that I was experiencing. After a few months of seriously 

considering withdrawing from my studies, I was approached by a non-Indigenous 

colleague who asked if I would be interested in writing a short story to be included in 

a new journal (under my previous family name of Rodriguez). I suddenly realised 

that a wonderful opportunity was being offered to me where I could finally address 

this inner conflict I was continuing to experience. The article with the title But who 

are you really? (Rodriguez, 2007), contained some of my past experiences as an 

Aboriginal child and young adult around the concept of identity. After seeing the 

published article I felt a great sense of release, as I knew that I had made a real effort 

to make public aspects of my life story, the same that I was asking of the young 

Aboriginal people in this study. 



Chapter 1: Participation, choices and success  13 

There were times during the research process when I was asked for advice by the 

participants about a range of issues. For example, participants asked about 

information that would help them access courses they were interested in, in relation 

to future career choices, while others requested employment information about 

various industries they were considering entering. On one occasion, two participants 

raised questions about sex education, in particular birth control. Other participants 

shared their stories of not having permanent accommodation and the problems this 

situation caused for them. I felt deeply for the young participants and had very strong 

urges to help them. I knew they felt that we had entered into a relationship in which 

confidentiality featured strongly and, that as fellow Aboriginal people, we should 

help each other. The participants and I knew that I was gaining from our times 

together and that in return I should be able to assist them with their requests. Whilst I 

provided information on some topics such as employment opportunities, I knew that 

as a researcher there were also subjects which I could not comment on such as birth 

control. I also had to consider what course of action I should take in relation to 

hearing information that was of a sensitive and confidential nature. Should it stay 

between me and the participant or should I pass it onto relevant authorities in the 

school? In one of my emails to my supervisor, I wrote “ethics freaks me out! Went to 

a conference last week [and] sat in a session about ethics. Been having nightmares 

about ethics for a couple of weeks now”. I made the logical decision that on those 

subjects that I felt it was not my position to comment on, such as sex education, 

prevention of pregnancy and youth suicide, I would suggest other more suitability 

qualified people for the students to talk with who would provide the most appropriate 

advice and support. In the case of one student, when hearing talk about youth suicide, 

I made the decision to inform the principal as I felt the situation warranted attention. 
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As a child my parents had taught my siblings and myself that it was unacceptable to 

directly ask people questions about their private lives. While most parents in many 

cultures commonly teach this rule, it is especially strong in Aboriginal culture. 

Asking direct questions is normally frowned upon. Gathering information that may 

be personal is usually carried out in a ‘round about’ way (Eades, 1988). This means 

brief less direct questions are asked at different points in the conversation from 

which the accumulative responses provide the answers. 

There were also times when staff working at each of the three research sites would 

seek me out to talk with me about a number of different topics including their own 

studies, future career directions and about Aboriginal issues in general. During these 

informal chats, both general and specific insights into the situations of the 

participants were sometimes volunteered by members of staff in the institutions I 

visited. This helped develop my understanding of the participants, although, as a 

researcher I was not in a position to reveal to staff data from the participants gathered 

during the research process. The three-way relationship that developed between the 

participants, members of staff and myself, brought to the fore the importance of 

relationships in the Aboriginal community. It is my experience that Aboriginal 

people automatically engage in relationship building without being conscious of the 

act, providing of course, that they are comfortable in that situation. In addition, the 

importance of relationships made real the need to ensure that research involving 

Aboriginal people benefited the individual and the community and was not a 

disempowering and exploitive practice. 

METHODOLOGY 

This research focused on WA Aboriginal youth in education and does not include 

Torres Strait Islander Australians or communities as cultural differences exist 
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between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and the scope of this research 

does not allow for an in-depth study of cultures outside of Aboriginal culture. 

Therefore, the term ‘Aboriginal’ rather than the more global and national term 

‘indigenous’ will be used throughout this research. The term Indigenous, with a 

capital ‘I’, will be employed when collectively describing Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander populations across the Australian nation. When discussing global 

indigenous peoples, a lower case ‘i’ is employed to identify indigenous peoples as a 

global group. 

Aboriginal male and female youth from three educational institutions in WA rural 

and urban locations were invited to participate in this research. The selection of rural 

and urban sites increased the diversity of the participants’ stories and enabled a rural 

and urban institutional comparison. Each site had a large Aboriginal student 

enrolment with students from different cultural and family backgrounds and with 

various experiences of engagement in education. The term education is used in this 

research to include all instructional learning across primary, secondary and tertiary 

years. The participants in this study can be considered to have achieved educational 

success as they have progressed through their primary and lower secondary school 

years and at the time of this study were enrolled in programmes in senior secondary 

and tertiary education. 

The main theoretical approach guiding this study was that of interpretivism 

(specifically symbolic interactionism) (Sarantakos, 1993). The Aboriginal Terms of 

Reference (ATR) (Oxenham, 1999) framework was utilised in this study as a 

reference point for understanding the stories of Aboriginal youth and their 

participation, choices and success in education. Critical theory (Kincheloe & 

McLaren, 2005) was also a significant theoretical method employed to reveal issues 
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of power implicit in both the participants’ stories and in the in-depth analysis of the 

interconnections between globalisation; government; educational institutions; 

communities; and Aboriginal people. These theoretical approaches encouraged 

sharing and exploration of the perspectives of the Aboriginal youth taking part in this 

study and revealed meanings the participants attached to their education and life 

experiences. 

There are three case studies in this research which correspond to the three research 

sites. The data collection was conducted through semi-structured, in-depth interviews 

at one rural site and two urban sites. The data analysis consisted of data reduction 

(including coding and memoing), data display and drawing and verifying conclusions 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

An international definition of the age range of ‘youth’ was first adopted by the 

United Nations General Assembly for the 1985 International Youth Year where they 

stated youth was the period between the ages of 15 and 24 years: a definition which 

exists today (United Nations Regional Information Centre for Western Europe, 

2011). This definition was again used in 1995 by the United Nations General 

Assembly on World Programme of Action for Youth to 2000 where youth was 

defined as between the ages of 15 and 24 years (United Nations [UN], 2011). In 

Australia, youth is defined as between the ages of 15 and 24 years (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2010). These definitions of youth satisfy the 

requirements of this study. 

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

Although increasing slightly, theories explaining why students from minority groups 

succeed in education remain limited in quantity (Bempechat, 2006). Research into 
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why Aboriginal Australian youth in education succeed in spite of the odds is also 

limited in both quantity and in the topics that are being explored. Therefore, an 

exploration of the perspectives of Aboriginal youth regarding their participation, 

choices and success in education will help in critiquing and further developing 

education policies and practices designed and delivered by Australian state and 

federal governments and educational institutions for Aboriginal students, especially 

those considered ‘at risk’ in education. This is important as: 

Many Indigenous students continue to ‘drop out’ at or before Year 10 

and too few remain at school to complete Year 11 and Year 12, or its 

vocational equivalent. Of those who complete Year 12, few obtain the 

scores needed to gain entry into university. Most Indigenous students, 

regardless of their completion year, leave school poorly prepared relative 

to their non-Indigenous counterparts. These outcomes limit the post-

school options and life choices of Indigenous students, perpetuating 

intergenerational cycles of social and economic disadvantage 

(MCEETYA, 2006, p. 4). 

This was also echoed by O’Rourke, Craven, Yeung and Munns (2008) who wrote 

that “low success in education, poor health, and high Aboriginal unemployment rates 

are pervasive and enduring problems that have long-term consequences that limit life 

potential and result in Australia not optimizing human capital” (p. 1). Perry and 

McConney (2010) claimed that “the socio-economic status of individual students is 

strongly associated with educational achievement as measured by standardised 

assessment systems, whether local, national or international” (p. 73). Learning more 

about the perspectives of Aboriginal youth in education will help their families gain 

an improved understanding of the importance of supporting their children to achieve 

academic outcomes that will help them to lead happy and productive lives as adults. 

There is growing global interest in the education of minority students and their 

experiences in education. Significant research is devoted to exploring why many 

minority students do not progress in education at a rate or level comparable to 
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students from majority groups, who are generally more affluent and have a greater 

share of the power structures in society (Ball, Reay & David, 2002; Weiher & Tedin, 

2006; Richardson, 2008). According to Bempechat (2006) most research into why 

many minority students do not achieve academically is focused on comparing or 

identifying differences that exist between minority students and predominantly 

middle class non-Aboriginal students. In addition, while much research has been 

conducted on why students fail in school more research is required to investigate 

those groups of minority students who succeed against the odds. Bempechat (2006) 

went further and stated that little was known about “differences between high and 

low achievers within the same group” (p. 1). 

Numerous studies have been conducted to investigate factors influencing low 

participation rates and educational under-achievement of Aboriginal youth. As 

previously stated, a large percentage of this research has focused on either comparing 

Aboriginal youth with non-Aboriginal youth in these areas or highlighting cultural 

aspects of Aboriginal youth that may influence their learning, thus reflecting on the 

appropriateness and effectiveness of classroom pedagogy, rather than concentrating 

on individual students and their success stories that lead to achievement. Past 

research in the area of Aboriginal education has focused primarily on child rearing 

practices (Kearins, 1984); the role of language (Christie, 1985); learning and 

teaching styles (Harris, 1982); classroom practices (Malin, 1990); teacher 

expectations of minority students (Trouw, 1997); and strategies to assist Aboriginal 

students in the classroom (Groome, 1995). Little research has been conducted with 

Aboriginal youth to explore, compare and contrast their perspectives on education in 

rural and urban settings and across multiple educational settings. Research such as 

those by Loos and Miller (1989) and Herbert (2003), on the perspectives of 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students enrolled in university settings are the 

exception. Research conducted by Gribble (2002) explored the success of schools, 

although not specifically students, in Aboriginal communities in the Kimberley 

region of WA. The research presented in this thesis is important in continuing to 

develop a better understanding of Aboriginal youth in education and the factors that 

have contributed to their ongoing participation, choices and success as they 

themselves see it. 

This research represents a substantial and original contribution to knowledge in that 

it seeks to describe and explain, through the participants’ perspectives, the 

participation, choices and success of Aboriginal youth in primary, secondary and 

tertiary education across rural and urban locations. Extensive theses and data base 

searches to date have revealed that no studies investigating this area have been 

conducted by an Aboriginal researcher into this age group across the school and 

tertiary sectors in rural and urban contexts. 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

In spite of the best efforts of researchers to undertake well structured and ethically 

sound research, there are times when limitations do exist. In this research limitations 

existed. The first and foremost limitation was the need for the researcher to continue 

in full time employment whilst also undertaking doctoral studies. This unavoidable 

necessity impacted on the time available to devote to completing the research in a 

timely manner. Connected to the need to continue in full time employment was the 

nature of employment held by the researcher during the majority of the time it took 

to complete the research. Extensive travel was required on a regular basis in the first 

half of this study; this equated to travel throughout the nation on a bi-monthly basis. 

Towards the completion stage of the thesis, the researcher was appointed to a senior 
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leadership position in a university which again impacted on how quickly the thesis 

could be completed. 

A second limitation was the time it took to complete the required interviews in the 

data collection phase. Completing the interviews took more time than was expected 

due to the travel requirements of the researcher’s employment, the block release 

study component of courses which saw tertiary students arrive at their place of study 

on a bi-monthly basis and finally, at times the participants’ non-appearance for their 

interviews at the arranged time. These participants, while clearly keen to be part of 

the research, often failed to appear for their interviews and gave reasons such as 

meeting teaching staff; lunch requirements; unexpected meetings; and going on daily 

excursions as the basis for why they didn’t present for their interview. 

THESIS CHAPTERS 

The chapters in this thesis are structured in the following way. Chapter Two provides 

the background to the thesis where a brief description of Aboriginal Australian 

culture and WA settlement history is presented. This description sets the context for 

the stories of Aboriginal youth by providing detail of the two hundred and twenty 

three year history of WA including its impact on Aboriginal people and the current 

educational challenges faced by Aboriginal people. To provide a further 

understanding of contemporary education issues, the chapter identifies and briefly 

discusses education reports and topics pertinent to this study. 

Chapter Three presents a comprehensive conceptual literature review exploring the 

themes which emerged from the stories of Aboriginal youth regarding their 

participation, choices and success in education. These themes are explored in detail 

in order to construct an analysis of the views and opinions of Aboriginal youth 
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regarding their education. Chapter Four details the methodological approach 

employed for this study where the research aims and research questions guiding this 

study and accompanying theoretical positions are also found. 

Chapters Five, Six and Seven present the responses of the participants to the research 

questions designed around their participation, choices and success in education. 

These chapters attempt to capture and show as clearly and as accurately as possible 

the education stories of Aboriginal youth as they tell it. Located within their stories 

are elements of bouncing back from adversity; being persistent in the face of 

challenges; coping with events containing sadness, hardship and trauma; and, in spite 

of all this, how they experienced joy and happiness in their lives. Nowhere else in the 

thesis is it more important to present the voices of the Aboriginal youth themselves 

than in these chapters, hence the responses of the participants are included as much 

as possible. Chapter Eight features an analysis and comparative study of the three 

case studies highlighting the similarities and differences between the sites. Chapter 

Nine provides a deeper level discussion on the meta conceptual themes which 

emerged from the responses of these Aboriginal youth and include globalisation; 

social justice and equity; and institutional, systemic and social racism. Chapter Ten 

draws on the data and discussions in the preceding chapters to provide a conclusion 

to the study and presents future implications for governments, educational 

institutions, communities and Aboriginal families which are important when 

deliberating the education of Aboriginal Australian youth. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

CONTEXTUAL BACKGROUND 

A long, long time before this country was marked by white people, the Aborigines 

lived on this country. It was a free land. In our way we have looked at this country, 

and now we talk about, we have a meeting, and we fight for land. We fight for land 

because this country was a free land before. The old people were living in this 

country. They passed away; old grandfather, mother, grandmother, gone and 

finished... all over the place; round the desert, through this river, right over this land 

was full with the native people (Bell, 1989, p. 39). 

 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter provides a description of the WA historical and contemporary cultural 

and educational context and includes Aboriginal cultural history, British colonial 

history and educational history relevant to this study. This background is important 

as it places into context the stories of Aboriginal youth and their participation, 

choices and success in education. To gain a better understanding of Aboriginal 

youth, it is necessary to locate them “within the history of indigenous people since 

colonisation” (Eckermann, 1999, p. 5). Past and present colonial encounters have 

impacted upon and shaped the largely ineffectual and inadequate educational 

experiences of Aboriginal people where there has been: 

Deliberate under-education within the western educational process, 

coupled with the policies of segregation, assimilation and undervaluing 

of Aboriginal peoples and cultures. This has created generations of 

indigenous Australians who have been subjected to systemic bias by 

being excluded from gaining the skills necessary to participate in and 

impact on mainstream systems, whether these be economic, educational, 

health or political. Thus in the 1970s almost 25 per cent of all Aboriginal 

adults (over 15 years of age) had never attended school; 40 per cent had 

attended only primary school and less than 2 per cent actually attended 

year 10 or junior high school. The effects of this legacy are confounding 

current educational trends (Eckermann, 1998, p. 305).  
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Over many decades, Aboriginal people have experienced the full gamut of 

educational exclusion and inclusion; low expectations from teachers and education 

providers; lack of government financial assistance; racism; lack of suitably trained 

teachers of Aboriginal students; and irrelevant learning programmes (McConaghy, 

2000; Haebich, 1992; Australian Human Rights Commission [AHRC], 2001; 

Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision [SCRGSP], 

2009). These attitudes and practices remain and their ongoing impact has effectively 

ensured that a significant number of Aboriginal students do not reach their full 

academic potential. 

THE WESTERN AUSTRALIAN (WA) CONTEXT 

The following section briefly describes the WA context pre and post 1829 when 

British settlement was first established in the state thus providing the background for 

the stories of the Aboriginal youth in this study. 

Western Australia pre-1829 

Western Australia has been home to countless Aboriginal people stretching back 

over time immemorial, but in western scientific dating at least up to 40,000 years, 

where over this time the people lived a rich and vibrant hunter-gatherer lifestyle 

(Edwards, 1991; Partington, 2002; Turner, 2010). Everyday life featured all the 

elements of a successful society such as rich and vibrant languages; solid and 

consistent spiritual beliefs and practices; meaningful and distinctive language and 

communication systems; law and order; interconnected health and education 

systems; the arts; competent and nurturing child rearing practices; compassionate 

care for the aged; and resourceful environmental and conservation practices (Stanner, 

2009; Toussaint, 1995; Nannup, 2008; McCoy, 2008). Aboriginal people maintained 

a strong spiritual link with the land as it was believed that natural features of the 
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land; the animals and plants; the weather; and the people were all created by spirit 

ancestors (Myers, 1991). These spirit ancestors travelled the world creating all living 

things and setting down laws that governed the lives and relationships each had with 

one another and the environment (Bourke & Cox, 1994; Bird Rose, 2000). The Laws 

were all-powerful; to keep the Law strong, Aboriginal people conducted ceremonies 

and held people to account so that order was maintained in their world (Rigsby, 

1999; Trudgen, 2007). 

People lived within strong and strictly monitored kinship systems which ensured that 

all members learnt about and followed relationships that maintained social harmony; 

care for the young, the widowed and the elderly; and, safeguarded the health and 

wellbeing of future generations. Aboriginal people travelled in groups within the 

boundaries of their own country which, for the majority of time, separated them from 

neighbouring groups (Mowaljarlai & Malnic, 1993). These groups interacted during 

times of ceremony for religious or marriage purposes (Berndt & Berndt, 1982; 

Boladeras, 2002). Choo (2001) described the relationship Aboriginal people had and 

continue to have, with the land in the Kimberley region both before and after the 

arrival of the British. 

The Kimberley is ‘home’, a familiar environment to the Aboriginal 

people who belong to that land. The land, sea and all of their physical 

features, flora and fauna are deeply embedded in the people’s sense of 

identity, and essential for their spiritual, emotional and physical well-

being (Choo, 2001, p. 28). 

Central to all was Aboriginal people’s connection to the land as it gave them their 

Law; food; shelter; language; and culture (Bird Rose, 2000). Yunupingu (1997) 

summed up this strong connection to land that Aboriginal people have when he 

stated “our land is our life” (p. xv). The above brief description of Aboriginal society 
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is not meant to convey that life pre-1778 was a utopia where everyone lived in 

perfect harmony with each other and their environment. 

As stated by Atkinson (2002): 

This land was not a paradise and our people did not (and do not) live in 

association with each other without conflict. To Aboriginal peoples who 

knew no other place, the country was not so much paradise, but more 

simply a homeland, and their associations with each other were the 

activities of normal human relationships (p. 25). 

However, life as Aboriginal people knew it changed forever when the British arrived 

in WA and made permanent settlement in 1829. 

Western Australia post-1829 

Across the Australian nation, including WA, the British invaded the lands of 

indigenous peoples and used political power and physical might to take the land and 

control its people: in later decades this occurred through legislation and the planned 

process of forced assimilation (Stannage, 1983; Rowse, 1998; Attwood, 2005; 

Morse, 2008). Aboriginal Australian people were systematically stripped of their 

land and populations reduced through disease; poverty; warfare; abuse; and murder 

(Attwood & Foster, 2003; Elder, 1992; Barker, 2007). 

Aboriginal people’s security and predictability of everyday life changed irreversibly 

from the time when the British initiated permanent settlement in WA in 1829. In 

spite of early positive relationships, between the Noongar people of the south west 

region of WA and the British soldiers and settlers where Aboriginal people assisted 

the British to survive in a foreign environment, disruption and disturbances began as 

the British encroached further onto Aboriginal lands (Green, 1984; Australian 

Government, 2009). This increasing systematic and steady incursion began to impact 

on Aboriginal people’s capacity to maintain their spiritual connections with and 
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obligations to the land; their ability to provide food and shelter for their people; and 

the freedom to practice their culture (Haebich, 1992; Van Den Berg, 1994). 

Skirmishes between the British and Noongar people began to increase culminating in 

the death of many Noongar men, women and children when retaliation for injury to 

British individuals often far exceeded the crime (Allbrook, 2008). These ongoing 

tensions and violent clashes between the British and Noongar people of the southern 

region of WA culminated in the so called Battle of Pinjarra where a large number of 

Aboriginal men, women and children were surrounded by British troops and 

murdered (Green, 1984). As the British ventured further north, they experienced 

even greater resistance from Aboriginal people as the result of more punitive actions 

undertaken by the British (Markus, 1990; Jebb, 2002). The northern resistance 

movement is nowhere better represented than in the Aboriginal warrior Jundamarra 

who fought the newcomers in the Kimberley’s Fitzroy Valley region during the 

1890s (Pedersen & Woorunmurra, 2000; Crawford, 2001). 

As the state developed as a British colony, it introduced strict and regulatory 

measures to control the movement and lifestyles of Aboriginal people throughout the 

state of WA. In 1886 the British Colonial Office, who still governed WA at that time, 

introduced the 1886 Aborigines Protection Act which reportedly provided “for the 

better protection and management of Aboriginal Natives of Western Australia” 

(National Library of Australia, 2009, p. 209). This Act was transferred from the 

administration of the Colonial Secretary and placed under the direct authority of the 

office of the Governor who implemented it through its newly established Aborigines 

Protection Board. In 1890, the WA colony began self-governing for the first time in 

its relatively new history. However, the British Colonial Office succeeded in 

retaining control over the welfare of Aboriginal people since it felt that those in 
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charge in WA were still incapable of adequately providing for the safety and 

wellbeing of Aboriginal people. In response to “news of the massacres and atrocities 

reached the British Government it appointed a Select Committee to inquire into the 

condition of Aboriginal people” (Commonwealth of Australia, 1997, p. 2). 

Under British direction the WA government was required to provide resources for 

Aboriginal people throughout the state setting aside an annual sum of “5,000 pounds 

or 1% of gross revenue (should revenue exceed 500,000 pounds per annum) [for] the 

welfare of the Aboriginal population” (State Records Office, 2009, n.p.). However, 

this did not sit well with the new WA government for reasons of governance and 

financial management, and after six years of conflict it wrestled control from the 

British Governor over all Aboriginal affairs in the state (State Records Office, 2009). 

Under the WA government, new and increasingly restrictive policies and their 

resultant Acts were created and enforced impacting in a most significant way on the 

lives of Aboriginal people up to the 1967 Referendum beginning with the 

“Aboriginal Protection Act 1886 (UK) and the Aborigines Act 1897 (WA)” (Buti, 

1996, p. 16). In 1905, the Aborigines Act was created and enforced by the new 

Aborigines Department of WA. This Act was to have wide spread and long lasting 

impact on all Aboriginal people for decades to follow and was more controlling of 

Aboriginal people than the Aborigines Act 1897 which focused on the protection and 

education of Aboriginal children. Under the guidelines of this Act, the “Chief 

Protector of Aborigines was the legal guardian of all Aboriginal and Half-Caste 

children up to the age of 16 years, enabling him to send any Aboriginal or Half Caste 

child to an orphanage, mission, or industrial school with or without the child’s 

parent’s permission” (Public Records Office of WA, 1998, p. 3). Amongst a number 

of restrictions, this Act stipulated that it was forbidden for Aboriginal people to do 
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the following without permission: move over the land at will; marry a non-

Aboriginal man; retain responsibility and care for one’s own children; enter into 

restricted town areas after 6 pm; and leave a place of employment (Haebich, 1992). 

As a result of restrictive and damaging legislation, widespread dislocation and 

trauma was experienced by almost every Aboriginal person living in the state. 

Families were torn apart; poverty was common place; employment almost 

impossible to obtain; and many individuals experienced abuse and disempowerment 

on a large scale (Shaw, 1986; Maushart, 1993; Kimberley Language Resource 

Centre, 1996; Kinnane, 2003). The period of the Stolen Generations was a time when 

“Indigenous children [were] forcibly separated from their families and communities 

since the very first days of the European occupation of Australia (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 1997, p. 2). As many as “between one and three of every ten Indigenous 

children [were] forcibly removed from their families” where “the litany of unhappy 

lives spent in institutions, foster homes, adoptive families and forced employment 

rocked the nation” (Haebich, 2011, p. 1033). The stories of the Stolen Generations 

revealed “tragic disclosures of the ongoing medical, psychological and emotional 

problems, addictions, mental illness, incarceration, violence, self-harm and suicide 

that [have] haunted the Stolen Generations” (Haebich, 2011, p. 1033). However, in 

spite of the traumas and dislocation brought about by the coming of the British to the 

state, Aboriginal people continue to practice and maintain their culture to the present 

day notwithstanding contemporary pressures and changes brought about by 

increasing populations and the vast state mining enterprises and current economic 

boom. 
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LOCATION OF THE RESEARCH SITES 

There are two WA geographical locations where the three sites for this study are 

located. Hill Top Centre is in an under-populated and semi-arid region. According to 

the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), in 2009 there were 47, 528 people living 

in this region of which Aboriginal people made up 16.9 per cent of the population 

(ABS, 2010). Mining is the main economic activity for this region. Tablelands 

School and Red Sands College are located in a highly populated and less arid region. 

This region has a population of over one and a half million people of which 1.7 per 

cent are Indigenous. Not only is the distance separating the sites immense but so too 

is the economic circumstances between most people and their access to social, health 

and education options. All three sites have a strong Aboriginal cultural element 

woven throughout each institution’s philosophy, policies and practices. Each site is 

located in culturally rich Aboriginal environments where traditional owners ensure 

their culture is both promoted and maintained. 

INDIGENOUS DEMOGRAPHICS 

The following statistical information provides the context for the stories of 

Aboriginal youth and is pertinent to this study. 

The 2006 (ABS, 2010, n.p.) census revealed there was a total Indigenous Australian 

population of 517, 000, or 2.5% of the Australian population (20, 697 million), of 

which 90% were Aboriginal. There were 77, 966 Aboriginal people living in WA 

equating to 13.7% of the total WA population (ABS, 2006). Most of the national 

Indigenous population resided in major cities (32%); inner regional areas (21%); 

outer regional areas (22%); remote areas (10%); and very remote areas (16%). The 

mobility of Indigenous people closely reflected that of non-Indigenous people. The 

2006 census revealed that Indigenous people were moving away from very remote 
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areas to more settled towns and cities; this was particularly the case for the age range 

between 5 and 19 years (ABS, 2010). Attending boarding schools or residential 

colleges/halls of residence accounted for 8% of these young people. Those most 

likely to move to cities areas were aged between 20–39 years while those aged over 

40 years reversed the trend by moving away from cities and remote areas and into 

towns (ABS, 2010). 

The Indigenous population had a much younger population (median age of 21 years) 

than the non-Indigenous population (median age 37 years). There were 38% of 

Indigenous children under the age of 15 years; 19% were between the ages of 15–24 

years and those over the age of 65 years dropped to 3%. Most Indigenous family 

homes were “multi-family households (7% compared with 1% for non-Indigenous)” 

(ABS, 2010, p. 2). The average number of people per Indigenous household was 

3.4% (ABS, 2010). Almost “two-thirds (64%) of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people lived in one-family households with dependent children in 2008” 

(ABS, 2010, p. 3). Overcrowding remained an issue for Indigenous people over the 

age of 15 years where 25% reported “living in overcrowded housing” (ABS, 2010, p. 

1). Of those living in these housing situations, 33% were more likely to “experience 

high levels of psychological distress (33%) than those who did not (28%)” (ABS, 

2010, p. 1). A significant number of Indigenous people experienced stress throughout 

their lives. Indigenous people aged 15 years and over reported: 

That they or their close friends or family had experienced at least one life 

stressor in the last 12 months. The most common type of stressors 

reported were the death of a family member or close friend (39%), 

serious illness or disability (31%) and inability to get a job (22%) (ABS, 

2010, p. 1). 

Family members provided the greatest level of support for those aged 18 years and 

above (ABS, 2010). In regards to neighbourhood problems and exposure to violence 
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“71% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people aged 15 years or over reported 

the presence of neighbourhood or community problems” (p. 5). Of those Indigenous 

people who spoke an Indigenous language 19% were over the age of 15 years and 

13% were aged between 3–4 years (ABS, 2010). 

According to the ABS (2010, p. 6–7) “almost half of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander males (48%) and 21% of females aged 15 years or over had been formally 

charged by police (over their life time)”; this equated to “1,892 per 100,000 adults—

14 times the non-Indigenous rate”. Indigenous students between “4–14 years 

reported being bullied at school because of their Indigenous status” and “of those 

children who had been bullied, 34% said that their school attendance had been 

affected and 17% said that the bullying had impacted on their progress at school” (p. 

1). Discrimination was also an issue for Indigenous people where: 

In 2008, 27% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people aged 15 

years and over reported having experienced discrimination in the last 12 

months. The most common situations or places where discrimination was 

experienced included the general public (11%), by police/security 

personnel/courts of law (11%), and at work or when applying for work 

(8%) (ABS, 2010, p. 1). 

The ABS (2010) revealed there were 162, 831 Indigenous students in Australian 

schools. According to the 2006 Census, (ABS, 2010), there were 11,400 Indigenous 

children aged 3–5 were enrolled in pre-schools and 6,800 in primary schools; 16,600 

Indigenous children aged 15–17 years were enrolled in secondary school with 79,000 

Indigenous youth over 15 years reporting Year 10 as the highest year of school 

completed. Most reported Year 10 as their highest year of school completion with 

many reporting lower levels of education than non-Indigenous people (47% 

compared with 20%). Attendance issues were most likely to be found for Indigenous 

children between the ages of 15 and 17 years than in non-Indigenous children in the 
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same age range. Of those young people aged 17 years attending secondary school 

36% were Indigenous compared to 66% of non-Indigenous students. In 2008: 

 The proportion of Indigenous people aged 15 years and over completing Year 

12 increased from 18% in 2002 to 22% in 2008; 

 The largest rate of Year 12 completion was that of Western Australia (11% to 

20%); Victoria (19% to 28%), and Queensland (24% to 30%); 

 Despite improvements in the rate of school completion within the Indigenous 

population, those aged 15–64 years were less likely than non-Indigenous 

Australians in the same age group to have completed school to Year 12 in 

2008 (23% compared to 58%). They were more likely to have left school at 

Year 9 or below (31% compared with 9%). In 2008, 23% of young 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people aged 15–24 years had left school 

at Year 9 or below, compared with 4% of non-Indigenous young people in the 

same age group during 2008–2009 (ABS, 2010, p. 1–3). 

There were 1,977 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers working in 

Government and Catholic Schools which was an increase of 500 teachers between 

2001and 2012 (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 

2012). At each of the three research sites in this study, the majority of teachers were 

non-Aboriginal. Red Sands College employed the highest number of Aboriginal 

teaching staff followed by Hill Top Centre with one Aboriginal teacher and 

Tablelands School with none. At the time of the research, primary school consisted 

of seven years and secondary school five years of which the last two years are senior 

secondary years. Gradually, the length of primary and secondary school years is 

changing with primary school years now consisting of six years and secondary 

school six years and postsecondary school years devoted to the industry training 

sector or university. The term ‘College’ encompasses both secondary and 

postsecondary school education. 

EDUCATION AND ABORIGINAL AUSTRALIANS 

Education should provide an avenue for people to address their financial and social 

circumstances (Sefa Dei, 2008) and particularly for those in minority groups. Sefa 
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Dei (2008, p. 221) claimed that while there are many issues relating to minority 

issues “it is still under-investigated and in need of critical theorizing”. International 

studies point to the continued lack of participation and academic ‘success’ of 

minority groups in education. Such studies found that students who belonged to 

minority groups are most at risk in education (Pattnaik, 2005); are under-achieving 

and exiting from education prior to completion, particularly from secondary school 

(Darder, 1991; Gray & Hackling, 2009); and that there exists a strong teacher under-

expectation of minority groups (Sefa Dei, 2008; Cheetham, 2009). 

While it is commonly felt that Australia is a country in which equal rights for all are 

embraced, the education that individuals receive varies according to social 

backgrounds and economic circumstances (Aspin, 1996; Beresford, 2003). 

Aboriginal children and youth achieve lower academic outcomes compared to their 

non-Indigenous counterparts in all educational areas (Eckermann, Dowd, Chong, 

Nixon, Gray & Johnson, 2006; Bradley, Draca, Green & Leeves, 2007) including 

“enrolment, attendance, participation, literacy, numeracy, retention and completion” 

(MCEECDYA, 2008, p. 15). According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2004): 

Education is generally considered to be a key factor in improving 

outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, with many 

studies having shown that improved health and socioeconomic status are 

directly linked to educational participation and achievement. A
 
range of 

issues, however, affect participation in education for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander peoples, including: access to educational 

institutions, financial constraints, and community expectations. While 

targeted programs aim to improve outcomes in some educational areas, 

Indigenous students continue to engage in education and training at lower 

rates of participation and achieve lower levels of educational attainment 

than for all Australian students (n.p.). 

The provision of WA education for most Aboriginal children since 1829 can be 

summed up in four stages: first, colonists concentrated on ‘christianising and 

civilising’ Aboriginal people by way of education and religion; second, Aboriginal 
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children were excluded from schools; third, attempts were made to assimilate 

Aboriginal people through education; and finally, the focus is now on the delivery of 

multicultural education (Welch, 1996). 

Kerwin (2011, p. 251) claimed that “generally up until the 1970s, Aboriginal people 

were excluded from educational institutions throughout Australia” where following 

the 1905 Act, children were either trained as domestics or farm labourers (Haebich, 

1992) or excluded altogether from attending schools (Toussaint, as cited in 

McGrath,1995). Some children were allowed to attend schools, which were usually 

located on missions and settlements, resulting in enforced separation from parents 

(Haebich, 1992). Aboriginal children were permitted to attend state schools after 

World War II under the WA 1944 Native Citizenship Rights (Australian Institute for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, n.d.) whose sole purpose was the 

integration of Aboriginal people into Australian society (Westerman, 1997). The 

historical educational context in which Aboriginal people found themselves 

continues to have an impact on their academic achievement today. 

Current progress in Aboriginal education includes the development of strategic plans 

which aim to shorten the academic gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

students (Department of Family, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous 

Affairs, 2011; Western Australian Aboriginal Education and Training Council, 2011; 

MCEETYA, 2010; Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service 

Provision [SCRGSP], 2011); language programs (Berry & Hudson, 1997); 

Aboriginal Studies curriculum for schools; and the employment of Aboriginal and 

Indigenous Education Officers and Aboriginal Teaching Assistants as support staff. 

However, areas of concern still remain. Parbury (1999) stated that concerns relate to 

the areas of funding; community involvement; racism and the non-inclusion of 
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Aboriginal Australia in decision making; and the absence and slowness of 

incorporating contact history into the curriculum. The lack of ensuring cultural safety 

for Indigenous students by teachers and administrators, of which cultural awareness 

is a central component, continues to be a concern for schools with Aboriginal 

students (EDWA, 1998; Partington & Gray, 2003). 

A number of associated long standing and intergenerational issues contribute to the 

low academic performance of many Aboriginal youth which have been highlighted 

by a number of key government reports including the Overcoming Indigenous 

Disadvantage: Key Indicators Report (SCRGSP, 2011); and the Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Education Action Plan 2010–2014 (DEEWR, 2009). Some of 

these issues include high levels of absenteeism; school suspension; expulsion; youth 

unemployment; juvenile crime; and teachers’ lack of knowledge of Aboriginal 

people and culture (Partington & McCudden, 1993) and the lack of professional 

development for non-Indigenous teachers to improve their ability to teach Aboriginal 

youth. Additional factors that may contribute to early school exit can be found, for 

example, in the children’s home experiences. These include parents who have left 

school with minimal educational achievements; children or their parents who have 

had negative school experiences; parents who are subjected to extended periods of 

unemployment; and parents lack of resources to support their children in education. 

According to Burney and Beilke (2008, p. 171), the link between poverty and 

academic achievement “may be the most important of all student differences in 

relation to high achievement”. In these circumstances, children are more likely to 

repeat the patterns as lived by their parents and families (Aspin, 1996; McInerney, 

Hinkley, Dowson & Van Etten, 1998; SCRGSP, 2009). 
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Children who come from homes that provide financial and material support are more 

likely to perform competently in schools and society in general. Foster (1981) stated 

that two main drawbacks to success in life are lack of opportunities and lack of 

achievement in education. However, adequate resources and academic achievements 

attained by Aboriginal parents, or lack thereof, are not the only factors influencing 

the participation, choices and success of Aboriginal youth in education. A study by 

McInerney (1991) found that students required parental support in all its various 

forms if they were to continue in education. According to Heitmeyer, as cited in 

Allen (1998), many Aboriginal parents do want their children to become better 

educated but only if it means they are able to retain their Aboriginality. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter set out to describe both British colonisation and the contemporary 

educational context for Aboriginal students particularly in WA. In attempting to 

understand the present educational context for Aboriginal students, it has been 

important to provide a snapshot of the colonial past. Today’s education attendance, 

participation, retention and completion of Aboriginal students can be linked to the 

early invasion and colonisation process; the beliefs and values of non-Aboriginal 

society; government and non-government policies and practices and the firm belief 

that assimilation was the vehicle through which Aboriginal people would be 

integrated into society (Hodgetts, Drew, Sonn, Stolte, Nikora & Curtis, 2010). The 

above factors impacted negatively on Aboriginal parents and families to such an 

extent that the effects are felt by Aboriginal youth in education today. More 

specifically, statistical information highlighted that Aboriginal people, as a minority 

group in WA, continue to experience limited academic achievement in primary, 

secondary and tertiary education. Many factors contribute to the ongoing issue of 
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limited educational achievement by Aboriginal students and these factors are 

explored in greater depth in the following chapters. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Individuals move between multiple affiliation groups, drawing on the resources 

provided by communal institutions, all of which are shaped by the political, legal, 

and social systems of the nation state and increasingly global world (Bekerman & 

Kopelowitz, 2008, p. 417). 

 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter explores the conceptual themes inherent in the education stories of the 

Aboriginal youth in this study, between the ages of 15 and 24 years, regarding their 

participation, choices and success in education. It provides a critique of theories 

espoused by key researchers as they relate to the themes intrinsic to the participants’ 

educational experiences. The investigation of literature about Aboriginal youth led 

the researcher to authors who explored what it meant to be an adolescent, especially 

in relation to the complex phase of identity formation, and the influence of peers at 

this time in young people’s lives. This in turn led to delving into the meaning of 

success and the factors that influence choice. Further investigation revealed the 

importance of resiliency and sense of belonging. Significant others, in this case 

Aboriginal role models, appear as important elements in the lives of most youth 

according to these Aboriginal youth themselves. Finally, racism emerged as an 

important theme as it surfaced repeatedly in the above topics. 

However, in exploring these topics it was also necessary to examine the context in 

which the participants have spent a large portion of their formative years; that is, the 

prevailing education environment. The nature of this environment has immense 

impact on Aboriginal students across all years in education and as stated by Derrida 
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(2002) “there is no neutral or natural place in teaching” (p. 68). This unpacking of 

the education environment precedes the exploration of the conceptual themes 

inherent in this research. 

SCHOOL ENVIRONMENTS AND EDUCATION 

The literature reveals a variety of images that describe the purpose and influences of 

western education today. For instance, Haynes (1998) held that school environments 

are powerful mechanisms in shaping students to reflect social values. Parsons (1999, 

p. 6–7) illustrated this by delineating six authoritative functions of education as 

“custodial; civilising; creating a national identity; skilling; credentialing; and 

selecting, organising and transmitting public knowledge”. These perceptions build on 

those of Apple (1986, p. 9) who claimed that “schools are an important part of a 

complex structure through which social groups are given legitimacy and through 

which social and cultural ideologies are re-created, maintained, and continuously 

built”. Apple (1986) further stated that: 

Schools tend to describe both themselves and society as meritocratic and 

as inexorably moving toward greater social and economic justice. In this 

way, they foster a social belief that the major institutions of our society 

are equally responsive to all regardless of race, class, and sex (p. 9). 

As Apple (1986) implied, equity of institutional response is not necessarily the case 

because those who are members of a minority group are often faced with many 

difficulties in an attempt to gain an education. In Australia, Aboriginal students are 

faced with a western education system which reflects the values and norms of 

western society, often to the exclusion of Aboriginal cultural ways of living, 

thinking, and learning (Hewitt, 2000). As claimed by the United Nations 

International Children’s Emergency Fund [UNICEF] (2010, n.p.) “mere access to 

education is not sufficient-the quality and duration of education is equally 

important”. 
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The educational context for many Aboriginal youth is one that is largely foreign to 

their cultural beliefs and practices and social and family experiences. Educational 

institutions are designed as highly structured and regulated spaces that are defined by 

Anglo-Celtic values and society’s needs for a workforce that meets growing 

economic demands. According to McLaren and Farahmandpur (2006) schools have 

historically been structured to meet the industrial and military demands of the nation 

which has led to the creation of divides between children where educational policy 

no longer focused on providing an equitable education but instead moved to the 

“language of ‘higher standards’ and ‘higher expectations’” (McLaren & 

Farahmandpur, 2006, p. 94–5). Monchinski wrote that “the structures of schooling 

and the structures schools are nested within are human constructions. They were 

planned and erected. They are maintained” (2008, p. 44). One such mechanism for 

maintaining all that schools represent is through that of the school curriculum. 

Langhout and Mitchell (2008) wrote of the role curriculum performs in transmitting 

and reinforcing dominant cultural values and that such curriculum can lead to 

students distancing themselves from education by “being off task, unenthusiastic and 

uncurious about learning” (p. 593). 

In terms of the broader social justice issues, it is well documented that those people 

who are provided with the opportunity to access education and succeed in education 

are more likely to experience better health and live lives that have increased stability 

both financially and socially (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organisation, 2010; SCRGSP, 2009). This is also supported by Sefa Dei (2008) who 

stated that: 

For those young people who succeed in schools, their educational 

achievement is testament to the fact that, once given opportunities and 

access to education that is responsive to their needs and interests and 
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when provided with the requisite knowledge, tools and dedication of 

school staff, then students will learn and succeed (p. 212). 

Densmore and Gale (2002) claimed that in social justice terms, the importance of 

education and its role in gaining employment cannot be overlooked or ignored. In 

regards to Aboriginal education, Beresford and Partington (2003) wrote that for a 

majority of educators there remains perplexing questions about those Aboriginal 

students who succeed and fail in education and finding answers to these questions is 

of paramount importance. Fanon’s (2001) work in unpacking colonial influences 

helps in understanding why many indigenous students may fail as the consequence of 

dominating colonising thought and practices and resultant rules and regulations to 

conquer and control others. In Australia, “the current level of Indigenous 

disadvantage is the result of a complex mix of historical, social and economic 

factors” (SCRGSP, 2009, p. 2.1). 

Beresford and Partington (2003) wrote that “Aboriginal people exist in a social 

structure in which not only are they a minority with unequal access to power and 

decision-making, but one which has been heavily laden with racism, discriminatory 

policies and a tolerance for socioeconomic inequalities” (p. 5). In attempting to 

understand this inequality, Beresford and Partington (2003) found that “theories 

dealing with the effects of colonisation, intergenerational transfer of disadvantage, 

resistance, alienation and culturalism are more commonly used as explanatory 

devices in Canada, the United States and Great Britain than they have been in 

Australia” (p. 5). There are a number of possible reasons why this may be the case 

such as the sheer physical distance between Australia and leading democratic nations 

thus reducing the ease of engaging in regular and ongoing theoretical discussions 

although with 21
st
 century technology this is unlikely. Equally, it could be that 

Australia continues to experience a lack of understanding of its own nationhood, 
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perhaps due again to physical separation from other countries where, in close 

proximity to other countries, they may be regularly compelled by changing political 

circumstances to explore and reinforce their own national identity. However, 

investigating why there is a paucity of Australian research theorising Aboriginal 

disadvantage is outside of the parameters of this study. 

YOUTH AND IDENTITY 

Young people, between the ages of 15 and 24 years, are known by a number of 

different category titles, for example, juvenile, adolescent and youth. Each label 

conveys certain beliefs, which in turn, influences society’s responses. Bessant, 

Sercombe and Watts (1998) stated that although the concept of youth has always 

existed, the stages varied according to different societies and that it was not until 

1904, when Stanley Hall formalised the study of youth under the heading of 

‘adolescent’, that the western study of youth began to take place. 

Martinez (2009) provided a detailed explanation of the early concept of youth and 

stated that it was a social construct in response to the social changes that were taking 

place in Europe during the Industrial Era and when families and groups of people 

experienced greater freedom to move between rural and urban settings. These youth 

also continued in education for a longer period of time and delayed venturing out 

into society as adults until around 20 years of age. However, Martinez’s claim that 

youth remained at home and in education until 20 years of age does not resonate with 

those class groups in the Industrial Age who were compelled by economic 

circumstances to seek employment at a much younger age, well before they entered 

the adolescent period. It also does not reflect contemporary times where, according 

to the United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (2011), there are “an 

estimated 158 million children aged 5–14 engaged in child labour—one in six 
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children in the world” (n.p.). Martinez (2009), whose research focused on Mexican 

Immigrant Youth, also emphasised this when she pointed out that while the western 

concept of youth may be highly suitable for western youth, it did not adequately 

capture Mexican young people today who entered the workforce much earlier than 

did western youth. Often by the time they were 20 years of age, Mexican youth had 

already been in the workforce for a number of years and were regularly financially 

supporting their families and relatives. The western description of youth is also non-

representative of most Aboriginal youth who are often independent of their families 

at a much earlier age. However, while many non-Indigenous youth may leave home 

early to seek employment, this is not usually the case for Aboriginal youth, who tend 

to remain at home with their immediate family, or with relatives, for longer periods 

of time, as it provides them with greater emotional and financial support. 

While there are a numerous studies on contemporary mainstream youth (Collins & 

Laursen, 2004; Larson, 2006; Hutt, Wang & Evans, 2009; Du Plessis & Corney, 

2011) there is far less literature about Aboriginal Australian youth. Therefore, in 

order to gain a contextualised picture of Aboriginal youth generally, it is of value in 

the first instance, to explore research focusing on youth. While such research is most 

often centred on youth within mainstream societies, it does provide a point of 

reference for exploring and understanding the perspectives of Aboriginal youth, in so 

far as some features of adolescence seem to be widely found in very different 

cultures. Although in mainstream western society there has been a great deal of 

attention given to the subject of children and childhood over the past 300 years 

(Bessant et al., 1998), the concept of youth and associated research has evolved only 

over the past 100 years (Brady, 1991;Wyn & White, 1997). Adolescence, a term 

derived from the Latin verb meaning ‘to grow’, is often seen by society as a 
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developmental phase that is distinct from that of childhood and adulthood. During 

adolescence significant physiological, psychological, emotional and social changes 

occur when the young are between childhood and adulthood. It is, as stated by 

Heaven (2001), a time when the extent and scale of peer influence increases 

significantly. 

It is at this stage, during which there are changes in the adolescent’s socio-emotional, 

sexual and physical identity that a number of different influences, choices and 

expectations become important. On the one hand, the peer group will feature 

prominently in the adolescent’s life, providing role models and boundaries for 

behaviour, while on the other hand parents are imposing their own expectations, 

often in complete contrast to the expectations of the peer group (Heaven, 2001). In 

his classic work, Erikson (1963) stated that during this stage of rapid change, youth 

become much more concerned with how they look to others rather than how they 

consider themselves to be. The adolescent period for youth can be a confusing, fear 

provoking and risk taking time, frequently reflecting physiological, sociological and 

emotional changes that often occur simultaneously. While the physiological changes 

that occur during adolescence are common in human populations, the way in which 

the individual responds socially and culturally is not (Burbank, 1988). During 

adolescence, youth frequently build and refine the structure of their self-concept and 

self-esteem as they receive information back from their experiences and interactions 

with those in their inner and outer worlds. Schwartz (2008) wrote that within the 

field of social science studies there has developed a separation between studies of the 

self and identity as researchers focused their attention on different groupings such as 

age, ethnic and cultural identity. Furthermore, Schwartz (2008) claimed that gaining 

much interest amongst researchers is the interconnectedness between the 
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development of the self and what happens in the family, with peers and in the school 

environment. The themes of identity, self-concept and self-esteem will be explored 

further below. 

Numerous studies have been conducted on the topic of identity resulting in non-

consensus about its meaning. Our interactions with others, in particular our peers, the 

language that we use, the various identities that we move between in different 

contexts, and the way in which others define us all play a part in the thoughts, 

feelings, choices and behaviours of adolescents. Soddy (1961) claimed that identity 

has a dual relationship with both the individual and the group, which are 

interdependent, and while it is indisputable that an individual’s identity belongs to 

them, a case may be made that an individual’s identity is required, or indeed only 

possible, when they are part of a group. 

In the 1960s, Erickson (1963) was a prominent voice emphasising that identity is an 

important part of human life and as such, must be recognised. According to Bendle 

(2002) over the past 30 years identity has become a much-discussed global political 

topic and there is a crisis resulting from this intense focus. Bendle (2002) stated that 

identity is “constructed, fluid, multiple, impermanent and fragmentary” (p. 2). This 

was recently demonstrated through an Australian current affairs show (Luu, 

Worthington, Allely, Mayhew & Docherty, 2011) where the audience debated 

cosmetic surgery and skin lightening and darkening treatments that people from 

different ethnic groups were undergoing to take on the appearance of an ethnic group 

or physical appearance they admired. As pointed out in this television show, how we 

look may change but the language we use is central to who we are culturally. 
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Bessant and Watts (2002) claimed that identity is about the diverse ways that we 

know ourselves and the way in which others may behave towards us. Central to 

identity formation and experiences relating to both individuals and others is 

language. According to the influential late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century philosopher 

George Herbert Mead (1934) language is an important feature of social behaviour 

and consists of numerous signs and symbols. Mead (1934) declared that internalising 

the experiences that individuals have of gestures shared with others within their 

social setting, provides the basis for thinking. Thus, internalising significant symbols 

enables individuals within the social group to have shared and similar meanings 

(Mead, 1934). Mead’s work on communication and identity still resonate as 

highlighted by Christie (1985) who stated that language is a window to the mind and 

that it is through language that we can gain an understanding of the mind. Language 

is a lively and ever changing means of communication which, over time, changes 

through experiences and interactions with others and the environment. 

At the time of British contact in Australia, there were between 200 and 250 distinct 

languages, although in all states where intense settlement occurred, many language 

groups became extinct through contact with the newcomers (Berry & Hudson, 1997). 

In spite of continued contact with European people and culture, Taylor (1994) 

reminded us that Aboriginal Australia continues to have an extensive and diverse 

language background and that usage of traditional Australian languages, including 

creoles and Aboriginal English, is closely connected with identity and community 

acceptance. Many Aboriginal people now speak a range of different traditional 

Aboriginal languages, Aboriginal English and a range of creoles. Berry and Hudson 

(1997) described how, through necessity, Aboriginal people were forced to become 

multilingual in order to communicate with British settlers and that often others 
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denigrated the languages spoken by Aboriginal people. Dwyer (1989) cautioned 

against such denigration when he stated “if you attack my language you attack me, 

because what I am and what I know and believe and feel are all mediated through 

language” (p. 56). 

In Australia, Aboriginal linguistic and identity development, changes and 

modifications, occur under close public scrutiny in that mainstream society often 

discusses and debates these developments with many non-Aboriginal people 

questioning the appearance of fair complexioned Aboriginal people (Rodriguez, 

2007). Ideally, an individual’s identity formation and exploration should be a 

personal and private journey. However, for Aboriginal people this personal journey 

is undertaken under a very public gaze, as Aboriginal identity continues to be both a 

very political and a frequently debated topic in today’s mainstream Australia as 

clearly demonstrated in a recent court hearing between an Australian journalist and 

Aboriginal claimants (Marr, 2011). In this case, the Aboriginal claimants sued the 

journalist over his claims that fair-complexioned Aboriginal people “chose to 

identify as black for personal or political gain, to win prizes and places reserved for 

real, black Aborigines” (Marr, 2011, n.p.). Many Aboriginal youth are confronted by 

this debate about identity and physical appearance, which often results in anger and 

confusion for them personally. According to Grant (2002), “white Australia engulfs 

us: we fight for its concessions, while it sets the limits of our existence and daily 

defines us” (p. 258). 

Husband (2002) claimed that globally in multi-ethnic societies, ethnic differences are 

discussed and debated as though they were non-negotiable characteristics of ‘race’ 

which inhibit the possibility of forming flexible and equitable policies for living 

together. As Husband (1994) pointed out, issues and negotiations surrounding 
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identity seem to be of significant importance in today’s world. Society regularly 

engages in the dissection of ‘others’ where individuals are separated according to 

categories such as gender, age, race, religious persuasion and economic position. In 

the past this has been the result of government legislation. This was clearly the case 

in Australia which, although it discriminated against non-whites such as the Chinese 

from the mid 19
th

 Century, had formally adopted the White Australia policy in 1901 

with the passing of the 1901 Immigration (Restriction) Act (Australian Government, 

2010). Leading up to 1901, “Australian political leaders—presiding in the 1890s over 

the inauguration of a new nation state” came to regard “the exclusion and expulsion 

of undesirable races as their primary duty as nation builders” (Lake, 2005, p. 224). 

According to Choo (2001) any reference to race in the immigration policy was only 

eradicated in 1972. The White Australia policy, while not specifically targeting 

Aboriginal people, nevertheless had a significant impact on Aboriginal people 

through subsequent legislative acts, such as the 1905 Aborigines Protection Act, 

which sought to control the lives of Aboriginal people. Such Acts influenced the 

thoughts and behaviours of many ordinary Australians towards Aboriginal people. In 

writing about the life of Aboriginal activist Rob Riley, Beresford (2006) recorded 

how as a young man Riley was bashed by a group of non-Indigenous youth for 

supposedly walking on the wrong side of the road. This was a shock for Riley who 

had grown up in a home for Aboriginal children where, while he knew he wasn’t 

white, he also didn’t think he was black. 

The act of ‘othering’ others is common and can be a conscious or unconscious act. 

For some groups in society, in this case Aboriginal people, close scrutiny and 

examination impacts on the individual and their participation in society. Fine (1994) 

explored notions of ‘self’ and ‘other’ in which she described how we participate in 
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the ‘othering’ of others. Skrbis (1999) discussed how Slovenians identified the 

‘other’ in former Yugoslavia claiming that the ‘other’ is a representation of a 

constructionist imagination. Skrbis wrote that the ‘othering’ of people in former 

Yugoslavia is complicated and differs based on whether you are a Croatian, Serb or 

Slovenian. According to membership of these groups the ‘othering’ of people can be 

based on a geographical, religious and ethnic criteria or whether one considers 

oneself as belonging to either western or eastern culture (Skrbis, 1999). 

Taylor (1994) claimed that an Aboriginal person’s ability to self-define and manage 

identity are greatly influenced by today’s socio-economic climate and structure 

crisscrossing with domination and historical factors. These factors include the way in 

which society constructs and gives meaning to notions of race and ethnicity, past 

histories of policies and practices and socio-economic positions. It is shaped and 

maintained by interaction with other Aboriginal people, and can be “situated, 

multifaceted and fragmented” (Taylor, 1994, p. 8). Soddy’s (1961) earlier claim that 

youth identity is formed through interactions with others in their group does not go 

far enough, however, in describing identity formation and maintenance in Aboriginal 

youth. Taylor reminded us that Aboriginal identity is also influenced by the colonial 

past and present day economic, social and political impacts thus also raising the 

question of superimposing a mainstream notion of youth onto Aboriginal youth. 

Indigenous participants in a study undertaken by Walker felt that some academic 

staff were disbelieving of her participants’ Aboriginality which is illustrated with this 

quote taken from the report: “I had problems concerning my right to identify as 

Aboriginal in the mainstream arena. ‘Yeah, you have Aboriginal family, but you’re 

not really Aboriginal now are you?’” (2000, p. 6). 
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According to McDonald, as cited in Bendle (2002), youth are attempting to form 

identities and relationships with others while caught in adolescence in modern times. 

Bendle (2002) highlights research which points to increased interest in exploring 

identity and the individual self where it is considered that the loss of tradition may 

increase choice for youth but causes problems in the formation of identity. It is 

difficult to see how the loss of tradition results in greater identity choice for 

Aboriginal Australian youth. Indeed, many Aboriginal youth in large settled regions 

are not afforded opportunities to choose identities. Rather, it is thrust upon them by 

the complexities of living in a mainstream society. Loss of tradition may, in fact, 

have created traumatic experiences for Aboriginal youth in terms of self-recognition. 

Issues surrounding the construction of identity for Aboriginal youth are therefore 

complex. Some contemporary Aboriginal youth are in what appears to be a 

transitionary period where they are in the midst of forming individual and collective 

identities as they move from traditional constructs of identity to one (or more) new 

constructs. These can be influenced by a post-industrial society and other global 

indigenous and minority constructs of identity. Aboriginal youth in this category 

would be those from the rural and remote regions of WA where ‘traditional’ refers to 

observing the cultural practices from past generations of Aboriginal people. 

However, many contemporary Aboriginal youth living in the midst of mainstream 

society have experienced less ‘traditional’ lifestyles; nevertheless, they have culture. 

These young people are constantly inundated with popular media images of what 

constitutes youth in mainstream society whilst being told by their Aboriginal 

community to be proud of their Aboriginal cultural heritage. These frequently 

confusing, and opposing, pressures impact on who they consider they are as 

Aboriginal youth in a mainstream society. One way that Aboriginal students can 
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explore their Aboriginal identity is through interactions with others and in settings 

such as education. Walker (2000) found that most Aboriginal students felt that 

university courses had strengthened their identity. 

However, Craven (1999) asserted that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander parents 

often feel that schools are places where Aboriginal identity can be challenged and 

eroded where they frequently claim that their children were adopting non-Aboriginal 

ways at the expense of their Aboriginal cultural selves. Dudgeon (2000) stated there 

is confusion about what constitutes an Aboriginal person and that colonisation, and 

its focus on assimilation, was considered by mainstream Australia as the only way 

forward which has a significant impact on Aboriginal identity. According to 

Beresford and Omaji (1996, p. 126), many Aboriginal youth do indeed question their 

identity and ask “what sort of Aborigine am I?” Not only are they confronted with 

issues common to the adolescent period but they also have to deal with issues about 

being Aboriginal in a mainstream society which engages in the act of ‘othering’ 

others (Fine, 1994). French, Seidman, Allen and Aber (2006) wrote of the 

importance of a robust identity for optimum mental health which can be 

compromised “when faced with a context that devalues one’s group” wherein that 

“person may have to engage in a process to negotiate the meaning of his or her 

identity” (p. 1–2). Thus, the search for answers to questions about identity can be an 

emotional and draining experience for many Aboriginal people where, for example, 

Grant, (2002, p. 257) asked the questions “where do I belong?” and “who am I?” 

According to Grant (2002), his own success has been achieved in mainstream 

Australia but it has been at the cost of certainty about his identity. 

Yeh and Drost (2002) stated that ethnic minority youth are very concerned about 

their ability to bridge and negotiate differing cultural identities and that numerous 
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factors decide one’s identity and sense of self. In addition, Yeh and Drost (2002) 

claimed that individuals have the ability to modify the way in which they behaved in 

any social or cultural situation without being compelled to commit to any particular 

cultural identity. These authors continued by asserting that there are a number of 

important factors that influence the degree of success or failure that minorities have 

when negotiating identities and include their cultural values and beliefs; ways of 

behaving and speaking; how they view the world; and their past power experiences 

with the principal and governing culture. Finally, Yeh and Drost (2002) highlighted 

the need for schools to alert themselves to the realisation that ethnic minority youth 

are negotiating a number of identities and that there is considerable movement in 

their youth selves; it is not stationary but moves and changes between the home and 

the school. 

Within our inner selves there lies a changing but essentially enduring personal 

identity known as the ‘self’. Hattam (2000) described youth as engaged in the 

difficult process of trying to create and hold onto meaning and self-worth, while 

engaged in interactions between the ‘self’ and society in general. Woolfolk (2001) 

wrote that it is during the adolescence period that adolescents begin to ask the 

question ‘who am I?’ and that there can be moments of confusion and clashes 

between their identity and roles: roles which often underpin what western society 

considers success. 

The period of adolescence is a time of great change in many young people’s lives. It 

is during this peak stage of physical, emotional and social development, during the 

later adolescent phase, that youth are frequently confronted by identity formation, 

social expectations and their place in today’s world. How well they are able to 
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manage these ever present factors influences their ability to experience success in 

their lives, particularly in education. 

SUCCESS 

As indicated earlier in this chapter, understanding success is important as it is not 

possible to explore the stories of Aboriginal youth in education without being aware 

that success is embedded throughout their educational experiences. One could argue 

that simply by regularly attending their educational institution, let alone achieving 

academically, Aboriginal youth experience success. However, in order to understand 

these experiences of success, it is helpful to review themes about the many forms, 

causes and interpretations of success. 

Birney, Burdick and Teevan (1969) claimed that society had developed a 

preoccupation with high achievement and that individual success had become valued 

over other forms of success such as family standing; that those who had achieved a 

similar type of success as other people often define what success is. In attempting to 

understand success in the educational context, it is important to explore the many 

features of success and the impact these have on the education of Aboriginal youth in 

primary, secondary and tertiary education. Weiner, as cited in Gagne (1985) asserted 

that in any situation where people are striving to achieve, they will attribute their 

failure or success to one of four factors, namely their own ability; the luck of the 

situation; their own effort; or their assessment of the difficulty of the task. Weiner, as 

cited in Royer & Feldman (1984) claimed that these interpretations by individuals of 

the causes of failure or success will also reflect the feelings people have about 

themselves, their personal assessment of success and the probability that they will try 

more or less hard in the future. Finally, according to Weiner, as cited in Royer and 

Feldman (1984), the way in which individuals interpret the causes for their 
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performance is very important. How one views and understands one’s own past 

achievement can influence future achievement behaviour. Attribution theory, Royer 

and Feldman (1984) claimed, is central in attempting to understand and explain how 

individuals make decisions and structure their beliefs about the underlying causes of 

their behaviour. Royer and Feldman, (1984) stated that four influential factors—

personal ability, luck, personal effort and level of difficulty—are located within the 

locus of control and stability dimensions. Locus of control refers to how individuals 

view events either as the result of their behaviour or outside factors independent of 

themselves. The stability dimension refers to the changes that each of the four factors 

may undergo over time. 

Royer and Feldman (1984) argued that ability and task difficulty are highly stable, 

whereas effort and luck are relatively unstable. They regarded the locus of control as 

central in understanding events that promote people’s feelings of pride when 

experiencing success, and feelings of shame when experiencing failure. 

Increases in feelings of pride occur when success is attributed to internal factors and 

decreases when attributed to external factors. Erickson (1963, p. 252) claimed that 

shame “supposes that one is completely exposed and conscious of being looked at: in 

one word, self-conscious. One is visible and not ready to be visible”. Sartre (2003) 

wrote that shame is a: 

Mode of consciousness which as a structure identical with all those 

which we have previously described. It is a non-positional self-

consciousness, conscious (of) itself as shame; as such, it is an example of 

what the Germans call Erlebnis, and it is accessible to reflection. In 

addition its structure is intentional; it is a shameful apprehension of 

something and this something is me. I am ashamed of what I am. Shame 

therefore realizes an intimate relation of myself to myself. Through 

shame I have discovered an aspect of my being (p. 221). 
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Aboriginal youth frequently experience shame, as described by both Erickson (1963) 

and Sartre (2003), but mainly in non-Aboriginal settings, and particularly in 

education, where the very nature of education requires students to publically 

demonstrate competency. Teacher expectations that Aboriginal students will be able 

to cope with being singled out for either praise or punishment often results in the 

academic and social failure of Aboriginal students. Therefore, shame is an important 

barrier to academic success for Aboriginal students. 

Royer and Feldman (1984) also provided a caution when discussing attributional 

approaches in the context of racial, ethnic and social-class groups. According to the 

authors, different groups of people can hold different views and beliefs about the 

world that they observe. Christie (1995) said such a notion of ‘world-view’ can be 

defined as a set of ideas that are held within any culture, connecting them to other 

people within their social setting and underpinning every part of their lives. This can 

also extend to the way in which success is viewed. 

It is not possible to explore success without an investigation of choice. Choice is 

defined by Skowronski and Carlston (1982) as “an individual’s selection between 

alternatives, as perceived choice as an experiential state” where “this kind of 

perceived choice refers to individuals’ feelings that they are actively free to select the 

better of two discriminably different alternatives” (p. 689). These authors stated that 

“past experiences with choice influence people’s perceptions of choice, their 

perceptions of control, their expectancies for future success, and consequently, their 

desire for choice” (1982, p. 689). Choice assumes that individuals have equal rights 

and the freedom to participate in and achieve academically in education, leading to 

successful outcomes for the individual. However, this has not been the case for 

Aboriginal Australian people in the past 223 years. As Welch (1996) stated, 
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economic liberalism and evolutionary views dominated race relations in late 

eighteenth and nineteenth century Australia, when it was “held that it was not the 

role of the government to intervene in the operation of the business cycle, or related 

areas of social activity” (p. 30) and that it was inevitable there would be human 

inequalities. This meant there were those who succeeded economically and those 

who remained poor. These outcomes are often seen as the result of a lack of effort 

and efficiency on the part of the people concerned (Welch, 1996). 

Such economic rationalist and Social Darwinist viewpoints have impacted, both in 

the past and today, on the treatment and participation of Aboriginal people in 

Australian society. While in the past, Aboriginal people were openly excluded from 

the opportunity of gaining a mainstream education, exclusion in today’s context can 

take a different form (Eckermann, et al., 2006). Educational institutions are clearly 

based on mainstream cultural beliefs that often do not incorporate the cultural needs 

of minority groups, in this case Aboriginal people. This frequently results in 

Aboriginal students choosing passive non-compliance to demonstrate their resistance 

to cultural domination (Partington & Gray, 2003). For many students boredom is an 

outcome of disengagement in education. Pekrun, Goetz, Daniels, Stupnjisky and 

Perry (2010, p. 532) wrote that “boredom is an emotion that is caused by a lack of 

value in a given situation or activity”. In addition, the cultural views of Anglo-Celtic 

Australian educators often influence their treatment of non-Anglo-Australian 

students. For instance, Allard and Cooper (2001), in talking about their research into 

pedagogical processes and the question of acceptance of difference in a particular 

school, stated: 

Too often ‘cultural differences’ (used to refer to students of non Anglo-

Australian heritage), are often constructed as a ‘deficit’. Students, 

because of their cultural differences rather than because of how those 
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differences are dealt with in education, are somehow deemed to be 

lacking in the necessary cultural capital to ‘succeed’ (p. 2). 

Pollock (2001) discussed how researchers and school personnel interested in race and 

achievement within American schools frequently adopt a comparison line of 

reasoning and leading to investigating the way these groups achieved in comparison 

with each other, which in the American context, can be seen as a correlation between 

race and school performance. Furthermore, Pollock (2001) stated that whether school 

achievement in racial terms is openly described depends on the institution, their 

position on the issue and who is actually listening. According to Walker (2000) many 

Indigenous students feel that tertiary education is assimilationist which in turn often 

leads to learning resistance, however, those students who persevered with their 

studies cited several factors in their ability to continue. Such factors included strong 

personal goals as well as family and community support which enabled them to deal 

more successfully with the conforming characteristics of mainstream education and 

their own moments of resistance, while also maintaining their cultural values and 

identity (Walker, 2000). Mansfield and Wosnitza (2010) wrote the following about 

motivation and adolescents: 

Adolescence is a time of change and preparation for adulthood, and 

because academic achievement at this time can have significant 

implications on employment or career opportunities, understanding 

adolescents’ motivation is vital to ensuring students achieve their 

potential in school (p. 149). 

The ability to deal with controlling environments and the setbacks that may 

invariably result from such experiences suggests that resiliency is an important 

component in individuals who succeed in times of adversity and in environments that 

are less supportive. Experiencing some form of success in all its broad cultural 

contexts and varied meanings, is an important component in the life and educational 
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choices one makes, and features in the degree of resiliency that one is able to 

demonstrate when faced with challenging situations. 

RESILIENCY 

The ability to persevere in spite of difficulties is an important component in the 

exploration of the characteristics of Aboriginal youth who are participating in 

education. Masten, Best and Garmezy (1990) defined resiliency as the: 

Process of, capacity for, or outcome of successful adaptation despite 

challenging or threatening circumstances. In psychological literature, 

resilience has been used to describe three distinct kinds of phenomena: 

(1) good outcomes despite high-risk status, (2) sustained competence 

under threat, and (3) recover from trauma (p. 426). 

According to Benard (1995) resiliency is a term that is used to explain and portray 

qualities which include an ability to successfully adapt and change, in spite of 

dangers and difficulties, and that we are all born with the capacity for being resilient 

thus enabling us to increase our social capabilities; develop an ability to solve 

problems; be independent; and have a sense of purpose. Benard (1991) had earlier 

described three major protective factors contributing to the development of resiliency 

in children and youth and included family, school and community as caring and 

supportive relationships; holding positive and high expectations; and providing 

opportunities for meaningful participation. Oswald, Johnson and Howard (1999) 

claimed that most researchers situate these protective factors both in the outside 

social environment of the child and internally, as part of their own character and 

persona. Seligman (1999) in his exploration of resiliency spoke of the ability to 

‘bounce back’ where individuals have two ways of responding to situations or events 

that occur in their lives. One group may view obstacles and unexpected negative 

experiences and events in a pessimistic light, believing that ill fortune will 

accompany them throughout their lives. The other groups holds an optimistic outlook 
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that such events are short-lived and that other things and people outside of their lives 

impacted on what happened to them: optimists often view these as tests and will 

renew their efforts to overcome them (Seligman, 1999). 

Tatz (2001, p. xi) claimed that while the experience of alienation can damage 

individuals it can still “act as a spur to achievement”. However, there are many 

restrictions and factors which impact on an individual’s ability to bounce back and be 

resilient including the fulfilment of basic human needs such as nourishment and 

financial stability, as well as the love and care of family and friends. Maslow 

developed the hierarchy of needs which included “physiological (survival) needs, 

safety needs through order and law, belongingness and love needs, esteem needs and 

self-actualization” and in later years added self-transcendence (Koltko-Rivera, 2006, 

p. 303). 

De Botton (2000) spoke of how individuals experience happiness if their basic needs 

are satisfied and that it matters not whether we eat filet mignon or mince in that case. 

The author (2000) discussed Epicurus’ argument that “if we have money without 

friends, freedom and an analysed life, we will never be truly happy. And if we have 

them, but are missing the fortune, we will never be unhappy” (p. 59). However, 

Epicurus’ idea is not necessarily true for Aboriginal families. While most Aboriginal 

people have extensive family connections and friendship networks, which provide 

extensive support and comfort, severe lack of financial means places restrictions on 

an individual’s ability to take advantage of educational opportunities. This will 

ultimately restrict employment options and hence their ability to provide adequately 

for their family’s needs. 
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Vicary and Westerman (2004) stated that past policies and practices which created 

social disadvantage have impacted greatly on Aboriginal people and especially 

children, resulting in behavioural changes and developmental and learning delays. 

Unemployment, limited financial income, overcrowding in the home and unsafe 

home and community environments remain issues for Aboriginal people and have an 

impact on their education (Biddle, 2011; SCRGSP, 2011). The long term impact of 

these issues can result in a lack of resiliency with Aboriginal youth demonstrating 

behaviours that can be detrimental to both themselves and others. Culhane and 

Taussig (2009) wrote that: 

Youths who have been maltreated are a subgroup at high risk for problem 

behaviour. Preliminary findings indicate that maltreated youths are more 

likely than their non-abused peers to engage in a number of risky 

behaviours and do so at an earlier age and with greater frequency (p. 70). 

The effect of the family on children and the impact of family life can influence the 

educational outcomes of Aboriginal students (SCRGSP, 2011). This is supported by 

Coleman (1988) who, in his discussion on social capital and the family, wrote that 

family backgrounds, especially financial circumstances, are influential in three areas. 

1. Financial capital is approximately measured by the family’s wealth or 

income. It provides the physical resources that can aid achievement: a fixed 

place in the home for studying, materials to aid learning, the financial 

resources that smooth family problems; 

2. Human capital is approximately measured by parents’ education and provides 

the potential for a cognitive environment for the child that aids learning; and 

3. Social capital within the family that gives the child access to the adult’s 

human capital depends both on the physical presence of adults in the family 

and the attention given by the adults to the child (p. 109–111). 

Yet, in spite of lacking much of what is considered essential to happiness in today’s 

society, it could be argued that Aboriginal people, including youth, may be 

considered happiest when in the company of friends and family. Those who 

experience happiness of this sort are perhaps more resilient in the face of adversity 

than those who may have all the material and financial wealth it is felt one needs in 
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order to be happy, but lack friends and family. The role that families and friends play 

in the levels of happiness experienced by most Aboriginal youth cannot be 

overlooked when exploring the concept of resiliency. However, while family and 

friends are important in the development of individual resiliency, Prince-Embury 

(2008) identified research that indicated resiliency was also the result of a number of 

personal qualities such as “an easy temperament; autonomy; sociability; effective 

coping strategies; communication”; protective factors relating “to the child’s social 

environment, including family” and “environmental protective factors outside the 

immediate family” including “positive school experiences” (p. 4). Many Aboriginal 

youth do not experience strong and consistent support from family and friends and, 

out of necessity, turn to their own selves to help them to cope and be resilient when 

encountering challenging situations. 

SENSE OF BELONGING 

In exploring a sense of belonging, it is first important to investigate a sense of 

community wherein belonging is an integral component. There are two ways in 

which community can be defined. First, community could refer to a territory or 

geographical location and second, it is concerned with the value and worth of human 

relationships (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). The second definition is most appropriate 

when discussing students within a school context and includes within it 

“membership, influence, integration, fulfilment of needs and a shared emotional 

connection” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 2). When members value their group and 

know that they are an important part of the group they feel a sense of belonging and, 

according to McMillan & Chavis (1986), this sense of community and the concept of 

belongingness are important when exploring student motivation and performance in 

school. 
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In their seminal work on sense of community, MacMillan and Chavis (1986) 

identified four components which they believed were important fundamentals 

necessary when defining a sense of community; that is, clear and specific definitions 

which are able to describe “warmth and intimacy” and the “development and 

maintenance of the experience” (p. 9). These four elements which MacMillan and 

Chavis (1986) considered essential included: 

 Membership—a feeling of belonging or of sharing a sense of personal 

relatedness; 

 Influence—a sense of mattering, of making a difference to a group and of the 

group mattering to its members; 

 Integration and fulfilment of needs—that the members’ needs will be met by 

the resources received through their membership in the group; and  

 A shared emotional connection—the commitment and belief that members 

have shared and will share history, common places, time together, and similar 

experiences (p. 9). 

The authors also stated that “sense of community is a feeling that members have of 

belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, and a 

shared faith that members’ needs will be met through their commitment to be 

together” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 9). Pretty, Bishop, Fisher and Sonn, (2006, 

p. 7) wrote of how a sense of community sought to “seek observations and 

experiences of one’s inclusion, participation and belonging and commitment within 

an identified community”. However, Pretty et al. (2006) provided a caution where 

they claimed: 

Sense of community can also be associated with negative aspects of 

social life. The nature of exclusion of ‘others’ can lead to harmful social 

consequences. Local social cohesiveness can be at the expense of 

minority groups and newly arrived immigrant groups (p. 18). 

The above brief description of sense of community suggests that the concept of 

belonging, so central in a sense of community, is one which may involve many 

layers represented by concentric circles where longing, place, space and community 
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can be found. Baumeister and Leary (1995) maintained that the need to belong is a 

basic human requirement and the absence of it can contribute to changes in members' 

feelings and thinking. These important concepts help in describing the meaning of 

belonging and the role it plays in providing individuals with a sense of membership 

of the environment in which they locate themselves. Clearly, a sense of belonging 

can occur on many different levels and in many different contexts. Individuals can 

feel a sense of belonging from being part of a sporting club, peer group, work place 

and neighbourhood. In the technological world of today, people can even feel a sense 

of belonging via the internet when communicating with people who share their 

cultural background, personal experiences or points of interest. Located within the 

concept of belonging is the term longing. This word longing, as described by Stewart 

(2003, p. ix), has a number of different meanings and can include a “yearning desire” 

something that “is always future-past” (p. x). The idea of a sense of belonging and its 

related concepts of longing and place is one that continues to be discussed and 

challenged. For instance, Dainotto (2000) described how the concept of place is an 

ambiguous one. On the one hand it is an important part of our lives and has gained in 

popularity in recent times, while on the other hand it denies the role that history plays 

in people’s notions of place. Dainotto (2000) stated that, broadly speaking, people 

tend to reminisce about place, the very act of which then disregards historical events. 

Instead, such nostalgic notions about place paint a picture of the concept as the 

peaceful coexistence of multiple stories. Shurmer-Smith and Hannam (1994) 

expanded further by saying that all places are unreal in that they exist only in our 

minds. Del Giudice and Porter (2001, p. 1) claimed that engaging in “places of 

imagination” has gripped the world for centuries, particularly in the way in which 
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impoverished immigrants to America imagined a nation that was in complete 

contrast to what they were experiencing in Europe; that is, starvation and destitution. 

Gray and McGuigan (1997, p. 232) wrote that we all live in a time where there is 

much “movement” and “intermixing” and growing doubt about what we mean by 

places and how we speak about them. Moving and intermixing refers to the 

phenomenon of moving goods and food products between countries characteristic of 

an era of globalisation. No longer do we rely solely on our ability to produce goods 

for needs in our own country. The mingling trend also extends to people moving 

between countries, thus impacting on our sense of place. Gray and McGuigan (1997) 

ask how we can retain a sense of place when these places, which are commonly felt 

to be homogenous communities made up of clear thinking people, are in a state of 

disintegration and division with progressive globalisation. 

Appadurai (1996) claimed that one of today’s problems in the way we interact 

globally is that society often feels anxious and apprehensive about cultural 

togetherness and cultural individualism. He also asserted that tensions between the 

idea of cultural homogenisation and cultural heterogenisation tend to overlook the 

fact that new cultures introduced into an already established society undergo an 

indigenisation process. Finally, Appadurai (1996, p. 32) stated “there is always a fear 

of cultural absorption by polities of larger scale, especially those that are nearby” and 

that “one man’s [sic] imagined community is another man’s political prison”. 

The changing global idea of country, culture and home can impact directly on our 

sense of belonging. For some, discussions about belonging bring to mind images of 

home, though ideas about what constitutes home can vary. For instance, Beazley 

(2000), in writing about the street children of Indonesia, highlighted that in spite of 
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living and working for years in the city, street children saw their home towns as 

places in which they belonged. This provided them with a sense of security in a 

world of great uncertainties and trauma. However, according to Beazley (2000), 

when street children try to return home to an imagined place of stability and security 

they often find that the reality is opposite to that which they imagined. Individual 

concepts of home can be both remembered experiences or linked to where they live. 

Both these past and present experiences of ‘home’ involve the longing to belong. 

Probyn (1996) claimed that the state of belonging is more than just wanting what 

already exists; it is about a wish to have that which is outside of an individual’s 

requirements. Probyn (1996) substituted ‘belonging’ for identity because belonging: 

Captures more accurately the desire for some sort of attachment, be it to 

other people, places, modes of being, and ways in which individuals and 

groups are caught within wanting to belong and wanting to become, a 

process that is fuelled by yearning rather than the positing of identity as a 

stable state (p. 19). 

Matthews, Limb and Taylor (2000) discussed the importance that many youth place 

on the concept of ‘street’ a “metaphor for all public outdoor places in which children 

are found, such as roads, cul-de-sacs, alleyways, walkways, shopping areas, car 

parks, vacant plots and derelict sites” (p. 63). Generally, older members of the public 

consider that these places should not be used for the congregation of the young and 

base their view on child safety and feelings of being threatened. However, to the 

young, streets are places where they are able to come together to confirm and assert 

their feelings of difference and to rejoice in their sense of belonging (Matthews et al., 

2000). 

Central to discussions about a sense of belonging is the question of land ownership 

for Aboriginal Australians, and the strongly debated notion of terra nullius “a land 

belonging to no one” (Reynolds, 1992, p. 12). This belief, that the Australian 
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continent was unoccupied prior to European settlement, ignored that there were 

Aboriginal people already living in Australia and ignored the close relationship 

Aboriginal people had with each other and with place and country. Any exploration 

of sense of belonging must take into consideration traditional and contemporary 

cultural relationships with the land and its accompanying sense of belonging; British 

colonial experiences during past and present colonisation; and mainstream discourses 

about sense of belonging. In addition, an exploration of sense of belonging cannot 

take place without including the concept of community. Being part of a community 

is important in the lives of Aboriginal people resulting in a strong sense of belonging. 

In their discussion about the importance of community in the lives of family, 

O’Regan and O’Connor (1989) wrote that the need for community is very strong as it 

provides forms of assistance, encouragement and unity for the individual in this 

contemporary world of conflict and fragmentation. 

In both traditional and contemporary times, the ties between Aboriginal people and 

the land continue to be strong and enduring. The strong connection that Aboriginal 

people have with the land translates itself into a sense of belonging. Barunga (Jebb, 

2008, p. 22) highlighted his love of his land thus: 

Before the white man came 

we Worrorra were strong people. 

Our tribal territory lay between 

the Prince Regent River and Walcott Inlet. 

It is a beautiful country 

crossed with sandstone ridges and rocky gorges 

and with great rivers like the Sale, Glenelg, 

and Prince Regent. There are bays and inlets, 

archipelagos of off-shore islands 

with sheltered harbours, and high red bluffs 

which catch the rays of the sun at sunrise and sunset. 

Kangaroos and turkeys and emus are thick on the land, 

there are fat barramundi in the rivers, 

and a multitude of fish, dugong, turtle and stringrays in the sea. 

The Worrorra lived well. 
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Read (2000) asserted that Aboriginal people have a strong sense of belonging which 

had not faded with the years, in spite of government forced removals, the deliberate 

isolation of Aboriginal people and poverty resulting from loss of access to the land 

and its resources. This sense of belonging is an ancient and spiritual one, which is in 

contrast to the ‘new’ sense of belonging developing in non-Aboriginal Australians. 

Aboriginal sense of belonging involves relationships with other Aboriginal people 

and has a close and strong link with the concept of community. It is only when an 

Aboriginal person feels part of a community that a sense of belonging grows and 

develops. Strong emotions can result if this is challenged by others. Toombs (2011) 

wrote of the distress experienced by Indigenous tertiary students who felt their 

identity and sense of belonging was under attack by non-Indigenous students. The 

participants in Toombs’ research above considered these identity challenges 

attempted to dislodge their sense of belonging as Indigenous people which, as 

students of their university, affected them in different ways. Behrendt (2004, p. 1) 

highlighted the importance of being a member of an Aboriginal community when she 

described the transformation her father underwent when he discovered his Aboriginal 

cultural heritage and the community to which he belonged: “I watched my father, 

who had seemed a distant, bad-tempered and insecure figure transform with the 

knowledge of identity and place. He became a loving, generous and proud man” (p. 

1). 

In the mainstream context, the individual is held in high regard while Aboriginal 

people consider the group as most important (Dudgeon, Lazaroo & Pickett, 1988). 

These writers declared that amongst Aboriginal people importance is placed on 

preserving the honour and identity of the group against the impact of absorption and 

termination. Sense of belonging, in terms of community, does not involve that which 
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is material but relates to people and place. Osterman (2000) stated that there is a 

strong relationship between the concept of community and student motivation. 

Willims (2003) pointed out that sense of belonging and participation are both factors 

in the question of student engagement and that engagement is used to describe the 

degree to which students recognise and give value to educational outcomes, the level 

of their identification and valuing of school outcomes and “their degree of 

participation in academic and non-academic school activities” (p. 8). Engagement is 

often considered to have two components: psychological and behavioural (Willims, 

2003). The psychological component: 

Emphasises students’ sense of belonging or attachment to school which 

has to do with feelings and of being accepted and valued by their peers, 

and by others at their school. Another aspect of the psychological 

component concerns whether or not students value school success-do 

they believe that education will benefit them personally and 

economically Willim, 2003, p. 8). 

Willim (2003) stated that student engagement in academic and non-academic 

activities correlate with economic success and long term health and well being, and 

also that engagement does not stem solely from the student’s home life but is also 

impacted by the educational institution and their educational policies. 

Pereira and Pooley (2007) found that school transitions has a significant impact on 

the “psychological, social and intellectual wellbeing of students” where 

“psychologically, students have been found to experience a decrease in self-esteem, 

sense of belonging, and the ability to cope with stressors” (p. 162). Pereira and 

Pooley (2007) claimed that “social problems that have been associated with school 

transitions have included changes in peer friendships, changes in teachers, and the 

loss of friends as students move to different schools”; and, that “in regard to 

intellectual wellbeing, researchers have found that school transitions have a negative 

effect on students’ academic performance and on academic motivation” (p. 162). 
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However, the authors did not touch on other associated factors that may play a role in 

the school transition of Aboriginal students. Whilst most non-Indigenous students 

may experience the above responses to school transition, for Aboriginal students it is 

further compounded by cultural isolation and a disparity between the economic and 

academic standing for Aboriginal Australian students. 

Osterman (2000) contends that belongingness is not always present in schools and by 

not incorporating it into school policies, programmes and practices it can impact on 

whether or not students feel they have a place in the school. Osterman (2000) also 

pointed out that the experience of belongingness features in student educational 

outcomes in that it contributes to “the development of basic psychological processes 

important to student success, academic attitudes and motives, social and personal 

attributes, engagement and participation and academic achievement” (p. 327). 

However, developing and retaining a sense of belonging within a school environment 

is not easily acquired when acts of bullying exist “where being rejected, excluded or 

ignored leads to often intense negative feelings of anxiety, depression, grief, 

jealousy, and loneliness” (Osterman, 2000, p. 327). Experiences of being bullied 

impact on the degree to which a student may feel they belong in the school 

environment. Arriving at a clear and unanimous definition of bullying is not easily 

achieved. Forlin and Chambers (2003, p. 1), claimed that research to date calls for an 

“adequate definition for bullying” while Haynes (1998, p. 37) asked “what are the 

criteria that allow us to describe an incident as bullying?” However, in spite of a 

seemingly lack of a common global definition of bullying, a number of definitions 

have been adopted. According to Haynes (1998) bullying: 
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Usually involves intimidation where superior strength is made into a 

salient reason for a weaker person to do something against their will. It 

need not be physical or verbal abuse and can be carried out quite subtly 

through body language (p. 37). 

Vanderbilt and Augustyn (2010, p. 315) defined bullying as the “assertion of power 

through aggression that involves a bully repeatedly and intentionally targeting a 

weaker victim through social, emotional, or physical means”: a definition which is 

applicable to this study. The Department of Education and Training of Western 

Australia [DETWA] (2011, n.p.) named bullying as occasions: 

When an individual or group misuses power to target another individual 

or group to intentionally threaten or harm them on more than one 

occasion. This may involve verbal, physical, relational and psychological 

forms of bullying. Teasing or fighting between peers is not necessarily 

bullying. 

An Australian-wide research project into bullying revealed that victims of acts of 

bullying experience detrimental effects on their physical, social and mental health 

culminating in impacts on “academic achievement and social development” (Cross, 

Shaw, Hearn, Epstein, Monks, Lester, & Thomas, 2009, p. 14) and furthermore, such 

victims: 

Have a dislike of and want to avoid school, have lower academic 

competence and have higher absenteeism. Students who are bullied are 

also more likely to have low self-esteem and poor assertiveness skills and 

this can affect their psychological and mental health, and result in 

academic difficulties due to social exclusion, peer rejection, depression, 

and negative self-perceptions. They are also more likely to have poorer 

health and more somatic complaints, more interpersonal difficulties, 

higher levels of loneliness, suicidal ideation, and increased anxiety 

(Cross et al., 2009, p. 14). 

Schools, as places where the intergenerational transference of culture takes place, do 

not create a sense of belonging for most Aboriginal youth. Often the absence of other 

Aboriginal students, lack of inclusion of Aboriginal culture in the curriculum and 

lack of cultural awareness of teaching staff create a strong lack of sense of belonging 

for many Aboriginal students, where according to Partington (2002, p. v) “the values 
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and practices of teachers, and the structures of schooling, that enable Indigenous 

students to succeed or fail in school become quite apparent”. Sense of belonging 

features strongly in the lives of people, therefore it is important to explore the 

concept as Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians employ it and its application 

to Aboriginal youth and their sense of belonging in relation to participation in 

education. In addition to exploring sense of belonging, equally important to explore 

is the concept of significant others; identify significant others and the role the 

concept and the people play in the lives of Aboriginal youth. 

SIGNIFICANT OTHERS 

Individuals, over time and throughout the world, are affected one way or the other by 

significant others who feature in their lives. According to De Botton (2000, p. 57) 

“we don’t exist unless there is someone who can see us existing, what we say has no 

meaning until someone can understand, while to be surrounded by friends is 

constantly to have our identity confirmed”. 

 According to Beresford and Partington (2003, p. 2) “among successful students a 

pattern of family support is a common feature” while “others commented on the 

special relationship formed with one or more teachers who acted as mentors for 

them”. The importance of developing positive relationships between teacher and 

Aboriginal student cannot be over emphasised as, according to Howard and Perry 

(2005, p. 153) “Australian Aboriginal societies are both person-oriented and 

information-oriented, emphasising the personal and relational connections between 

‘teacher’ and ‘learner’”. Often significant others, particularly family and friends, 

accept the idiosyncrasies that are part of one’s personal makeup and accept us and 

the fact that we also have a place in the world (De Botton, 2000). While it may be 

commonly thought that significant others have a positive effect on one’s life; it is 
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also possible that significant others may have a negative impact on an individual’s 

life. Tatz (2001, p. 131) wrote about the concept of ‘enlightened witness’ whereby a 

‘well-balanced’ Aboriginal person “is able to provide the youth with a contrasting 

way of living or treating people”. Conversely, “youth in dysfunctional environments 

sometimes don’t have these ‘enlightened witnesses’ so assume that how they live is 

normal and tend to replicate the behaviours and beliefs” (Tatz, 2001, p. 31). 

However, regardless of the consequences significant others feature strongly in the 

lives of each person. 

The noted philosopher George Herbert Mead (1934) maintained that individuals are 

important influences in our development of self particularly parents, friends, and 

teachers. The term ‘significant others’ was first coined by Mead to describe those 

who play a role in the formation of personal identities and the term included their 

views, attitudes and expectations. Mead’s assertion also corresponds with the 

traditional and contemporary social organisation of Aboriginal life. The social 

structure within Aboriginal society is multi-layered in that a number of significant 

people, particularly family members, play important roles in the lives of children and 

young adults. These relationships are pivotal in the formation of young people’s 

understanding of their place and position within their particular group. From birth 

young people are taught about their connectedness to others within their group. 

Understanding these kinship ties and their rules helped guide and regulate each 

individual’s behaviour and the behaviour of the group as a whole (Martin, 2007). 

Family members feature as significant others yet what is meant by family is 

complex. There can be no one definition for family as culture plays an important role 

in defining family and the relationships that operate within it. Aboriginal families 

include biological parents but also a wide circle of significant others such as, adopted 
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parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, siblings and cousins all of whom may relate to 

each other differently (Women’s and Children’s Health Network: Parenting and 

Child Health, 2011). This concept of family is often not recognised by mainstream 

society which can cause difficulties for Aboriginal people. Herzberger (1996) 

provided a caution when attempting to define healthy parent-child relationships and 

wrote of how children can be at risk if they live in societies that encourage and 

reward individualism but belong to societies that value working together as a 

collective group. The strong emphasis on family relationships; obligations in 

contemporary Aboriginal society; and the role of significant adults remain important 

considerations when exploring the stories of Aboriginal youth in post-compulsory 

education. 

In our [Aboriginal] world we learn by watching and copying others. This 

helps us sort out how we behave. Having a role model has always been 

an important part of our family life. A role model can be anyone. They 

can be you, me, mothers or fathers, our grandparents, aunties, uncles, 

cousins or sometimes they can even be people we really don’t know 

personally (Women’s and Children’s Health Network: Parenting and 

Child Health, 2011, n.p.). 

The majority of Aboriginal families value cooperation and sharing, in contrast to the 

values of non-Aboriginal Australian society which encourages the autonomous 

individual. However, the Aboriginal concept of family and cultural worldview is not 

one that is not often reflected in educational institutions. Generally speaking, the 

non-Aboriginal places great importance on economic and social advancement which 

it promotes to its young by encouraging and rewarding initiative and competitive 

engagements, values which are reflected in educational institutions through its 

curriculum and pedagogical approaches. Such contrasting values between Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal people impact directly on youth and their participation in 

education and society in general. 
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For youth, and Aboriginal youth in particular, significant others are often their peers 

who play an important role in their lives, especially during the often confusing 

adolescent period. With the ending of the childhood and the beginning of the 

adolescent stage, youth undergo rapid and almost total change. This is particularly 

the case for male Aboriginal youth in secondary schools who, in more traditional 

areas, undergo initiation ceremonies as part of their entry into the male Aboriginal 

adult world. This can often cause issues for Aboriginal youth who, in the eyes of 

their community, are now considered to be adults while the non-Aboriginal 

community considers them as adolescents which often results in clashes between 

these youth and the wider community. Greater challenges exist for Aboriginal youth 

who reside in more populated urban locations where traditional initiation ceremonies 

are not practiced: these youth tend to look to other means of transitioning into 

adulthood which frequently means behaving in ways that are detrimental to both 

themselves and others (Beresford & Omaji, 1996). 

For many youth, everything that was learnt and accepted during childhood is now 

questioned. Physical change combined with the onset of adopting adult roles cause 

youth to wonder about what they look like in the eyes of others (Erikson, 1963). 

According to Erikson (1963), it is at this stage of the integration of the ego-identity 

that role confusion can arise. According to Erikson (1963) role confusion is partly 

related to some uncertainty around sexual identity, but mainly it arises through not 

being able to settle on an occupational identity. As a protective measure, youth will 

often “temporarily over identify, to the point of apparent complete loss of identity, 

with the heroes of cliques and crowds” (p. 262). Erikson (1963) also pointed out that 

in a state of identity confusion youth can also group tightly together and exclude all 

those who are different in appearance, culture and popular fashions of the moment. 
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RACISM 

Racialising groups of people according to different physical and cultural 

characteristics is a relatively new phenomenon of the post-Enlightenment period 

where “the development of racial doctrines and ideologies begins to take shape in the 

late eighteenth century and reached its high point during the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries’” (Bulmer and Solomos, 1999, p. 8). Race has been central to 

Australian beliefs and practices from the time of colonisation and particularly from 

the time of Federation in 1901 when the Government compiled and implemented 

legislative Acts which were based on race and the concept of ‘others’ (Ross, 2004). 

However, Australian understanding and use of the concept of race began to change 

as a result of the experiences of World War ll and Nazi Germany. 

Cowlishaw (2004) wrote that while Australia now viewed the use of the word ‘race’ 

with abhorrence and attempted to replace it with terms such as culture, it remained a 

reality in everyday Australian lives. By avoiding the word, a silence prevailed that 

resulted in “the mystification and misrecognition of differences and inequalities that 

had been constructed around intertwined notions of race and culture” and “by 

outlawing the concept, social science allowed a lived, visual dimension of this 

inequality and hierarchy to remain a mystery, a deplored phenomenon to which little 

serious analytic or ethnographic attention was paid for several decades” (Cowlishaw, 

2004, p. 60). Furthermore stated Cowlishaw (2004, p. 61), under the guise of 

protecting the colonised from negative notions of race, it in fact “protected the 

superordinate category, whitefellas. By not speaking of race, white people—who 

claimed no race—avoided analysis of the racial source of their privilege”. This 

suggests that understanding and demonstrating the concept of race is contextual over 

place and time. Galtung (1990) claimed that cultural violence “dulls us into seeing 
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exploitation and/or repression as normal and natural, or into not seeing them 

(particularly exploitation) at all” (p. 20). Woven throughout Australia’s past and 

present treatment of non-white Australians is the concept of ‘whiteness’ which 

underpins those acts of creating difference between people. Perera (2005) wrote that: 

Whiteness was manifested as a palpable, material and eminently 

quantifiable category against which those to be excluded were measured. 

It is important to note that the definition and measure of Australian 

whiteness was, from the outset, derived and asserted in relation to its 

multiple racial others, rather than to a single reference point. Spatial as 

well as racial hierarchies came into play in positioning the subjects of the 

national against its asymmetrical non-white others, indigenes and aliens 

(p. 31). 

According to Preston (2007) and Mizutani (2006) there are numerous takes on what 

is meant by whiteness and that whiteness: 

Is not simply about white skin colour or about cultural norms, but is 

closely linked with the state’s construction of ‘populations’, involving 

legislative and social measures for biopolitical intervention. Such 

measures produce not only normalness but also forms of ambiguous 

identity against the backdrop of which such normalness is in part 

constructed (Mizutani, 2006, p. 12). 

Clearly, the question of race and acts of racism are political and aimed against those 

who are considered different. Olson (2004, p. xii) claimed that as race is not 

considered political it requires its own political theory which identifies “race as a set 

of relations within a network of power that organizes people into particular groups 

and/or roles for the purpose of governing the polity” and such a theory “must 

understand race as produced within the political realm rather than prior to it”. Van 

Dijk (2008) asserted that racism has been supported by the elites of society such as 

politicians, journalists, scholars and that: 

Colonialism, eugenics, segregation, the Holocaust, Apartheid and “ethnic 

cleansing” were racist practices engaged by (then) “respectable” 

politicians, and legitimated by journalists, scholars, and scientists. Even 

when the elites did not explicitly engage in the production of prejudices 

and stereotypes, and the exclusion of “Others” from their own realm 

(politics, media, sciences, etc), they can at least be blamed for 

insufficiently combating popular racism where they had the means and 
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the opportunity to do so. We are so accustomed to this kind of racism that 

we do not notice it anymore (p. 94). 

Henry (2004, n.p.) stated that the “theoretical underpinnings of the relationship 

between race and the construction of racism are complex and have important policy 

implications” and that there were three ways in which race became racism: by 

individual attitudes; institutional and systemic policies and practices; and cultural 

and ideological values embedded in dominant culture. These three forms of racism 

can have a profound impact on those who are the receivers of racist comments, 

treatment or action; thus “racism becomes a commanding strategy for maintaining 

asymmetrical power relations or the status quo” (Henry, 2004, n.p.). 

The majority of Aboriginal students’ experiences in education include that of racism. 

This can take place through their interactions with non-Aboriginal students and staff 

who may express or demonstrate their negative or stereotypical beliefs about 

Aboriginal people, or through, as claimed by (De Plevitz, 2007), “some apparently 

race-neutral educational policies and practices [which] are based on underlying 

assumptions that are not in accordance with Indigenous experience or culture, and 

which therefore disadvantage the Indigenous students who struggle to comply with 

them” (p. 54). In these educational contexts, Aboriginal students are expected to 

accept and fit into an education system which continues the process of ‘othering’ and 

maintaining its status quo. De Plevitz (2007) stated that systemic discrimination is 

that where “inequality [is] caused [when] everyone is apparently treated the same but 

the negative impact of the treatment falls particularly on members of society 

distinguishable by their racial or ethnic origin” (p. 55). 
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CONCLUSION 

This chapter set out to explore conceptual themes inherent in this thesis which aimed 

to reveal and examine the stories of Aboriginal youth and their journeys in education. 

Investigating literature around the key topics of education, youth and identity, 

success, resiliency, sense of belonging, significant others and racism revealed the 

important function that each performs in the education of Aboriginal youth and in 

their lives in general. 

The literature also offered points of contrast between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

youth. Identity formation in today’s western society and feeling a sense of belonging 

in school are often fraught with difficulties for Aboriginal youth. Exploring who one 

is as an adolescent while also finding one’s place as an Aboriginal person in 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal society can be confusing for many Aboriginal youth. 

Knowing that they belong is crucial to the wellbeing of youth, particularly 

Aboriginal youth. However, the literature suggests that schools often ignore the 

importance this has for Aboriginal youth which in turn can impact on the 

participation and academic performance of Aboriginal students. This may be 

compounded by young people’s experiences of bullying which have a detrimental 

effect on their sense of belonging and, ultimately, their performance in education.  

How well one succeeds in education is often dependent on past experiences of 

success and failure and how these experiences are then interpreted. Attributing these 

experiences of success and failure to one or more factors that relate to ability, luck, 

effort or degree of difficulty of the task is often associated with how individuals view 

themselves and may dictate how they will perform in the future. For Aboriginal 

youth, the ability to have choices in education, something that was long omitted in 

past government policies which regulated Aboriginal lives, can be linked to 
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experiences of success. The present day education system, which is tailored to meet 

the needs of middle class mainstream Anglo-Celtic Australians, limits the 

educational choices of Aboriginal youth. This in turn may dictate their actions, such 

as whether or not they choose to engage in education, thus influencing the degree of 

their educational success. 

This study is based on the stories of successful Aboriginal youth in education but 

even with that orientation, racism emerged in a number of forms. Not only was 

racism was a constant feature in the social stories of Aboriginal youth but it was also 

both overtly and covertly constant in their educational institutions, particularly 

during secondary school. How well these Aboriginal youth dealt with these situations 

depended on their level of resiliency which dictated the course of action they took 

when dealing with these potentially devastating experiences. 

Widespread and endemic racism were revealed in Chapter Two hence it is important 

to read the stories of these Aboriginal youth and their participation, choices and 

success in education within that context. Racism is again picked up and analysed in 

greater detail in Chapter Nine. As well as contextualising the study (given the history 

of racial discrimination in Aboriginal education in Australia) it is also one of the key 

meta themes revolving around the concept of power and is a major theme woven 

through the entire thesis. 

The literature also highlighted the place of significant others in the lives of young 

people and the key role they play in whether or not they continue in education. 

Frequently, these significant others are family members and teachers, two groups 

with whom youth interact on almost a daily basis over a very long period in their 

lives. Family, educational institutions and society in general had a role in the 
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participants’ identity formation, degree of resiliency and the measure of success they 

had in education. 

The following chapter describes the methodology employed to guide the research as 

it delved into the experiences of Aboriginal youth in education. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

METHODOLOGY 

The concerns about initiation, benefits, representation, legitimacy, and 

accountability raise a number of questions about how research with Maori and 

indigenous peoples should be conducted, but perhaps initially it is important to 

consider by whom that research should be conducted (Bishop, 2005, p. 111). 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The previous chapter overviewed key concepts relevant to the stories of Aboriginal 

youth and their education which are presented further into the thesis. This chapter 

explicates the theoretical and methodological frameworks employed in the empirical 

research. It incorporates critical reflections of the researcher who is Aboriginal. This 

chapter sets out the methodology for the current study where the main aim is to 

analyse the perspectives of Aboriginal youth aged 15 to 24 years on their 

participation, choices and success in their primary, secondary and tertiary education. 

A set of research questions around the themes of educational participation, choices 

and success were constructed which permitted me, the researcher, to investigate with 

the participants their perspectives and interpretations of the world around them. 

Through this qualitative research, it is anticipated that further exploration of the 

perspectives of Aboriginal youth will assist in developing a more in-depth 

understanding of their stories though primary, secondary and tertiary education as 

well as the wider implications of the findings. 

Three research sites were invited to take part in this research, one of which was in a 

rural setting and two were in an urban location. The selection of two sites was based 

on prior contact with staff employed in those organisations, while one site was 
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selected based on its location and education programmes. At one site I was not well 

known but was able to establish a profile through professional and family 

connections. Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) described this as sponsorship and 

stated “sponsorship of a similar kind may be gained through the mobilization of 

existing social networks, based on acquaintanceship, kinship [and] occupational 

membership” (p. 60). Sponsorship in this instance worked extremely well, providing 

me, the researcher, with easier access to the organisations, their staff and students. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The primary research methodology employed in this research is qualitative as it 

places emphasis on the participants’ frames of reference. Qualitative methods also 

permit the researcher to perform in-depth and detailed studies of the perspectives of 

participants (Patton, 1990), necessary when attempting to investigate their personal 

understandings and meanings from their point of view. The theoretical frameworks 

of Aboriginal Terms of Reference, interpretivism (namely that of symbolic 

interactionism), and critical theory, all of which are central to this research, are 

discussed in the following sections of this chapter. 

Aboriginal Terms of Reference 

This research draws on the Aboriginal Terms of Reference (ATR) conceptual 

framework. The ATR framework, a concept developed by Watson (1985) and 

extended by Oxenham (1999), played a pivotal role as a reference point for the 

selected methodological approaches for this research. Watson (1985) employed the 

phrase to describe an Aboriginal worldview that encompassed respect for the land 

and other people in relation to sharing; accountability; harmony; group benefits over 

individual gain; and decision making consensus. Watson (1985, p. 2) pointed out that 

it was important that knowledge “be sought, acquired, given and used in a proper 
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way” when undertaking research involving Aboriginal people. In 1990, Watson’s 

phrase was adopted and adapted by a WA university for the development and 

implementation of their courses and ways of working with Aboriginal communities. 

The framework focused on four key areas under what the university called the 

‘Aboriginal Domain’. 

 

1. Aspirations 2. Cultural Elements 3. Understandings 4. Experiences 

 Goals 

 Priorities 

 Future 
directions 

 Obligations 

 Kinship 

 Behavioural 
expectations 

 Aboriginal history 

 Spirituality/religion 

 Values 

 Beliefs 

 Family structures 

 Heritage 

 Knowledge and 
practices 
resulting in 
appropriate ways 
of: 

- Thinking 

- Working 

- Reflecting 

 Socialisation 

 Interaction 

 Historical 
factors 

 Feelings 

 Current 
situation 

Figure 4.1: Aboriginal Terms of Reference Conceptual Framework 

Source: Oxenham (1999, p. 17) 

 

The ATR model is a useful framework to assist with understanding the lived 

experiences and perspectives of Aboriginal people across four important domains 

that feature in Aboriginal people’s lives, and is especially valuable in both unpacking 

and understanding the issue of Aboriginal youth and their participation, choices and 

success in education. The researcher argues that relying primarily on a western 

method of analysis and interpretation would not provide a comprehensive 

understanding of topics involving Aboriginal people and issues explored through 

research. The ATR framework was also helpful in encouraging students to 
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participate in university by promoting and making known to them, and to the rest of 

the university, important and valuable cultural domains and, in particular, social and 

educational issues of Aboriginal people. In addition, the framework was beneficial in 

assisting the students to complete their studies and helped underpin professional 

interactions the university had with Aboriginal communities. While the ATR 

framework proved helpful, it was important to not over rely on the framework to the 

extent that it influenced the researcher’s interpretation of the participants’ responses 

to questions on their participation, choices and success in education. The framework 

proved most useful when it worked in conjunction with the other methodological 

approaches employed in this study. 

Symbolic Interactionism 

The focus of this study was on investigating all that is “unique, individual and 

qualitative” (Crotty, 1998, p. 68) about the Aboriginal participants’ participation, 

choices and success in education. The study explored social relations in everyday 

settings thus enabling the participants to describe their realities and experiences 

(Sarantakos, 1993). This research required selection of a theoretical approach which 

would provide opportunities for the participants to tell their stories and make known 

their experiences, understandings and interpretations of their worlds. One such 

approach is the interpretivist perspective. The interpretivist perspective was selected 

as the main theoretical framework for this research as it provided the means of trying 

to understand the participants’ educational stories and the influences that formed the 

basis of how they interpreted and responded to their worlds while knowing that this 

understanding can only ever be partial (Sarantakos, 1993). 

The interpretivist perspective gives primacy to the feelings, views and experiences of 

the participants and corresponds with the essence of Aboriginal culture, namely that 
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of relationships and sharing. The interpretivist perspective provides an avenue for the 

‘voice’ of the Aboriginal participants in this study to be fore-grounded and made 

distinct their views and feelings. Battiste (2005) succinctly stated that “by animating 

the voices and the experiences of the cognitive ‘other’ and integrating them into the 

educational process, it creates a new, balanced centre and a fresh vantage point from 

which to analyse Eurocentric education and its pedagogies” (n.p.). 

However, the fore-grounding of the ‘voice’ of the participant is not as easily 

achieved in research as might be first expected when there are academic 

requirements to be met while also giving primacy to the voices of the participants. 

There are factors at play that may impact on a researcher’s ability to present a 

truthful telling of the stories of the participants. Chase (2005) asserted that, on the 

one hand, the researcher can have an authoritative voice which places the 

researcher’s voice centre stage, while on the other hand the researcher may have a 

supportive voice which “pushes the narrator’s voice into the limelight” (p. 664–665). 

Scougall and Osborne (1998) stated that their role in research was one in which they 

were able to provide an avenue for the voice of the researched to be heard; research 

that permits data to emerge from ongoing research while demonstrating the flowing 

and evolving nature of research dealing with the world-views of people. According 

to Crotty (1998), the interpretivist approach is focused on exploring interpretations of 

the social world based on culture and history. 

Within the interpretivist perspective, the symbolic interactionist approach is 

important as it is concerned with the way in which individuals form, maintain and 

change their social lives according to their interaction with others. These individuals 

act on meanings they have assigned to their world. This approach places emphasis on 

observation and questioning and has exploration of self and other as its main research 
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aim. According to Patton (1990), the symbolic interactionist approach focuses on 

asking questions about the symbols and understandings that have emerged to give 

meaning to people’s social interactions. Symbolic interactionism is a particularly 

appropriate approach for investigating situations where accepted or dominant taken-

for-granted definitions and explanations can obscure alternative definitions of reality 

and ways of seeing. The way in which individuals perceive and interpret their social 

worlds is significant in the life choices they select and act upon. Research that is 

engaged in exploration to interpret, understand and give meaning is important in 

examining the participants’ participation, choices and success in education. 

The notable sociologist Herbert Blumer, who continued the work of early 

philosopher and social psychologist George Herbert Mead, was one of the founding 

fathers of the perspective of symbolic interactionism (Crotty, 1998). According to 

Blumer (1969) symbolic interactionism permits both the researcher and the 

participants to explore the way in which the participants respond or act towards 

objects and people based on the meanings they have allotted to them; meanings 

which have come about through the social interactions participants have with others. 

In addition, symbolic interactionism enables researchers to learn more about the way 

in which participants have interpreted these meanings. 

However, while this approach supported the exploration of the perspectives of 

Aboriginal youth, which may differ significantly from those assumed to be widely 

held in mainstream Australian society, it was limited in its ability as a 

methodological approach to fully explore issues central to Aboriginal people and in 

this case, Aboriginal youth. Both symbolic interactionism (Sarantakos, 1993) and 

ATR (Oxenham, 1999) were considered by the researcher to be suitable 

methodological frameworks to employ in this research as it enabled, through the 
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concept of ‘yarning’ (a style of story-telling and information sharing that is familiar 

to Aboriginal youth) (Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010), an exploration of Aboriginal 

world-views whilst also embracing Aboriginal Terms of Reference. 

However, as the research progressed, it became apparent that as the research 

involved a minority and marginalised group in Australia (of which this researcher is 

a member), it would be necessary to bring a strong focus on issues of power in the 

final analysis in the thesis. The combination of symbolic interactionism and ATR as 

selected methodological approaches was not going to enable the researcher to fully 

identify, explore and discuss issues of power which are inherent in this research. This 

was discussed with the researcher’s supervisor who raised the possibility of including 

critical theoretical perspectives in the meta level analysis and discussion. After 

careful reading and thought, this was agreed to by the researcher whose life 

experiences as an Aboriginal woman, including experiences of marginalisation and 

disadvantage, meant there was a continual process of questioning the beliefs and 

actions of society in its treatment of people who are considered different from 

dominant Anglo-Celtic Australians. Critical theory features in this thesis and is 

employed as a tool to explore significant issues of power central to this research. 

Critical Theory 

Critical theory, which arose out of western philosophy and Marxist thought in the 

Frankfurt School in Germany, is concerned with the freedom and liberation of 

humans (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2005). Haugaard and Cooke (2010) 

defined critical theory as the “tradition of critical reflection on society inspired by 

Marx, and, before him, Hegel and Rousseau. It looks critically at social structures 

and social institutions from the point of view of their dominating effects on 

individual human subjects” (p. 1). Kincheloe and McLaren (2005) claimed that it is 
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difficult to definitively describe critical theory as there is more than one definition 

and definitions change with time; critical theory itself resists being confined to any 

one description as many diverse voices are actively engaged in its work. Apple 

(1996) stated that society: 

Is driven by social antagonisms and inequalities. The effects of poverty, 

greed, exploitation, and domination are massively present. They are 

visible all around us. They are not somewhere “out there” in an abstract 

realm, but are ‘right here’ in all of our institutions—in our paid and 

unpaid work places, schools, hospitals, government offices, corporate 

boardrooms, in our homes; and on the streets where we walk (p. iv). 

Advocates of critical theory consider such a methodology is able to identify, examine 

and challenge power relations and social injustice evident in society, particularly 

when examining education systems and structures. As highlighted by Heilman 

(2003): 

Critical theory offers compelling insight into the function of power at a 

range of levels: at the macro level of policy and economic structures; at 

the cultural level through language, texts, and curriculum, and at the 

micro level in the immediate experiences of freedom, possibility, control, 

and oppression in educational settings (p. 248). 

Engagement with the data analysis phase of the research highlighted issues of power 

evident in the participants’ stories. The need to explore and describe these led to the 

use of critical theory at the meta level towards the end of the thesis. This theoretical 

approach is also employed to assist in identifying and discussing the power structures 

in education that impact on Aboriginal students and their participation in educational 

institutions. According to Sarantakos (1993) critical theory recognises that humans 

are born with the ability to think in creative and adaptable ways but: 

They are, however, restricted and oppressed by social factors and 

conditions and exploited by their fellow men, who convince them that 

their fate is correct and acceptable. Beliefs in such illusions create a false 

consciousness and prevent people from fully realising their potential (p. 

36). 
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Woven throughout power structures in society are issues of “class, gender, race, age, 

nationality, region, politics and other dynamics of power” (Apple, 2000, p. 3). In 

their discussion on the meaning of critical theory, Kincheloe and McLaren (2005) 

wrote that: 

A reconceptualised critical theory questions the assumption that societies 

such as the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and the 

nations in the European Union, for example, are unproblematically 

democratic and free. Over the 20
th

 century, especially after the early 

1960s, individuals in these societies were acculturated to feel 

comfortable in relations of domination and subordination rather than 

equality and independence (p. 303). 

Therefore, critical theory was added to my methodological approaches because it 

provided theoretical knowledge about culture and power and helped explain the 

motives behind why and how powerful groups in society dominate those who are less 

powerful. It was during this in-depth period of reading, I learnt that: 

The personal histories of many critical theorists in education have some 

common aspects: early experiences with and understanding of 

marginalisation, conflict with established educational institutions and a 

relatively circuitous career path (Heilman, 2003, p. 248). 

Heilman’s quote helped me to better understand my own personal history, my 

constant need to explore the reasons and purposes for how society operates and in its 

treatment of people, especially Aboriginal Australian people, and why I have made 

the life and career choices I have to date. Crotty (1998) claimed that in order for us to 

understand others we must first place ourselves in their positions and that only when 

we engage in discussions with others are we able to consider their “perceptions, 

feelings and attitudes” and “interpret their meanings and intent” (p. 75). Crotty 

(1998) stated that “critical inquiry keeps the spotlight on power relationships within 

society so as to expose the forces of hegemony and injustice” (p. 157). 

Smith (2005) pointed out that much is changing in research involving indigenous 

peoples, that is, in terms of its relationships between methods, ethics and those who 
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are being researched. No longer are global indigenous peoples accepting western 

approaches to research but are actively developing and directing their own research 

where it is possible to include their perspectives and, where necessary, challenge 

western forms of research. However, Smith (2005) asserted that there is a need to 

retain links between western research and researchers, indigenous communities and 

decolonisation dialogue as it ensures that western research does not re-establish itself 

as a colonising force in indigenous lives. In spite of its importance, critical theory on 

its own is not able to fully explore the perspectives of Aboriginal youth who move 

between the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal domains. It is an essential approach in 

helping to uncover and explain power issues inherent in the educational and social 

issues that Aboriginal people experience in an Anglo-Celtic world but it does not 

assist in revealing the aspirations, cultural elements, understandings and experiences 

that take place in the Aboriginal domain as does the ATR framework (Oxenham, 

1999). This suggests that to fully explore research topics involving people, especially 

indigenous peoples, it is necessary for researchers to work across different 

methodological approaches. This is supported by Miles and Huberman (1994) who 

wrote of the difficulty in finding researchers who work solely within one 

methodological approach and that many cross borders between approaches. 

The lines between epistemologies have become blurred. Current 

perspectives such as pragmatism and critical theory have qualities of both 

interpretivism and postpositivism [and] no study conforms exactly to a 

standard methodology; each one calls for the researcher to bend the 

methodology to the peculiarities of the setting (Miles & Huberman, 1994, 

p. 5). 

Thus, this research employs three different theoretical lenses each providing insights 

pertinent to this study. My use of the ATR framework was primarily that of a 

reference point where checks and balances were made when working within the 

symbolic interactionism and critical theory epistemologies. The combination of 
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ATR, symbolic interactionism and critical theory are found in this thesis to provide 

significant extra insights into the phenomenon under investigation. Combining these 

methodological approaches is not problematic as they have a number of 

commonalities which cross the theoretical boundaries that define each epistemology. 

Figure 4.2 below is constructed by the researcher as a ‘tool’ for thinking about the 

theoretical lenses employed in this research. 

 

 

Figure 4.2: Theoretical lenses 

Each of these methodological approaches, and their role in exploring Aboriginal 

topics, is discussed and explored further in this chapter. A more detailed discussion 

of symbolic interactionism is located in the data collection section in this chapter 
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while an in depth discussion of ATR and critical theory at the meta level of analysis 

is found in Chapter Eight. 

METHODS 

Research Aims 

There are two major aims of this research. First, the research explores the 

perspectives of Aboriginal youth in three case study educational institutions about 

their participation, choices and success in education, and second, the research 

compares these perspectives across three research sites. 

Research Questions 

The following three research questions guided this research from the outset: 

1. What are the participants’ perspectives of enablers and constraints on the 

participation of Aboriginal youth in education? 

2. What are the participants’ perspectives of enablers and constraints on the 

choices that the participants make in education? 

3. What are the participants’ perspectives of enablers and constraints on success 

in education? 

Preparing the Research Foundations 

A set of research questions around the themes of participation, choices and success 

were constructed which permitted the researcher to explore the participants’ 

perspectives on their education. Three research sites were invited to participate in 

this research, one of which was in a rural setting and two were in an urban setting. 

The selection of two sites was based on the researcher’s contact with staff employed 

in their organisation, while one site was selected based on its location and education 

programmes. At one site I was not as well known but was able to establish a profile 



Chapter 4: Methodology  95 

through ‘sponsorship’, that is, through professional and family connections 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983). 

Selecting the Sites 

Three research sites, which provided the research with participants from different 

WA regions and cultural backgrounds, were selected. The decision to have both rural 

and urban research sites was made to increase the likelihood of having access to rich 

and varied responses to the research questions of participation, choices and success 

in education. This also presented an opportunity to compare the participants’ stories 

across three case studies. 

Ease of access was made possible by the researcher’s prior relationships with staff 

and students at all three sites; an important consideration in Aboriginal contact. The 

researcher’s work-related travel commitments were also a factor in selecting the sites 

for this research. A rural location was selected as the researcher already had family 

connections in the town, was familiar with the town since childhood and knew some 

of its other residents on a social and professional basis. Two urban sites were 

selected based on past and present employment and close relationships with staff and 

management. In addition, the researcher knew many of the students attending all 

three sites. All these considerations made easier access to the sites and participants. 

Case Studies 

To better understand the education stories of Aboriginal youth, between the ages of 

15 and 24 years, a case study method was employed to enable a closer examination 

of the participants’ perspectives. Kumar (1999) wrote that the case study method is a 

way in which it is possible to explore social events by close examination and analysis 

of individual cases. Stake (2005) acknowledged that there is no agreed definition of a 



Chapter 4: Methodology  96 

case study, but has constructed what he considers to be three types of case studies. 

First, there is the intrinsic case study which is employed by the researcher to gain a 

better understanding of particular cases. This case study type is not concerned about 

examining concepts or common events or theories but is selected because of an 

intrinsic interest. The second type, which Stake calls instrumental case study, is 

chosen if it assists in understanding a particular issue or re-examination of sweeping 

statements. In this type, the case study is not of primary concern but is used to help in 

understanding something else entirely. The final type Stake (2005) identified as a 

case study is that of the collective case study which researchers adopt to study known 

or unknown individual cases, and is selected “because it is believed that 

understanding them will lead to better understanding, perhaps better theorizing, 

about a still larger collection of cases” (p. 437). 

The first research aim, as outlined earlier in this chapter, dictated that data was 

gathered to assist in better understanding the perspectives of Aboriginal youth and 

their participation, choices and success in education. Therefore, an instrumental case 

study approach assisted in meeting this research aim. The second research aim 

included exploring the individual perspectives of Aboriginal youth at three known 

sites so that a better understanding could assist in gaining increased knowledge about 

Aboriginal youth who are participating in primary, secondary and tertiary 

educational institutions. The collective case study approach helped in gathering data 

to realise this second research aim. Pseudonyms were used to protect the anonymity 

of individual participants and sites. The first site was ‘Tablelands School’, the second 

was ‘Hill Top Campus’ and the third was ‘Red Sands Centre’. Further in-depth 

descriptions of these sites are located in Chapters Five, Six and Seven, respectively, 

where the findings are presented. 
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Selecting Participants 

A consideration in the case study approach was the selection of participants. Non-

probability sampling was employed in this research. As stated by Sarantakos (1993), 

non-probability sampling is non-representative and is usually employed for the 

exploration of the research topic and in the analysis of qualitative data. Located 

within this procedure is the technique of purposive sampling which permits 

researchers to select the participants who they think are important to the research 

topic (Punch, 2001). This technique takes into account the judgement of the 

researcher who is an Aboriginal person, an important factor in this research; 

therefore, purposive sampling as a means of identifying participants is a feature of 

this research (Creswell, 1998). 

There are distinct advantages in employing purposive sampling in that “the 

researchers purposely choose subjects who, in their opinion, are thought to be 

relevant to the research topic” and “the judgement of the investigator is more 

important than obtaining a probability sample” Sarantakos (1993, p. 138). First, 

participants who regularly attended their place of enrolment and participated in 

programmes were invited to contribute to this research. Second, I endeavoured to 

ensure that there was balance of gender, age and ‘country’. The term ‘country’, as 

used by Aboriginal people, refers to the land of the individuals’ birth where many of 

the participants and their family continue to reside, or to the traditional lands 

belonging to their people. Even though Aboriginal people may have not returned to 

their traditional land for a long period of time, they still refer to it as their ‘country’. 

Snowball sampling (Sarantakos, 1993) was also employed where other participants 

and staff referred participants to me to approach for an interview. This sampling 

technique involved asking participants to recommend other participants who were 
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willing to participate in the research. The researcher approached these potential 

participants and engaged with them in semi-structured interviews as described above. 

The participants were then asked to recommend other possible participants. Staff at 

all three research sites assisted the researcher select students based on information 

regarding regular attendance and perseverance in, and application to, their education 

studies despite possible personal and educational difficulties. These criteria were 

relevant to the focus on success of Aboriginal students in this study. 

Data Collection 

Methods for data collection consistent with Blumer’s (1969) three principles of 

symbolic interactionism, which provide a foundation for human life and behaviours, 

were selected. These included non-probability sampling procedures, purposive 

sampling which permits researchers to select the participants who they think are 

important to the research topic (Punch, 1998) and snowball sampling which allows 

the researcher to ask participants “to recommend any other persons who meet the 

criteria of the research and who might be willing to participate in the project” 

(Sarantakos, 1993, p. 139). Data were gathered primarily through individual, semi-

structured, in-depth and open-ended interviews and where possible non-participant 

observation, which were conducted during the interviews and throughout site 

familiarisation. 

Aboriginal youth attending WA educational institutions in a rural location and in a 

highly populated urban area were invited to participate in this research. Participants 

were enrolled at the three sites in under-graduate degrees, or access and vocational 

certification courses on a full-time or part-time basis, with most receiving Abstudy 

financial assistance. A more detailed description of the sites is found in Chapters 

Five, Six and Seven. A relatively small participation group was appropriate given the 
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in-depth nature of this study. The core group initially commenced with eighteen 

participants representing the secondary and higher education sectors. This number 

increased to thirty as the snowball sampling technique was employed. Contact 

between the researcher and participants occurred on-site at of each three sites during 

normal academic dates and times. Many Aboriginal people find participating in 

research a very intimidating and uncomfortable in an unequal situation. Prior to 

undertaking the data collection phase, the researcher was aware of the need to be 

sensitive to the comfort of the participants and collect the data as non-intrusively as 

possible. This was achievable during observation, however, was less so when 

collecting the stories of the participants. Tape recorders were used with participants’ 

consent but are obvious and can be intrusive. Participants were informed they could 

refuse the taping of their stories; however, there were no objections. Some of the 

participants were at first uncomfortable with the tape recorder but after further 

discussion about its purpose, they were relaxed and agreed to its use in the 

interviews. The concept of ‘yarning’ was used by the researcher to assist in 

developing a rapport with the participants and to enable them to feel more at ease 

when sharing their educational stories. 

Yarning 

In this thesis, the conversations held with the participants are described as ‘yarning’; 

an exchange of information between the researcher and the participant. According to 

Bessarab and Ng’andu (2010) “yarning as a research tool has benefits for researchers 

as it facilitates for in-depth discussions in a relaxed and open manner providing a 

source of rich data and thick descriptions on a particular issue” (p. 47). 

Yarning, in a research context, has the: 
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Sole purpose to gather information through participants’ stories that are 

related to the research topic. While the yarn is relaxed and interactive it is 

also purposeful with a defined beginning and end. Research topic yarning 

is a conversation with a purpose. The purpose is to obtain information 

relating to the research question (Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010, p. 40). 

Yarning is an important concept that takes the conversations between individuals to a 

level where there is sharing of stories. Wierzbicka (1991, p. 171) stated that yarning 

“is not an idle activity undertaken solely for pleasure and devoid of any serious 

meaning” and that there is a difference between the acts of yarning and chatting: 

‘Yarns’ differ in this respect from ‘chats’, which are also exercises in 

pleasurable sociability, but which, by definition, play down the 

significance of the exchange. Chatting can be idle, but yarning is not seen 

as idle, whatever the topic, because it suggests a serious need for human 

contact and for human communication (Wierzbicka, 1991, p. 171).  

Yarns, claimed Malcolm, Haig, Konigsberg, Rochecouste, Collard, Hill and Cahill 

(1999, p. 41) “fill an important function in contemporary Aboriginal social structure 

and encompass stories about personal experiences and family situations”. 

Furthermore, Malcolm et al. (1999) stated that yarning is different from non-

Aboriginal storytelling. Aboriginal yarning includes the accepted contribution of 

listeners to the yarn being told, whilst most non-Aboriginal storytellers consider 

listeners who make additions to their stories as interrupting and therefore they are not 

generally welcomed. By permitting listeners to contribute, the Aboriginal yarn is 

seen to belong to all present whilst the non-Aboriginal storyteller enjoys a moment of 

ownership over the story they are telling. Using yarning and general questions meant 

that I was gathering data with enriched quality and quantity. After the first trials of 

the interview schedules, the participants and I became more comfortable yarning 

with each other. 

The participants’ perspectives were collected through individual, semi-structured, in-

depth and open-ended interviews conducted on-site with participants from senior 
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secondary and tertiary educational institutions. Semi-structured interview schedules 

allow the unfolding of the participant’s perspectives whilst yarning, while at the 

same time assists in keeping track of issues on which to focus. With participant 

permission these interviews were audio-taped. According to Punch (2001, p. 174) 

interviews are an ideal way to enter into and explore the “perceptions, meanings, 

definitions of situations and constructions of reality” and further, claimed that 

interviews are “also one of the most powerful ways we have of understanding 

others”. Judd, Smith and Kidder (1991) wrote that personal interviewing is also a 

highly appropriate form of data collection for special populations such as low-

income minority groups who may not have access to telecommunication, or are 

unable or unwilling to respond to written correspondence. Such a technique is 

equally valuable in that it allows the researcher and participants to be in face-to-face 

contact without time limit on the lengths of interviews, both of which are considered 

important in Aboriginal culture. 

Interview questions were developed from information gathered during preliminary 

site and non-participant observation, an ongoing literature review and examination of 

research documents. Feedback from colleagues helped modify interview questions 

which in turn, were modified based on feedback I gathered from early interviews 

with the participants. Individual interviews permit both the researcher and the 

participant to develop and maintain an atmosphere of trust thus allowing for open 

discussion of issues that may be personal or confidential. Individual interviews also 

enabled Aboriginal youth the opportunity to discuss issues that they may not 

normally discuss when in the company of others. Eades (1988) stated that asking 

open-ended rather than direct questions when seeking substantial information from 

Aboriginal people has been shown to be culturally appropriate, and is the customary 
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style for seeking information among Aboriginal people. Interviews were conducted 

in three rounds of between approximately 45 minutes to 2 hours duration, during 

normal term and semester timetables at the three research sites. The length of the 

interviews was determined by the participants. Many of the participants spoke of 

their motives for taking part in the research including recognition that such research 

will benefit Aboriginal youth by providing information to organisations, 

governments, teachers, parents and the wider community about their perspectives on 

education. 

Establishing rapport between the participants and the researcher 

The participants in this research were enrolled in courses at each of the three research 

sites. At all three sites student demographics indicated that students came mostly 

from WA regions, with a small number from other Australian states. While the sites 

are located in rural and urban areas in WA, many of the participants resided outside 

the site locations or were living at the site location while calling other towns and 

regions home. Some participants resided in other states and territories and travelled 

to the institution to attend their block release programmes at designated times 

throughout the year. 

In the initial stages of the data collection, rapport between the participants and the 

researcher varied according to the individual being interviewed. Within each of the 

three case study groups, there were three broad categories of participants who 

demonstrated varying degrees of early rapport. The first category comprised those 

who personally knew both the researcher and her family and were very supportive 

about being interviewed. The second group knew only of the researcher’s family 

which still provided a bridge between them and the researcher thus enabling 
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interviews to take place. The third group did not know the researcher but knew she 

was Aboriginal and that other Aboriginal students and staff in their place of learning 

had ‘validated’ her. At each initial meeting with staff and participants who were 

unfamiliar with the researcher, the researcher introduced herself and chatted about 

where she came from, who her family was and identified Aboriginal people who 

were either friends or work colleagues. This proved valuable as most participants 

were able to connect to people the researcher knew. This sharing and linking of 

Aboriginal backgrounds is very important as it helps to locate the person both 

kinship wise and culturally. Moreton-Robinson (2000, p. xv) stated “the protocol for 

introducing one’s self to other Indigenous people is to provide information about 

one’s cultural location, so that connections can be made on political, cultural and 

social grounds and relations established”. 

From the early stages of the research, the researcher was aware that the language she 

used with the participants would need to be different from that which she commonly 

used for work and study. Using informal ‘home talk’ helped in establishing some 

initial links between the participants and the researcher. According to Malcolm, et al. 

(1999, p. 23) ‘home talk’ is Aboriginal English, which is the name given to: 

A range of varieties of English spoken by many Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people and some others in close contact with them which 

differ in systematic ways from Standard Australian English at all levels 

of linguistic structure and which are used for distinctive speech acts, 

speech events and genres (Malcolm et al., 1995a, p. 19).  

In addition, the researcher’s long teaching experience in schools helped guide her in 

how to approach and talk with the participants, thus helping them to feel comfortable 

in a potentially uncomfortable situation such as an interview. 
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Reflections on the Data Collection Phase 

The data collection phase was conducted whilst I was studying part time and engaged 

in full time employment which involved bi-monthly field trips throughout Australia; 

trips away meant three week gaps during the interviewing stage. This created 

difficulties in how quickly I was able to complete this stage of the research. On the 

one hand, my field visits to the rural location included in this research proved 

valuable as I was able to extend my visits by a few days to undertake data collection. 

However, on the other hand, this short extension was insufficient in allowing me the 

time to be freely available when students were ready to be interviewed and 

importantly, limited my ability to interact with the students and educational 

institution. Data collection at the remaining two sites was equally slow due to the 

nature of my employment. However, there were other challenges that soon presented 

themselves, particularly during the interview phase. Frequently, students would agree 

to be interviewed but would either change their minds, change their appointment, or 

not present at the appointed time. I would make known where I was conducting the 

interviews, or simply present at the location students had selected as the interview 

site, for instance in an office or in an empty classroom. If a student was late for the 

interview I would take a casual walk trying to quietly locate the student. This, I felt 

had to be done without being too conspicuous as students could be identified by 

others as being part of the research, thus compromising confidentiality. 

An early trial interview schedule was developed which I used to practice with family 

and friends to gain some idea of the suitability of the construction of the interview 

questions. Based on this feedback I compiled a new interview schedule for use with 

the participants from each senior secondary and tertiary educational institution as 

described in Chapter One. After initial interviews at one rural site I realised that the 
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questions I had prepared were very structured and thus restrictive and were not 

eliciting rich data. In addition, some participants appeared uncomfortable with this 

direct and controlled form of questioning. On reflection I realised, as a postgraduate 

student, I was so concerned with the policies and ethics of researching people’s 

stories, and not leading the participants, that I was not truly listening to what the 

participants were actually saying. After some reflection I asked myself how we, as 

Aboriginal people, liked to converse and I was reminded that we tend to tell stories, 

or engage in yarning as it is commonly called by Aboriginal people (Bessarab & 

Ng’andu, 2010). Once I started to practice this style of conversation, the interviews 

went much more smoothly with rich data being elicited. 

Another important issue that I came up against during the interview phase was the 

angst that I felt in asking other Aboriginal people about their lives, their feelings and 

their experiences. The type of questioning and indeed, the depth of questioning 

required by researchers, are often problematic for Aboriginal researchers. Within 

Aboriginal culture the act of direct questioning of others is seen as highly intrusive. 

During my childhood I was often reminded that asking questions about others was 

impolite; I saw this belief modelled by my parents, my extended family and by others 

within the Aboriginal community. This is not to say that gathering information does 

not feature in Aboriginal culture. It does. However, it is carried out very subtly and 

in a ‘roundabout way’ and not through asking direct questions. This is a slow process 

but eventually if the person being asked permits it, most is revealed. The importance 

of this approach is that other Aboriginal people do not feel that the person gathering 

information is being intrusive and there is less conflict than if direct questions were 

being asked. Relationships are maintained which is the main goal of Aboriginal 

people. 
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In an attempt to address the participants’ possible unease about being interviewed I 

made a conscious effort to ‘go with the flow’ in locating a space to conduct the 

interviews. This ‘go with the flow’ meant that questions about where to conduct the 

interview, when to conduct it and how long to interview the participant for, were left 

entirely up to them. If they were happy for the staff and I to select the place, then I 

arranged it with the staff. I generally set the day for interview with the staff at each 

site but conducted the interview when the participants were ready. There were times 

when interviews were delayed or cancelled due to what was happening at the site on 

the day. If the participants wanted to only do half an interview and complete it the 

next day or so then I went with their decision. I also showed the participants the 

types of questions I would be asking in the interview. By this stage in the 

interviewing phase of the research, I was familiar with the questions that I needed to 

ask the participants so tended not to look at the schedule a great deal. All of these 

approaches proved successful in making both the participant and me feel more 

comfortable during the interviewing process, resulting in gathering both detailed and 

lengthy interviews. 

At all times during the interview phase I emphasised the voluntary nature of taking 

part in this research. Mauthner, Birch, Jessop and Miller (2002, p. 56) stated that in 

research it is important that “coercion” has not been exerted and participation in any 

research project is “voluntary”. I also knew that the interview schedule, as it initially 

stood, needed to be reconstructed as the early version was lengthy and cumbersome; 

it contained a large number of questions around key topics. Furthermore, the wording 

of some of the questions was also formal and technical. I felt that a better style was 

to engage in a conversational approach with participants around key concepts that I 

wanted to explore with them and then respond to the participants’ comments as they 
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arose in the conversation. I felt sure that this more open and flexible approach to 

interviewing would generate rich data. Carspecken (1996) wrote: 

Once a researcher becomes interested in a social site, a group of people, 

or a social problem, it is necessary to brainstorm a list of questions. 

These questions should be general, broad, comprehensive, and flexible. 

They should not be too precise. They can be changed at any point during 

a qualitative study (p. 41). 

Generally, this proved to be the case as I conducted the bulk of the remaining 

interviews. 

Data Analysis 

The data analysis involved data reduction (including coding and memoing), data 

display and drawing and verifying conclusions (Miles & Huberman, 1994) and 

occurred throughout the data collection phase. As soon as possible after the 

completion of each interview, the interview was transcribed and a pseudonym 

provided to each participant. A summary of each participant’s details was also 

recorded to assist in a better understanding of their lives. The participants were 

grouped according to their research site which also had a pseudonym to assist in 

disguising the identity of the educational institution. Each interview transcript was 

then examined to either highlight or disregard data pertinent to the research questions 

(Punch, 2001), examining the participant’s participation, choices and success in 

education. 

Care was taken to ensure that in this data reduction stage valuable information was 

not overlooked or put aside. This was especially important when working with 

transcripts of participants who were from different Aboriginal groups to that of the 

researcher. At different times during the analysis stage it was necessary to return to 

the taped interviews to re-check that the transcripts accurately captured the words of 

the participants and to verify that the interpretation of these words was correct. 
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Occasionally, the tone of what was said suggested it was different to what was 

actually said. 

The responses in each transcript were then colour coded according to the research 

question it reflected. This data analysis strategy enabled a cluster of responses to be 

grouped around the research questions of participation, choices and success in 

education. Out of these collective responses to the research questions emerged broad 

themes which, on further analysis, became either major or minor themes according to 

whether or not they were enablers or constraints on the participants education. As 

part of the interview question about success in education, two additional questions 

were asked of the participants. The first was their definition of success and the 

identification of people they considered to be positive role models in their lives. 

All data was displayed in a table format to allow the grouping of responses under 

each research question for each site thus enabling a summary of responses to the 

research questions not only under each separate site but also across all three sites. 

The codes and table below made it possible to identify common themes both within 

each site and across all three sites. 

The responses of the participants to the research questions and the major and minor 

themes were then compared to the other responses of participants from the same site. 

This took place for each of the three case studies. The next stage in the data analysis 

process was comparing data across all three case studies. This was undertaken to 

discover similarities and differences between the participants’ responses in reference 

to the research questions. Themes that reoccurred then became the final major and 

minor themes for each of the research questions relating to the participation, choices 

and success of participants in education. There were responses made by the 
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participants that could not easily fit into any one major theme but due to the rich data 

they produced they were felt to be important for this study, and hence they were 

grouped under the minor theme of ‘other factors’. 

Codes: 

EI: Educational Institutions 

FM: Family 

FR: Friends 

OF: Other Factors 

BSH: Boarding School Homesickness 

Red Sands College 

RQ 1: Participation 

Participant (Lexi) Enablers Constraints 

 19 years of age 

 Confident, committed, 
focused 

 Mother Aboriginal: 
went to Year 10 

 Father Aboriginal: 
went to Year 12 and 
now university 

 Regular attendance in 
primary & secondary 
school (EI) 

 Parents 
supportive/high 
expectations (FM) 

 Institutional support 
(EI) 

 Family breakup (FM) 

 Stereotypes of 
Aboriginal people (OF) 

 Homesickness at 
boarding school (BSH) 

 Friends (FR) 

Figure 4.3: Codes 

 

As a result of continually drilling down through the data by re-reading and re-

examining the transcripts, the tables with their major and minor enabling and 

constraining themes and finally, relevant literature, it was possible to identify the 

meta themes central to answering the research questions set for this study. This led to 

making the final conclusions and implications as it relates to the participation, 

choices and success of these Aboriginal participants in education. 
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Ethics 

University ethics clearance was obtained prior to commencing the research. Before 

beginning each interview participants were informed of the nature of the research, 

their rights and my responsibilities as a researcher. Participants signed consent forms 

which outlined the research, their rights, a description of the data collection methods 

employed in the research such as individual interviews, non-participant observation 

and an examination of their school records as they related to the research questions. 

The principals and managers of each site were also informed of the research and the 

data collection methods used in this study. Those in charge at each site granted 

permission. As I began to inform participants of the ethics requirements most would 

interrupt me either by saying they weren’t interested in hearing the remainder of the 

information, or would try to sign before I had given the information. It was only 

when I explained that it was my responsibility to fully inform them before they 

signed the consent forms that they allowed me to continue. After some thought, it 

was my feeling that they were prepared to sign the consent forms without hearing all 

the information about their rights and my responsibilities because most knew who I 

was, while those that didn’t, knew I was Aboriginal and had been validated by other 

Aboriginal people they knew. I thought it was also possible that they wanted to 

demonstrate their acceptance and belief in me as an Aboriginal person who would 

naturally defend their rights. It was very clear to me that the rights of some research 

participants, particularly the young and those who are less literate, can be 

compromised by familiarity between them and the researcher; the researcher must at 

all times ensure that the participants are fully informed of the ethical requirements of 

the research. 
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CONCLUSION 

This chapter described the aims of the research and the research questions designed 

to elicit themes from the stories of Aboriginal youth in education. Central to 

undertaking the research were the selection of theoretical and methodological 

approaches to answer the research questions. The conceptual frameworks adopted in 

this study were the Aboriginal Terms of Reference, interpretivism (especially 

symbolic interactionism) and critical theory. They were considered the most suitable 

not only to elicit the perspectives of the Aboriginal youth on their participation, 

choices and success in education, but were also valuable in teasing out issues of 

power and control which play an important role in the stories of indigenous peoples. 

This chapter attempted to highlight the importance of designing a methodology that 

included the voice of both the participants and the researcher in this thesis; vital in 

any research that strives to present the lived realities and experiences of both the 

participants and the researcher, both of whom are connected through the act of 

research. In this case, as the researcher is also Aboriginal, this connection needed to 

be highlighted. 

Chapters Five, Six and Seven, which follow this chapter, contain the stories of 

participants from each of the three case study sites as they relate to their 

participation, choices and success in education. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CASE STUDY 1: RED SANDS COLLEGE 

“I was pretty popular in that I did my work and I didn’t give the teachers any grief. 

Yeah, I didn’t like mucking up” (Lexi). 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Red Sands College (the ‘College’) is an important provider of education for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. The College resides within a larger 

tertiary institution in Western Australia (WA). This tertiary institution is situated in a 

highly populated location and has a significant mainstream student population. The 

College has a history that began in the 1970s with the early provision of non-tertiary 

programmes for Aboriginal people and over the past 30 years has steadily grown in 

student and staff numbers, and in the range of courses it offers Indigenous students 

from across Australia. Over this time, innovative management structures and pre-

tertiary, undergraduate and postgraduate programmes were designed specifically for 

Indigenous students. Senior leadership positions within the College are held by 

Indigenous people. 

At the time of data collection, there were 500 Aboriginal and Torres Strait students 

enrolled in courses at the College. The College has established strong student support 

systems which have been instrumental in a majority of students progressing through 

to completion in their chosen field of study. Staff support included undertaking 

regular field visits to assist students in their workplaces across the nation. All degree 

programmes offered by the College are block release programmes where students 

attend up to seven weeks of on-site learning and then continue their studies back in 
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their community and workplace. As an entry requirement, all students enrolled in the 

block release programmes are either employed full time or engaged in voluntary 

community work. Class sizes varied between 20 and 50 students. In addition to 

providing programmes designed specifically for Indigenous students, the College 

also offers programmes in Indigenous studies for both Indigenous and non-

Indigenous students enrolled in courses throughout the larger institution. The College 

also offers postgraduate studies and provides educational pathways which enable 

students to enter mainstream courses offered by the institution. 

THE PARTICIPANTS 

There were nine participants from the College ranging in age from 16 to 24 years 

and, as indicated below in Figure 5.1, from a range of states and regional locations. 

 

Participant 
Pseudonyms 

Age 
(yrs) 

Hometown Residence State of 
Origin 

1. Molly 24 Small town North-west region WA 

2. Patricia 24 Small town North-west region WA 

3. Elizabeth 24 City Northern region NT 

4. Leonard 21 Large town Mid-west region WA 

5. Cheryl 20 Small town Mid-west region WA 

6. Wendy 23 City Southern region Tasmania 

7. Lexi 19 Small town Southern region Victoria 

8. Alice 19 City South-west region WA 

9. Jane 16 Small town North-west region WA 

Figure 5.1: Participant background demography 

 

Further details about the participants are outlined in the following paragraphs. 
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Molly (24 years) 

Molly was a very articulate and confident speaker. She attended primary school in a 

private school in her home town and a secondary school in a private, girls’ boarding 

school in the southern region of WA. Molly’s mother is Anglo-Celtic and her father 

is Aboriginal; she has two older sisters and one brother. Molly, who said her family 

lived an Anglo-Celtic way of life, was a fair-complexioned Aboriginal participant 

who experienced racism for being Aboriginal during her secondary school years 

usually from non-Aboriginal students. 

Patricia (24 years) 

Patricia was a softly voiced but very confident and well spoken young woman who 

had clearly identified professional and personal goals. Patricia is the second eldest of 

six children. Patricia went to the same primary and secondary school in her 

hometown. Patricia owned her own home and two cars and lived in her hometown 

with her non-Indigenous partner who was in full time employment. 

Elizabeth (24 years) 

Elizabeth was a clear and confident speaker. She was born in a city of another 

Australian state where she lived for most of her life. Her family were from a WA 

town but lived in the same city where Elizabeth lived at the time of this research. She 

was the eldest of two sisters and one brother. Her brother, who was 18 years of age, 

was living with her while he completed Year 12. Her parents were Aboriginal with 

her father in full time employment. 

Leonard (21 years) 

Leonard was a lively, confident and articulate young man and enrolled in a block 

release programme. His Aboriginal family consisted of his mother, older sister, 
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grandmother, aunties and cousins who remained living in their home city whilst he 

moved between this city and a small town in the northern region of the state. 

Although his mother was from the city where he studied, his grandfather and great-

grandmother came from Aboriginal communities in the north of the state. 

Cheryl (20 years) 

Cheryl, a confident speaker who carefully thought through her responses, was in the 

third year of a block release programme. Cheryl’s extended family all lived in the 

same small town. Cheryl was the second of three sisters. Although she had moved 

with her family regularly between towns and cities, Cheryl called this town her home 

where she lived at the time of the interview. She continued to move between a 

secondary school in her home town, a regional boarding school in a small rural town 

and a private school in the southern region of WA. 

Wendy (23 years) 

Wendy, a softly spoken and serious young woman, was in her third year of study in 

her block release course at the College. She had an older sister, a younger brother 

and a younger sister. Her parents separated when she was a child and her father 

passed away five years prior to the interview. When she was 12 years old the family 

confirmed their Aboriginal heritage. Whilst she is proud of her Aboriginality, she 

stated she experienced identity issues which she was attempting to address. Wendy 

had a young daughter and saw her studies as contributing to both their futures. 

Lexi (19 years) 

Lexi, a confident and clear speaker, was born in a small town in another Australian 

state. She transferred to a city in WA the previous year where her half sister lived. 

Although she missed home immensely her sister was very supportive. Lexi came 
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from a large blended family where she was the fifth eldest child of 12 children. Both 

her parents were Aboriginal. Lexi was enrolled in the management block release 

course at the College. 

Alice (19 years) 

Alice was a highly confident, articulate and thoughtful speaker. Alice was born in a 

Middle Eastern country but was raised in a city in the southern region of WA. Her 

mother was of Aboriginal/Arab background while her father was from the Middle 

East; both were of the Muslim faith. Alice’s mother married her father in the same 

country and they came to Australia when Alice was two weeks old. She is the eldest 

of three siblings with a younger brother and two younger sisters. Alice attended one 

Islamic primary and secondary school in a city in the southern region of the state 

where, her sisters and cousins were the only Aboriginal students. She was enrolled in 

a mainstream degree course at the institution in which the College is located. 

Jane (16 years) 

Jane was a softly spoken, shy and hesitant speaker. Jane came from a small town in 

the northern region of WA where she lived with her mother, father and older brother. 

Her mother was Aboriginal while her father was an indigenous man from an overseas 

country. Jane completed her primary school years at a private primary school in her 

home town. She completed Years 8, 9 and 10 at her local government secondary 

school prior to enrolling in Year 11 in a private boarding school in the city in which 

the College is located. 

THEMES TO EMERGE FROM THE INTERVIEWS 

The research questions for this study provided the basis for exploring the topics of 

participation, choices and success of these Aboriginal participants in education. Both 
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major and minor themes emerged from the participants’ stories. Figure 5.2 below 

provides an overview of each research question (across the top) and major and minor 

themes to emerge from the interviews. Major and minor themes were arrived at by 

grouping the frequency of particular themes in the participants’ responses. The 

emergent themes are grouped according to whether they are enablers or constraints 

on enhancing participation, choices and success in education. These themes are not 

mutually exclusive; there is an overlap between them. They have been separated for 

analytical purposes. Enablers for success included how participants defined success 

in a way which was achievable for themselves and also the existence of role models 

(both principal and secondary) who were successful. 

 

Research Question 1 Research Question 2 Research Question 3 

Enablers on Participation Enablers on Choices Enablers on Success 

Major: Educational institutions 

Minor: Family 

Minor: Friends 

Major: Personal choices Participants define 
success 

Principal role models: 
Family 

Secondary role models: 
Public figures 

Major: Individual 
her/himself 

Constraints on Participation Constraints on Choices Constraints on Success 

Major: Educational institutions 

Minor: Family 

Minor: Other factors 

Major: Educational 
institutions 

Minor: Family & friends 

Major: Individual 
her/himself 

Minor: Family & friends 

Minor: Educational 
institutions 

Figure 5.2: Overview of the enablers and constraints on participation, choices and 
success. 
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The chapter now proceeds to work through the research questions in order 

(participation, choices, success), highlighting first enablers and then constraints for 

each as reported by the Aboriginal youth at this site. Those topics most frequently 

expressed by the participants are grouped as major themes whilst those topics less 

frequently expressed by the participants are grouped as minor themes. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 1: PARTICIPATION 

In investigating participation in education, both enablers and constraints were 

identified. Under the theme of participation are the positive and negative experiences 

the participants recalled from their time in primary and secondary schools as well as 

in their current tertiary educational institution. 

Enablers on Participation 

In exploring the factors that enabled these Aboriginal youth to participate in their 

education, educational institutions emerged as the major theme. Under this major 

theme, a number of sub-themes emerged and included teachers; class attendance; 

family attending the same educational institution; only one primary and one 

secondary school; and educational institutional support. The family appeared as a 

minor theme whilst responses relating to friends became the final minor theme 

identified by these Aboriginal youth as enablers in their participation in education. 

These major and minor themes (and subthemes where relevant) are presented in 

detail, in this order, below. 

Major Theme: Educational institutions 

Responses from these Aboriginal youth to questions about their primary, secondary 

and tertiary education indicated that participation was enhanced by having access to 

experienced, encouraging and supportive primary, secondary and tertiary teachers; 
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maintaining regular class attendance; having family enrolled at the same educational 

institution; attending only one primary and one secondary school; and having support 

from the educational institution. The combination of all these factors encouraged the 

participants to continue attending and engaging on a regular basis, as outlined in the 

sub-themes below. 

Sub-theme: Teachers 

A large number of participants spoke of the support provided by their teachers which 

enabled their participation in education. Forms of support included developing 

positive teacher and student relationships as well as teachers having high 

expectations that students would excel. One participant spoke fondly of his 

experiences in primary school and said he “loved it”; enjoyed being with his teachers 

and friends; and that the teachers “were just wicked” (Leonard). This participant 

spoke about the close student-teacher relationship he had with his primary school 

teachers: 

I think primary school was better ‘cos you got to know the teachers more. 

It might have been different in high school if you get to know your 

teachers a bit better. It’s a big part of education is relationships between 

the teachers and students (Leonard).  

He stated that student-teacher relationships were very important for Aboriginal 

students. 

Yeah, relationships, like you have got relationships in the house and 

when you’re not at home, when you go to school, it’s a different place. 

And with the teacher making relationships, like forming relations with 

the students, it makes them feel that they are at home as well. Makes 

them feel more comfortable and want to learn and want to come to 

school (Leonard). 

Furthermore, he considered supportive teachers were instrumental in his continued 

participation in education “teacher support and praise from teachers. Just the way 

the teachers teach you in school...makes you want to know”. According to Leonard, 
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linking classroom activities with the cultural and personal interests and learning 

styles of Aboriginal students was also important as it highlighted the relevancy of 

what they were learning. Jane stated that the teachers in her hometown secondary 

school were more relaxed, friendlier, easier to talk with and knew what interested 

students more than teachers in her boarding school. Molly spoke of the positive 

experience of having an Aboriginal classroom teacher in primary school who was her 

favourite teacher. Leonard stated that enrolment in a course designed for Aboriginal 

people and taught by Aboriginal lecturers, was central in his continued participation 

in education as they allowed for different learning styles and paces; were supportive 

of student emotions; and knew of the difficulties Aboriginal students experienced in 

life. Wendy spoke of an English secondary teacher who consistently challenged her 

and her work. This meant she wanted to prove to the teacher that she could do the 

work which ultimately resulted in her gaining good grades for English. This theme of 

teacher support continued to be identified by the participants, with many highlighting 

the support provided by the lecturers of the College as a factor in their continued 

participation in tertiary education. 

Sub-theme: Class attendance 

A majority of the participants reported regular attendance throughout their primary, 

secondary and tertiary education and linked the level of their attendance with 

enjoying their school experiences, particularly during their primary school years and 

in their current institution. A small number of participants achieved only average 

attendance during secondary school due to issues such as illness; family trauma; 

bullying; and the professed need to “have fun” (Alice). On being asked whether she 

attended primary and secondary school and her current institute on a regular basis, 

Patricia stated she had been brought up in a family that upheld more mainstream 
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values about education where they “have always done the right thing about 

education”. Leonard said he regularly went to school and gave his reasons for his 

regular attendance as “being a different person I suppose. Being able to get away 

from your family and making your life worthwhile, you know. Making you feel like 

you are worth something and that’s how school made me feel”. According to Lexi, 

she attended school regularly and was absent only when she was ill. On one occasion 

when she did “wag” school, she felt so guilty that she was never absent again 

without a valid reason. Cheryl, who attended boarding school, also stated that she 

was only absent when she was not well as it was a boarding school rule that students 

maintained regular attendance. Wendy spoke of going to school regularly throughout 

primary school and up to Year 10 in secondary school at the strict instructions of her 

mother. 

Sub-theme: Family attending the same educational institution 

Another strong factor in the participation of the Aboriginal youth in this study was 

the benefit of attending educational institutions with other members of their 

immediate and/or extended families, which suggested that family enabled the 

participants to feel confident in working and socialising with both students and staff. 

These family members often provided participants with a feeling of security and 

wellbeing as indicated by Wendy who, on experiencing regular episodes of bullying 

at school, stated that she had siblings who attended the same primary and secondary 

schools with her and that this helped her cope. Lexi had numerous family members 

attending with her in primary and secondary school up to Year 11 and spoke of her 

popularity with students and staff because she did her work; was a good all-round 

sports person; did not create problems for students and teachers; and basically just 

liked doing well in class. Alice said in a strong and confident voice that her sisters all 
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attended the same Muslim private school as she did. However, her brother attended a 

public school because his friends attended that school; she felt her brother had “got 

away with it”. She chose to attend the private school not only because it was a “good 

school” but because it also provided her with religious instruction. Alice had other 

family members attending the school with her, including her cousins from both her 

parent’s families. She was both happy and proud to have family with her and claimed 

that, as the eldest, it was her role to look after them. Elizabeth spoke of frequently 

moving towns, and therefore schools, but had the benefit of having family attend 

with her. On being asked how this felt, she responded with “I thought it was good. 

I’m glad we done it that way. We were there together” (Elizabeth). Cheryl spoke of 

attending boarding school with her two sisters which made it easier to cope with 

being away from her parents and community. 

Sub-theme: Only one primary and secondary school 

A significant number of participants attended only one primary school. Attending a 

minimal number of primary and secondary schools was an important factor in the 

participation of the participants, often resulting in their increased sense of 

connectedness and positive feelings about education. Molly stated she attended the 

one primary school and felt she was one of the lucky ones who enjoyed school and 

didn’t experience problems. Elizabeth, Patricia and Alice recalled how they also 

attended their local primary schools and did not transfer between schools. In contrast, 

a slightly smaller but significant number of participants attended only one secondary 

school. Molly went to a private secondary school for five years while Patricia 

attended a secondary school in her hometown from Years 8 to 12. Lexi attended 

primary school in her hometown, went to mid Year 10 in a local secondary school 

and then received a boarding school scholarship to complete Years 10 to 12. Alice 
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claimed she attended her local private secondary school from Year 8 to Year 11. 

Elizabeth recalled going to the same local secondary school from Year 8 to Year 10. 

Attending the same primary and secondary school provided the participants with 

continuity, thus enabling them to carry on with their education. 

Sub-theme: Educational institutional support 

Under the theme of educational institution support, the participants believed their 

participation was enhanced by factors such as attending a religious educational 

institution to experiencing a sense of belonging in their school. A small number of 

these Aboriginal youth spoke of the support provided by their educational institutions 

which included programmes such as homework classes, bridging courses and general 

academic support of students. Lexi recalled factors that made her want to stay at 

school, including a strong education support system and being able to participate in 

arranged school excursions. Alice spoke of her decision to wear the hijab, as a 

further commitment to her Muslim faith, midway through her course at the College 

and recalled the support provided by College staff: 

I was scared to come to uni the first day. One of my old lecturers saw me, 

she wouldn’t [did not] recognise me and then I said it was me and then 

she goes “oh, you look beautiful”. Everyone was so open arms about it. 

Leonard recalled positive and supportive school experiences such as receiving a 

citizenship award which played a role in his participation in secondary education 

when he transferred from his hometown to a small regional town in northern WA. 

Leonard claimed that this support and recognition by his secondary school gave him 

confidence “that I can do it. Not that I may be able to do it or might be able to do it 

but I can do it” (Leonard). The support of other students in the educational 

institution where she studied was of significant benefit to Wendy who was 

discovering her identity as an Aboriginal person. She recalled how supportive older 
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female students at the College helped her through the difficulties associated with this 

discovery. The College’s bridging course assisted Indigenous students to enrol in 

tertiary studies and was cited by a small number of students as an enabler in their 

education (Alice, Molly). A significant proportion of the participants recalled that 

their self-confidence increased due to their studies at the College. Patricia spoke of 

the confidence she developed as a result of her course “I feel comfortable of what I 

know and have learnt and in doing this course. It’s built my confidence”. Elizabeth 

claimed her course encouraged her to speak out in her class and in her place of 

employment as she “just got more confidence”. A small number of participants 

related how the course they were enrolled in enabled them to continue their 

education. Staff delivery of the courses, the course content and the way these courses 

could provide employment opportunities, and be the means of transforming oneself, 

was evident in the responses of the participants. Clearly, the experience of studying 

courses that supported the learner’s desire to develop their personal and professional 

selves, in a learning environment with strong student support strategies, provided the 

participants with increased options in their lives; it was a transforming experience for 

them. Elizabeth stated that the course she was enrolled in offered her opportunities to 

reach her potential “I know how proud my family is that I’m here doing this and I 

can recognise the change in myself. Yeah, I can do it for myself and for them”. Molly 

enrolled in her course because, as an Aboriginal primary school employee, she felt 

frustrated that her Aboriginal colleagues were not listened to in their place of 

employment. With strong support from the College she felt she would be better 

skilled at being able to speak back to those who she felt were impacting on her in her 

workplace. 
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Minor Theme: Family 

One theme that had a positive influence on some of these Aboriginal youth in their 

participation in education was that of family. A majority of participants came from 

home situations that were financially and emotionally stable and where education 

was highly valued. A number of participants experienced a non-transient lifestyle 

with most living with their immediate families and had remained in their home towns 

for the duration of their childhood and teenage years. This settled home life resulted 

in most participants attending one main primary and one secondary school. 

Most of the participants’ parents remained together in long term relationships and 

were either employed, working in the home or engaged in tertiary studies. According 

to Wendy, her mother was also enrolled in the same course at her institution. Lexi 

spoke of her Aboriginal father who had a long history of engagement in education 

and stated that her father had completed Year 12 where he had been a school prefect. 

He then went on to university and after 10 years was still persevering in tertiary 

education. Alice spoke of her father who was, at one point, employed in WA. 

Elizabeth said her father was a fire control officer, her mother a payroll officer, with 

her older sister also working in the same office as her mother. In response to a 

question about whether or not she had remained in the same primary and secondary 

school throughout her education, Elizabeth quickly stated “we lived in the same 

house forever”. She confirmed this emphatically, proudly declaring that the family 

would never move. This response was a strong indication of the stability she 

experienced and clearly appreciated throughout her childhood. When asked whether 

her parents valued education, Patricia strongly affirmed that they did indeed value 

education and demonstrated this by supporting her both emotionally and financially. 

The parents of Alice clearly prioritised education “education first. That’s the first 
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priority in our family. [Dad] always tells us ‘Be grateful. You’ve got education here 

and everything. Take advantage of it’”. 

Leaving their hometowns to attend boarding school was difficult for many 

participants. When asked how she coped when she went to boarding school, Lexi 

identified the role her aunt played in helping her to adjust by providing a place for 

her to visit “she helped me get through a lot”. When she moved to a WA city, Lexi’s 

step-sister provided her with emotional, financial and accommodation support. Alice 

spoke of the support she received from her parents in the development of her 

religious faith which contributed to her educational success “[my] parents support 

me a lot. In our religion, in our faith, seeking knowledge is for males and females so 

for us to actually go out there and gain knowledge is about pleasure for God, so that 

motivates me”. 

Minor Theme: Friends 

The final minor theme relating to enablers for these Aboriginal youth and their 

participation in education was that of friends attending the same institution as the 

participants themselves. When asked what assisted with her studies, Alice regularly 

identified her friends as instrumental in her positive feelings about primary and 

secondary school “friends. Friends and the canteen. I guess friends. I’ve got lots of 

memories”. Her friends from her old school and other students of her religious faith 

helped her continue with her studies: 

There is a lot of people from the old Muslim school of mine [in the 

current institution]. Yeah, I’m between the Muslim community and 

Aboriginal community and I love it. Yes, I do. They are so similar in such 

a way that I get along with both of them. I can say I have more 

Aboriginal and Muslim friends than white friends (Alice). 
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Patricia talked about her experiences in primary and secondary school where they 

provided her with opportunities to socialise with friends and take part in activities 

and programmes “now I think back and think that was the best years of my life and 

that’s where all of my friends were but I learnt lot”. 

In spite of experiencing difficulties at school, Leonard identified his friends as an 

example of what he considered were the best aspects of school. He didn’t like the 

secondary school in his hometown in mid-WA but enjoyed meeting his friends and 

socialising with them. In contrast, Elizabeth spoke of a stimulus for attending school 

was to see her friends, do her homework and complete assignments. According to 

Jane, the motivating factor for not withdrawing from boarding school was a possible 

loss of face with people including with her friends back in her hometown: 

Well, maybe if I quit, then the people back there, they’ll all... “Oh, Jane 

couldn’t handle it at boarding school”. Yeah, probably that. They said it 

for other people who went back to [hometown]. I thought, well, they’ll 

probably say the same for me and I don’t want them to think that” (Jane). 

Attending both a private and public boarding school were positive experiences for 

Cheryl. According to her, the private Christian boarding school was “great! The 

learning was alright but the socialisation was really good” (Cheryl). This was also 

the case when she attended a public boarding school where she again had numerous 

friends and positive relationships. Experiences of racism and questions about her 

Aboriginal identity had little impact on the positive experiences that Molly had in her 

primary school in her hometown or at her boarding school located in the city. 

Regardless of these potentially damaging experiences, Molly stated she had 

numerous friends who supported her identification as an Aboriginal person. 
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Constraints on Participation 

The previous section of this chapter considered enablers on the participation of these 

Aboriginal youth in education as identified by the Aboriginal youth themselves. This 

section presents the major and minor constraints the participants considered impacted 

on their participation in education. The major theme of educational institutions also 

contains the sub-themes of boarding school homesickness; secondary school 

teachers; bullying and racism; and student behaviours. The minor themes of family 

and other factors were also a feature in the stories of Aboriginal youth about their 

participation in education. These major and minor themes (and sub-themes where 

relevant) are presented in detail, in this order, below. 

Major Theme: Educational institutions 

A major theme constraining the participation of participants in their education was 

the educational institution. The participants’ responses revealed a number of 

important factors impacting on their education at the institution. In order of 

frequency, these included boarding school homesickness; secondary school teachers; 

experiences of bullying and racism; and other student behaviours. 

Sub-theme: Boarding school homesickness 

A significant number of participants living away from home for education purposes 

expressed strong emotions of homesickness which often resulted in their withdrawal 

from their educational institution and returning home. Throughout their boarding 

school experiences, the participants felt isolated, lonely and disconnected from 

family, especially for those travelling long distances to reach their boarding schools. 

For example, Molly travelled 4, 200 kilometres in a round trip to and from boarding 

school where she and her sisters often experienced homesickness. On completion of 

secondary school, Molly enrolled in a mainstream degree programme at the 
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educational institution where she was studying at the time of this research but again 

she experienced homesickness. Lexi spoke of missing her family who were in 

another Australian state and said “every now and then I suffer from homesickness 

very bad I do. When I suffer from that, all I think about is going home”. Patricia 

recalled it was very difficult leaving her family and hometown in regional WA and 

for Jane, the decision whether or not to return to boarding school the following year 

was a difficult one. Although Jane understood the reasons for attending boarding 

school, she also experienced strong bouts of homesickness. When asked what would 

help her to decide to return the next year, she replied “really if I still enjoy being at 

[name of private school] and boarding house and if I still want to go back to [home 

town]. Maybe I’ll get over missing home and stuff” (Jane). Although Cheryl attended 

boarding school with family members, she still experienced homesickness. These 

strong emotions were a factor in her younger sister and cousin returning home prior 

to her own departure: “I was homesick but they didn’t give the opportunity for me to 

come home but finally I did after Year 10”. 

Lexi spoke of how she went from finding school work easy in her home town to 

academically struggling in a secondary boarding school where she had won a 

scholarship. She stated that attending boarding school on her own meant she had no 

family and friends to turn to in school and had to begin again in a new and unfamiliar 

environment: 

My main aim was to try and fit in ... Like there was only another 

Aboriginal girl there and a lot of the girls there didn’t really know of an 

Aboriginal person. They all thought they came from the desert and you 

know, Northern Territory, and they didn’t realise I was from the country 

just like them. 

When Lexi was notified of her success in winning the scholarship her mother was 

initially against her accepting it and leaving home. She went to boarding school but 
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was homesick almost immediately “I was crying to go home but Mum said ‘no, you 

wanted to go and you got to stick it out.’ If it wasn’t for her ... I probably would have 

gone home” and that she coped with homesickness by trying to “think about what I 

want. What I want to achieve out of life, how I can make myself happier” (Lexi). 

Sub-theme: Secondary school teachers 

None of the participants identified primary school teachers, or College lecturers, as a 

constraint in their education. However, most participants identified secondary school 

teachers as problematic. Leonard claimed secondary teachers played a role in his 

misbehaviour in secondary school: 

It was just the teachers. Didn’t think of how Aboriginals, you know, how 

they felt when they lose a person. They didn’t take into consideration, 

like, my mum was sick and I stayed home for two weeks to look after her 

until she got well. Then my uncle committed suicide and I went to school 

because I didn’t want to stay home. I got it from my teacher and she 

yelled at me and I shouted at her and threw a chair. And ever since then I 

didn’t like that teacher and then all the other teachers got together and 

sort of ganged up on me, every time I had a different teacher, ‘cos they 

were all friends. I had a lot of trouble and I had to get out of there.  

Leonard went on to speak of liking the teachers at his primary school but had very 

definite views about secondary teachers and their lack of ability to develop student-

teacher relationships: 

Well, high school teachers are really different compared to primary 

teachers. Where with primary school teachers you see them every day 

and you’re in their class all day, every day and you get to know them 

personally. In high school, you only get one session with one teacher per 

week, sometimes. You don’t really get to know them because there are so 

many students in a big school. I just think primary school was better ‘cos 

you got to know the teachers more. It might have been different in high 

school, if you get to know your teachers a bit better (Leonard). 

While Patricia did well academically and socially in secondary school, her brother 

had very different experiences. Not only did her brother withdraw from secondary 

school in Year 11 because he wasn’t getting along with his teachers, but her sister 
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also withdrew. When asked what she thought some of the problems might have been 

for her siblings, she replied: 

Well, they keep putting it down to the teachers...I think that’s where a lot 

of the kids at that school have problems, with the teachers. And they had 

lots of young teachers who had just finished their teaching and came in 

and didn’t know what they were doing basically, and my sister and 

brother say that the teachers used to pick on them. That was one of the 

main reasons that they dropped out. It wasn’t so much the work. It was 

the support from teachers, I guess. Like, they’d ask questions and the 

teacher sort of, you know, would slam the book down and say “you 

should know this” sort of approach (Patricia). 

Wendy disliked the structured style of classrooms and the teaching style of some 

teachers in secondary school: 

Oh, it’s very mainstream, like, the teacher...would teach just go through 

it once and that’s it. Everyone is expected to know and I need to go over 

it and over it before I did. So everybody’s lined up and I don’t like that 

sort of environment because you are not allowed to yarn with each other. 

Sub-theme: Bullying and racism 

A significant number of participants identified bullying and racism as constraining 

factors in their primary and secondary school experiences. The most common reason 

given by the participants for their experiences of bullying and racism was their 

Aboriginality. While some participants dealt with these experiences to minimise its 

effects, others were less able to cope, resulting in education experiences that were 

often negative. Wendy discussed at length her experiences of being bullied by 

Anglo-Celtic students in both primary and secondary school because of her 

Aboriginality: 

I went to college and that was pretty much the same all the way through 

but mostly primary and high school I got picked on a lot and that wasn’t 

a good experience. I got called really nasty names that you get called for 

being Aboriginal and got chased home from school and got into fights. At 

[secondary] school it was the Aboriginal side of things (Wendy). 

Wendy spoke of attempting daily to cope but constantly went home crying and not 

knowing why. Her responses indicated that she was unable to cope with these 
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experiences of school bullying. Her sister frequently confronted the antagonists and 

while obviously proud that her sister tried to protect her, Wendy was also anxious 

that her sister could be physically hurt or that it would escalate problems for her with 

the students and the school. Wendy stated that her brother was also bullied much 

more than what she had experienced which had a long term impact on his life. 

Elizabeth claimed she and other Aboriginal students in her primary school were 

bullied by other students so they grouped together to help each other withstand the 

bullying and become stronger. When asked who bullied them, she replied “everyone 

else. Mainly white mob, yeah. Asians and that don’t say anything because they are in 

the same boat, I guess” (Elizabeth). Alice stated she was able to deal with 

confronting situations in a strong and positive way thus perhaps eliminating the 

potential for acts of racism or bullying from other students (Alice). However, when 

asked how it felt being the only Aboriginal family in the school, her comments 

indicated that racism did occur: 

You know how Aboriginal people are portrayed in society? They thought 

that we were like drunks and low life’s or whatever. But then we stuck up 

for our Aboriginal identity but some were racist but some were cool 

about it (Alice). 

There is a possibility that regularly explaining one’s cultural position may have some 

impact on the emotions and experiences of the participant and her family. When 

asked if this was the case, she replied “not really because they all had one thing in 

common. That was, we were all Muslim. There is no one in the Muslim faith we don’t 

look at, blacks, whites, tall, dark whatever. Everyone is just the same” (Alice). This 

response highlighted the role of religion in unifying the students at the school. Molly 

recollected being called a ‘gudia’ (northern WA Aboriginal word to describe an 

Anglo-Celtic person) while at primary school, so she constantly had to point to her 

father as proof of her Aboriginality. Molly also spoke of attending a private, 
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secondary boarding school where she experienced racism from other students and 

was “called a boong [derogatory term for an Aboriginal person] and stuff. I had 

never even heard of that word ‘cause that is a down south word, so I didn’t know 

what I was getting called” (Molly). Molly also experienced racism from non-

Aboriginal staff in her local school where she was employed. 

Sub-theme: Student behaviours 

A number of participants identified their own behaviour in school as a constraint on 

their education. These incidences of misbehaviour ranged from truancy to throwing 

chairs at teachers. The participants felt there were valid reasons why they chose to 

behave badly. Whilst Alice clearly enjoyed her primary and secondary school years, 

she was also truanting regularly with the result that the school refused to allow her to 

continue through to Year 12. According to her, although she was academically strong 

she wasn’t up to their standards: 

I used to run amuck with friends and stuff. I didn’t really concentrate on 

being good at school. I respected all my teachers and elders. I just didn’t 

want to go to class sometimes, us girls would just go behind the canteen 

and have a smoke or whatever. It was a private school, so it was like, 

because in the Muslim faith we have to be modest and not really be 

naughty. I rebelled. Now I’m just normal (Alice). 

When asked why she rebelled, she said it was to experience fun “it wasn’t like I 

don’t like that teacher or anything. I got on with all my teachers fine. The principal 

was nice himself. It was mainly just like behaviour” (Alice). Wendy stated that while 

she was frequently truant from secondary school, she remained to complete her 

studies. When asked why she was truant, she replied “when I used to go to college 

and sit in the classrooms I would just get really self-conscious and just walk out and 

go find something else to do” (Wendy). 
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Leonard recalled how both he and his mother agreed that he would go away from 

home in a mid-west regional town to a small town in northern WA. When asked why 

he was sent away, he said “I was running amuck at school. I got sent away and 

[northern town] was a sort of sober up place for me”. He later supported his 

mother’s decision and said it was made in his best interests as it was a strategy to 

help him deal with the issues he was having with his secondary school teachers. 

Minor Theme: Family 

The responses participants offered in relation to family issues impacting on their 

educational participation ranged from a sibling’s treatment for cancer; parents 

separating; lack of overall support; to living a transient lifestyle. Cheryl spoke with 

mixed feelings about transferring between a number of secondary schools, including 

two boarding schools and her local secondary school, for personal and family 

reasons. For Elizabeth, the adverse impact of her sister’s cancer diagnosis proved to 

be significant: 

Mum and dad and her had to go to [city in another Australian state] 

immediately. They were there for months and stuff and we moved around, 

like, with family members and I don’t know, probably missed mum and 

dad and [name of sister] a lot and probably didn’t go to school as much 

during that time... It went on for five or six years. 

Elizabeth described how Aboriginal students often discontinue their education 

because of family pressures to find employment so they could contribute to the 

family income. In many cases, the need for daily and regular financial support for the 

family meant there was less focus on preparing Aboriginal youth for the future. The 

separation of her parents, and her and her mother’s subsequent transient lifestyle, 

saw Lexi attend a number of primary and secondary schools. 
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Minor Theme: Other factors 

A range of less common constraining factors were identified as affecting 

participation. Whilst these factors were not recurring amongst a majority of the 

participants, they are nevertheless considered relevant in attempting to understand 

issues that these participants experienced in their education. They include identity; 

shame; lack of motivation, concentration and confidence; and, personal issues and 

family disputes. Jane spoke of her lack of motivation when said “I’ve been pretty 

lazy on doing my homework and assignments”. Wendy learnt at the age of 12 years 

that she had an Aboriginal heritage which was embraced by herself, her mother and 

other family members however, her grandmother would not accept this due to the 

social and political pressure placed on Aboriginal people during her lifetime. During 

those earlier years of her grandmother’s life, identifying as an Aboriginal person 

meant exposing oneself to harsh and oppressive treatment. As a result, her 

grandmother chose not to identify. When asked how this felt, Wendy stated: 

It honestly didn’t faze me and I was actually quite proud of it. My mother 

was too and the rest were like, “oh!” But grandmother was raised when 

things were hard at times and Indigenous people, Aboriginal people 

walked down one side of the street and non-Aboriginal down the other 

side. She still won’t say she is an Aboriginal woman although you can 

plainly see she is. She was frightened she was going to get her kids taken 

off her. 

Identity issues climaxed for Wendy in her first year of study at the College where all 

the students were of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent. However, by third 

year, she had worked through the issues successfully and said “I’m an Aboriginal 

person too no matter what I look like” (Wendy). In response to the question of what 

she thought constrained her education, she replied “Identity’s been probably one 

that’s caused problems in my learning ‘cause it’s interfered I’ve found, especially in 

the first year [at the College], it interfered with my learning” (Wendy). 
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Molly claimed that there were many factors impacting on Aboriginal youth in 

education including lack of confidence and feelings of uncomfortableness when 

enrolled in educational institutions where Aboriginal students are a minority amongst 

the majority of Anglo-Celtic students. According to Molly, this is magnified when 

attending boarding school and that it was “important to be accepted and to feel safe 

in your environment before you can even think of studying and doing well”. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 2: CHOICES 

This second research question explores the choices that the participants made in their 

education. As indicated in Figure 5.2 at the start of this chapter, responses were 

grouped as either enabling choices or constraining choices. The major theme located 

under enabling choices was personal choices which include the sub-theme of 

education and employment. There were no minor enabling themes. The choices the 

participants made, and expressed most regret over most frequently, are located under 

constraining choices and include the major themes of educational institutions and the 

minor theme of family and friends. In this research, choice refers to choices the 

participants made in relation to their education. 

Enablers on Choices 

The following section presents the enabling choices that the Aboriginal youth 

considered impacted on their education. Making personal choices was a major theme 

in the participants’ responses which included the sub-theme of education and 

employment choices. There were no minor enablers for choices. This major theme 

(and sub-theme) is presented in detail, in this order, below. 
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Major Theme: Personal choices 

On completion of secondary school, Elizabeth spoke of choosing employment while 

her friends chose participating in social activities. This meant she lost contact with 

her friends; while they were socialising, she was working. When asked how this felt, 

she replied: 

Well, at the time I was happy for the money, you know. And at the same 

time I’m happy I was working and not partying ‘cause, you know, they all 

had kids early and a couple of them, you know, are single mothers now 

and I’m glad I’m not in that position (Elizabeth). 

Patricia recalled how in secondary school, she compiled a list of goals she hoped to 

achieve over a 10 and 15 year period: 

I didn’t want to have kids before I was married and I wanted to be 

married around 25 years and I didn’t want to have a broken relationship 

if I did have kids with the father, you know? Looking at my cousins now, 

it’s like, I don’t want to be that way. 

In contrast, Wendy was adamant that her personal choice to have her daughter was 

an enabling one as it provided her with an incentive to study. Alice spoke often of the 

importance of her Muslim faith and stated she was pleased that she chose to attend a 

Muslim primary and secondary school as it helped in deepening her appreciation of 

her faith and the valuing of difference. 

There was a time when I wanted to leave [Muslim] school and I wanted 

to go to a public school because I told my parents that I wanted to get 

along with non-Muslim people as well. But then I ended staying in that 

school [and] I’m glad that I stayed in that school because it made me a 

stronger person and it made me open my mind to different people and 

now I’m in uni. 

Alice recollected how, during her secondary school years, she wore her hijab to 

school but removed it when she returned home. She said her parents were not strict 

about whether or not she wore the hijab (Alice). When she commenced in the 

bridging course at the College, she didn’t wear the hijab; however, she chose to wear 

it permanently a short time later (Alice). When asked whether or not at school she 
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knew what she wanted to do later in life, she replied assertively “yeah, I always 

wanted to be an accountant but then I did accounting and didn’t like it. But now I 

choose what I want, computers, and I enjoy that” (Alice). Cheryl spoke about how 

her Aboriginality meant she had access to a greater number of opportunities and 

therefore available choices.  

Sub-theme: Education and employment 

A small number of participants claimed that they made a number of enabling 

personal choices during their primary, secondary and tertiary education experiences. 

In spite of frequently walking out of class when she experienced difficulties with the 

structured school programme in primary and secondary school, and as the result of 

frequent incidences of student bullying, Wendy claimed withdrawing was an 

enabling choice as she considered it contributed to her current enrolment at the 

College. Elizabeth claimed that studying at the College was an enabling choice in her 

education while Patricia felt an enabling choice was choosing to continue secondary 

education through to Year 12 which she said enabled her to increase her study 

options. Cheryl spoke of moving between boarding schools and home as an enabling 

choice as it had made her a stronger and more capable student. She also felt that her 

choices in education were not only made by herself but were brought about through 

information provided by family members which helped her gain employment at her 

local school. This was echoed by Wendy who said she chose her current course at the 

encouragement of her mother who was also enrolled in the course. Jane spoke of 

choosing to continue her education so that it would provide her with future 

opportunities to build a career, find employment and undertake further studies. When 

asked why she chose to attend a private boarding school she replied “my mum! And 

mainly because my cousins were going there” (Jane). 



Chapter 5: Case Study 1 — Red Sands College  140 

Constraints on Choices 

A number of participants considered they had made choices which constrained their 

ability to participate in education. These constraints included the major theme of 

educational institutions and the minor theme of family and friends. These major and 

minor themes are presented in detail, in this order, below. 

Major Theme: Educational institutions 

Often choosing a course of action that is thought constructive at the outset by the 

individual can result in negative after effects and thus be considered a constraint on 

educational choices. A small but significant number of participants spoke of 

difficulties they experienced associated with being Aboriginal and attending 

mainstream educational institutions. Some participants, while being proud of their 

Aboriginality, were placed in positions of vulnerability by the actions and words of 

non-Aboriginal people towards them. Molly spoke of how it was known amongst her 

fellow students in her private boarding school that she was Aboriginal. When asked 

how they knew, she stated in a very strong voice “I told them”. However, there were 

consequences in choosing that course of action: 

After a while I thought I had made a mistake [in choosing to reveal my 

Aboriginality] but then I got over that. And, like, we used to laugh about 

my nose being the main Aboriginal part ‘cause it’s got the flat nose. It 

was a bit daunting at first being so far away from home... on long 

weekends we had to find somewhere to go... the first year I was there, I 

was only 12, like just turned 12 at the end of the year, I had to find 

somewhere for Easter... this girl said I could go to her place... we got to 

her place and I remember her brother just sitting and eating and he 

didn’t even acknowledge us, which I thought was strange, you know 

‘cause my family would have been “oh, yeah, hi”. And then the dad 

walked in and he didn’t acknowledge us either and he was really grumpy. 

I already told my friend that I was Aboriginal and she was alright with 

that. He stormed in and he was cursing, swearing “these bloody coons”, 

I think he said, and “should shoot them all” ... something had happened 

to him just a little while ago. So the whole weekend, I spent trying to hide 

my nose, thinking “please don’t tell your mum and dad that I am 

Aboriginal”. So that was a pretty scary experience actually (Molly). 
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Molly claimed she coped with both the questions and responses to her claims of 

Aboriginality by choosing to “act” out a different cultural background to her own 

“well, right there and then, I just avoided it and tried to act as white as possible” 

(Molly). Alice, who had only recently begun to explore her own Aboriginality, 

welcomed the opportunity to explore her Aboriginal identity at the College but 

recognised it created anxious moments for her: 

I came to do the bridging and I was shit scared because I had never dealt 

with Aboriginal people before. I made a really, really good friend. She is 

one of my best friends here and she’s my first Aboriginal friend, non-

Muslim friend and I call her my sister (Alice). 

Molly was undecided about whether or not returning home after completing Year 12 

at a private boarding school was a constraining choice. As she spoke, she became 

more certain that it was the right choice to make in the shorter term, as it 

strengthened her Aboriginal identity, but not in the longer term. Molly was 

ambivalent but also demonstrated resiliency when talking about her education 

choices prior to enrolling in the College: 

I suppose I could have just come back here and did a course. I don’t 

think I was ready anyway... Then when I went to uni the first time, and in 

coming back, I always thought that was a bad decision because, actually, 

the other day I saw a poster for a play in Fremantle and I knew half the 

names on there. There were half the people I went to uni with but at the 

same time I have something else I can be passionate about, like 

educating young students. So maybe it was meant to be. 

On completion of their secondary school education, a small number of participants 

chose to seek employment rather than proceeding through to tertiary education. 

Patricia chose employment between leaving secondary school and taking up further 

studies. Cheryl and Elizabeth expressed disappointment at not completing their 

secondary school education. When Alice was asked to reflect on whether she would 

have chosen to change her behaviours during primary and secondary school, she 

replied: 
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Yes, yes. I would of actually. Yeah, in looking back I wish I didn’t really 

run amuck. I actually wish I was a nerd and went to all the classes and 

did the TEE because now that I did bridging, the bridging maths is 

different from the stuff I will do in mainstream. Like, in bridging I can 

just say “Can I get an extension” and they say “oh, alright, whatever”, 

you know? But in mainstream, it’s a bit difficult. I wish I [had done] TEE 

so I would be more ready for mainstream because they say Year 12 is 

harder than uni (Alice). 

Molly’s decision to return home after secondary school actually constrained her 

educational choices: 

I knew what I wanted to do. I wanted to be in the theatre or in films [but] 

I came home. I got sort of stuck [here] for two years because, your home 

is your home and you know you are comfortable there. Yeah, it was 

comfort, yeah (Molly). 

Minor Theme: Family and friends 

For some participants, family dynamics and the loss of friends was a constraint on 

their educational choices. Jane spoke of the difficulty of boarding school because she 

missed her family and friends. However, while she regretted going to boarding 

school, she felt it allowed her to see and do different things. The strain of living with 

family proved difficult for Leonard who made attempts to control the demands they 

placed upon him: 

I’m like, stressed out and stuff and when family ring up, I just ignore it. 

I’m blocking myself from everybody so I can get through this [studies] 

without having other problems on the side. I used to be a very caring 

person, do everything for everybody. If somebody says jump, I’ll do it. 

I’ve changed that. I started saying no to people and I’ve made changes in 

my personal life so that it won’t affect me when it comes to study and 

doing what I want to do. So, started thinking about myself and my own 

health (Leonard). 

Leonard said he would still make the same educational choices but would: 

Change ways of how to do it. I wouldn’t do it the way I did it, like 

swearing at my teachers and throwing chairs. A lot of things in my life, 

I’d change, like, friends I’ve hung out with, things that I’ve done in my 

life that are stupid mistakes that should never have happened. If I had to 

do my life over again, I’d make it a perfect one (Leonard). 
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Leonard spoke of how he was not coping and that choosing not to speak back was 

detrimental to his health: 

I bottle it up inside or I cry. I bite my tongue because I don’t want to 

cause conflict and cause more problems which would lead to more put 

downs. So I just bite my tongue and let it fly over my head but it does 

affect me in a big way inside (Leonard). 

Lexi recalled choosing to enrol in a university course at the encouragement of her 

grandmother “I went for three weeks and realised I wasn’t ready. I only went because 

my nan wanted me to go straight away to uni but I always said I would defer for a 

year”. She went on to say she regretted the loss of her friends when she went away to 

boarding school: 

The main choices would have been going to boarding school. I gave up a 

lot, like, I had two best friends and we did everything together. I moved 

away and then that was it. Things fell apart and that and we’ve only sort 

of starting to talk now, three years later. Yeah, I’m a bit disappointed 

about that (Lexi). 

Lexi’s story of friendship loss was echoed by Elizabeth who said she lost contact 

with her friends because of her decision to enter the workforce. For Wendy, family 

issues and lack of school friendships had a significant impact on her and commented 

that the loss of childhood and the advent and responsibilities of adulthood was cause 

for serious reflection about the choices she had made:  

All these responsibilities I’ve taken on. I’m a student, I’m a mum, I work, 

I’ve got family and sometimes I just want to sit back and just be me. I 

missed that part of my life going through college. I wished I had, you 

know, had a bit more fun so I’ve got something to look back on (Wendy). 

RESEARCH QUESTION 3: SUCCESS 

This third and final research question begins by exploring definitions of success, as 

identified by these Aboriginal youth; individuals they considered to be positive role 

models; and the major and minor themes both enabling and constraining success as 

indicated in Figure 5.2 at the start of this chapter. 
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These Aboriginal youth identified the family as their principal role models and 

public figures as their secondary role models. The participants identified the 

individual her/himself as the major enabler on success and also a major constraint on 

success. The minor themes of family and friends and educational institutions were 

also named as constraints on success. There were no minor enabling themes. 

Participants Define Success 

The most frequent response in exploring the participants’ definitions of success was 

that of goals. When asked what success meant to her, Elizabeth stated that it was 

about achieving, or at the very least, working towards achieving the goals that one 

sets. Another participant claimed that there were different types of success, both 

large and small, and that one important form of success was achieving what one set 

out to achieve (Cheryl). This was echoed by Jane who said success was achieving 

what one sets out to achieve and that when a goal has been achieved a person has 

“made it.” When asked how she arrived at this definition, she said she learnt it from 

her teachers who were always reminding students that they had to think about their 

future and that to succeed in life one must achieve one’s aims. 

Leonard provided his own definition of success: 

For me what I think success is when you achieve something when you put 

your mind to. When you are happy with what you are doing... You don’t 

do something that you don’t want to do. So if you’re in a job that you 

hate, I don’t think that’s success. 

When asked if he considered he was successful, Leonard said “no” and when asked 

why not he replied “because I can do better. I’m not successful yet because I haven’t 

done what I want to do... I believe that if you set your mind to do something and you 

are determined to do it, you can” (Leonard). Success, according to Lexi, is not what 

is achieved at the end, but was about everything that was lost; what has to be given 
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up in order to achieve success. Lexi claimed she read this definition in Year 11 and 

stated: 

Success is what you gave up to achieve what you have now and I thought, 

well, what I had to go through, just that first year. I might not get 99.9% 

out of the year, at the end of the 2 years but what I gave up to just 

actually attend that school (Lexi). 

Patricia said success was acquiring a good education which led to successful 

employment. Alice included religion in her definition of success which she claimed 

she got from the Koran where followers are told that true success is about becoming 

a good Muslim and doing good deeds “that is my first priority”. 

The overwhelming response made by the participants about who they considered to 

be their major role models was family. Of the family members held up as positive 

examples, women and particularly grandmothers were identified as the most 

significant. Not only were family considered principal role models but they also 

provided the participants with support so that success in education was achievable. A 

small number of participants also identified popular public figures as important 

minor role models. 

Principal Role Models: Family 

Leonard identified his aunt as a role model as she was successful in her employment 

as an education manager in Aboriginal education and devoted time and energy 

talking with him and keeping him focused. When asked if his aunt was his only role 

model, he replied: 

My grandmother. She’s my main success person because she’s done what 

she’s wanted to do in life. She’s had her 10 kids, she’s been through jobs, 

she’s brought them up. She is still going even after Pop passed away and 

she is still a strong Christian. She used to smoke and drink. She gave it 

up and she has never had a smoke or drink for 40 something years. I 

think that she’s the biggest success that I think about (Leonard). 
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Some participants claimed that gaining an education was important in achieving 

success in life generally. In this sense, the participants recognised ‘educated people’ 

as role models and as examples of successful people. Lexi said her grandmother was 

a role model as she worked in an education department and she helped her mother 

raise her and her siblings. In addition to her grandmother, when she was younger, she 

looked up to some older female cousins because they were “extremely smart. They 

did well in school. They didn’t muck up. They were pretty respected in the 

community” (Lexi). Elizabeth said her grandmother, aunties and uncles were 

important people in her life as they inspired her and encouraged her to do her best. 

Cheryl identified her mother as her role model as “she is the person that people can 

talk to”. Cheryl went on to say that the principal at the school where she worked was 

also a role model as she helped her with her studies and provided her with many 

opportunities to further herself. Patricia considered her father as successful because 

he was a commercially successful musician. In addition, she looked to her aunt as a 

role model. 

She has got seven kids or something and she is just so calm and down to 

earth and has no worries about any one and she just ploughs away at her 

work and she’s studying to be an accountant and she taught me a lot 

(Patricia). 

Wendy identified her young daughter, her mother and older female students in her 

course at the College as significant in her life. Wendy claimed the female students in 

her course were strong role models who helped her with her personal life issues. She 

declared her mother was also her role model “because she is big, very big on guiding 

me” (Wendy). Being able to re-direct one’s life after spending time in juvenile 

detention was seen by Alice as a positive move. Therefore, her male cousin was an 

inspiration for her. 
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He’s in Sydney at the moment and he’s a solicitor. He works for the 

Aboriginal community. He is Aboriginal himself. I look up to him 

because when he was seventeen or eighteen, he was in juvenile detention. 

That’s all he knew, he’ll never be something and now he’s finishing off 

his PhD or Masters or something in law and I respected and admire him 

for that. Till this day, he still calls me up every day, “how are you doing 

with your studies?” 

Alice spoke of her cousin coming from a large family where “he didn’t have anyone 

to back him up or anything and... just didn’t have someone there for him. I don’t 

know how he changed” (Alice). Role models provided the participants with support 

which they considered important in achieving educational success. Alice talked of 

how she decided for herself what she wanted to do because her parents trusted her to 

make sensible decisions. Most participants identified the family as role models as 

they supported the participants and were a key factor in whether or not the 

participant achieved success: 

It comes back to family and support there. If your mum’s not interested in 

you going to school or not you’re not going to go. If they’re not worried 

about your grades and everything, then you just gonna muck up in class 

(Lexi). 

Closeness to family was important to Lexi who was living and studying in WA while 

her family lived in eastern Australia “just my family, just the only thing really. 

Everything else I can sort of handle”. The crucial role of support provided by 

families was emphasised by Molly: 

Parents have such a vital role to play really, because the first contact the 

child has in this world. I think I get my strength a bit from them because 

learning how to deal with things, you learn from people around you, 

don’t you? 

Government programmes which enabled Aboriginal people education and career 

opportunities were identified as role models for other Aboriginal people. Elizabeth 

stated the government department she worked for employed 80 Indigenous 

apprentices who, as they entered the workforce. became role models for other youth. 

Lexi claimed that Aboriginal people needed support in order to become role models: 
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Support. I think that’s a big one, support. You need to have the support 

behind you to get where you want to go. My older brother, he’s made the 

Australian Football League, he’s playing football now and he was given 

a chance once before and he lost that chance and he’s lucky to get it 

again. Just the support to keep him on the track has been good for him. 

Yeah, I think it is support and just be sure of what you want in life. 

Secondary Role Models: Public Figures 

Further discussions on role models revealed one participant also considered 

Mohammed, Malcolm X and Cathy Freeman as role models (Alice). She identified 

Mohammed as her primary role model because “he changed mankind, like, 

everywhere you go people know who Mohammed is and 1.2 billion people around 

the world respect him. From one man he changed all mankind” (Alice). She admired 

Malcolm X because he spoke out in support of the United States black community 

and made a difference to the rest of the world. Cathy Freeman was also considered a 

role model “because she’s an Aboriginal person and she put up the Aboriginal flag 

when she was running [in the Sydney Olympic Games]. That just made us excited 

and stuff and like that. I really admire her” (Alice). Other role models identified by 

the participants included teachers, especially Aboriginal teachers (Molly), while Lexi 

declared: 

I think there are a lot of people out there who are successful but in 

different ways, no matter how big their achievement is or how little it is. 

Yeah, role modelling...There are different ways to finish. Like, you don’t 

always have to finish Year 12.  

The participants identified a number of significant factors they considered either 

enabled or constrained their ability to succeed in education. These factors ranged 

from the individual themselves through to family and friends and educational 

institutions. Most secondary role models were Aboriginal with a smaller number of 

individuals of different ethnic backgrounds. 
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Enablers on Success 

The major theme for enablers on success was that relating to the individual 

her/himself. Speaking back, staying focused, knowing oneself and resiliency were 

considered by the participants as important enablers of success. This major theme is 

presented in detail, in this order, below. 

Major Theme: Individual her/himself 

In this major theme of the individual her/himself, most responses made by the 

participants revolved around the idea that success was dependent on the individual 

and their ability to achieve in spite of personal and educational challenges. A number 

of participants also spoke of the need to set goals for themselves. Molly considered 

an enabler to achieving success was the ability to deal with situations that had the 

potential to negatively impact on her; she considered she was a very strong person. 

When asked why she was able to deal with these situations now and not when she 

was younger, she said her capacity to speak back provided her with the means to 

persevere: 

Just getting strength from other people, looking at how they handle 

situations like that and also breaking down all of these myths... you hear 

“oh, black fellows, they get paid to keep dogs and this and that and 

education is free” and I was thinking “well, hang on, my parents pay for 

everything”... but now, because of the course I’m currently doing, my 

work at the school, observing people and you learn, that these are just all 

fallacies... That has given me strength to be able to talk back (Molly). 

Molly spoke of how she persevered in spite negative encounters: 

My line of work is with children, to help the youth of my community and 

wanting to see Aboriginal people... succeed, and people do succeed in a 

lot of different areas but... kids aren’t succeeding in education. There are 

obviously reasons for that, and a solution for every problem and I want 

to be part of that solution (Molly). 

Molly felt that having a purpose assisted with her studies in teacher training and that 

she continued because of her commitment to the young students in her class where 
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she saw her work as a way to help shape young children to become “responsible 

community members, to want to have a drive, to want to succeed in life and then 

they’ll go back out to the community and help people, you know, the whole domino 

effect”. 

Other responses offered by the participants about the enablers on success included 

the importance of individuals themselves having goals in life. Jane described how 

from 11 years of age, she had always wanted to graduate from secondary school and 

remembered saying “I’m going to finish school and set out all these goals, get a 

good job”. Patricia felt that gaining an education would assist in developing a future. 

Alice had earlier felt that the only career option open to her was a career in retail then 

she “found out about the bridging course then I did it and got a distinction. I’m 

happy now at [the College]”. Jane claimed that an enabler on success was the 

individuals themselves “those who want to and that, want to get somewhere in life, 

and you need somewhere to begin with so, make our way up top, eventually... [to] get 

somewhere in life”. Elizabeth declared that achieving success was about achieving 

goals. Molly said she had definite future goals: 

Yeah, I’ve lots of goals. Which is what I want to teach my students. I 

want to teach them to have goals and start with little ones ‘cause that is 

just the biggest problem with my kids at home, my students. They don’t 

have a goal. I say, “what do you want to be when you grow up”? “Oh, 

Miss, we don’t do that. We just sit at [name of community]” (Molly).  

Some participants spoke of the role that goals played in their lives and that having 

ambitions was one way of succeeding in education. Jane spoke of how some 

Aboriginal youth decide that “they don’t want to be like the others. [They] want to 

try get somewhere”. Wendy revealed her ambition to become a teacher but 

recognised that she needed to complete her current course and the best way for her to 

do that was by taking it month by month until completion. Patricia spoke of how she 
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had wanted to be a primary school teacher. Still other participants spoke of being 

positive, staying focused and maintaining contact with fellow students in the course 

to help them stay motivated to succeed.  

Seeing oneself as successful in other areas of life may also contribute to further 

successes in education. When asked if she felt she was successful, Alice thought she 

was: 

In an Islamic way I have ‘cause I didn’t wear a scarf or anything. I just 

started this year and that made me successful in the eyes of God. To 

practise my religion. I think I have changed a lot ever since school. I 

didn’t take my studies seriously or anything and now I have and I know 

where I am going in life. 

An enabler to greater success, according to Leonard, was being able to achieve small 

degrees of success and he provided, as an example, his small achievements in singing 

contests. Being able to manage the stresses in one’s life was another way to achieve 

greater success (Patricia). Elizabeth claimed that one enabler to achieving success 

was to break the cycle of “repeating previous generations” in relation to peer 

pressure, family disruptions and feelings of loneliness. When asked if it was possible 

for individuals to do that, she replied incredulously to the question with “that’s what 

we are here for [studying at the College]” and “not everyone caves into peer 

pressure” (Elizabeth). Engaging in activities such as sports and dance groups was 

felt to be a way in which Aboriginal youth could experience greater success in 

education as it “gives them meaning to themselves” (Jane). When asked if they could 

still experience success without these activities, Jane replied “yeah, if they tried 

harder enough. If they really want to...in education and everything, they can also 

probably do well if they really tried. Like those who do keep up with education and 

everything. They’re smart” (Jane). Leonard spoke of how resilient Aboriginal people 
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were in the past and through the achievements of today’s Aboriginal people success 

will be more easily achieved by Aboriginal people in the future. 

You hear stories from when your nana was young... Where they weren’t 

allowed in bars because they were Aboriginal and they were slaves and 

stuff. Now we’re becoming equal because we are going to be teaching. 

We’ve got people in teaching and accountants and all the jobs that have 

been brought up by white Australians and introduced into Australia. 

Aboriginal people are now coming up... I reckon by the time my 

grandkids come along, there’ll be more Aboriginal people in education 

and stuff like that. A lot of younger people will be going through school 

because they’ve got Aboriginal teachers and other people will be doing 

other things because they’ve got Aboriginal bosses and stuff like that. It’s 

going to be more culturally appropriate (Leonard). 

Molly spoke of how experiencing success encourages further successes “when you 

succeed, you feel good about yourself”. 

Constraints on Success 

In exploring the constraints that participants perceived as impacting on educational 

success, a number of major and minor themes were identified. The major theme of 

the individual her/himself presented as an important factor in constraining academic 

success. Two minor themes of family and friends and educational institutions were 

identified as constraints on the participants’ education. 

Major Theme: Individual her/himself 

A poor attitude and a lack of emotional strength were responses made by a number of 

participants about the constraints on achieving educational success. According to 

Patricia, friends of her brother and sister who were “the stronger ones”, continued 

through to Year 11 and 12 while “most of the weaker ones dropped out”. When 

asked why her siblings’ friends did not complete secondary school, she said “their 

total attitude towards teachers and schools, maybe the drugs and alcohol made them, 

sort of that attitude problem with school” (Patricia). Jane felt that there were costs 

involved in succeeding in education and stated “yeah, I think it does cost you but I 
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don’t know what it will cost me but other people like, they have to give up on things 

and try more harder at other things”. Furthermore, she claimed that in spite of 

having a number of sporting talents, many Aboriginal youth engaged in consuming 

alcohol and taking drugs and were disruptive in school: 

Well, a lot of them have talent and everything, in basketball and football 

or whatever they play but heaps of them that are smoking and drinking 

and they just seem to give up and don’t care anymore and go to school, 

just like, for the fun of it and they’re mucking around in class too and 

don’t really care what happens (Jane). 

When discussing constraints on success, Leonard considered the mistakes that one 

makes in life limits the potential for success. Further into the discussion, he claimed 

he had very low self-esteem which he felt was the result of others putting him down 

and not having sufficient self-confidence. Jealousy, he thought, was one reason why 

people were critical of each other “just people who are enemies. People who want to 

do it but can’t do it” (Leonard). This was borne out by Molly who recalled that often 

people in her hometown made comments such as “who do you think you are?” and 

“who she think she is flying down to [city for studies]?” According to Jane, further 

reasons why Aboriginal youth may be prevented from continuing in their education 

included the attitudes they held and the behaviours they displayed towards others, 

particularly teachers in schools. When asked how these students might feel if they 

don’t succeed in education, she replied “they can get jealous or feel like that person 

is better than them and it’s not worth really trying and everything” and that students 

“just put on a tough act sort of thing, like being cheeky if they want. Or maybe they 

think next time I’ll try better as well. Everyone is different” (Jane). Criticising others 

was seen by Molly as a constraint on success: 

Oh, negativity of course. People that are putting you down and people 

that are being negative about my students. I hate that and they’re saying 

“why teach them that, they’re only going to be ...”. Oh, I just hate it, you 

know. Yeah, negativity is terrible. 
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Feelings of shyness and shame were also issues constraining the success of students 

in education. 

When I was growing up, I was also shy and, you know, stepped away 

from crowds and whatever but coming and doing or being in school [her 

workplace] and doing P.D’s, I’ve learnt to just get in there if you want to 

have a say and don’t be so shy and shame, ‘cause I’m a bit shy. Just be 

confident in yourself ‘cause you can do anything you want to do 

(Patricia). 

Patricia was asked what she thought caused Aboriginal youth to experience feelings 

of shame: 

I guess the wider community as in T.V. How they see someone that they 

admire but they’re not that in reality as in themselves. I think that plays a 

big influence on young children and young adults and then, you know, 

things get too hard for them really and they turn to drugs and alcohol. 

Minor Theme: Family and friends 

Family issues and peer pressure from friends were identified by a number of 

participants as constraints on success. Elizabeth said that constraints came in the 

form of “peer pressure. Like the alcohol and drugs and that kind of stuff and family 

or like family breakups or fighting. Or just feeling alone” and claimed that “whole 

families have given into that pressure before, so [they] just follow”. Patricia revealed 

that “some of them got into, I guess, drugs and alcohol too early and peer pressure 

type situation”. Lexi spoke at length about the issues of peer pressure: 

When you are going up into high school... you have your friends, you’ve 

got the peer pressure. If your friends are doing it you’re going to want to 

want to do it because you just want to stick with them ‘cause you feel that 

sometimes they are the only ones that do care and so, I suppose, that’s 

when the whole big gangs and stuff like that. I suppose it comes back to 

family life, your home background, ‘cause if it’s not stable and you’re 

not comfortable there then you are going to look somewhere else for it 

(Lexi). 

She then went on to say that:  

Peer pressure was always going to be there. It’s just that they’re there 

when you are younger and in primary school and it’s there when you are 

in high school. I think then in high school, you are going to experiment a 
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bit more and then that is when it is going to affect you the most, like 

emotionally (Lexi). 

When talking with her primary school students where she worked about future 

educational possibilities, Molly said with an air of resignation: 

They see that somewhere along the line something has happened and 

there is lots of reasons for it, and now they’ve got some of their role 

models aren’t that good a role model and there is a lot of drinking 

problems and things like that (Molly). 

Minor Theme: Educational institutions 

A number of participants identified education institutional constraints which they 

considered impacted on their ability to succeed in education. Some of these 

constraints included experiencing racism and isolation at school and early 

withdrawal from secondary school because of dissatisfaction with what schools 

offered. Elizabeth was of the opinion that an insufficient number of students 

experienced success in education and that many withdraw prior to reaching and 

completing Year 12. According to Elizabeth, reasons why Aboriginal students do not 

progress to Year 12 were because students were “uninterested in the curriculum. I 

know it’s only a small minority that do go to high school so they probably feel 

isolated but I don’t know, there is a lot of support these days for students”. Molly 

spoke of the anger expressed by non-Indigenous teachers at the school where she 

worked about the course in which she was enrolled at the time of this study. This 

course was designed to increase the number of Indigenous primary school teachers. 

However, some teachers saw it as Aboriginal people receiving special treatment 

which produced sub-standard teachers “I think people just saw the word ‘Aboriginal, 

2 years’ and got angry. I’ve spent so much of my energy trying to turn people’s 

opinions around. So I suppose costs have been like, just, people looking at you 

differently” (Molly). Being able to have space and freedom in her studies at the 
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College was important for Wendy, as it allowed her to experience these benefits, 

something she felt she didn’t have whilst in secondary school where she considered 

students were constantly being told what to do. However, at the College, she implied 

that students still desired guidance from their teachers when she said “they’re not 

telling me what to do but I wish there was someone telling me what to do”. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter set out to explore the responses of Aboriginal youth to questions about 

their participation, choices and success in education at Red Sands College. When 

asked about their participation in primary, secondary and tertiary education, the 

participants spoke at length about their primary and secondary school years, but less 

about their tertiary years. Observing the participants in their tertiary environment and 

through close observation of them during the interview process, it was clear that they 

enjoyed being students at the Red Sands College, and that these experiences were 

positive, resulting in their active participation in their chosen areas of study. 

Consequently, the need to speak more about their current institution did not seem as 

important as was speaking about their primary and secondary school years. 

When discussing the research question about participation in primary, secondary and 

tertiary education the majority of participants at Red Sands College indicated they 

were regular attendees due mainly to the fact they generally enjoyed their 

educational experiences which helped them to achieve academically. A number of 

factors were identified by the participants as contributing to their enjoyment of 

school, especially primary school, such as having supportive teachers who formed 

positive relationships with the students; attending the same institution for their 

primary and secondary school years; experiencing a positive, rewarding and 

supportive learning environment; having parents who promoted education to their 
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children; and having family and friends who attended the same institution. 

Conversely, the participants also reported constraints on their education, namely that 

of being homesick if attending school away from their hometown and family; having 

teachers who were non-supportive and unable to form positive teacher-student 

relationships; experiencing acts of bullying and racism; engaging in misbehaviour at 

school; and family traumas. Other constraints included identity confusion; shame; 

lack of motivation and concentration; and finally, personal issues. 

The research question of choices was raised with the participants at Red Sands 

College where they were asked about what enabled or constrained the choices they 

had made in education. Discussing choices was clearly not a common occurrence for 

most of the participants. There were a number of different responses regarding what 

enabled choices such as attending schools which corresponded with religious beliefs; 

choosing to publicly identify as Aboriginal; and continuing through to completion in 

school. However, constraints on choices were also identified. Issues around self-

identifying as Aboriginal and dealing with experiences associated with this caused 

concern for some participants. A small number of participants, who chose to attend 

boarding school, spoke of the associated costs such as missing family and friends. 

The final research question about success was explored with the participants at Red 

Sands College where it was apparent that they had not thought about, or discussed in 

any depth, the concept of success. To many of the participants, talking specifically 

about success was a relatively new experience. The act of achieving one’s goals was 

considered the main ingredient for success as stated by a majority of participants. 

When identifying those who they felt were positive role models, most participants 

named family members as being important in their lives while a small number named 

Aboriginal Australians and mainly black international celebrities as public figures 
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they looked to as positive role models. When asked about factors that assisted them 

to achieve success in their education, the participants identified qualities they 

believed were required in order to experience success such as staying focused and on 

task; resiliency; and knowing one’s own capabilities. Other responses included 

setting goals; problem solving; gaining an education to encourage further success; 

receiving support from family, friends and their educational institution; and being an 

independent learner. 

In summary, the participants from Red Sands College believed that educational 

institutions were instrumental in whether or not Aboriginal students where achieving 

academically and whether or not they viewed education as a positive and powerful 

mechanism to change their own and their families’ lives. Equally, the participants 

also believed that the individual her/himself was also responsible for whether or not 

they were achieving academically and personally. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

CASE STUDY 2: TABLELANDS SCHOOL 

“Sometimes young people want people to listen and be involved but are too shy to 

ask” (Jessica). 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Tablelands School (‘Tablelands’) is under the auspice of a private education provider 

and situated in the city of a highly populated region of WA. The Indigenous 

population include traditional owners of the region and Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

people from other WA regions. The school has offered education programmes since 

it commenced as a secondary co-education provider for Indigenous students in 1986. 

With an initial enrolment of 15 Aboriginal students, the school began a gradual 

process that focused on the improvement of the students’ lives and helping to prepare 

them for future education and employment opportunities. 

Tableland’s main aim is the provision of educational opportunities for Indigenous 

students who have not completed secondary education in mainstream schools, thus 

providing them with pathways between education and employment. The vision of 

Tablelands promotes the right of the individual to access education and to take part 

in the education of others. It encourages its students to make responsible choices; 

accept responsibility; respect the rights of others; and make a commitment to 

Tablelands. Core values are central to Tablelands’ planning and daily operations and 

include Aboriginal spirituality; Aboriginal family values; individual self-worth; 

reconciliation; pastoral care; building relationships; respect; and self-discipline. The 
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fostering and promotion of social justice featured strongly amongst staff and students 

and in Tablelands’ everyday activities, programmes and in the wider community. 

Tablelands is governed by a management board and managed under the leadership of 

the principal. The principal is assisted by a senior academic team, teachers, non-

teaching professional staff and general staff. The Liaison Unit plays an important 

role in the support of students, especially in assisting the students with school 

attendance; study commitments; accommodation arrangements; Abstudy 

information; and travel arrangements. In addition to government financial support, 

those who reside in areas outside of the immediate location of Tablelands can apply 

for accommodation in government supported hostels. There were five government 

hostels which provided accommodation for the students; they were designated as 

either female or male-only hostels under the supervision of Indigenous house 

parents. Tablelands provided a daily bus run which picked up and dropped students 

back to designated locations both before and after school. Tablelands held homework 

classes to support the students in their studies. Prior to 2000, the curriculum was 

focused on acquiring practical skills and knowledge and set at a pace that was suited 

to the individual student’s emotional and academic capacity. From 2000, Tablelands 

set a new direction by offering secondary school education from Year 8 to 12. In 

2009, it offered Year 7 to Year 12 where 160 students were enrolled. Both 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people attend Tablelands which is located on 

extensive grounds which are shared with other Aboriginal organisations that are not 

associated with Tablelands itself; these organisations work in the areas of Aboriginal 

health, art and history. Housing a number of Aboriginal education and training 

organisations on the one property created a positive education and employment 

environment. A message permeated throughout Tablelands that each individual had 
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the potential, with personal commitment and sense of responsibility, to be successful 

in education. The participants who took part in this study came from both rural and 

urban WA. 

THE PARTICIPANTS 

There were eleven participants from Tablelands School ranging in age from 15 to 19 

years and, as indicated below in Figure 6.1, came from a range of WA regional areas. 

 

Participant 
Pseudonyms 

Age 
(yrs) 

Location Region Australian 
State 

1. Bobby 18 Small town North-west region WA 

2. Lisa 15 Small town North-west region WA 

3. Ross 17 Large town Mid-west region WA 

4. Howard 17 Large town Mid-west region WA 

5. Jessica 15 Large town South-west region WA 

6. Helen 16 Small town North-west region WA 

7. Toby 18 Small town North-west region WA 

8. Donald 19 Small town North-west region WA 

9. Maureen 17 Large town South-west region WA 

10. Claire 17 City South-west region WA 

11. Terry 18 Small town North-west region WA 

Figure 6.1: Participant background demography 

 

Further details about the participants are outlined in the following paragraphs. 

Bobby (18 years) 

Bobby, a quiet and self-contained young man, was born in a small town in regional 

WA. He considered living in his home town difficult and did not want to return once 

he had completed his education at Tablelands. He lived in a flat with an old primary 
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school friend but when he returned to his hometown for holidays he lived with his 

mother. Bobby, who had never experienced a relationship with his father and did not 

have a father figure in his life, had great respect for his mother. He was the youngest 

child with two other siblings. Bobby had been at the school for over two years and 

was repeating Year 12. He had family attending Tablelands as students and he 

enrolled in the school to access the school’s sports academy. 

Lisa (15 years) 

Lisa, a confident and articulate young woman, was from a small town in regional 

WA. She was the third eldest child in a family of 10 children. Lisa and her sister 

were living with her mother’s cousin’s family while studying at Tablelands. Another 

sister lived “out bush”, two younger sisters lived in another large regional town and 

three brothers and her youngest sister lived with her mother and father in her home 

town. During Years 8 and 9, Lisa was sent by her parents to live with her 

grandmother on an Aboriginal community where, alongside formal education, she 

was taught traditional Aboriginal culture. She enrolled in the female sports 

programme at Tablelands but considered it difficult living in a city after living in a 

community setting. 

Ross (17 years) 

Ross, a polite but shy young man who had an air of uncertainty and hesitancy about 

him, was born in a small WA regional town. Ross came from a family consisting of 

his mother, father and three sisters. He had never lived away from his home town and 

was continuing to adjust to being away from his family, the change in local weather 

conditions and living amongst a large population in the city. Ross was encouraged by 

his father to attend Tablelands to access the sports academy. He was living in a 

federally funded hostel. 
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Howard (17 years) 

Howard was born in a small WA regional town but lived in another small town. 

Howard was a lively, confident and happy young man who was enrolled in Year 12 

in Tablelands. His family consisted of his mother, father, four sisters and two 

brothers of which he was the eldest child. Howard had cousins who also attended the 

school. Howard’s mother sent him to Tablelands because of the positive feedback 

she received from other family members who had previously attended the school. 

Jessica (15 years) 

Jessica, a confident, clear and decisive speaker, was born in a large town in a 

southern region in WA. At the time of the interview she lived in a Federal 

government funded hostel. Jessica’s family consisted of her mother, father, a 

younger brother and sister both of whom where in primary school in their home 

town. Jessica’s father and grandfather were church pastors of an Aboriginal church; 

the family went to church regularly. Her mother played the guitar and taught her how 

to play; Jessica played in a band. 

Helen (16 years) 

Helen presented as a quietly confident young woman who was born in a small 

regional WA town. Helen’s home was a small Aboriginal community consisting 

mainly of her family and some Anglo-Celtic people who were taken in by the 

community. Her family at the community consisted of her mother, father, three 

brothers, two sisters, aunties, uncles and a few cousins. Helen had attended one 

primary school but had been a student in five secondary schools prior to enrolling in 

Tablelands. She lived with her aunt whilst enrolled at the school where she has been 

a student for two years. 
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Toby (18 years) 

Toby was a confident young man who had definite opinions about topical issues 

relevant to young Aboriginal people. He was born in a small regional WA town but 

identified another small regional town as his home. Toby’s family included his 

mother, father and a younger brother and sister. Both his parents had a son each from 

previous relationships who lived in the same town as Toby and his family. 

Donald (19 years) 

Donald was a very hesitant speaker who appeared to the researcher as sensitive and 

cautious. He grew up in a close knit and supportive family in a small town in 

regional WA. Donald presented as a concerned young man and on this basis the 

researcher decided it was in the best interests of Donald not to continue the 

interview. 

Maureen (17 years) 

Maureen, a self-assured and articulate young woman was born in one of the larger 

towns in southern WA. Her parents remained in the town in which she was born 

while her mother’s family resided in the city in which the school was located. 

Maureen had three aunts, one niece and a cousin who attended the school with her. 

She enrolled in the school to repeat Year 11 and complete Year 12 and was boarding 

at a federally government funded hostel. 

Claire (17 years) 

Claire, a bright and confident young woman, was born and lived in the same city in 

which the school was located and lived with her mother and stepfather. With her 

family, Claire moved to a small town in the northern region of the state where she 

briefly attended secondary school. However, she found the move difficult due to lack 



Chapter 6: Case Study 2 — Tablelands School  165 

of friends and living within an Aboriginal culture that was not familiar to her. She 

returned to the city to live with other family members. 

Terry (18 years) 

Terry was born in a small northern regional WA town 2,000 kilometres from the 

school. He was a quietly reserved young man who came from a family consisting of 

his mother, father, grandfather, grandmother, brothers and sisters who all lived in his 

home town. He was the eldest of two brothers and a younger sister. His father was 

non-Aboriginal. 

The above participants showed great interest in being interviewed for this study and 

presented as positive young people who were excited at being at Tablelands School 

where they felt they were provided with educational opportunities to gain knowledge 

and skills that would help them in their future lives.  

THEMES TO EMERGE FROM THE INTERVIEWS 

The research questions for this study provided the basis for exploring the topics of 

participation, choices and success of these Aboriginal participants in education. Both 

major and minor themes emerged from the participants’ stories. Figure 6.2 below 

provides an overview of the focus of each research question (across the top) and 

major and minor themes to emerge from the interviews. The emergent themes are 

grouped according to whether they are enabling or constraining participation, choices 

and success in education. These themes are not mutually exclusive; there is an 

overlap between them. They have been separated for analytical purposes. 
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Research Question 1 Research Question 2 Research Question 3 

Enablers on Participation Enablers on Choices Enablers on Success 

Major: Family 

Minor: Educational institutions 

Minor: Friends 

Major: Personal choices Participants define 
success 

Principal role models: 
Family 

Secondary role models: 
Public figures 

Major: Individual 
her/himself 

Constraints on Participation Constraints on Choices Constraints on Success 

Major: Individual her/himself 

Minor: Trying to fit in 

Minor: Boarding school 
homesickness 

Major: Individual 
her/himself 

Major: Individual 
her/himself 

Minor: Shame 

Minor: Lack of sense of 
belonging 

Figure 6.2: Overview of the enablers and constraints on participation, choices and 
success. 

 

The chapter now proceeds to work through the research questions in order 

(participation, choices, success), highlighting first enablers and then constraints for 

each, as reported by the Aboriginal youth at this case study site. Those topics most 

frequently expressed by the participants are grouped as major themes whilst those 

topics less frequently expressed by the participants are grouped as minor themes. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 1: PARTICIPATION 

In investigating participation in education, both enablers and constraints were 

identified in relation to experiences in primary and secondary schools as well as their 

current tertiary educational institution. 
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Enablers on Participation 

In exploring the factors that enabled these Aboriginal youth to participate in their 

education, family emerged as the major theme arising from the responses. 

Educational institutions and friends were identified as minor themes. These major 

and minor themes are presented in detail, in this order, below. 

Major Theme: Family 

The majority of participants identified family as an important enabler on their 

participation in education where the concept of family extended beyond parents to 

include relatives such as uncles, aunts, siblings and cousins. These family members 

were influential in encouraging participants to continue their education and often 

provided them with accommodation. According to Terry, his mother’s support was 

very important in his continued participation in education. Jessica spoke of how her 

father supported her participation in education and said “my dad was Stolen 

Generation, so he couldn’t go to school much; but he really strived to help us kids. 

He wants us to go and do what he couldn’t do, so he’s really proud of us”. Jessica 

told of how her mother made sure she attended primary school and often drove her to 

school while at other times she rode her bicycle. Howard and Ross both recalled how 

their fathers woke them in the morning and drove them to their primary schools to 

ensure that they attended daily. Bobby received family support in the form of his 

older brother who gave Bobby a feeling of security in school as he “didn’t feel too 

good but because I got an older brother so they treated me good because of my older 

brother”. A large number of participants had family members who also attended 

Tablelands. Maureen spoke of having “three aunties and one niece and one cousin” 

who attended with her. Lisa stated she liked primary school because she had her 

family around and was able to regularly mix with them. When asked if she had a lot 
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of family attending primary school with her, she said in a strong voice “heaps!” 

(Lisa). Helen stated that in primary school she had two cousins in the same year but 

also had numerous cousins in other school years and had cousins enrolled at 

Tablelands. When asked what it would be like for Aboriginal students if they were 

enrolled in schools where there weren’t any family or there wasn’t a significant 

Aboriginal student body, Lisa said “they would be so lonely and stuff, never knowing 

who they mixing with”. 

Some participants had family members who often provided accommodation for them 

while they attended primary and secondary school. Helen moved from the isolation 

of her Aboriginal community to live with her aunty in their local town so that she 

could attend school. Jessica spoke of being sent to a large country town to stay with 

her brother and sister-in-law to attend the local secondary school because “I was 

wagging and that so they sent me there to be disciplined”. Many participants came 

from towns and communities outside of the city where Tablelands is located. These 

participants were almost evenly distributed between residing at government funded 

boarding houses for young Indigenous students and living with family members. The 

boarding facilities are managed by live-in married Indigenous house parents who 

endeavour to make the hostel operate as close to a family home situation as possible. 

Those participants living in the hostels had mixed feelings about being there. While 

some were prepared to settle in and live with hostel rules and regulations, others felt 

unable to live with what they perceived to be restrictions on what they wanted to do. 

When asked what it was like living in the hostel with houseparents, Howard was 

positive and claimed their houseparents were like their own parents who set rules for 

their behaviours. However, he also mentioned his cousins who boarded at a different 

hostel and eventually had to leave as they “muck around too much ... used to sneak 
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out at night time”. A key support mechanism provided by the house parents was that 

of transport. The hostels either ferried the participants directly to and from the hostel 

to the school or the participants caught public transport from the hostel to the city 

where the Tablelands bus collected them and took them to Tablelands. This 

arrangement was then repeated at the end of the school day. 

Minor Theme: Educational institutions 

Liking Tablelands was considered as an enabler in the participants’ education. Terry 

stated “yeah, it’s fun” and Howard claimed “yeah, I like it a lot”. Bobby said “I like 

the football programme that they got and [Tablelands], it’s real, sort of keeps you 

wanting to come to school every day”. An important factor in their participation was 

the level of assistance provided by the school such as supportive and helpful 

teachers, relevant curriculum and courses tailored to student interests. When asked 

why she enrolled in Tablelands, Jessica stated that the teachers held high 

expectations for the students and “the school that is there is different, like here, the 

teachers are different; they are better”. The importance of quality teachers was 

echoed by Ross who felt that in primary school “the teachers were good, used to 

help all the time”. According to Jessica “you can be yourself at [Tablelands]. In 

[previous town] they don’t want you in the classrooms and won’t help you”. 

Furthermore, “I feel more comfortable around other Aboriginal people and can 

relate to them” (Jessica). On the topic of her school progress, she said “I think I’m 

going good. You can understand the work more here; like, they break it down more, 

easier to get through” (Jessica). Howard considered his primary school was 

supportive as he liked school where he was able to “sort of work and [do] sports and 

carnivals and all that” and his “nana came to school to teach us about reading”. 

Claire spoke of liking Tablelands because she “found it more comfortable” and “it’s 



Chapter 6: Case Study 2 — Tablelands School  170 

good because you don’t have so much hassle”. Bobby identified principals as 

assisting in his education: “I like the principals better than the teachers ‘cause they, 

they get the right words to tell me when I get into trouble and teachers just shout at 

you without even telling you what’s wrong” (Bobby). 

Many of the male participants enrolled at Tablelands to access the football training 

programme where enrolment was dependent on regular participation of the student in 

the academic programmes. Ross claimed his father encouraged him to enrol at 

Tablelands and that football was his main interest at the school. 

Well, what happened was I was in Year 11 at [secondary school in home 

town]. I dropped out of school. I had enough of it. I missed out a year of 

school and then a bloke come up to [home town] from down here. He 

watched us play a couple of games of footy in [home town]. After that he 

spoke to me and asked what I was doing and if I was going to school. I 

told him ‘no’. He said it would be a good idea if I could come down to 

[Tablelands] and play a bit of footy. So I thought that might be a good 

idea since I missed out a year of my education so I thought I would come 

back and do it again. 

When asked what prompted him to attend each day he said “I think the football 

academy. What the school offers. I think that has a big influence on why kids come to 

school” (Ross). Taking part in the football academy called for discipline in meeting 

training requirements where there was “training Monday and Thursday and all, so 

on Thursday afternoon, all the boys go up to the academy and get some information 

off the teachers and stuff” (Ross). Toby responded to the question of why he was 

enrolled at the school with “I think the footy here and mainly with my work. That’s 

helping me. Well, mainly the whole Year 12 class are black and like, we’re all on the 

right track”. Bobby spoke of experiencing many disruptions to his primary and 

secondary school years, caused by his behaviour; however, after learning about 

Tablelands from a friend he enrolled because it was a long way from home. 
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Minor Theme: Friends 

Friends proved an important and influential enabler for some of the students’ 

participation in education. Helen and Terry recalled enjoying school with their 

friends to such a degree that they remained in contact with most of them. Terry said 

while he had some long standing friends from his hometown he also made new ones 

at Tablelands where everyone tended to socialise well together. Terry went on to say 

that not all his friends in primary and secondary school were Aboriginal and that he 

had friends who were “white”. Claire spoke of there being only one other Aboriginal 

female student at her previous secondary school and that her friends were 

predominantly “white”. When asked what he liked most about primary school, Ross 

stated “all my mates were there”. However, when asked what he liked most about 

secondary school, despite having some friends and family there at the school, Ross 

could not think of one aspect of secondary school that he liked or disliked. In 

contrast, he felt that he had made good friends since commencing at Tablelands 

where again he liked “just going to school and catching up with my mates”. When 

asked why she thought students attended school, Jessica said she thought it was to 

meet their friends and that the best time for her was at lunch time when she could be 

with her friends and her cousins. Toby spoke of liking primary school and when 

asked if he had family enrolled in primary school he said “not really. It was me, 

myself, but the friends I had there made me feel like family, you know. Like pushing 

me along”. Whilst having no friends at primary school, Bobby spoke of having 

“heaps of cousins and my sister as well, always being there as I was going to 

school”. 



Chapter 6: Case Study 2 — Tablelands School  172 

Constraints on Participation 

The previous sections of this chapter considered enablers on the participation of 

these Aboriginal youth in education as identified by the Aboriginal youth 

themselves. This section presents the major and minor constraints the participants 

considered impacted on their participation in education. The major theme of the 

individual her/himself emerged as a constraint for the participation of these 

Aboriginal youth in education. This was followed by the minor themes of trying to fit 

in and boarding school homesickness. These major and minor themes are presented 

in detail, in this order, below. 

Major Theme: Individual her/himself 

A significant number of participants considered their own behaviours were a 

constraint where they engaged in truancy or disruptive behaviours whilst in primary 

and secondary school. Bobby spoke of moving “back and forth” between two 

primary schools in his home town, as a result of his aggressive approach to other 

students and said: 

I wasn’t, like, wasn’t really a good student and I always used to get into 

trouble with teachers. If in one school I got into trouble and got into 

trouble too much times and I get a few warnings then just enrol in the 

next school and go to that one for a while. 

Bobby revealed that he got into trouble “just for showing off in front of the girls and 

just picking on other students” and found it difficult to behave in the way the school 

wanted him to: “I found it real hard and sometimes, like I’d miss school and be away 

and they’d come round and pick me up from home”. When asked how this felt he 

replied “I didn’t like it, no. Like you can’t go anywhere, you can’t hide. You feel like 

you can’t hide from them no matter where you go. Just come and get you and take 

you to school” (Bobby). His mother agreed with this approach as it meant he went to 
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school, however, not having a school uniform or school lunch were factors for his 

poor attendance. 

I didn’t go to school sometimes, and end up having no lunch or just, 

sometimes, I’d be, wouldn’t have no uniform and I didn’t like going 

without a uniform. I used to really want to have a uniform like school and 

that, but didn’t have a chance. 

Toby recalled as an eleven year old of not being permitted to take part in a primary 

school excursion because of his behaviour. When asked why he misbehaved he 

stated “just fighting, you know, and I wouldn’t take any, like whatever anyone say to 

me. I just went off, like that. yeah, I’d say I got in trouble” (Toby). He revealed that 

he got angry “because people were teasing me a lot, like because I was small and 

they were big, mainly more big and I’m short, I wouldn’t take anything from them, 

[so] I used to fight” (Toby). Toby found that the teasing continued when he enrolled 

in a private boy’s secondary college thousands of kilometres from his small home 

town. When asked who his antagonists were he said “white” students and “some 

were Aboriginal boys, like they from [his home town] too” (Toby). When asked how 

he reacted, he said “I just had to take what they gave me. Like, maybe clean up and 

talk it out” (Toby). Toby then enrolled in another boarding school in the same 

location but left after a term: “Mainly, I don’t like it much. I just hurt too long. I give 

it up. I had to pull out because I didn’t really like it” (Toby). Asked whether or not 

he told his parents about the teasing and fighting, he said “no, not really. I told them 

that I had a fight, but I didn’t tell them why and all that, because I would think it was 

my fault” (Toby). When asked why he thought this, he said “Yeah, my fault because 

it was me that started it, like punching first, but not at teasing first” (Toby). Howard 

told how he disliked being sent to class withdrawal for fighting with “some old 

mates” where “you just sit there facing the corner”. Maureen recalled how she was 



Chapter 6: Case Study 2 — Tablelands School  174 

“wagging” school so her family sent her to another secondary school outside of her 

home town but she “got kicked out” for misbehaving. 

Jessica thought Aboriginal young people chose not to participate in school because 

of family problems which then influenced the young people to begin “fighting, 

drinking and they get caught up in this and they don’t want to come to school. In 

[town] some of the teachers kept picking on kids and they didn’t come to school. 

They just wagged and stuff”. When asked why she felt teachers were doing this she 

replied “I don’t know, must be they don’t like blackfellas or something” (Jessica). 

She went on to say that family pressures influenced the behaviours of Aboriginal 

youth who then engaged in drug taking and other negative behaviours thus impacting 

on whether or not they participated in education. Lisa recollected that in her local 

secondary school she was continually bullied by other non-local Aboriginal students. 

On one occasion she saw them in the street and realised “they was drunk. I was 

walking along and they ran after me and they hit me with the bottle on the top of my 

head” (Jessica). After re-locating and enrolling in Tablelands she saw “them here 

when I came back, second term. Came back here and I seen them on the train and I 

was sitting down and I was thinking I should go up to them now and just into them” 

but decided against it (Jessica). Bobby began to attract the attention of the police due 

to his behaviour on the streets so his mother sent him to a country Christian boarding 

school thousands of kilometres from his home town. After a period of time at this 

boarding school he returned home and enrolled in his local secondary school. 

However, he “noticed that it had heaps more subjects and better subjects than where 

I was, but yet I couldn’t school there because of what I would do after school, started 

getting into trouble and that” (Bobby). His reason for getting into trouble was that 

his “[home town] is not a very good place to grow up in” because of “family. Heaps 
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of family and friends who drink and sort of try and bring you down and it’s not good 

to be around them” (Bobby). When asked why other Aboriginal young people do not 

attend school regularly Lisa claimed it was the fault of the individual as “sometimes 

they will be so lazy to get up out of bed in the morning and they mix with different 

people, like they get them into smoking, sniffing and all that”. 

Minor Theme: Trying to fit in 

Trying to fit in and seeking attention and the approval of those one looks up to are 

some of the issues the participants identified as constraints on their participation in 

education. Bobby claimed he was a bully in primary school because he was 

influenced by his older relatives and wanted to be like them “probably the way I 

grew up with all my big brothers and cousins. Just always wanted to be tough and 

thinking it’s a good thing to be tough and pick on other guys”. His behaviour 

continued in secondary school where “I just sort of had to get used to high school. I 

was still trying to grow up” (Bobby). When faced with her friends leaving after Year 

8 Helen stated she “couldn’t be without friends” so she left to reside briefly with her 

aunt for Year 9 before returning to her hometown to re-enrol in school. Having 

friends, and in one case not having friends, at the same school didn’t always equate 

to positive experiences. While Bobby admitted being a bully in primary school, he 

went on to say that he was “just trying to make friends, meet heaps of people, heaps 

of friends” at the school. Claire spoke of how friends were important to her and that 

if her friends didn’t go to school then she didn’t either “when we went to high school 

it was a big popular group with all white girls and Aboriginal girls. Then I mixed 

with some Asian girls”. School was fraught with difficulties for some participants, 

such as Helen, who described how she tried to be friends with other students but 

found it difficult. 
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Hard to get along with everyone, but, like a couple of students would be 

mean to me and I just ignored them. Really, really pissed me off but as 

the years went by I started making friends with them, they didn’t want to 

be friends with me but they used to be. Then I started making friends with 

them and yeah. 

When asked why this was the case she replied “I use to run amok that’s why” and 

that “every time the teacher use to ask me to do something I just like sit down and 

mouth off. I used to be naughty. I remember going to the office and sitting down 

there and getting suspended” (Helen). Terry spoke of getting into trouble at school 

and said “I wasn’t doing the right things in the classrooms and stuff. I tended to 

ignore the teachers, most of the teachers. I think that I wasn’t enjoying it so I got into 

a bit of strife, I guess”. When asked why he replied: 

I think it had a bit to do with peer pressure because a lot of the boys used 

to mess around and that, so we used to get each other involved. I don’t 

know if it is a young man syndrome or something. They think that they 

know everything and they don’t have to listen to the teachers (Terry). 

Maureen spoke of playing truant from school with her friends which she didn’t find 

difficult resisting “because I wanted to do it as well, ‘cos I got sick of going to 

school and bullying people” (Maureen). She spoke of realising the need to change 

her behaviour when she realised she was hurting others and was being hurt in the 

process. She claimed she bullied others just to “show off in front of my friends. To be 

popular and I was popular” (Maureen). Claire thought being a bully at times 

attracted attention and said there were times when she could be “pretty cool to other 

people”. In speaking about image Jessica said “like my boy cousins. When they play 

up they think they’re too cool to ask for help ... try to impress their friends”. When 

asked whether or not it was possible to say ‘no’ to their peer group, Terry declared: 

 Sometimes [it] isn’t. I don’t know, you might be called a pussy or 

something, if you don’t want to do it. I think Aboriginal boys need to 

become more stronger. If they don’t want to do it, just tell their mates but 

they don’t. 
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When asked what could enable Aboriginal young men to resist peer pressure Terry 

said “I think it is just respect for yourself. I think because if you don’t want to do 

something and your mind is telling you, you don’t want to do it, well, you don’t have 

to, you know”. Lisa felt that friends placed pressure on each other and that she 

attempted to advise her young brother and sister to resist following their friends. 

Jessica claimed her greatest difficulty was “peer pressure. Wanna do your homework 

at home and your friends coming and asking if you wanna go for a drink, but it’s 

really hard, peer pressure, ‘cos you don’t want to let your friends down”. 

Minor Theme: Boarding school homesickness 

Some participants experienced homesickness which often resulted in the participants 

withdrawing and returning home. Terry was enrolled as a Year 8 student in a 

mainstream private boarding school but left part way through Year 10 claiming “I 

got a bit homesick and I’ve been away from my parents for a couple of years. I was 

only 13 or 14 when I came down so I wasn’t really ready for it”. He struggled 

academically because of being “away from your family for long periods of time. That 

was difficult as well. Just stuff. Just got a bit homesick at the end I think” (Terry). 

Ross also spoke of experiencing difficulty “staying away from home.” While 

Howard initially wanted to “get away from home for a while” he got a “bit bored” 

and after 18 months became homesick because he “liked going fishing and hunting 

with my dad at the weekends”. In contrast, Lisa, who resided with family, did not 

speak of homesickness and indicated she enjoyed being at the school where “you 

meet different people and all their families and stuff. Yes, it’s really like being back 

at home”. Bobby also suggested he was not experiencing home sickness. When 

asked if he planned to return to his home town when he graduated from the school he 

said in a strong voice “no” and that he would “stay in [city] for long as I can before 
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I go back home. Reason I don’t want to go back there is because [of] family... just 

hard living there” (Bobby). 

RESEARCH QUESTION 2: CHOICES 

This research question explores the choices that the participants made in their 

education. As indicated in Figure 6.2 at the start of this chapter, responses were 

grouped as either enabling choices or constraining choices. The major theme located 

under enabling choices was personal choices. There were no minor enabling themes. 

The choices the participants made, and expressed regret over most frequently, are 

located under constraining choices and include the major theme of the individual 

her/himself. There were no minor constraining themes. In this research, choice refers 

to choices the participants made in relation to their education. 

Enablers on Choices 

The following section presents the enabling choices that the Aboriginal youth 

considered impacted on their education. Making personal choices was a major theme 

in the participants’ responses. There were no minor enabling themes. The major 

theme is presented in detail below. 

Major Theme: Personal choices 

A majority of participants chose to attend the school of their own accord. While often 

these participants were leaving behind strong family links and knew that their 

experiences away from home would not always be positive they nevertheless chose 

to attend Tablelands. A majority of the participants wanted to access greater 

educational and career prospects and change what they believed were limited 

opportunities at home. When asked how he came to be enrolled in Tablelands 

Howard said “my mum chose to send me this way. Look at something new”. Lisa 
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claimed “I came to [the school] because I heard it was a good place. I heard they did 

more ... and sports and stuff. So I came here thinking I wanted to become a 

basketball player”. Jessica said she came to the school because “like in [town], we 

hear a lot about [the school]”. A small number of participants who felt that choices 

they made were not in their best interest at the time, now considered they contributed 

to where they were in their lives, including in education. In spite of being expelled 

from her previous secondary school and living in a boarding house with six other 

girls Maureen chose to enrol in Tablelands so that she could repeat Year 11 and 

complete Year 12. She then chose to change her rebellious nature when she realised 

that she was having a detrimental effect on other students. This surprised the other 

students who thought she would continue to exhibit disruptive behaviours. When 

asked if she was happy with her current choices, Maureen felt that her past choices 

made her “realise that education was a big part of my life. All my family are 

workers. My mum didn’t have any education”. Reflecting on a personal choice he 

had made, Terry stated: 

I think the choice of coming back to finish off my secondary schooling 

was a good choice for sure because once you get out into the big world, 

it’s very difficult these days to get a job without a good education. So I 

think that was a good choice to come back. 

Helen said she was happy with her choices “I just wanna get an education and 

probably go to uni and take it from there”. Bobby discussed his education choices 

and said: 

Well at one point, I was real desperate to like just get on with life instead 

of hanging around with friends, drinking and doing all the bad stuff. 

When I was in [home town] I was going to get a job and an 

apprenticeship, and there is another point when I was going to join the 

army, but I didn’t want to take that up as well, and decided to finish Year 

11 and 12 and probably hope that I get more opportunities. 

When asked if he was satisfied with the choices he had made regarding his education 

to date he said “yeah, real happy and so is my family. They’re happy as well, all the 
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way, instead of failing like a few of my other cousins and that” (Bobby). He also felt 

there were ample educational choices for Aboriginal youth today compared with the 

past. Maureen responded to the same question with “they got it easy”. When asked 

what she would choose to do once she completed her education at Tablelands, Helen 

indicated resiliency and forward planning when she replied “well, probably, I know 

I’ll graduate Year 12 but if I don’t then I think I’ll repeat it until I get graduated so I 

can probably go to university or TAFE”. Toby spoke of his friends choosing a 

lifestyle that included alcohol, girlfriends and having a good time and how he made 

the decision to walk away from them. When asked why he chose to do that while his 

friends chose a different path he said “Well, I think it tells you, just to get out of their 

family, as in their real family. Probably too much struggling and arguing and 

fighting. So to get their freedom and all that” (Toby). While he felt that his friends 

chose that course of action to escape family issues he said “as for me, I’m just trying 

to achieve something, like something different and get a job and all that” (Toby). 

Constraints on Choices 

The major theme of the individual her/himself emerged as a constraint on the choices 

made by the participants in education. There were no minor constraining themes in 

education. The major theme is presented in detail below. 

Major Theme: Individual her/himself 

One participant expressed regret in allowing other female students to bully her to the 

extent where she withdrew from secondary school in her nearest town and returned 

to her community. When asked what she would have chosen to do differently she 

said “I just could have just keep going back to school, if it wasn’t for those girls” 

and “I could have just told my parents” (Lisa). According to Lisa this affected her 
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education to the extent that she was now learning what she would normally have 

learnt during secondary school and claimed that her choice to leave Year 8 and move 

to another secondary school “was a bad choice because I was away from my family 

and I started feeling a bit homesick” (Lisa). When Terry was asked whether he 

would make different educational choices, he replied: 

I think that the choice I made to go back to [home town] when I was at 

[private boarding school] was the wrong choice because that was one of 

the top schools in WA. I thought I had a great opportunity at that school 

in education and also my sport. So forget that decision I got to get on 

with it I guess (Terry).  

Terry showed great insight when he reflected on why he chose to withdraw midway 

through Year 11: 

I think I wasn’t doing the right things at the time and I was getting into a 

bit of trouble at school and stuff and wasn’t coming to school regularly. I 

just thought it wasn’t worth it in the end. I thought it was better if I went 

out and seen what it was like in the big picture by myself, you know. I 

found out it was very different when I went out (Terry). 

Toby spoke of the problems associated with attending a boarding school where he 

found it difficult and more “challenging. I had more bigger trouble makers and all 

that. I had to find my way down this. I just gave up and only stayed there for one 

year and I went to [country boarding school] for year 9”. However, he found living in 

the country less interesting and his desire to go to the city grew as fighting within the 

school increased (Toby). Howard claimed he was unhappy with some of the choices 

he had made in the past particularly those relating to theft. His response to questions 

about the outcomes of these experiences was that he had learnt from them and that 

appearing before a legal court was a significant turning point. He felt preventative 

measures for youth were required such as “youth centres and campus are good for 

young people to keep them occupied, stop them from stealing and get out of drugs”. 

The loss of relationships with friends was cited by Bobby when talking about the 

cost of his decision to leave his hometown to attend Tablelands: 
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When you go back it’s all different than before, ‘cause they think that 

now you came to [name of city] and they sort of think you’re real like 

new and that and sometimes they treat you good, sometimes they don’t. 

Sometimes they real jealous and envy of you. 

Bobby claimed he regretted choices he had made in the past in relation to his 

education. He considered it would have been a better decision to remain at his 

previous boarding school instead of returning to his hometown where he began to 

engage in excessive alcohol consumption which he said impacted on his ability to 

think clearly. When asked why he drank excessively he replied that he hadn’t seen 

his friends for some time and felt it was a way to re-engage with them. If he had 

chosen not to consume alcohol his friends would “sort of think ‘ah, you think you’re 

too good for us’ and that and just have to” (Bobby). 

In each choice they made, regardless of whether they were positive or negative, the 

participants demonstrated resiliency which enabled them to make other choices 

regarding their education. Often these choices were made in spite of the necessity of 

leaving behind all that was familiar in their lives. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 3: SUCCESS 

This third and final research question begins by exploring definitions of success as 

well as those individuals the participants considered to be positive role models. The 

major and minor themes both enabling and constraining success are examined as 

indicated in Figure 6.2 at the start of this chapter. 

The Aboriginal youth themselves identified the family as their principal role model 

and Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal public figures as their secondary role model. The 

participants identified the individual her/himself as the major enabler on success and 

also a major constraint on success. There were no minor enabling themes. The minor 

themes of shame and sense of belonging were considered by the participants as 
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constraints on success in education. These major and minor themes are presented in 

detail, in this order, below. 

Participants Define Success 

A majority of participants defined success as the ability to achieve whatever goal 

individuals set for themselves. Participants were asked if they considered Aboriginal 

youth had experienced success in education. Terry stated “yeah, I think a lot of 

Aboriginal students have been successful in their education. If they put in as much as 

they can I think they can get a lot out of their education”. When asked if lack of 

success in education impacts on Aboriginal students, he said: 

It’s obviously affecting them. They lose a bit of confidence because 

they’re not doing well in school or they think maybe everyone else is 

doing better than them and stuff and that’s a big contribution why kids 

leave school, Aboriginal students, so early (Terry). 

Bobby defined success as “[when] you reach the highest point in your life and went 

through the hard stuff and that’s all behind you and now you’re where you wanted to 

be. That’s what success means to me”. On asking how he arrived at his definition of 

success he said “I sort of worked it out for myself. From being sort of a good son to 

my mum and I knew that if I be drinking and, like getting into trouble, I wouldn’t be 

a successful son” (Bobby). When asked if he considered he had been successful he 

responded that he had “in ways to make my mum proud. Like going all around WA 

and also going to different places in Australia and doing the things that I wouldn’t be 

doing” (Bobby). Jessica described her definition of success as “trying to get 

somewhere. You do it and you try and try and it works out for you and you keep 

going ... like aiming for where you are going and you get there. I think that’s 

success”. According to Jessica, her definition of success was arrived at by observing 

members of her own family. 
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Howard stated that success was “finishing off school and getting a good education 

and maybe going to university and studying and getting a job” a definition he felt he 

had always known. When asked if he considered he was successful, Howard 

confidently claimed that he was and when asked in what way, he identified 

completing his study tasks and obtaining good education results. Maureen defined 

success as achieving what you set out to achieve and thought that she arrived at this 

definition through her mother who “wanted me to be good like her”. Helen thought 

that success was something that you put a lot of energy into which then helps you to 

achieve it; a definition she claimed to have learnt from school and from “my uncles 

and aunties and my older brother [who] is my hero”. 

Principal Role Models: Family 

A majority of participants identified family as their role models. The characteristic 

identified most frequently by participants regarding family as role models was their 

ability to provide a wide level of support to the participants; offer guidance to others 

and lead positive and productive lives. Helen was asked why she considered her 

older brother her hero: 

He’s 19 I think. He’s really healthy, like he doesn’t drink or smoke, he 

never had. He never tried it before and he tried it but only once and 

didn’t like it so he doesn’t drink, he doesn’t smoke. He plays a lot of 

sport, basketball, football and he’s really fun, like he jokes around a lot 

and he does things the right way. He makes young kids learn, like when 

he sees them doing something wrong, he’ll tell them that it’s wrong for 

them and they listen to him, especially when he tells me, I listen. 

Helen also considered her uncles and aunts positive role models as they encouraged 

young family members to be confident in their appearance and abilities. Terry 

identified his father as his role model as he felt he had: 

A big impact on my marks so far, my schooling, my education. I suppose 

I look up to him as a pretty good role model. He has been so encouraging 

along the way. Telling me nothing is impossible in life. Whatever I want 

to do I can do it if I really want to.  
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Howard said his father was a role model who was successful as he went straight into 

the workforce, was in full time employment by the time he was 16 years of age and 

now had a company house as part of his employment package. Initially, when asked 

about her role models, Jessica claimed “I don’t have favourites”. However, she then 

identified her grandfather who “always knows what’s right. He’s wise. He’s really 

encouraging” (Jessica). She then continued by identifying her mother and her aunt 

who taught Aboriginal languages in a secondary school in her home town and 

finally, identified her older cousin who completed secondary school and then went 

on to have two children. Lisa considered her aunt as a role model as she was studying 

a media course in another Australian state. Maureen said “my role model would be 

my mum and her sisters. They all left home at early ages. They are all getting old and 

trying to encourage us to be successful”. Bobby identified his mother as his role 

model as “she has always been there for me. She has been like a mother and a father 

to me because I didn’t have a father, a father figure for me, so she was like both”. 

Bobby went on to identify his cousin-sisters as successful as “they found the right 

person for their life and they’re a good family, great jobs”. 

Secondary Role Models: Public Figures 

A small number of participants identified Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal popular 

public figures such as sports stars, singers and actors as people they considered were 

role models. Jessica identified Aboriginal artists such as Christine Anu and Archie 

Roach while Claire declared that “young Negroes or black Americans as singers and 

movie stars are successful”. Bobby identified Australian Rules Football star Gavin 

Wanganee as someone he considered a role model because “he’s sort of one of the 

first Aboriginals to win a Brownlow Medal and he still is the only one and I think he 

is very successful”. Ross named Australian Rules Football players and action movie 
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actors such as Bruce Willis and Jackie Chan as positive role models because of their 

action film star personas and their onscreen fight against evil forces. Most secondary 

role models were Aboriginal with a smaller number of individuals of different ethnic 

backgrounds. 

Enablers on Success 

The major theme on enablers of success was that related to the individual 

her/himself. There were no minor enabling themes. The major enabling theme is 

presented in detail below. 

Major Theme: Individual her/himself 

According to a majority of participants, the individual’s ability to plan and set goals 

was identified as an important enabler for attaining success. Terry considered 

achieving what one wants to do in life as an enabler of success. He would “set some 

goals for myself in the future and I hope to achieve those goals within the time I have 

set them for”. Howard spoke about the plans he had for the future which included 

getting “a license, get a good education, get a job, go to TAFE or uni”. In discussing 

his future plans Toby said that he needed to find a good job, preferably one in his 

home town. Helen spoke of her plan to re-enter team sports after injuring her knee. In 

discussing her plans for the future, Claire stated “I want to help my people”, while 

Maureen said she wanted to be a health worker. Maureen stated that it was possible 

for people to achieve their dreams but they must work hard. 

In response to the question of whether he had any plans for when he completed his 

studies at Tablelands, Howard said he wanted “to find a good job at home. I want to 

find a job back home, so I can get [back] to family and do the things that I want to do 

back there”. When asked if he would seek work in a local mining company, he 
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replied with great personal insight “I would find it a bit too big for me because of 

night shift and all that. I need my sleep, so I would say it’s a bit too hard. Not ready” 

(Howard). Confidence and determination played a part in Jessica’s success in 

learning to play a musical instrument and considered it helpful traits for a career in 

the music industry. Terry said with confidence that “I’m pretty independent. The 

decisions I make are pretty well my own. That’s not to say that I don’t get some help 

off my mum and dad and ideas off them. I do get help from family and friends”. 

Extending the discussion about enablers on success, Bobby identified a number of 

strategies he believed would encourage success including increasing the number of 

qualified Aboriginal teachers in schools. It was his view that Aboriginal teachers 

treated Aboriginal students like “a big family” as they “would know where they are 

coming from, if they speak of their own problems, they know where they are coming 

from and the right way to help them” (Bobby). When asked what would happen if 

there were no support mechanisms in schools, no family support, no Aboriginal 

teachers to assist Aboriginal youth, he replied “it would be real hard. It would be 

hard, like, from going from home every day to school and seeing, like, two different 

environments every day and I think, they’d rather settle for home than school” 

(Bobby). 

Constraints on Success 

In exploring the constraints that participants perceived as impacting on educational 

success, major and minor themes were identified. The major theme of the individual 

her/himself was presented as an important factor in constraining academic success. 

Two minor themes of shame and lack of a sense of belonging were identified as 

constraints on the participants’ education. These major and minor themes are 

presented in detail, in this order, below. 
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Major Theme: Individual her/himself 

The behaviours of Aboriginal youth were considered by many participants to be a 

factor in the success of Aboriginal students in education. Terry identified a number 

of behavioural factors he considered were constraining students from being 

successful in their education: 

I think not turning up to school regularly on a daily basis. A lot of 

Aboriginal students up north tend to pull out of school early because they 

get a girlfriend or something and she ends up getting pregnant or 

something and they can’t cope with their schooling and have to care for 

a child. A lot of students tend to get on the grog and stuff and don’t worry 

about their education. They would rather be drinking and smoking and 

stuff. 

When asked why Aboriginal youth may not experience success in education Helen 

stated “probably haven’t experienced enough with schooling and probably 

experience more out of school like drinking, hanging out with friends and smoking, 

stealing and all that”. According to Helen, some youth engaged in these activities 

because they believed it made them appear “cool” in the eyes of other youth. Drugs, 

alcohol, teenage romance and teenage pregnancy were also cited by Howard as 

reasons why some Aboriginal youth may not experience success. Maureen stated her 

“oldest sister didn’t have no education and my brother dropped out at Year 11 and 

the drink got the best of him”. 

Cultural clashes between different Aboriginal groups were also considered 

constraints on education and occurred at different times for some participants. Lisa 

spoke of incidents between students from Tablelands School who were from other 

regional areas of the state and Aboriginal young people who were members of the 

local traditional group. Lisa, who came from another region, told of two separate 

incidents involving herself and her cousin-sister who she lived with while she was 

attending Tablelands. 
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Girls came up to me when I first came here and they told [asked] me if I 

was [name of traditional Aboriginal group in the city] or black and I said 

no, I’m black. They looked at me, like I don’t know what and what hurt 

me inside was, like these mob, these [name of traditional Aboriginal 

group] mob don’t like black people. 

When she was asked why this was the case, she answered “jealous” (Lisa). Again, 

when asked why, she said: 

Some of the girls say, “I’m jealous of black girls.” Like my sister, cousin-

sister, who I stay with. She had lots of fights because she’s white ... and 

she was getting along with all the [name of traditional Aboriginal group] 

girls and that. Then they find out that she was black and they just jumped 

her. They double banked her and flogged her (Lisa). 

On discussing it further she revealed that although her cousin-sister was Aboriginal, 

she was of fair-complexion and the local Aboriginal young women thought she was 

one of their people. When this group discovered that she was an Aboriginal person 

from a more northern remote region of WA they reacted in a negative manner. 

According to Lisa, the girls from the south-west did not accept girls who came from 

the perceived more culturally traditional regions of the state. Lisa also spoke with 

great feeling about what she felt affected young Aboriginal people in education when 

she stated: 

Mixing with the wrong people. Like it hurts me when I see my youngest 

brother and sister or my nieces and nephews mixing with the wrong mob 

and like they want to be out late at night. My nieces and nephews, they 

are, like, 9 [years] and they go out late at night and hurts me when I tell 

them to go home and they don’t do it. They just ignore me. 

Lisa further expanded by saying that these young family members would get into 

fights and would smoke because of the pressure placed on them by their friends. 

When asked why these young people were not at home, she replied: 

They just doing their own thing. Some kids trying to be heroes, stuff, like 

going out and other kids mixing and like ‘yeah, we’ll do that too’ [and 

that her] little cousin-brother, he used to mix with the wrong mob and he 

used to smoke gunja and steal, break into houses and shops.  
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In response to whether or not her cousin-brother, who was close to 10 years of age at 

that time, continued with this behaviour, she said that he had stopped which made 

her happy. He was sent “out bush, schooling” and that her father and brothers spoke 

with him and then “they gave him the biggest hiding” (Lisa). Ross felt that male 

Aboriginal youth often exhibit good behaviour in primary school but once they reach 

secondary school they begin to start “messing around” and “talk [back] and that, 

give cheek and try to fight everyone.” When asked why, he replied “thought they 

were old enough, thought they was man’s” (Ross). 

Minor Theme: Shame 

When asked what prevented Aboriginal youth from experiencing success Claire 

claimed “they’re scared. Can’t read and write. They are shame”. Maureen echoed 

this statement when she said “my little brother can’t read or write. He’s too shamed. 

In Year 8 people were teasing him and he doesn’t want go back now”. Claire took 

this further and stated “that’s one thing about black fellows; they feel shame”. Toby 

was asked how it felt attending a private boarding school where he was the only 

Aboriginal student in his class: “it was, like, a bit shame, frightened to walk in class 

with the non-Aboriginals”. The behaviours of immediate family members were 

highlighted as influencing the behaviours of young people. According to Toby “it’s 

my mum... I didn’t want to go to graduate ... she went there drunk. So I felt 

ashamed... so I didn’t go... and that stuffed me up.” Asked what that felt like for him 

he replied “I felt wild. I felt bad, ashamed” (Toby). 

Minor Theme: Lack of sense of belonging 

According to Bobby one important reason why Aboriginal youth engage with alcohol 

and drugs is because they don’t feel they belong in either society or school. When 
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asked to expand further, Bobby said “it’s real hard for young Aboriginals to make, 

like, friends with real successful people so they make friends with their own sort of 

category where they fit in and they just want to stay and don’t move up” because 

they “put stuff into their heads and they probably think ‘ah, he’s not gonna wanta 

hang with me’ and that’s what brings them down”. Bobby spoke of how young 

Aboriginal people feel their families don’t care about them and their education as 

they often have insufficient food and frequently experience overcrowding in the 

home making studying difficult. Jessica claimed Aboriginal youth seldom feel they 

belong in school where they experience little success “I ask them if they are coming 

to school and they say ‘no, I can’t ‘cause I’m black’. They think because they are 

black, they can’t do what other people do... they’re not smart enough and all this 

stuff”. Jessica claimed they received this belief from “their parents probably. Some 

of my Aboriginal friends, their parents drink and they tell their kids ‘don’t go to 

school’” thus increasing the likelihood that young Aboriginal people won’t see 

school as a place where they belong. When asked how Aboriginal students may react 

to hearing such advice, she said “Sometimes they see other parents and say I wish we 

had them and really get upset and stressful because they haven’t got support from 

them” (Jessica). 

Jessica went on to say that some Aboriginal young people tend to rely on the 

opinions of others which they then take adopt as their own. These same opinions 

cause them to become upset and they then think they are incapable of achievement. 

Jessica also spoke of her experiences of being publically excluded from general 

society: “[I was] waiting for the bus and other buses go by and kids throw things at 

you” and “I’d get on the bus every morning. You’d be the only blackfella on the bus 

or something. You feel like everyone is watching you and you feel uncomfortable” 
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(Jessica). When asked how Aboriginal youth feel when they believe they don’t 

belong or are not able to achieve Claire said “they feel there is no point, nothing” 

while Maureen claimed “I think there is a lot of suicides because they think nobody 

loves them, then they die”. In response to the question of whether many Aboriginal 

youth feel this way, Claire replied: 

Yes. My second cousin tried to commit suicide at 15. My uncle had a bad 

childhood and drank a lot to get out of his problems and one day he just 

took off. That day we all had a family barbeque and then he was just 

gone. 

In clarifying that Aboriginal youth believed that no one cared about them Claire 

stated “it’s hard being black sometimes. You can be ashamed of it. You walk into a 

shopping centre you have to know how to stand up for yourself. Being white is you 

are protected. You’re alright. You blend in”. When asked how Aboriginal youth 

might react she said “they don’t care. They just run amuck if they haven’t been loved. 

They don’t know how to show love to others”. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter set out to explore the research questions of participation, choices and 

success with participants enrolled at the Tablelands School in WA. When exploring 

the research question of participation the most common response was that the 

primary school experience proved to be their most popular and happiest time. While 

support from family and friends helped some with their secondary school 

experiences, for others, participation in secondary school resulted in a lack of family 

and institutional support. Within the family group, the participants experienced a 

number of financial and emotional pressures which challenged their ability to 

participate, make constructive choices and succeed in education. During their 

secondary school years they experienced a breakdown between their academic and 
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personal interests. The outcome was less than positive and resulted in the participants 

low academic performance or withdrawal from the school system altogether. 

Woven throughout the participants’ responses to the research question of choices was 

the resiliency of these Aboriginal youth. In spite of experiencing various constraints 

on their choices, the participants bounced back and re-engaged with education and 

set goals for the future. Most participants expressed strong regret for past choices 

they had made in relation to their education. Frequently, these constraining choices 

were in response to difficult issues impacting on them in education, such as 

homesickness; home life; fighting; and moving from school to school. In discussing 

the research question of success, a majority of participants more easily identified 

factors which limited success in education rather than pointing out those factors 

contributing to educational success. Most participants were not as expansive in their 

answers to the question of what defines success. However, being able to set and 

achieve goals was the most common response. Family members were identified by 

the majority of participants as people they considered to be role models with a 

smaller number identifying Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal celebrities as role models. 

The majority of participants from Tablelands came from families who experienced 

challenges such as limited financial resources; extended families; alcohol and drug 

issues; domestic violence; transient lifestyles; and suicides. In addition, the 

participants experienced daily challenges as the result of continuing with their 

education. These included homesickness, bullying and peer pressure while dealing at 

the same time with emotional changes that accompany adolescence. However, what 

was clear was the inner strength of all the participants at Tablelands School who, 

despite obstacles, persevered and remained focused on staying in education where 

they held onto the hope of creating a strong and positive future for themselves and 
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their families. In summary, the Aboriginal youth from Tablelands School identified 

family and the individual her/himself as major enablers in their education while 

equally believing that the family and the individual her/himself was a major 

constraint on their education. 



Chapter 7: Case Study 3 — Hill Top Centre  195 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

CASE STUDY 3: HILL TOP CENTRE 

“I want to become something” (Albert). 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Hill Top Centre (‘Hill Top’) has been through a number of institutional changes 

since it first opened its doors as an education and training provider in the 1970s. 

During the decade prior to the 1970s, the Western Australian (WA) state government 

discussed the possibility of establishing a training facility in the region to provide 

Aboriginal people with the knowledge and skills required to gain employment, 

particularly in the state’s rapidly expanding mining industry. The end result of this 

discussion was the 1973 establishment of a new training facility, under the auspices 

of a government department. The facility was considered a new model in the 

provision of education for Aboriginal people. It catered for male and female WA 

students who lived in either single or family accommodation on the training site. The 

aim of the then new education facility was to provide education, home management 

and work ethics to successfully engage in society. 

By 1976, it was re-classified as a special facility and came under the management of 

another state government department. In 1985, the management of the facility moved 

to yet another state government department. A further and significant change for the 

training facility occurred in 1993 when it became an independent education provider. 

It was at this time that it ceased providing on-site accommodation for families; 

however, residential accommodation for individual students remained available. The 
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facility then began offering education programmes to students in outlying 

communities which meant the establishment of new smaller centres and annexes. As 

this time, the facility also formed its own council consisting of a majority of 

Indigenous members. In 1998, it merged with the town’s mainstream state education 

provider and in the year 2000, partnered with one of the town’s two main 

government education providers and was designated as a Centre and called ‘Hill 

Top’. 

In 2003, Hill Top came under the auspices of a major state government vocational 

education and training provider; the result of the amalgamation of the two 

government providers of vocational education and training in the town. At the time 

of the data collection phase there were 600 Indigenous students enrolled at Hill Top. 

The Centre’s 2009–2010 Strategic Direction Plan listed one of its objectives as 

developing the region and building the capacities of communities through greater 

economic growth and advancement. A priority in achieving this objective is the 

improvement of Indigenous training focusing on building skills leading to greater 

employment opportunities in the competitive labour market. 

Aboriginal student support was a key strategy in retaining Aboriginal students at Hill 

Top which had an established Aboriginal student support unit. The support provided 

by staff to students was considered very important for student retention and 

completion and included engaging with students in relaxed and personal one-on-one 

meetings; listening to student concerns; dispensing career ideas; and assisting 

students with issues such as housing and education costs. The participants could 

access the on-site student accommodation. The Indigenous Support Unit also assisted 

students to access hostel accommodation within the town. The Centre offered a daily 

bus run that collected and returned students. A number of students were on Abstudy 



Chapter 7: Case Study 3 — Hill Top Centre  197 

while others were part of mutual obligation agreements between themselves and the 

government unemployment programme, ‘Job Link’, which was administered through 

the Federal government’s social services department, Centrelink. Class size was 

based on student/teacher ratio and was capped at 14 students with an ideal student 

number ranging from between 10 and 12 students. The usual daily class attendance 

was 10 students. In this section of the chapter, themes emerging from the interviews 

conducted with the participants of the Centre are identified and discussed in an 

attempt to reveal the perspectives of Aboriginal youth on what either enabled or 

constrained their participation, choices and success in education. 

THE PARTICIPANTS 

There were ten participants from Hill Top Centre ranging in age from 16 to 21 years 

and, as indicated below in Figure 7.1, from a range of WA metropolitan and regional 

areas. 

Participant 
Pseudonyms 

Age 
(yrs) 

Location Region Australian 
State 

1. Stuart 16 Small town North-west region WA 

2. Melonie 18 Small town Mid-west region WA 

3. Megan 17 Large town North-west region WA 

4. William 19 Community North-west region WA 

5. Debra 18 Large town North West region WA 

6. Bonnie 19 Large town North-west region WA 

7. Susie 18 City Northern region NT 

8. Albert 21 Large town North-west region WA 

9. Jenny 17 Large town North-west region WA 

10. Annie 16 Small town North-west region WA 

Figure 7.1: Participant background demography 
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Further details about the participants are outlined in the following paragraphs. 

Stuart (16 years) 

Stuart presented as a quietly spoken, gentle and reserved young man who lived at 

home with his mother, stepfather and siblings. His mother held high expectations for 

Stuart and his education. He was confident and focused on his studies where he was 

enrolled in the Certificate I & II in Automotive Studies. His attendance was 

considered to be very high. 

Melonie (18 years) 

Melonie presented as a very positive, strong and confident young woman with 

definite ideas and opinions who had been living independently from a young age. 

Melonie was living alone in private accommodation. Her father is non-Aboriginal 

and was born interstate and had returned to live interstate with her younger sister 

when Melonie was in Year 8 or 9. Details about her mother were not revealed. 

Melonie worked part time in a government department while she was completing her 

studies at Hill Top. At the time of the interview she was enrolled in Certificate III 

where she was progressing well. Her attendance for Certificate III was considered 

excellent. Melonie later successfully completed Certificates I, II and III in 

Information and Technology. 

Megan (17 years) 

Megan was a quiet, gentle young woman who appeared very self-contained, 

articulate and with firm opinions. Until she was in Year 9, Megan, her mother, father 

and siblings moved constantly because of her father’s employment in the mining 

industry. Megan’s future goal was to enrol in performance studies in Perth where she 

hoped to become an actor and break into the film industry. Megan had previously 
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completed mechanical courses relating to the mining industry. Her attendance for 

these three courses was considered high. She was enrolled in a business course. 

William (19 years) 

William, who had undergone Aboriginal law, came from a very strong Aboriginal 

background where his family and community practised their culture and spoke their 

Aboriginal language. William was friendly, confident, had a strong sense of identity, 

held strong views and opinions and was a very clear and articulate speaker. He 

considered family as the most important part of his life. William considered hard 

work and education would bring positive results in people’s lives. At the time of the 

interview William was awaiting the birth of his first child. He was enrolled in an 

automotive course. 

Debra (18 years) 

Debra had a strong sense of self. She was articulate and knew exactly what she 

wanted from life. She had strong opinions about life in general, especially as it 

relates to young people. Debra’s character was strong enough to withstand pressure 

from friends to engage in behaviours involving alcohol consumption. She continued 

to live at home with her supportive family. Debra enrolled at the Centre as it offered 

music courses. Debra had previously completed an earlier certificate in music. 

Bonnie (19 years) 

Bonnie presented at the interview as quiet, gentle but slightly withdrawn. She felt she 

received support from her parents to continue in education. Bonnie’s other siblings 

exited from secondary school either prior to, or on completion of Year 10, thus 

making Bonnie the only young person in her family to continue with education. 
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Bonnie was enrolled in a business course. She had previously successfully completed 

an early business certificate. 

Susie (18 years) 

Susie spoke clearly, strongly but also rapidly. Susie, her mother and her brothers 

travelled around Australia, living in different towns and cities and attending different 

schools. Many of her mother’s family continued to live in the town where Susie now 

lived. The family spent 11years in a city in another Australian state, and smaller 

periods of time in two other cities in the eastern states of Australia. She wasn’t 

entirely sure what she wanted to do in regards to work and education. She was very 

firm in stating she didn’t like living in the town where this study took place; she 

found the town boring. Susie was enrolled in an arts course which she successfully 

completed. 

Albert (21 years) 

Albert spoke quietly but seemed a slightly apprehensive young man. Albert had lived 

in another Aboriginal community and town in the Kimberley besides the town where 

he was born and was living at the time of the interview. Albert was open about 

discussing the difficulties confronting him in his life. He talked about the mental 

health problems faced by his younger brother and his reactions to the stress that this 

created for him in the family home. Albert did not choose to enrol at Hill Top, 

instead he was directed to by a government agency. He was focusing on the future 

and the forthcoming birth of his first child. He was enrolled in an automotive course. 

Jenny (17 years) 

Jenny was softly spoken but very firm about her independence as a young woman. 

Jenny’s mother is Aboriginal and was born in another WA town while her father, 
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also Aboriginal, was born in the same town where this study took place. Jenny was 

close to her grandparents who were influential in her life, especially her grandfather. 

Jenny was enrolled in a business course. 

Annie (16 years) 

Annie presented as a confident and happy young woman. Annie had two brothers; 

one younger brother lived in another region in WA and the remaining brother lived 

with Annie and her mother. Her father lived in another WA town separate to her 

mother and the children. Annie and her mother, brother and cousins moved to 

another eastern Australian state after the breakup of her parent’s relationship. The 

family returned to a different WA town before finally returning to the same town 

where this research site is located. Annie’s father had completed secondary school 

while her mother withdrew from secondary school when she met Annie’s father. 

However, her mother later enrolled at an education and training institution where she 

now worked. Annie was very close to her family, especially her mother. On 

completion of the interview Annie was keen to stay and ask more detailed questions 

about the study. Annie was enrolled in Certificate II in Business Administration. 

THEMES TO EMERGE FROM THE INTERVIEWS 

The research questions for this study provided the basis for exploring the topics of 

participation, choices and success of these Aboriginal participants in education. Both 

major and minor themes emerged from the participants’ stories. Figure 7.2 below 

provides an overview of the focus of each research question (across the top) and 

major and minor themes to emerge from the interviews. The emergent themes are 

grouped according to whether they are enablers or constraints on participation, 

choices and success in education. These themes are not mutually exclusive; there is 

an overlap between them. They have been separated for analytical purposes. 
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Research Question 1 Research Question 2 Research Question 3 

Enablers on Participation Enablers on Choices Enablers on Success 

Major: Family 

Minor: Friends 

Minor: Educational institutions 

Minor: Purpose 

Major: Family Participants define 
success 

Principal role models: 
Family 

Secondary role models: 
Public figures 

Major: Individual 
her/himself 

Constraints on Participation Constraints on Choices Constraints on Success 

Major: Family 

Minor: Educational institutions 

Major: Individual 
her/himself 

Major: Family 

Minor: Mental health  

Figure 7.2: Overview of the enablers and constraints on participation, choices and 
success. 

 

The chapter now proceeds to work through the research questions in order 

(participation, choices, success), highlighting first enablers and then constraints for 

each as reported by the Aboriginal youth at this case study site. Those topics most 

frequently expressed by the participants are grouped as major themes whilst those 

topics less frequently expressed by the participants are grouped as minor themes. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 1: PARTICIPATION 

In investigating participation in education, both enablers and constraints were 

identified. Under the theme of participation are the enabling and constraining 

experiences the participants recalled from their time in primary and secondary 

schools as well as their current tertiary educational institution. 
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Enablers on Participation 

In exploring the factors that enabled these Aboriginal youth to participate in their 

education, family emerged as the major theme. Friends, educational institution and 

purpose were identified as minor themes. These major and minor themes are 

presented in detail, in this order, below. 

Major Theme: Family 

The enabling theme of family support featured strongly throughout the participants’ 

stories. The degree of support provided by families was a major factor in the 

participation and completion of courses by the participants at the Centre. Most 

participants felt that the support provided by their parents, grandparents or other 

close family members made a difference in whether or not they enrolled in and 

completed a course. The support that these family members gave ranged from 

providing transport to and from their place of education; having family and friends 

studying in the same institution; providing encouragement to take up study and to 

continue on to completion; and listening to them when they wanted to speak. As one 

participant said “yeah, supported us. That’s why, kept me strong and now you know, 

that’s why I go back to schooling” (William). Debra said her parents encouraged her 

to go to the Centre rather than remain at home where she was more likely to be non-

productive. When asked what helped her stay at Hill Top, Susie said her mother 

wanted her there so that she would eventually have a good career and that “my mum 

says that if I don’t do anything that she won’t speak to me again”. The participants 

came from families that were not in strong financial positions. A significant number 

of the participants’ families were providing for extended family members who lived 

with them. When discussing family support, none of the participants identified 

receiving support of a financial or resource nature from their families. An 
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overwhelming majority of the participants identified family support as one of 

encouragement and motivation. William recalled how his father made sure that he 

attended school every day. If he was absent, or got involved in altercations with other 

students, he was quickly reprimanded by his father: 

I used to go as a kid, you know, every day, ‘cause if you miss out a day 

and happen at school, you get a clip over the ears from Dad, if we miss 

stuff at school. Sometimes I have a fight at school with one of the boys 

and Dad’s “what’s wrong with you, boy, you should learn”. Even though 

it’s not my fault, I still got hit, you know, “you promised to stay out of 

trouble, walk away from them” (William). 

For William, connection to family was cited as an important support system; he had 

left his community to live in another town and was studying at Hill Top: 

Yeah, away from home and I’m the only one here, but I still got my uncle 

and aunty stay here. Aunty [name] from you know, grandmother [name], 

her daughter’s here. I go and see her time to time and have a talk and it 

make me feel good, you know, when I’m down and that. It’s good to have 

family here, long way, plus all my girlfriend you, all the brother-in-laws 

and family come and, they come and talk (William). 

In contrast to this major theme of support from family, Albert felt that he preferred 

studying in an education and training institution where he was either unknown or had 

limited or no contact with family and friends “cause I don’t know no-one there and 

no-one knows me”. When asked why he replied “I can concentrate more on my work 

that I do”. What was significant about this participant was that he came from a 

family situation where he felt he was not receiving support, particularly financial 

support. The belief that he wasn’t being supported financially resulted in him 

engaging in anti-social behaviour such as stealing in order to support himself. At that 

time he was 14 years old, in Year 10 and was living intermittently with his aunties 

and uncles where, he said “I had to steal, break into people’s houses and all that to 

get money” (Albert). At this time he also began to engage in substance misuse and 

“started drugs and all that… drinking” (Albert). Thus, an enabler for this participant 

was absence of family which he considered did not provide adequate support and 
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distracted him from his studies. Many participants who attended school regularly had 

other family members attending the same school; these family members were either 

younger or older siblings or cousins. William stated “Yeah, I have mates here, I have 

family too. I have a brother doing it [mechanics course]” while Debra said her 

parents both attended the Centre along with “all my aunties in computers there, and 

some cousins”. 

Minor Theme: Friends 

Close friendships also provided necessary support for a large majority of the 

participants. A small number of participants who lived away from their home towns 

stated that they made other friends particularly from within their schools. Debra 

recalled that when she went to boarding school she “liked [it] because it is good to 

get away from here, somewhere different. You meet other people, like I’ve got a 

whole lot of friends down there too”. When asked if boarding school would have 

been more difficult not having friends or someone she knew, Debra answered 

“Probably. I guess I still had to make them anyway. I had my cousins and everything 

down there”. This statement highlighted an awareness of the need to take on 

challenges when they were presented to her; in this case she understood the need to 

make new friends even though she had family to fall back onto if she needed support. 

Another participant spoke about secondary school in the southern region of WA as 

being “really good … it had everything there, yeah, it was really easy too … there 

was a good mixture of friends, yeah” (Megan). Stuart highlighted the importance of 

having friends in educational institutions when he recalled not having family or 

friends to support him to settle into school when he and his family regularly 

transferred between towns. Without friends it was “a bit difficult, but like some of the 
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school people were alright and they just come up and wanted to know who I was and 

that”. Stuart again highlighted how it was easier to make friends in smaller schools 

than in larger schools, thus enabling greater educational participation, when he said 

in large schools he felt “a bit left out ‘cause I didn’t know anybody there”. Megan 

spoke of having many friends particularly at one secondary school where, according 

to her, 75% of the students were Aboriginal. According to Bonnie, the most 

important reason for attending secondary school was to socialise with her friends. 

This response was spoken with firmness and without hesitation, in complete contrast 

to most of the interview where she spoke hesitantly and with clipped responses. 

When asked if she attended the Centre to socialise with friends, Bonnie responded by 

saying that she was also enrolled at the Centre to “basically, just to get a job and 

earn a living”. In discussing the topic of friends and whether she had any previous 

school friends studying with her at Hill Top Megan’s responses indicated confusion 

between recognising the value of friends but was also not wanting to be distracted by 

them: “well, most of them have jobs and that but other than that I don’t, I don’t 

remotely know, ‘cause most of my friends, my friends live in [town], so I wouldn’t 

know what they’re doing at this time”. Expanding further, Megan said that she mixed 

with “mainly family, sometime other friends but it’s mainly all family ‘cause friends 

are all bad”. In clarifying, Megan stated that her friends were “not bad, mainly like, 

half of them are mainly, you know, pregnant with kids”. 

Minor Theme: Educational institutions 

A significant number of participants felt they had very positive experiences in their 

educational institutions. These positive school experiences included school work that 

was not too difficult and supportive and helpful teachers. One participant recalled 

that primary school “was pretty good, ah, alright. Wish I could go back there” 
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(Albert). Bonnie spoke about how much she liked primary school “just being with 

friends and staying with one class. Not being able to go to four or five classes in one 

day”. Attending an education provider, such as Hill Top, where its student 

population was predominantly Aboriginal; where many were family members; and it 

had a significant number of Aboriginal staff, was considered an enabler in the 

participants’ participation. This afforded most participants a sense of social and 

cultural safety and a belief that staff understood their Aboriginal backgrounds and 

academic challenges. The following quote captures this view: 

I just like [Hill Top], because, not being racist or anything, it’s a 

blackfella Centre. You know, there are more black fellas there and, I 

don’t know, the lecturers, they’re blackfellas as well, you know, and they 

know where you are coming from when you’re talking to them. It’s really 

good… I mean I don’t mind being around white people but you feel more 

comfortable when you go to other Aboriginal people in the classroom 

(Melonie). 

Bonnie said she wanted to go to the Centre because there were more Aboriginal 

students and because “[the Centre] is more comfortable”. Megan said that when her 

aunt transferred with her employment position from another town to Hill Top she 

“sort of gave me that bit of encouragement to just get up and go and you do it 

[enrolled at Hill Top]” (Megan). Debra felt that studying at the Centre was made 

easier because she had “a lot of family here, a whole bunch. All the [name] family 

and the [family name]. Like Aunty [name] and all that. My mum and dad comes here 

too”. The support of the Centre staff was also considered important by Melonie who 

identified an Aboriginal non-teaching staff member who helped her when needed. 

Melonie also spoke of the support provided by a teacher: 

[name] is the main one. She helped me a lot last year ‘cause I wanted to 

chuck my course in last year when I was doing the course, but, yeah, well 

she knows where I’m from so I had a yarn with her and she helped me 

out a lot. She got me back on the course ... they [staff] help you out a lot, 

you know, so there isn’t anything you can really complain about. What’s 

the use of enrolling in a course if you’re not going to finish it? It’s a 
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waste of money, it’s a waste of your time and the lecturer’s time, so 

there’s no point in enrolling if you’re not going to do it. You may as well 

just stay home. 

William provided an example of his primary and secondary school’s support by 

identifying the inclusion of Aboriginal culture into the school programmes. For 

example, William talked about how the school organised the students to go out and 

hunt for food from the sea and then brought this experience back into the classroom. 

This linking of cultural practice with the school curriculum was seen as a positive 

approach by William: 

All the subjects, yeah, it was all good you know, and plus that we can go 

down and hunt for trochus shell and learning about, like, our way of 

cleaning them, how they do stuff and bring it into the school and, bring it 

in another way and learn together, you know. 

William considered the school had developed a strong, positive link with the 

community where the staff and parents had a relationship that enabled both groups to 

discuss school matters and stated that there was “a good relationship and, like, the 

school was in the middle of the community, and yeah, it was, all the teachers get 

along with the parents you know”. He went on to say that while he had very positive 

experiences in primary school there were times when he did get into trouble for 

talking in class or for fighting with other boys about “who’s the best fishermen and 

all that, like when we was young fellas, but we look back now and we have a laugh 

about it, you know, cause that was when we was young”. Secondary school, William 

recalled, was “different, like all together, like going to school, going fishing together 

on the boat, like, going through the tribal tradition”. On further discussion about 

why there were less fights, William said “we worked together, went fishing a lot, 

catch turtle. Like our tradition and culture that kept us together you know”. This 

suggests that active participation in Aboriginal culture and its promotion and 
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inclusion into school programmes supported the students culturally, socially and 

academically. 

Minor Theme: Purpose 

A lesser, but significant minor enabling theme related to why the participants were 

undertaking further studies. A small number of participants identified their purpose 

for attending the Centre was to complete their studies and eventually qualify in their 

chosen field of employment. William’s purpose for being at the Centre was to 

become a qualified mechanic and recalled becoming interested in fixing cars as a 

young boy growing up in his community where most men were bush mechanics 

(unqualified mechanics): 

I don’t know, I suppose just travelling out bush and being broken down, 

you know, and didn’t want to be stranded, you know, and can’t move 

nowhere and like, we broke down like heaps of times when I was young 

and no-one couldn’t fix the car or something you know, something wrong 

with the car, wait for the next car to come and tow us back into town you 

know and yeah, that’s why I wanted to be a mechanic, so next time we 

broke down, I’ll fix it, the problem, you know? 

Another participant claimed that her purpose for being at the Centre was to acquire 

more knowledge and skills so that she would be more successful in obtaining 

employment. This participant also said “I really regret dropping out because I 

wanted to get to uni, everything is so harder now to get a job. I’m not getting any 

younger so I may as well just get up and do something” (Megan). Of the three male 

youth interviewed, two identified the forthcoming births of their first child as the 

purpose for their continuation in education and training. These two participants were 

conscious of the importance of being fathers who could provide for their children and 

the need for them to be significant in each child’s life. Albert talked about how he 

could resist pressures from his friends not to attend the Centre because his “girlfriend 

has got a baby on the way” and that “as I see it, if this baby comes out I wanna see 
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it, you know, do better than what I did”. William related how the imminent birth of 

his first child was his purpose for moving to the town and attending the Centre and 

said “I’m here in [town] with my girlfriend, here now at the moment and she’s 22 

weeks pregnant and we starting a new life here, family. I’ll continue here, I’ve got 

girlfriend”. A very small number of participants stated that their purpose for 

attending the Centre was to prove to their parents that they could succeed and to 

alleviate boredom. Melonie stated that she was affected by her father and sister 

moving to an eastern Australian state to live but that this made her want to persevere 

with her studies; she wanted to prove to her father that she could succeed: 

My father. He’s, like my little sister is with him. They’ve actually moved 

over to [state] and I was really sad when they left. They moved over to 

the other side of the country and he’s taken my little sister with him, you 

know? It was bad that he moved away but it was good because it made 

me more stuck even more into my work, I guess, because he’s not there 

and just, oh, you don’t want him to think ‘oh, now that I’m not there she 

has just gone wild’. You want him to think ‘oh, I did learn from him’, you 

know? I did learn how to go to school every day. [It was important] to 

live up to his expectations, really. 

Another participant responded to the question of why she was attending the Centre 

by stating that it offered studies in music which she was passionate about and that 

she got “bored pretty easy so I do a lot of things to occupy me” (Debra). Preventing 

potential boredom was one of her purposes for attending Hill Top. 

Constraints on Participation 

The previous sections of this chapter considered enablers on the participation of 

Aboriginal youth in education as identified by the Aboriginal youth themselves. This 

section presents the major and minor constraints the participants considered impacted 

on their participation in education. The major theme of the family emerged as a 

constraint on their education. Educational institutes emerged as a minor constraint on 

the participants’ education. 
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Major Theme: Family 

A transient lifestyle caused many educational and social disruptions to a significant 

number of participants. The explanations given for moving from town to town 

included family reasons and work purposes. The participants spoke of the difficulties 

of living a transient lifestyle which impacted on their ability to progress academically 

and maintain close friendships. As a result of her father’s work, the impact of a past 

transient lifestyle was apparent in the voice of one participant who stated the 

following: 

We used to live in [town] for a couple of years and then moved back to 

[town], then onto [town], then to [town], from [town] back to [town] and 

then onto [town] and then back up here, then back to [town] and then 

back up to [town] where we stay now (Megan). 

When asked about how she felt about the constant movement, Megan replied: 

It was ok but travelling a lot interrupted a lot of my schooling because 

we was always staying in one place for six or eight month or it might be 

just under a year and that’s about it. So we moved around a lot you 

know, when I was going to school and stuff. 

Megan considered that the frequency with which her family moved influenced her 

decision to withdraw from secondary school. Megan said to her parents: 

If you move back to [town], I’m not going, you know, going to school. 

And he [father] was like, “oh well you know, what can you do”? My mum 

was a bit upset, she didn’t want me to pull out. I just did it anyway. 

Another participant found it hard moving from different towns and schools and when 

asked what was difficult she stated she found it especially hard leaving [city in 

another state] where she had formed close friendships “cause I grew up with them 

and I was there for 11 years and I left them”. Stuart stated that he moved constantly 

with his family during what were clearly important years of secondary school “came 

here to high school in Year 9 then went back up to [name of town in the Kimberley], 

then I came back and did Year 10 in [name of school] in [name of town]”. 
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Another constraint on the participation of these Aboriginal youth in education was 

that of family crises. A significant but small number of participants found it difficult 

to both remain in education and maintain their level of academic achievement when 

family members were in crisis, whether through the onset of a medical condition, the 

death of a close family member or family breakdowns and disputes. Often such 

events meant that participants were less likely to continue their education. One 

participant claimed the reason he left home at 14 years of age, lived with different 

relatives and performed poorly in his school work, was because of the stress caused 

by the onset of a medical condition affecting his younger brother. Albert stated his 

brother was “schitzo, schizophrenic” which proved unsettling culminating in 

engaging in anti-social behaviour. This in turn affected his attendance and 

continuation in secondary school: 

I went to [secondary school], done it pretty. At first it was alright, but 

then Year 10, I found it hard ‘cause my parents, I wasn’t getting much 

money off them and I had to support myself. I missed school and started 

stealing (Albert). 

One participant who was extremely close to his grandmother stated “I never stayed 

there [boarding school] ‘cause I lost Gran, my grandmother, and things wouldn’t be 

the same so I just went back to [home town] and stayed out there” (William). 

Another participant withdrew from Year 11 because of the death of her niece and 

was clearly still affected by it “I was doing TEE and my niece passed away and after 

that, nah” (Melonie). Another participant, William, talked about his reasons for 

leaving his community to live in a town many kilometres away because he found 

family fighting and feuding upsetting. 

When family fight amongst each other and like my own family fight 

amongst each other, you know and hurting each other and others you 

know? We try to stop them but they put us on the one side. I try to stop it 

you know [but] drinking problem, you know, causes it every time when 
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they fight. They was drunk. I guess the problem was the drinking and half 

of them give it up but they still drink (William). 

William also talked about how the breakup of his parent’s marriage caused 

disruptions for his brothers and sisters. These disruptions impacted on William’s 

desire to continue his education and it was only after lengthy discussions with his 

parents that he was able to carry on with his aim: 

When I got back to [community], I tried working out there and going 

fishing. Mum and dad broke up see.... Mum and dad broke up for about 

2, 3 years now....me and my younger brother and two sisters went to 

mum. Dad came back to mum, he tried but things couldn’t change, you 

know? Dad sort of couldn’t really change, so mum left him again and 

dad was [down] in Perth. He’s working [here] and mum at Broome. 

She’s up there with my two sisters and brother, working. I talk to mum 

and dad every day (William). 

In response to the question of the difficulty this situation may have caused him, 

William replied that his parents held different views about what he should be doing 

such as working or continuing his education: 

Yeah, we was split. I told him [dad] I want to go do schooling you know, 

go to school, but my dad didn’t want me to go, so I said I’ll go to mum 

for a holiday and when I took off to mum, he wanted me back, to go to 

school, but I had to go to [boarding school] and mum told him what’s 

happening and they agreed to it, you know, ‘cause it’s something good 

happening for me. When I went I was learning heaps (William). 

Minor Theme: Educational institutions 

One minor constraining theme was that of experiences within the educational 

institutional environment which the participants felt prevented them from positively 

participating in their education. The majority of participants experienced difficulty 

when in secondary school, particularly in Years 8, 9 and 10. Many participants gave 

reasons for truanting, misbehaving or not achieving academically, as non-supportive 

teachers; lessons which lacked stimulation; isolation; racism; and student bullying. 

Bonnie said “I suppose I should have just kept on going to Year 12. That’s what I 

wanted to do but it just got boring. Didn’t feel like doing anything then”. Stuart felt 
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that the teachers were satisfactory in that students were able to talk with them, 

however, he felt that the “principal was, like, too aggressive to us”. 

One participant disliked secondary school because she found it difficult moving from 

class to class and teacher to teacher and thought the school experience boring “some, 

just don’t like them [teachers] they basically give you boring stuff to do, just write out 

on a piece of paper and nothing that you can actually do”(Bonnie). When asked if 

she had teachers who she thought were good teachers she replied “I can’t remember 

teachers” (Bonnie). Racism was cited by one participant as the reason why she 

withdrew from one secondary school (Megan). When asked why she considered the 

school racist she replied “we just knew it was there, you know. We’d get the feeling 

and just know it was there” (Megan). Debra spoke of withdrawing from Year 11 at a 

boarding school due to her experiences with a teacher who she felt was non-

supportive and racist in her interactions with Aboriginal students. 

She was always nasty to us Aboriginal kids. She was very, I would say 

nasty she was. Like when... my other friend [name], we had all our stuff 

ready and all we had to do was type it up and give it to her and then 

these other white kids they come in late and they haven’t even started 

theirs and she let them sit down and finish it and she said we had to come 

back in lunch and do ours. So she let them mob get away with everything 

but we didn’t. We had to hand it in on time (Debra). 

In response to further probing, Debra stated the teacher “worked hard at pulling up 

all us Aboriginal kids. If you even asked a question, she’d tell us to be quiet and 

everything and stop talking” and that “she didn’t even give us a chance”. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 2: CHOICES 

This second research question explores the choices that participants made in their 

education. As indicated in Figure 7.2 at the start of this chapter, responses were 

grouped as either enabling choices or constraining choices. The major theme located 

under enablers on choices was family. There were no minor enabling themes. The 
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choices the participants made, but expressed regret over most frequently, are located 

under constraining choices and include the major themes of the individual 

her/himself. There were no minor constraining themes. In this research, choice refers 

to choices the participants made in relation to their education. 

Enablers on Choices 

The following section presents the enabler on choices made by the Aboriginal youth 

in their education. The major theme of family is presented in detail below. There 

were no minor enablers on choices. 

Major Theme: Family 

The support of families emerged as a major enabling theme in the choices that the 

participants made in education. A number of participants considered that their family 

were instrumental in their ability to continue in education. For those participants who 

travelled away from their families and hometowns to study, having family members 

attend the same school was very important to whether or not they remained in that 

institution. One participant recalled having cousins at her school which was a 

significant distance from her hometown. Now, at the institution where she was 

studying at the time of this interview, she had not only her cousins but also her 

father, mother and close aunts attending as well (Debra). These family members 

encouraged her to begin studying at the Centre rather than spend her time unoccupied 

at home. Another participant spoke of the support that her father and mother 

provided her in addition to the support she had from her cousin who was also 

studying at the Centre (Bonnie). The support extended by her mother and father were 

important factors in another participant’s choice to attend the Centre “if they weren’t 
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around I probably wouldn’t be” (Annie). Annie had family both attending the Centre 

and working in the Centre canteen. 

Choosing to move to another school where there were family members was 

considered a positive move by one participant who had experienced feelings of 

isolation and loneliness at other schools where he had no family (Stuart). Stuart also 

stated his mother was a strong force in his decision to continue with his education as 

“she didn’t want to see me laying around and all that, being lazy”. His step-father 

also encouraged him to continue through to completion. Both parents provided 

support by taking him to and from school. However, Stuart also stated that students 

had to be responsible and have a degree of control over their education. They needed 

to make themselves attend regularly and not stay at home pretending they were sick 

and “just don’t slack off” (Stuart). Susie said that her mother’s belief, that it was 

possible for her to have a worthwhile career, was the reason why she chose to 

continue at the Centre. According to Susie, her mother was fearful that she would 

become involved in drug use like her siblings had done in the past and was keen for 

her to attend Hill Top. William’s grandmother and grandfather, along with his 

parents, were important in his early school years and having family in the same town 

where he was studying was a factor in why he chose to persist with his education. 

Constraints on Choices 

A number of participants considered they had made choices which constrained their 

ability to participate in education. These constraints included the individual 

her/himself. There were no minor constraining themes. The major theme is presented 

in detail below. 
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Major Theme: Individual her/himself 

The participants identified the individual her/himself as constraining their own 

choices in education by the way in which they responded to events in their lives. 

However, this suggests a self-blaming mechanism by the participants when in reality 

the events they experienced impacted on them in serious ways. All but one 

participant did not complete secondary school with a large majority expressing regret 

that they chose not to continue. Of these participants, half gave reasons of family 

changes as causes for the choices they made. Melonie experienced a very unsettled 

time during secondary school after her non-Aboriginal father left town with her 

younger sister and she found she couldn’t cope with the breakup of her family (her 

mother had previously departed from the family). 

I was with him [non-Indigenous father] up until about Year 8 or 9. That’s 

when I moved to [town]. I just lost the plot from there, you know? I just 

lost the plot from there, you know. Yeah, through Year 9 & 10 lot of 

truancy, lot of lying. Yeah, terrible.  

Once her father left and she moved to another country town, she had no one to tell 

her to go to school or do her homework and instead she “just ran a cruel muck” 

(Melonie). However, Melonie felt she had learnt from her choices. 

For example, not going to school, I missed out on a lot of my education, 

like, from high school. I should have stayed. I really should have stayed 

at school. I was doing TEE, you know, ‘A’ grade and I missed out on a 

lot of work just because I didn’t want to go into school. I just didn’t feel 

like it, you know. Lots of regrets. I wish I had completed high school but 

if I had completed high school I wouldn’t be here, you know? 

Melonie’s responses indicated, that while she accepted that she had made some 

choices that limited her educational opportunities, overall she recognised that those 

decisions led her to her current enrolment at Hill Top; a place which she obviously 

valued. Another participant, Bonnie, stated that “I suppose I should have just kept on 

going. To Year 12, that’s what I wanted to do but it just got boring. Didn’t feel like 



Chapter 7: Case Study 3 — Hill Top Centre  218 

doing anything then” (Bonnie). Megan regretted choosing not to continue her 

education in Year 9 when faced with her family moving once more to her father’s 

next place of work in another town and said “I made my own decision. I regret it to 

the max, it’s like really hard you know”. In response to questions about whether she 

will choose to remain in the town where she was currently living Megan stated 

emphatically: 

No, first opportunity I get, I’m leaving this town. There’s absolutely 

nothing to do for youth around here, it’s just, half of them leave, you 

know, half of the young girls are pregnant or with a couple of kids, you 

know, or just drug addicts and alcoholics in this town. That’s all there is 

for the youth here. (Megan) 

Megan claimed that Aboriginal youth became involved in taking drugs and alcohol 

because of boredom in the town. 

Probably, ‘cause there’s absolutely nothing up here for them to do. 

There’s nothing really to do other than you know, the only thing we’ve 

got here is the cinemas or just sport and half of them don’t do sport. Half 

the Aboriginals, you know, they just sit down, or thieves. Go stealing 

people’s cars, burn them down and stuff like that. 

The fear of experiencing boredom prompted some participants to continue with their 

education. The participants identified situations where boredom was more likely to 

occur and stated they did not want to stay at home where they were more likely to be 

bored than anywhere else, but that they also experienced boredom in school and in 

life generally where there appeared to be nothing for them to do. Bonnie spoke of 

boredom in secondary school where “my worst subject was science where they just 

make you write it out on paper, piece of paper and they don’t let you do experiments 

or anything. They just do one every couple of months and that’s it”. When asked why 

he chose to enrol at the Centre straight after completing Year 10, Stuart said it was 

“instead of staying home and bored and all that, just being slack staying home”. He 

said that he tried staying at home, pretending to be sick, but found “it too boring, so I 

wanna do something. There’s nothing to do [at home]. You just watch T.V all day, 



Chapter 7: Case Study 3 — Hill Top Centre  219 

silly shows on T.V.” (Stuart). Debra claimed that boredom, and prompting from their 

friends, encouraged Aboriginal youth to consume alcohol. She stated she repeatedly 

told her friend that she would not drink alcohol and said “there’s nothing really to do 

out here. I went with her for a couple of times. It was alright but mainly it was boring 

‘cause all you do is walk around” (Debra). When asked why it may be difficult for 

some Aboriginal youth to say no to their friends she replied “maybe they’re afraid. 

They might be afraid of losing them or something and that they’ll have no more 

friends” (Debra). 

Experiencing a teacher who she felt was racist and non-supportive was a reason put 

forward by one participant regarding why she chose to withdraw from school 

(Debra). Bonnie claimed she withdrew from Year 10 because she didn’t like the 

teachers and didn’t enjoy the constant need to move classes for different subjects in 

secondary school. Another participant expressed regret at “dropping out of school. I 

should of stayed there. If I had stayed at school, I might be at uni. I would of finished 

uni by now, got a degree or something” (Albert). Misbehaving at school was put 

forward by one participant when asked to identify a constraining choice for her in 

education (Annie). When asked what might prevent her completing her course at the 

Centre, she stated “attendance maybe. Been too slack lately”. However, she then 

said she was making good progress with her studies and only had one final 

assessment to submit in order to complete the course (Annie). Melonie was asked if 

she regretted the choices she had made to which she replied: 

I’d repeat it all over again. I wouldn’t change a thing. Everything 

happens for a reason. I mean, you’re the one making the decisions, no 

one else. You’re the one who is going to pass or not, you know, you’re 

the one who is going to decide whether you get the certificate or not, or if 

you’re going to graduate. No one else is making the decision. You’re the 

one making them, so you can’t blame anyone else. You learn from it. 

Every mistake you learn from it. There’s a couple of times before I got it 
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right. But you’ve gotta learn that for yourself. You can’t have someone 

there telling you because, you know, you’ve got to learn it for yourself 

(Melonie). 

According to Debra there were many choices for Aboriginal youth and that all they 

had to do was try and that those who chose not to take up opportunities were “lazy”.  

RESEARCH QUESTION 3: SUCCESS 

This third and final research question explores definitions of success as identified by 

these Aboriginal youth; individuals they considered to be positive role models; and 

the major and minor themes both enabling and constraining success, as indicated at 

the start of this chapter. 

These Aboriginal youth identified the family as their principal role models and 

public figures, who were mainly Aboriginal and people of colour, as their secondary 

role models. The participants identified the individual her/himself as the major 

enabler on success and also a major constraint on success. There were no minor 

enabling themes. The major theme of family was identified as a constraint on success 

along with the minor theme of mental health. 

Participants Define Success 

Whilst most participants were able to respond with little hesitation to questions about 

success, a small number of participants required some explanation to enable them to 

provide a response. It was apparent that these participants were unfamiliar with the 

concept of success. Whilst not all the participants had an instant and clear definition 

of success, a large majority had definite views on what success meant to them. The 

participants who understood the concept appeared to come from more stable family 

contexts where support seemed to be more readily available. These definitions 

ranged from being noticed; achieving something in life; being employed to being 
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happy. Of these definitions, a frequent response was that the participants were in 

education because education equated to success leading to employment and greater 

financial security. One participant saw success as “being somebody, you know? 

Making a name for yourself. Actually being out there, being seen, being heard, is 

what success means to me, from what I can bring it down to” (Megan). Megan felt 

her definition of success came from her father who had worked as a mine operator 

for 27 years. According to William, hard work leads to success: “Success means to 

me achievement kind of thing, working for it, you know, and you got it, achieve, you 

got it in your hand. All that hard work that’s been paid off”. In discussing what 

constitutes success, Debra stated “well, for me, like, if you get better at something, 

you get success more and you keep doing more”. The idea that experiencing success 

encourages more success was supported by Stuart who said that success meant 

“completing something that you really want to do … keep going till you’re finished”. 

In contrast, a significant but smaller number of participants made varied responses 

when asked about the meaning of success to them. Albert felt he had achieved little 

in education. He supported his view by the following comment when talking about 

the forthcoming birth of his first child: “As I see it, if this baby comes out, I wanna 

see it, you know, do better than what I did”. He then stated “I want to become 

something” (Albert). A second participant had difficulty defining success as she 

stated she had never heard of the term before: “No one’s ever said it to me or 

anything” (Susie). After further discussion, Susie went on to say that she didn’t want 

to end up like other people, sitting at home doing nothing. She wanted to do 

“something with [her] life” (Susie). 

When asked about experiences that helped her achieve success in education, Bonnie 

recalled receiving an ‘Achiever of the Year’ award in Year 7 which made her “think 



Chapter 7: Case Study 3 — Hill Top Centre  222 

I was the smartest person” and “just remembering it makes me feel like I can do 

anything”. The inference here is that achievement, and its recognition, equates to 

success. The experience of achieving remained a fresh and strong memory in her 

mind, one which Bonnie drew on at Hill Top. In defining success further, Bonnie 

stated: “To me, it means being able to be independent, not worrying about anybody 

but yourself”. On further questioning, Bonnie felt that her understanding of success 

was derived from “my mum. She’s been independent since she was in high school. 

Her family used to move all over the place and during high school she just decided 

she wanted to stay here and finish school”. 

Principal Role Models: Family 

Following on from discussing concepts of success, participants were asked to 

identify individuals they felt were positive role models in their lives. These 

individuals the participants considered as positive role models provide some insight 

into the qualities young Aboriginal people consider important. A majority of 

participants identified family members as being significant in their lives. These 

family members provided resources, advice and emotional support which enabled 

them to continue their education. One participant talked about how she had a lot of 

guidance from her aunties who posed questions such as “what are you going to do 

now?” (Debra). Often, Debra saw this as good natured and affectionate “nagging”. 

William considered his grandmother a very strong role model; this was evident in his 

interview where he spoke constantly about her, particularly in speaking about how 

her death devastated the family: 

By the way she brought us up and always being there for us, you know? 

Like a role model you know? And every time we were down and 

everything she always like, she was there for us you know? To keep us 

going and she was there; something for us to go on. Go on in life. Like 

now, she’s passed away; my father and my uncles, they drink now and 

they don’t know where to go now (William). 
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Bonnie felt that Aboriginal young people experience less success in education 

because they are “not getting support from their families [which] makes them walk 

the streets instead of getting an education”. Bonnie recalled how: 

A couple of weeks ago when I was doing work experience over at [place 

of employment], I went to a meeting with them and they were talking 

about the youth and what they do and what they want to do. And they 

were talking about young Aboriginal kids because their parents were 

always gambling and drinking. And that’s it, because they didn’t have 

support of their family.  

The suggestion is that Aboriginal youth who do not have strong role models in their 

family to support and guide them, are more likely to experience less success than 

those who do. 

Secondary Role Models: Public Figures 

A small number of participants identified national and international media 

personalities as role models who they admired such as Aboriginal athlete Cathy 

Freeman and various Aboriginal football players. Megan identified her role model as 

‘The Rock’, a wrestler on an American World Wrestling Entertainment program 

because he moved from being a wrestler to being an actor. This wrestler also had 

mixed identity heritage which included American-Samoan and African which Megan 

valued as it reflected an indigenous background. Megan also admired Australian 

actors who had succeeded in the American Film Industry and “probably all the 

Australian actors as well, over doing it big in America, probably yeah, and maybe 

the Indigenous actors around Australia as well”. All participants considered role 

models as making a positive difference in their lives. The qualities these individuals 

exhibited were admired as something one could aspire to in their educational and 

personal lives. Most secondary role models were Aboriginal with a smaller number 

of individuals of different ethnic backgrounds. 
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Enablers on Success 

The major theme for enablers of success was that related to the individual 

her/himself. There were no minor enabling themes. The major enabling theme is 

presented in detail below. 

Major Theme: Individual her/himself 

A large majority of participants considered the likelihood of success in education 

was dependent on the individual themselves. When asked what helped Aboriginal 

students achieve success Megan stated “probably themselves really, ‘cause they’ve 

really got nothing to look forward to, you know, so they probably thought, I’ve gotta 

get out and do something for myself. I just inspired myself really, I think”. 

Debra felt that persistence and determination was a factor in achieving success. Her 

personal strategy was to “sit down and take it slowly. Try to get better. You know, for 

lead [guitar], I’ll really start picking now but I’m starting to get a bit more faster”. 

Debra believed that it was possible for participants to succeed even though there 

might not be family or school support; all they had to do was “put their minds to it” 

and “they just need to stay focussed”. Stuart also felt that all students needed to do 

was “keep working and stay focussed”. Keeping strong helps you succeed according 

to William. On exploring further about what makes young people strong and keep 

going he replied: 

Probably ‘cause you know like, they want to make a change in their life, 

instead of being same old person, walking around and feeling their 

pockets and only feeling their leg, you know, empty pocket. They want to 

become someone, you know? They could look back and say I done this 

and I done that and they happy with themselves, you know, at the end of 

the day (William). 

This concept of strength from within was continued with another participant who 

stated that young people can achieve success by themselves. This participant also felt 
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that young Aboriginal people usually have nothing to look forward to in their lives. 

They consider they have no future unless they do it themselves “so they just have to 

do it themselves” (Megan). Albert thought success was possible by “staying at 

school, sticking to it”. This view was supported by Melonie who stated that “success 

depends on the individual. Can’t blame anyone else”.  

Constraints on Success 

In exploring the constraints that participants perceived as impacting on educational 

success, a number of major and minor themes were identified. The major theme of 

family was presented as an important factor in constraining academic success. The 

minor theme of mental health was put forward as constraints on the participants’ 

education. These major and minor themes are presented in detail, in this order, 

below. 

Major Theme: Family  

Family was considered by many participants to be a constraining factor in education. 

A significant number of participants referred continuously to family issues as a major 

factor in whether or not Aboriginal students succeeded in education. The main issues 

identified by the participants were those of excessive alcohol consumption; fighting; 

gambling; and a lack of support. When asked why students may not succeed in 

education Megan stated: 

A lot of it’s to do with low self-esteem as well you know, with the youth 

and that, ‘cause they don’t have enough confidence and stuff like that. 

They don’t get any support you know, from their family or anything like 

that. 

Melonie, Stuart and William claimed that many Aboriginal young people are 

prevented from achieving success because most come from homes with absent 

parents; where alcohol abuse and gambling is rife; where fighting is constant; family 
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pressures exist; and where students frequently lack sleep. This affected them in class. 

Megan felt that families don’t provide Aboriginal youth with enough support in 

terms of time and effort. According to Annie, the students’ home life is a factor in 

lack of academic achievement as they experience “violence, alcohol, drugs. That’s 

the reason they run amuck these days. They’ve got no one” (Annie). 

Albert talked about his regret in leaving school early and that he would have stayed if 

he had greater support from his parents and if his brother had not developed mental 

health problems. Albert’s comment suggests that family support and stability are 

crucial to the success of Aboriginal students in education. However, he also stated 

that “staying at school, sticking to it” equalled success. Family support also featured 

in the comments made by William who said that young people who are successful 

have families pushing them forward. This then “encourages them to do something”. 

Minor Theme: Mental health  

A number of participants talked about mental health issues as being a factor in their 

ability to succeed in education. These participants identified a range of mental health 

issues such as lack of confidence and self-esteem; feelings of isolation; inability to 

deal with grief; fear of talking about personal problems; and feeling suicidal. One 

participant stated that some Aboriginal young people think education is too hard for 

them so they are not motivated to try, indicating a lack of confidence. Debra 

discussed her younger sister at length; how she refused to go to secondary school 

because she felt school was a scary place and that she was being picked on by 

teachers and students for her truancy. This meant the younger sister rarely went to 

school which led Debra to claim some students “need courage to go to school and 

need people to help them build up courage” and that students “need encouragement 
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and support from the school” if they are to attend regularly. Debra stated that young 

people can be up and down and that this causes them to give up quite easily as they 

may consider they are not “bright” enough to learn. Megan expressed occasions 

when she felt depressed and when asked why she replied: 

My biggest problem is that I want to be successful, successful straight 

away but I know I can’t and it’s like getting to me ‘cause I’m like, stuck 

in this town and I can’t get out. Can’t, you know, get to do what I wanna 

do. 

Low self-esteem experienced by Aboriginal young people was stated by one 

participant as being central in preventing them from working and studying 

successfully. One participant felt that feelings of shame were a factor in why 

Aboriginal young people don’t undertake and continue with their education. Some 

participants felt that Aboriginal young people worry about what others may think of 

her/him. William spoke very strongly about feelings of isolation experienced by 

many young Aboriginal men and stated that often young men are not able to talk to 

others; they are not able to talk about their problems as they are frightened to do so. 

He then said young men “they are always having something bringing them down” 

(William). William made further comments about the way “family problems brings 

them down” and gave the example of his young cousin who went “mental” when 

their grandmother died. William tried to “talk him around, to bring him back, to start 

talking”. Albert strongly stated that “youth feel bad” when they aren’t successful in 

education and that this often leads to feelings of suicide or where Aboriginal youth 

“take it out on others and blame others” (Albert). At the conclusion of his interview 

Albert said in a quiet but strong voice that “young people need more space and easy 

access to psychiatrists”. 

According to one participant, many Aboriginal young people are prevented from 

achieving success because of pressure from friends and lack of money. Albert felt 



Chapter 7: Case Study 3 — Hill Top Centre  228 

peer pressure was greater “down south” [southern WA] “because life is hard down 

there, see. Friends are like your family down there”. He felt it was hard for many 

youth to resist and said “I don’t think you can, but sometimes, I don’t know” 

(Albert). On further questioning Albert felt that students might be helped by having 

“someone to help them … any troubles they have”. Albert was concerned that if 

youth don’t have someone they can talk to young people can “feel bad, suicide or 

something”. Finally, he thought that young people felt pressured from their parents 

and that “grown-ups should give teenagers and all that, space and professional help, 

if they’re interested in that” (Albert). 

Annie said that feelings Aboriginal youth have about themselves is influenced by 

“older people. People who haven’t done anything in their lives” who “tell them they 

can’t do this and that. Putting their hopes down. Down you when you are happy” 

(Annie). On further prompting, Annie expanded on what she thought had an impact 

on young Aboriginal people in her town by declaring that “they go and stay with 

their families but don’t do anything. Young kids drinking and smoking”. When asked 

why this was happening she replied “really there’s nothing here for young kids—bad 

influences, boredom” and that “the only thing is go to the swimming pool or the 

shops. But when they go they run amuck. Now and then maybe a disco. Got primary 

kids walking the streets at 11pm stealing, smashing cars, whatever”. When asked 

what might cause young children to do this she said “parents are alcoholics” 

(Annie). 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter set out to explore the participation, choices and success in education 

with participants enrolled at the Hill Top Centre in W.A. The stories of these 

Aboriginal youth revealed experiences of hardship, disruption and trauma but also 
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resilience and individual aims for the future. Data analysis of the interviews revealed 

a number of themes that were reflected in the stories of the participants from Hill 

Top Centre. The indisputable overall major theme in this chapter was that of the 

importance of family, regardless of whether this was an enabler or constraint on their 

education. In spite of being young Aboriginal people on the brink of adulthood, all 

were closely connected to family and continued to look to family for guidance and 

support. Often, when this support was not forthcoming or a family trauma occurred, 

the participants’ lives, including their education, were disrupted. However, despite 

these setbacks, each participant demonstrated the ability to re-group and re-engage in 

education. 

Hill Top Centre participants cited reasons for their re-entry into studies as personal 

ambition; family support and encouragement; staff support; and impending 

parenthood. A reoccurring theme in many of the participants’ stories was the impact 

of personal and family trauma on their emotional wellbeing. It was clear that these 

young participants were studying under considerable stress and pressure mainly as a 

result of family trauma. It is difficult to grasp how Aboriginal young people, 

experiencing such regular distress to both themselves and to the people who they 

consider to be the most important individuals in their lives, can maintain their 

enrolment in education through to completion. These Aboriginal youth revealed the 

importance of having someone young people can talk to when issues arise in their 

lives. 

Boredom, both in education settings and in outside social contexts, was also a 

significant theme in the participants’ stories which impacted on their education. 

There is a correlation in the responses made by the participants which suggests that 

when youth are experiencing boredom in their personal lives, they engage in 
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consuming alcohol which in turns impacts on their decisions about whether or not to 

continue in education. In turn, combined with a lack of stimulation in their 

educational environment, a cycle of continuing disadvantage for the youth can be the 

end result. In reflecting on the stories of participants enrolled at Hill Top, it is clear 

that the challenge for education providers is to design and deliver programmes that 

take into consideration the difficulties of Aboriginal young peoples’ lives. A key 

component of these programmes is the issue of support. In summary, the family and 

individual her/himself were the major enabling and constraining factors on the 

participation, choices and success in education for these Aboriginal youth. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

CROSS CASE ANALYSIS 

A wide range of factors and influences affected the decisions of young Indigenous 

people regarding their school attendance. Personal factors, expectations, health, and 

past performance were seen as crucial, as were teacher training, the educational 

programmes, school environment and atmosphere. The level of available family 

finance and the influence of the family, friends and community were also important 

(Bourke, Rigby & Burden, 2000, p. 19). 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The previous three chapters focused on three case studies which presented and 

analysed the stories of Aboriginal youth and their journey through education, from 

primary and secondary schools to the senior secondary and tertiary educational 

institutions they were enrolled in at the time of this research. 

The chapter compares and contrasts the similarities and differences across the three 

sites: first, by considering the case study contexts; second, by providing a summary 

of the major and minor enabling and constraining themes under each research 

question in tabular form; and third, by discussing the findings in relation to 

participation, choices and success in education and relating these findings to the 

literature. Chapter Nine explores these themes at the meta conceptual level to 

identify and unpack issues central to the education of Aboriginal youth. 

COMPARING AND CONTRASTING CASE STUDY CONTEXTS 

The educational institutional contexts of the three case studies revealed both 

similarities and differences. All three educational institutions were similar in that 

they were established specifically to provide educational opportunities for Aboriginal 
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people and thus were dedicated to providing maximum institutional support for their 

students. 

Red Sands College offered courses based on the belief that teaching-learning must be 

a transforming experience for Indigenous peoples. To this end, Red Sands College 

designed their own courses which focused on transformative education. Red Sands 

College took the concept of transformative education further and delivered 

Aboriginal Studies to mainstream students. Tablelands School was also built on 

similar beliefs; the school recognised that past education practices were not 

achieving results for Aboriginal youth so they created an educational environment 

that built upon the cultural strengths, academic needs and personal interests of its 

students. While Hill Top Centre differed from the previous two sites in that it 

followed a mainstream structure, it nevertheless attempted within these boundaries to 

incorporate Aboriginal cultural practices, strong pastoral care and as much as 

possible of each student’s personal study interests. The following quote captures the 

essence of each educational institution in this study which viewed education as a tool 

“for development, for rebuilding leadership and governance structures, for 

strengthening social and cultural institutions, for protecting and restoring 

environments and for revitalizing language and culture” (Smith, 2005, p. 89). Each 

site had in common a deep awareness and understanding of education, health and 

social issues that Indigenous people encountered both in the past and continue to 

experience in contemporary times. Their energies and resources were focused on 

increasing student academic performance which they believed led to increased 

employment opportunities resulting in better health and education outcomes for 

themselves, their families and the wider community. 
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While all three educational institutions shared similarities, they also differed in their 

student population and demographics; physical location; management; and their 

courses on offer. At the time of data collection, by far the most populous institution 

was Red Sands College with a total of 500 Indigenous students, from the age of 17 

years onwards, who came from across the nation. Tablelands School followed with 

130 state-wide students between the ages of 15 and 19 years. Hill Top Centre, with 

80 state-wide students from the age of 16 years upwards, had the lowest student 

population. Hill Top Centre and Tablelands School students were full-time students 

whilst the students studying at Red Sands College were studying full-time while in 

part-time or full-time employment which was a requirement of their course as it 

linked their studies with their work. Staff at each site also differed in that Tablelands 

School staff included primary and secondary teachers and school counsellors while 

Red Sands College employed staff with various tertiary health, education and social 

sciences degrees including graduates from their own College programmes. Hill Top 

Centre engaged staff who were either in the teaching and business professions or had 

trade training backgrounds. Both Red Sands College and Tablelands School had 

Aboriginal managers, while Hill Top Centre was managed by a non-Indigenous 

person who had extensive experience working with Aboriginal students. All three 

educational institutions employed both teaching and non-teaching Indigenous staff. 

While all three institutions received government financial support, all students were 

required to contribute financially to their studies. A significant point of difference 

was that of location. Red Sands College is located in an urban setting and provides 

courses of study from enabling programmes to tertiary degrees. Hill Top Centre is in 

a remote rural location and offers a variety of apprenticeship and training courses. 

Tablelands School is in an urban locality and offers an education programme 
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reflecting mainstream secondary school education up to Year 12. All three 

institutions were unique in both their physical and educational design and their 

dedication to providing educational opportunities and support mechanisms to 

Indigenous students to assist them through to completion. The following sections 

present the research findings in the form of cross case analysis. 

SUMMARISING THE SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES ACROSS THE 
THREE CASE STUDIES 

This section of the chapter identifies and discusses the similarities and differences 

which emerged from the stories of the Aboriginal participants from across the three 

case studies. The findings are succinctly summarised in tabular format to provide 

signposts for the ensuring discussion. 

Figure 8.1 provides an overview of the major and minor themes which emerged as 

enablers on participation, choices and success in education from across the three 

case studies. Included in the table under enablers for success, are the participants’ 

own definitions of success and individuals they considered were positive role models 

in their lives. Under the research question on participation, there are significant 

similarities across all three case studies which enabled the participants in their 

education. These enabling themes included educational institutions, family and 

friends. Hill Top Centre also identified the minor enabling theme of purpose as 

important in education. The research question on choices indicates that personal 

choices was a common major theme for Red Sands College and Tablelands 

participants while Hill Top Centre participants considered family as a major theme 

supporting their choices in education. The research question on success included the 

identification of role models. Across all three case studies, the family emerged as the 
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principal role model with public figures as secondary role models. The individual 

her/himself was a common major enabling theme in all three case studies. 

Figure 8.2 provides an overview of the major and minor themes which emerged as 

constraints on participation, choices and success in education from across the three 

case studies.  
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Case 
Study 
Sites 

Research 
Question 1 

Research 
Question 2 

Research 
Question 3 

Enablers on 
Participation 

Enablers on 
Choices 

Enablers on 
Success 

Red Sands 
College 

Major: Educational 
institutions 

Minor: Family 

Minor: Friends 

Major: Personal 
choices 

Participants define 
success 

Principal role 
models: Family 

Secondary role 
models: Public 
figures 

Major: Individual 
her/himself 

Tablelands 
School 

Major: Family 

Minor: Educational 
institutions 

Minor: Friends 

Major: Personal 
choices 

Participants define 
success 

Principal role 
models: Family 

Secondary role 
models: Public 
figures 

Major: Individual 
her/himself 

Hill Top 
Centre 

Major: Family 

Minor: Friends 

Minor: Educational 
institutions 

Minor: Purpose 

Major: Family Participants define 
success 

Principal role 
models: Family 

Secondary role 
models: Public 
figures 

Major: Individual 
her/himself 

Figure 8.1: Overview of the enablers on participation, choices and success in 
education. 
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Under the research question on participation, family was both a major and minor 

constraint on the education of both Hill Top Centre and Red Sands College 

participants. Tablelands School differed from the other two case studies as 

participants considered the individual her/himself as a major constraint on their own 

education, with ‘trying to fit in’ and ‘boarding school homesickness’ identified as 

minor constraining themes. 

Under constraining choices both Tablelands School and Hill Top Centre participants 

were similar in identifying the individual her/himself as major constraints, while Red 

Sands College participants identified educational institutions, family and friends as 

constraining their choices in education. 

The research question on success indicated the similarities between Red Sands 

College and Tablelands School participants in identifying the individual her/himself 

as a major constraint on their own success in education. Red Sands College 

participants also identified family and friends as well as educational institutions as 

minor constraints. Tablelands School participants identified shame and a lack of 

sense of belonging as minor constraints on their education. Hill Top Centre 

participants identified family as their major constraint on education with the minor 

constraining theme of mental health. 

Of the three sites, Red Sands College provided the richest data, followed by 

Tablelands School and Hill Top Centre. Of the three research questions, the 

participants volunteered the most information about their participation in education 

and shared fewer details about choices and success. 
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Case 
Study 
Sites 

Research 
Question 1 

Research 
Question 2 

Research 
Question 3 

Constraints on 
Participation 

Constraints on 
Choices 

Constraints on 
Success 

Red Sands 
College 

Major: Educational 
institutions 

Minor: Family 

Major: Educational 
institutions 

Minor: Family and 
friends 

Major: Individual 
her/himself 

Minor: Family and 
friends 

Minor: Educational 
institutions 

Tablelands 
School 

Major: Individual 
her/himself 

Minor: Trying to fit 
in  

Minor: Boarding 
school 
homesickness 

Major: Individual 
her/himself 

Major: Individual 
her/himself 

Minor: Shame 

Minor: Lack of 
sense of belonging 

Hill Top 
Centre 

Major: Family 

Minor: Educational 
institutions 

Major: Individual 
her/himself 

Major: Family 

Minor: Mental 
health  

Figure 8.2: Overview of the constraints on participation, choices and success in 
education. 

 

PARTICIPATION, CHOICES AND SUCCESS: DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

The following discussion moves through the themes of participation (research 

question 1), choices (research question 2) and success (research question 3) in order 

and discusses the findings in relation to the literature. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 1: PARTICIPATION 

What are the participants’ perspectives on enablers and constraints on the 

participation of Aboriginal youth in education? 
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Responses to this research question were grouped under the themes of educational 

institutions; family; friends; purpose; individual her/himself; trying to fit in; and 

boarding school homesickness. Both the major and minor enablers and constraints on 

participation in education are included within each theme. The participants from all 

three sites were articulate about what they considered either enabled or constrained 

their participation in primary, secondary and tertiary education. 

Educational Institutions 

Across all three case studies, educational institutions were considered either an 

enabling or constraining factor on participation. Red Sands College participants 

identified this theme as both a major enabling and constraining theme. In contrast, 

the theme was both a minor enabling and constraining theme for participants at 

Tablelands School and Hill Top Centre. Within the theme of educational institutions 

two sub-themes were identified by the participants as either enabling or constraining 

their participation: teachers and the educational institutional context (as discussed 

in subsequent paragraphs). Each can be an enabler or a constraint. Categories within 

the sub-theme of teachers are indicated in italics. 

Teachers 

Teachers were the predominant factor in either enabling or constraining participation 

in education for the Aboriginal youth across all three sites. According to the 

participants, the quality of teachers and positive and engaging classroom pedagogy 

were important factors in the education of Aboriginal youth. 

Quality of teachers 

According to the MCEETYA (2006) quality teaching was “a hallmark of success. 

The primary role of quality teaching is to enhance the learning environment of 
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classrooms with pedagogical practice that fundamentally engages students in 

learning. Quality teaching is particularly responsive to Indigenous students’ needs” 

(p. 25). Garcia (2006) identified the characteristics of a good teacher: 

 Cultivates safe, respectful, and culturally sensitive and responsive learning 

communities; 

 Establishes relationships with families and communities; 

 Expresses their high expectations for students by planning challenging and 

engaging instruction; 

 Knows how students learn and is skilled at helping them do so (p. 703). 

Harslett, Harrison, Godfrey, Partington and Richer (2000) identified a number of 

good teaching practices that influence academic success for Aboriginal students 

including building positive relationships and working in collaborative ways; 

designing relevant curriculum; ensuring cultural inclusion; building on knowledge 

and skills; and being flexible and adaptable. In particular, these good teaching 

qualities reflected what the participants in this study referred to as enabling or 

constraining their participation, choices and success in education. An essential 

element of enablers in education was student-teacher relationships which were 

considered by the participants as crucial in the education of Aboriginal students; 

teachers who developed such relationships were held in high regard by them. 

According to the participants, teachers who spent time talking with the participants 

and who understood their cultural backgrounds and family issues were more likely to 

support and encourage Aboriginal students to improve their academic performance. 

Herbert (2003) claimed that: 

The quality of relationships with teaching staff was a critical factor for 

Indigenous students and, in particular, the capacity of lecturers and tutors 

to provide support and demonstrate respect for students, [this] was 

considered to be paramount for students seeking success (p. 210). 

While the participants spoke fondly of teachers who were helpful and approachable 

they also admired teachers who challenged them to gain and apply new knowledge 
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and skills. These teachers held high expectations that the participants would do well 

academically and readily praised all efforts. Teachers such as these were identified as 

an enabler by the Aboriginal youth in this study who considered these qualities 

strongly influence the educational participation and academic performance of 

Aboriginal students. 

The participants from Red Sands College and Hill Top Centre were very clear about 

the characteristics of poor quality teachers and cited aggressive, uninterested, and 

non-supportive teachers as constraints on their participation. Teachers and, in some 

cases principals, who demonstrated dominating, controlling and racist attitudes were 

factors identified by many participants who were dissatisfied with their past 

educational experiences which they felt impacted on their education. Instead of 

preparing them for employment and their place in society, some teaching staff 

focused on making the participants compliant with school rules and regulations and 

expected them to accept the curriculum and the existing classroom pedagogy. The 

participants believed that these teaching staff were less committed to teaching 

Aboriginal students; were aware of their positions of power and used them 

accordingly; and did not value developing relationships with Aboriginal students. 

Yazzie-Mintz (2007) identified two important questions relating to teaching 

Aboriginal students: 

Can any teacher just teach without acknowledging and responding to the 

teaching and learning context, which is embedded within a larger social 

and cultural context? What does a teacher have to know and what actions 

must be taken in order to create content and culturally relevant learning 

opportunities for students? (p. 73). 

Classroom pedagogy 

A number of participants recalled teachers who incorporated the cultural and interest 

areas of their students into the classroom curriculum. There were teachers who the 
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participants also remembered for their ability to form constructive and respectful 

student-teacher relationships and who held high expectations that their Aboriginal 

students were academically capable. It was such classroom pedagogy that the 

participants claimed enabled and enhanced their educational experiences. From the 

responses of the participants it appeared these teachers held a belief that Aboriginal 

students were capable of achieving if the right learning context was created for them 

(Kincheloe, 2005). Sarra (2007) stated that teachers must have a clear idea of 

Aboriginal people and what it means to be Aboriginal: only then can they really 

challenge and hold high expectations of Aboriginal children. 

However, participants from each site also spoke of being dissatisfied with classroom 

pedagogy, particularly during their secondary school years. According to the 

Aboriginal youth themselves, teachers’ lack of understanding of Aboriginal people, 

culture, social issues and the importance of relationships influenced the teachers’ 

classroom pedagogy. The experience of having non-supportive teachers 

demonstrating poor classroom pedagogy resulted in some participants declaring they 

engaged in truancy and misbehaviour, particularly in secondary school, which had a 

negative influence on their participation in education. Some participants claimed that 

teachers blamed them for their low academic performance and how they acted in the 

school. Mills and Gale (2011) claimed that the: 

Broader social and economic influences that can adversely position 

students and schools from low socio-economic backgrounds, and the way 

that this positioning works to inform the stances that schools take in 

relation to their students mean that schooling has less to offer them (p. 

239). 

This statement might also be applied to students of Indigenous backgrounds. 

Osborne and Tait (2001) wrote that teachers “excuse school failure of their students 

from marginalised groups on the grounds that the students lack ability or motivation 
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or have inadequate home backgrounds—inadequate economically or in terms of 

wrong attitudes to schooling” (p. 90–91). Haberman (1991) referred to the ‘pedagogy 

of poverty’ which essentially rests on the premise that teachers are trained 

professionals who are in charge of students; know what is best for their education; 

and know that differences exist between students because of their home 

backgrounds, which meant some would succeed and others would fail. Haberman 

(1991, p. 291) stated that such pedagogy “appealed to those who have low 

expectations for minorities and the poor. People with limited vision frequently see 

value in limited and limiting forms of pedagogy. They believed that at-risk students 

are served best by a directive, controlling pedagogy” and basically this worked to 

limit the achievements of students. Benard (1995) presented the opposite to holding 

low expectations when she stated that “ research indicates that schools that establish 

high expectations for all youth—and give them the support necessary to achieve 

them—have high rates of academic success” (n.p.). 

Giroux (2007) claimed that teaching is much more than the teaching of knowledge 

and skills: it is about knowledge providing students with the ability to plan and be 

change agents. Therefore, teachers should “reject the role of students as passive 

recipients of familiar knowledge and view them instead as producers of knowledge, 

who not only critically engage diverse ideas but also transform and act on them” 

because pedagogy “provides a moral and political referent for understanding how 

what we do in the classroom is linked to wider social, political, and economic forces” 

(Giroux, 2007, p. 3). Kozleski and Waitoller (2010) emphasised this when they 

stated “teacher preparation programmes for inclusive educational systems must 

develop teachers who have the skills, contextual awareness and critical sensibilities 



Chapter 8: Cross case analysis  244 

to teach diverse groups of students that are being denied full participation in society” 

(p. 655). 

According to some participants, the benefit of having Aboriginal teachers proved an 

important enabler in their education as an Aboriginal teacher’s cultural knowledge 

and understanding of Aboriginal people’s social issues and students learning styles 

enhanced the academic performance of Aboriginal students. Osborne and Tait (2001, 

p. 89) stated that while there are presently insufficient numbers of Aboriginal 

teachers teaching Aboriginal students, it was possible for non-Aboriginal teachers to 

adopt what the authors called “culturally relevant pedagogy”. Biermann and 

Townsend-Cross (2008) claimed that “Indigenous pedagogy, properly analysed, 

explored and theorised on the basis of Indigenous values, philosophies and 

methodologies, has great potential to effect positive educational change for all 

learners” (p. 146). O’Rourke, Craven, Yeung and Munns (2008) wrote that: 

For all Indigenous students and their families, education continues to be 

at the same time the problem and the solution” and, critically, “at the 

heart of this dilemma are teachers’ pedagogies, still the most critical 

resource in the educational lives of educationally disadvantaged students 

(p. 106). 

A central element in classroom pedagogy is the delivery of curriculum. While some 

participants flourished when taking part in a culturally inclusive curriculum, and 

considered this an enabling factor in their education, a number of participants spoke 

of irrelevant curriculum as a constraint on their participation in education, 

particularly in secondary school. Often these students did not recognise the purpose 

or real life application of what they learnt; the relevancy of the information was 

obscure. Beresford (2003) stated that for many decades: 

Critics of State provision of education for Indigenous young people have 

pointed out that the ability of these students to participate and achieve in 

mainstream education has suffered because the model of education on 

offer has been exclusively an Anglo-Celtic (white) one (p. 249). 
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Furthermore, claimed Beresford (2003, p. 252), “a culturally inclusive curriculum 

forms important links between pride in culture, self-esteem and educational 

achievement”. The United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization 

[UNESCO] (2000) stated that “in order to attract and retain children from 

marginalised and excluded groups, education systems should respond flexibly, 

providing relevant content in an accessible and appealing format” (p. 16). When 

challenged by the participants about ‘boring’ curriculum or when they misbehaved 

because they were not engaged, most teachers reacted negatively by reprimanding 

the participants. This created a breakdown in the student-teacher relationship and 

produced a cycle of disengagement in education for many participants. Opportunities 

to create a dialogue between teachers and students about their education was missed 

because of a perceived challenge to the teacher’s authority and expertise and a 

perception by some participants that education was a waste of their time. To 

maximise students’ academic control, consideration by education providers about 

minimising feelings of boredom is important, as “boosting their enjoyment may 

significantly benefit performance if the students feel they have personal control and 

responsibility for their achievement” (Ruthig, Perry, Hladkyi, Hall, Pekrun, 

Chipperfield,, 2008, p. 176). Furthermore, Ruthig et al. (2008) pointed out that 

“individual differences in cognitions and emotions play a critical role in difficult 

academic situations, such as the transition into college, a period infused with 

uncertainty” and how adaptive students were in their perceived academic control in 

being able to “influence and predict outcomes”, was important as it “can be either 

facilitated or inhibited by students’ emotions” (p. 161). 
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Educational Institutional Context 

The educational institutional context, along with teachers, played a significant role in 

the participants’ participation in education. For many students educational 

institutions “control people’s behaviour and daily life” (Baugher, 2009, p. 5) and can 

impact on people for generations. According to Gibb (2009, p. 2) “they structure our 

lives, or, to look at it from a less deterministic perspective, they create irregular, 

often ill-defined boundaries to behaviour”. Institutions, which the participants 

considered enabled them to engage effectively in education, held particular 

characteristics which encouraged the participants to continue with their education. 

Institutions that were larger in structure and with sizeable student populations were 

intimidating for many participants. Their positive responses about institutions were 

mainly about primary schools which were smaller structurally with lower student 

numbers. The participants claimed they had relatively happy experiences in primary 

school with most stating their wish to return to those years. Enrolment at their current 

place of study, which were small enclaves within a larger parent institution, indicated 

a need for a more intimate environment allowing for a more nurturing pedagogy; a 

feeling of being valued; and offered space for personal growth. These enclaves were 

places where the participants mostly controlled the frequency of their interactions 

with the parent institution. Being slightly separated from the parent institution 

enabled the participants to meet their need to be with other Aboriginal people where 

they could offer support and encouragement to each other. 

A majority of Indigenous students who were enrolled in the three sites had in 

common stories of marginalisation; lack of academic achievement; family issues; 

health problems; and financial hardship. In larger institutions, the ability to develop 

all important student-student and student-teacher relationships are more difficult, not 
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only because of numbers but as the dominant group size increases so too does the 

minority status of Aboriginal students, that is they become a smaller minority group 

within a larger majority group. This was particularly the case in the participants’ 

secondary school years which most recalled as problematic and, in many cases, 

traumatic. Sutton (2005) claimed that “differences in social identity can 

fundamentally determine access to education, experiences in the formal education 

system, and the meaning and value of educational credentials in the lives of those 

who hold them” (p. 99). 

Academic support was also an important institutional enabler for the participants in 

this study. These support systems took the form of homework classes and bridging 

courses which provided the participants with academic scaffolding to extend their 

academic performance and opportunities. Some participants claimed that without 

these support systems, it would have been difficult for them to address their low 

academic achievement and work towards future qualifications important in breaking 

the cycle of poverty (MCEETYA, 2006). In addition to academic support systems, 

the participants identified other forms of support such as understanding the student’s 

personal problems and circumstances. Foley (1996) highlighted that often support 

was consider to be more in the academic realm instead of assisting students to work 

through issues that feature in their personal and student lives. This is especially 

important in view of the myriad of education, health and social issues that feature in 

many Aboriginal people’s lives. 

Family 

Family was an important theme in the participation of Aboriginal youth in education. 

Tablelands School and the Hill Top Centre participants cited the family as a major 

enabler in their participation in education whilst Red Sands College participants 
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identified family as a minor consideration. The difference between the three sites 

centred on the level of support that the families were able to provide. Family was 

identified as a major constraining theme for Hill Top Centre and a minor 

constraining theme for Red Sands College. Compared to the other two sites, data 

from Red Sands participants suggested they came from families that appeared more 

emotionally and financially stable. 

The participants’ families were central to their lives regardless of what happened 

within the family. These Aboriginal youth looked to supportive adults, both within 

and outside of their families, to provide them with a sense of belonging and to link 

them with the outside world. Lemmon (2008) highlighted the importance of 

providing support systems to assist at risk youth to reconnect with the wider 

community where such systems included supportive adults and programmes. The 

participants’ responses indicated that strong support provided by their parents was an 

enabling factor in whether they continued with their education. The power of 

parental support was also highlighted by Wong (2008). Those participants who 

received less family support expressed difficulties coping in primary and secondary 

schools, and as Bogenschneider (1997) and Marsh and Craven (2006) reported, in 

time this limits their academic achievements. Overwhelmingly, the participants 

spoke of enablers such as the emotional and physical support provided by their 

parents, family members (siblings, cousins, aunts and uncles) and other caregivers to 

ensure they attended primary, secondary and tertiary educational institutions on a 

regular basis. Knowing that family was close by and interacting with them on a daily 

basis helped many participants to deal with feelings of loneliness and of being 

overwhelmed by the power structures and large populations of educational 

institutions. Families provided the participants with a strong sense of security, 



Chapter 8: Cross case analysis  249 

wellbeing and purpose. Specific support took the form of wake up calls, providing 

the participants with transport to and from their place of education and encouraging 

them to think about and plan for their future. 

Few of the participants’ families visited their schools on a regular basis; however, a 

majority of the participants were clearly supported by their families outside of 

school. While supporting their children outside of school is an important enabler, it 

potentially becomes a constraint if families are not involved in their children’s 

education in schools. It is crucial that parents become involved in their children’s day 

to day activities in the school as many student behaviours are learned outside of the 

school environment (Committee on Increasing High School Students’ Engagement 

and Motivation to Learn, 2003). However, the participants’ responses revealed a lack 

of involvement by many parents in what happened within the school, therefore 

raising many issues for Aboriginal students and their participation in education. This 

was recognised by Baeck (2010) when he referred to schools as being “imprinted 

with the culture of the middle classes, and that middle-class children and parents 

therefore feel more at home in school than those with other backgrounds” (p. 324). A 

majority of Aboriginal parents are one of the groups who fall into the ‘other 

backgrounds’ as stated by Baeck (2010), where they feel uncomfortable and 

alienated when interacting with their children’s schools. 

Lack of parental involvement was not the only constraint on some of the Aboriginal 

youth and their participation in education. Many participants across the three case 

studies spoke of family experiences of domestic violence; separation of parents; lack 

of financial means to support children; and living transient lifestyles. All these 

factors had an effect on the academic performance of these Aboriginal youth in 

education. Kelly, Dudgeon, Gee and Glaskin (2009) claimed that often Aboriginal 
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parents experience everyday stress throughout their lives which, while acknowledged 

by Seiffert (2005), stated that regardless of the causes, how well a family functions is 

a significant factor in the performance of Indigenous students in education. 

Other family issues were identified as constraining the participants’ participation 

such as the death of a close family member; family feuding; family breakups; alcohol 

misuse; and pressures exerted on Aboriginal youth by members of their own family 

to participate in their anti-social behaviours. In addition, a number of participants 

spoke of sibling ill-health as a constraining factor on their participation in education. 

These participants experienced instability and insecurity as the result of exposure to 

these serious health issues that not only impacted on the child with the illness, but 

also affected the parents and other children in the family in that their lives were more 

emotional and less stable, often resulting in some participants exhibiting behaviours 

that clearly were the outcome of not coping. 

There exists a number of research studies exploring Aboriginal family mobility in 

Australia which can be the result of the need to meet cultural obligations; undertake 

social maintenance; engage in sporting activities; address housing requirements; take 

up employment opportunities; and the effects of family and community concerns 

(Taylor & Bell, 2003; Memmott, Long & Thomson, 2006; Fordham & Schwarb, 

2007; Taylor & Dunn, 2010). In this study, the reasons for the participants moving 

from location to location ranged from family employment purposes to the separation 

of parents. One participant attempted to control the frequency of the family moving 

from town to town for employment reasons by refusing to attend another new school 

if the family moved again. The family did, so she withdrew from school. 
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A majority of the participants’ families were unable to provide financial support 

given their own limited finances which almost all participants accepted. Through the 

participants’ stories, it was evident that they clearly understood the financial 

circumstances of their families but also knew the importance of acquiring an 

education in order to break the cycle of poverty and hardship. One participant spoke 

of the pressures Aboriginal families placed on Aboriginal youth to discontinue their 

education and seek employment to assist with alleviating the family’s financial 

situation which impacted on their children’s ability to progress through education. 

These same pressures were identified by Clark (1983) and Leventhal and Brooks-

Gunn (2000) who claimed that living in low socio-economic neighbourhoods 

increased social, economic and other pressures for families and others who lived in 

them. The financial disadvantage experienced by families is an important 

consideration as it can contribute to poor communication with their children, low 

education attainment and limited employment opportunities thus impacting on their 

ability to provide for themselves and their families (Georgiou, 2008; SCRGSP, 

2009). However, as stated by Walter (2009, p. 2) “Indigenous people in Australia are 

overwhelmingly and unremittingly poor” which prevents many families from 

financially supporting their children through education. 

A significant number of participants spoke of living in extended family contexts 

either through their own choosing or at the direction of their families. According to 

the SCRGSP (2011), overcrowding remains a serious health and education issue for 

Indigenous families where children in particular are more susceptible to infectious 

diseases and sleep deprivation and are less likely to study. While there are education 

and health concerns relating to families sharing accommodation there are also 

distinct advantages including increased emotional, material and financial resources; 
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supporting the physical, social and emotional development of younger members; 

contributing to the care of the young; and taking on roles that involve teaching and 

counselling (Lamborn & Nguyen, 2003; New South Wales Government, 2008). 

Some participants spoke of these same advantages when they talked about living in 

extended family groups. According to Richards, Miller, O’Donnell, Wasserman and 

Colder (2004) adult family members were central in regulating and monitoring the 

behaviours of children and adolescents. The parents and caregivers of some 

participants in this research reprimanded them if they exhibited behaviours or 

became involved in events that were disrupting their or other students’ education. 

However, not all participants came from stable family contexts that offered this 

guidance. 

For some participants, family trauma constrained their participation in education. A 

significant number of participants expressed anger towards their teachers, family and 

friends as the result of experiencing trauma of different kinds such as the death of 

someone close to them; lack of financial assistance; alcoholism; and bullying and 

fighting. Sigfusdottir, Farkas and Silver (2004) pointed out that young people who 

demonstrated the above behaviours are often those who have experienced trauma of 

some kind in their lives. When the trauma of the home combined with trauma within 

the school, which occurred mostly in secondary schools, many participants 

responded either by emotionally withdrawing; withdrawing from school altogether; 

or fighting back physically. Lessard, Butler-Kisber, Fortin, Marcotte, Potvin and 

Royer (2008) wrote that “for some, family turmoil and problems in school set the 

stage for a difficult educational journey. They had more challenges to overcome than 

other students, often as early as first grade” (p. 36). 
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Conversely, not all students who experienced family and lifestyle trauma chose the 

path of truancy or misbehaviour. Participants in all three case studies demonstrated 

great resiliency and self-control combined with a strong desire to persevere in 

education in spite of these challenges. Friends were one relevant factor in their 

participation in education. 

Friends 

All three case studies participants identified friends as a minor enabler in their 

participation in education. However, friends were not identified as a constraint in 

their participation in education. A majority of Aboriginal youth across all three sites 

highlighted the positive role that friends played in their participation in their primary, 

secondary and tertiary education years. Most participants spoke of attending primary 

and secondary school to socialise with friends where they could share information 

and provide and receive support in times of need. The participants’ responses 

suggested that having friends attending the same school provided them with a greater 

sense of belonging at school and for most participants, friends were a positive 

influence on their participation. Frequently, the participants spoke of having 

friendships and seeking out students who they felt had similar cultural, family or 

interest links. Zeng and Xie (2008), Vaquera (2009) and Fairbanks, Crooks and 

Ariail (2011) wrote of the positive role that friends can play in the pursuit of 

academic goals where often they provide students with emotional support and 

academic assistance. Having a sense of belonging is an important factor in improving 

the participation and academic performance of students in education (Napoli, 2003). 

Purpose 

A minor theme of purpose was identified by Hill Top Centre participants as an 

enabling factor in their participation in education. In this study, purpose equates to 
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having a goal that one has set for oneself. The participants of Hill Top Centre spoke 

of their participating in education for a purpose which often included improving 

oneself; acquiring a trade; taking responsibility for one’s own life; and being 

responsible for those in their care. While Tablelands School and Red Sands College 

students were not as specific about their purpose in attending their educational 

institutions, it was clear that they had reasons for their participation in the 

educational process which they considered was a pathway to acquiring knowledge 

necessary for fulfilling their aspirations. Having a purpose for attending an institution 

was clearly providing motivation for the participants in this study. Often these 

purposes included establishing themselves academically for future employment and 

wanting to prove to both themselves and their families that they could succeed. 

Nuttin (1984) wrote that “behaviour is guided at each stage of its execution by a goal 

or purpose that has been cognitively elaborated” (p. 39). 

Individual Her/Himself 

For those participants from Tablelands School decisions made by the individual 

her/himself, were considered a major constraining factor on their own participation 

in education. According to these participants, their behaviours towards teachers, 

other students and the secondary schools they attended impacted on their education 

where they often stayed away from school; were not permitted to take part in class 

excursions; and changed schools when their misbehaviour reached a maximum level 

of disruption. Other reasons given for constraints on their participation was that of an 

individual’s decision to engage in alcohol and drug misuse and being influenced by 

the anti-social behaviours of others close to them in their family or communities. A 

lack of motivation and commitment was cited by many participants in this study as 

another constraining factor on their decisions not to participate in education. For each 
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of the above reasons, most participants thought that responsibility rested with the 

individual her/himself and they rarely recognised the role of wider social influences. 

Trying to Fit in 

A minor constraint on participation for a number of these Aboriginal youth was that 

of trying to fit into primary and secondary school. Experiences such as the terror and 

unhappiness of being bullied developed deep emotional feelings in some of the 

participants to the extent that some were truant, disinterested in school or withdrew 

altogether from their education. Boulton, Trueman and Murray (2008) stated that 

experiences of being bullied often lead to students feeling like they don’t fit in; not 

enjoying school; and often finding ways to stay away from school. Sweeting, Young, 

West and Der (2006) claimed this, combined with low academic performance, 

caused those who experienced bullying “to become distressed, with distress leading 

to victimization” (p. 589). One participant recalled taking part in fights as a reaction 

to being teased by other male students, including Aboriginal students from his home 

town who were attending the same secondary school. He felt his retaliation was a 

necessary action in an attempt to stop the teasing from reoccurring. Another 

participant spoke of his bullying behaviour towards others and of his after school 

delinquency. The participants’ responses suggested that support from the school to 

stop incidences of bullying was lacking. 

Boarding School Homesickness 

Participants from Tablelands School spoke of the minor theme of boarding school 

homesickness that they experienced when they left their families, home towns and 

country to attend school in another region far from those they loved and with whom 

they felt most comfortable. Feelings of alienation in their school were significant 

constraints to their academic performance. Rather than persevere, almost all those 
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who went away to boarding school left well before they completed their education. 

Finding a sense of identity and belonging in secondary schools is essential in 

academic achievement (Gray & Hackling, 2009). However, this can be difficult 

because the philosophy and structure of secondary schools is not designed to 

encourage bonding between schools, staff and students. Instead, education is more 

about the western notion of building individual independence. This is a point of 

cultural difference for Aboriginal students who value relationships: the focus on 

individualism generated feelings of isolation which was reflected in the responses of 

many participants. The possibility of being supported emotionally by their teachers 

and fellow students, which the participants experienced in primary school and at their 

current place of study, was reduced in secondary school largely because of the 

practice of students moving from class to class for lessons. This limited opportunities 

for staff and students to build any type of relationship. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 2: CHOICES 

What are the participants’ perspectives on enablers and constraints on the choices 

that the participants made in education? 

Responses to this research question were grouped under the major themes of 

personal choices and family. Of the three sites, Red Sands College participants 

provided the most extensive account of their choices in education followed by 

Tablelands School. Hill Top Centre participants appeared less familiar with thinking 

and speaking about choices in life, particularly educational choices. This could 

suggest that the participants from Tablelands School and Hill Top Centre did not 

consider they had choices in life given their life experiences. Overall, the participants 

across the three sites found choices an unfamiliar discussion topic, indicating they 
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had little experience in thinking about and discussing choices they had made in their 

lives or even the possibility that they actually had choices. 

Personal Choices 

Being able to make personal choices was identified as a major enabler for those 

participants at Red Sands College and Tablelands School. They spoke of having 

numerous choices in life including educational choices and decisions; whether or not 

to seek employment or engage in further studies; to have or not to have children; 

whether to leave home to study in another region; choosing to ignore family; walking 

away from what they perceived to be negative experiences and behaviours; and 

choosing to make public one’s own cultural identity. It was felt by a number of 

participants that there were many choices available for Aboriginal youth, particularly 

in larger towns and cities. This may be so for larger urban areas but research results 

by Gribble (2002), who explored successful Aboriginal schools in the Kimberley in 

WA, indicated lack of choices were impacting on young people in communities 

where a significant number of 17 year old youth had serious alcohol issues which 

were caused by this lack of choice and because many of them were incapable of 

making choices. Limited choices in small towns and communities were recognised 

by some participants who believed that choosing to relocate to a larger city to enrol 

in their current educational institution was an enabling choice that was producing 

positive academic and personal results. Others felt that an enabling choice was 

changing their negative behaviours in education when they realised they were 

impacting on others and on their own educational and personal aspirations. 

While many participants made choices when they were younger that constrained 

their later choices, on reflection they considered that positive outcomes were 

achieved, with some participants stating that these constraining choices contributed 



Chapter 8: Cross case analysis  258 

to their current enrolment in their educational institutions and to their personal lives. 

They perceived these experiences as having an enabling role in the choices they were 

now able to make. One participant felt that agreeing to leave his local school and 

moving to a smaller more isolated town and school proved to benefit him both 

academically and personally. Another spoke of publically announcing her 

Aboriginality which, while there were repercussions at the time, contributed to 

strengthening her identity thus leading to her enrolment in an Aboriginal programme 

at her institution. 

There were a number of participants who claimed choices they made constrained 

their education including engaging in alcohol and drug misuse; stealing; and 

bullying. Some participants spoke of experiencing boredom in school which 

constrained their ability to perform academically, resulting in some participants 

making personal choices to engage in truancy or other behaviours that impacted on 

their education. Vodanovich, Kass, Andrasik, Gerber, Niederberger and Breaux 

(2011) wrote of numerous outcomes that can arise out of boredom including 

depression; showing lack of interest; low levels of wellbeing; inability to do things; 

and being impulsive. These authors claimed that regardless of culture, males tend to 

experience boredom more than females (Vodanovich, et al., 2011). However, the 

findings of Vodanovich et al. (2008) did not correspond with this study where the 

data indicated there was almost equal distribution between male and female 

Aboriginal youth who experienced boredom. Robak and Nagda (2011) identified the 

common elements of autonomy (inner motivation from having personal choice), 

competence (environmental engagement leading to acquiring skills) and relatedness 

(need for positive relationships) as factors which play a part in the emotional state of 

individuals. These factors all featured in the participants’ responses across all three 
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case studies regardless of the enabling or constraining choices the participants made 

in their education. 

Clearly, the participants recognised that there were positive and negative outcomes 

from the choices they made. Some regretted the choices they made that negatively 

impacted on their lives. The question of choice is complex and one, based on the 

responses of the participants, not consciously thought about by Aboriginal youth. 

Greenburg (2008) highlighted this need to learn more about choice when he wrote: 

We must know as much as we can about people’s inner reasons for 

choosing as they do, but we must also know as much as we can about 

what it means to risk acting in the face of outside forces and of 

consequences that can never be fully comprehended (p. 704). 

Family 

For those participants from Hill Top Centre, the family emerged as a major enabling 

theme in their academic and personal choices. Most participants spoke of their 

parents and other family providing them with encouragement and support which 

influenced their decision to either continue or return to education. Family support 

was particularly important for those students who were attending educational 

institutions away from their hometowns. Some participants chose to attend 

institutions where their parents were either students themselves or employed as staff. 

Other participants recalled their parents and family offering them advice and 

discussing with them the importance of choosing wisely in education and life in 

general. These parents expressed their belief in the ability of their children to choose 

wisely. However, for participants from Red Sands College, family and friends were a 

constraint on their choices in education. For some of these Aboriginal youth family 

dynamics and the loss of their friends when moving to a distant school was a 
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constraint on their choices in education. The result was that they did not achieve 

what they hoped to achieve, both academically and personally. 

Without exception, the participants from all three sites spoke of making constraining 

educational choices which affected them emotionally and disrupted both their lives 

and their education. For a significant number of participants, this meant choosing to 

leave their home and country to reside and attend an institution far from their home 

towns, family and friends. While a clear majority of those who were studying at their 

current institution did not regret their decision to relocate, there were obvious costs 

such as being away from family, friends and country; learning new ways of 

interacting with others, especially if residing in a large metropolitan area; feelings of 

vulnerability when moving in large populations where racism is more readily 

expressed often by anonymous groups; difficulties locating suitable accommodation; 

and generally feeling a sense of being alone. However, in spite of these challenges, 

the participants persevered and either continued their education or returned to it after 

a short period of absence. 

An analysis of the participants’ stories revealed that each of these factors featured in 

some way in their descriptions of themselves, their family life, social interactions and 

their engagement in education. Of all the participants, only two indicated to the 

researcher, through their stories and close observation, that they felt a degree of 

anger and bitterness about what they had experienced in their family and social and 

educational lives. Their stories contained descriptions of fighting; alcohol and drug 

consumption by family and friends; lack of money; an absent father; and 

involvement in bullying others at school. In these situations, Aboriginal adolescents 

are, as stated by UNICEF (2002), frequently “making decisions that have lifelong 
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consequences without adult guidance and support and without the knowledge and 

skills to protect themselves” (p. 5). According to UNICEF (2002): 

As traditional social networks unravel, the structure of families is 

reshaped and sometimes demolished, and the capacity of family and 

community support systems shrinks. With their world lacking safety, 

consistency and structure, all too often adolescents are left to make 

difficult choices, largely on their own (p. 4). 

However, what shone through was the participants’ ability to recognise negative 

impacts on their lives while, at the same time, trying to rise above them in an attempt 

to achieve something better for themselves. They were aware of how difficult their 

lives were both when they were with their families and while they were away from 

family, but still they persevered. The ability of all participants to cope with 

challenging family, social and educational issues, pointers to resiliency, was clearly 

evident in their stories. 

Educational Institutions 

In exploring constraints on choices in education, the participants were very articulate 

about naming constraints they believed were instrumental in the choices they made. 

The participants from Red Sands College claimed that educational institutions were 

the major constraining theme in their education. Some of these constraints lay in the 

structure of the educational institutions themselves while other constraints related to 

choices the participants made to attend the educational institutions. Some participants 

recalled reacting negatively against school authority in the past. These participants 

felt that some teachers were not considerate of the personal issues that they 

experienced in their lives and placed great pressure on them which they believed 

caused them to behave inappropriately. This was particularly the case when acts of 

racism were directed towards them. Feelings of isolation and lack of support in 

educational institutions was a common response for a number of participants who 
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believed these factors influenced whether or not Aboriginal students chose to 

continue their education, particularly in secondary school. Choosing to leave home to 

attend an educational institution a considerable distance from their hometowns was a 

constraint on their education, according to many participants. The loss of friends and 

separation from family meant that they were less likely to remain in the educational 

institution through to completion of their studies. A small number of participants 

spoke of choosing courses in educational institutions that they grew to dislike 

resulting in their withdrawal. Alternatively, if they persevered they came to realise it 

was a financial expense and a waste of their time as they did not continue with that 

profession. 

Individual Her/Himself 

The individual her/himself was considered a major constraining theme for many 

participants from Tablelands School and Hill Top Centre. They expressed their 

disappointment over their perceived lack of strength in facing peer pressure; 

withdrawing from school before completion of Year 12; leaving a school which they 

now considered to be a good school; being distracted by life in general; engaging in 

acts of fighting and stealing; being truant at school; losing friendships as the result of 

leaving home for educational purposes; and engaging in adult type behaviours in 

order to leave the family home. One participant spoke of the difficulties for young 

people in making choices at a time when there appeared to be too many choices in 

life which caused them great angst and confusion. One participant stated that there 

were times when youth wanted to be told what to do as they found making choices 

difficult. 

The individual her/himself also emerged as a major theme for Hill Top Centre 

participants as the basis of constraining choices and included not taking up study 
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opportunities due to uncertainty about the degree of difficulty; lack of finances to 

support further studies; leaving secondary school due to a non-stimulating learning 

environment; dislike of classroom teachers; lack of motivation to persevere; 

discontinuing or not taking up education because of a fear of failing or experiencing 

boredom; a history of misbehaviour; alcohol consumption from an early age; 

truancy; and the death of close family members which saw them choosing to 

withdraw from education. 

According to a number of participants there were Aboriginal students who were 

‘lazy’ which was a constraint on the choices they made in relation to continuing their 

education. Further analysis revealed that these students were in fact bored with their 

educational institutions. Rather than consider the educational institution at fault for 

not providing an engaging and relevant educational experience, the participants 

blamed themselves for their lack of effort. One participant stated there were limited 

education and recreational choices for youth in her hometown so they made difficult 

choices to leave school early. According (UNICEF, 2002) leaving school early is 

often associated with youth becoming young parents; developing drug and alcohol 

problems; or engaging in criminal acts such as stealing. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 3: SUCCESS 

What are the participants’ perspectives on enablers and constraints on success in 

education? 

Prior to an analysis of enablers and constraints on success two preliminary themes 

are explored. First, the participants’ own definitions of success and second, who they 

identified as successful role models. 
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Participants Define Success 

The participants provided a number of definitions of success which included making 

a name for oneself; continually improving; doing something positive in life; being 

determined; and making sacrifices to achieve something. One definition put forward 

by a majority of participants from across the three sites was that of achieving goals, 

particularly in terms of completing their education, finding employment and 

becoming independent. 

A number of participants recognised that this ability to achieve one’s goals was even 

more significant for Aboriginal people as it was often reached while dealing with 

adversity in their lives. When asked where these definitions originated from most 

participants identified their family as influencing their notions of what success meant 

to them, while others claimed their idea of success was inspired by teachers in their 

schools or by what they had read. Aboriginal participants from across all three case 

studies believed that education was necessary to achieve financial, emotional and 

social success in life. 

Role Models 

The participants from all three case studies identified two groups of role models they 

considered were significant in their lives: the principal role models of family 

members and the secondary role models of public figures. In identifying family 

members as their principal role models, it was clear that the participants were 

looking for role models and success within their own family groups and were less 

focused on searching for role models externally. Aboriginal youth were most 

influenced by their own families. 
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Principal role models: Family 

Family members emerged as the most important role model for participants from all 

three sites. The family members identified as role models generally included parents 

and grandparents, particularly mothers and grandmothers. Other family members put 

forward as positive role models included older siblings as well as aunts and uncles. 

The females in families rather than males were identified as principal role models by 

both male and female participants. The mothers, grandmothers, aunts and female 

cousins were significant individuals in the lives of the participants for a number of 

reasons. Often these women were considered by the participants to be hard working; 

good listeners; best able to persevere in the face of adversity; courageous in taking 

up further studies; those most likely to encourage members of their families to aim 

high; reliable; trustworthy; and believed in young family members while providing 

for them what they could to create a happier and secure family life. Other family 

members featuring in the lives of these Aboriginal female and male youth included 

strong male role models such as fathers, uncles and male cousins who supported the 

youth by providing emotional and physical support; encouraging them to continue 

their education; and telling them to always aim high. These male role models were 

either employed or undertaking tertiary studies. An underlying theme woven 

throughout the responses of the participants was that these significant family 

members were able to live positive lives in spite of difficult childhoods and 

challenges in their adult lives while trying to provide for themselves and their 

families in sometimes difficult financial, social and emotional circumstances. These 

family members had varying levels of western education but commonly, most had 

not achieved an education that could be said to be equivalent to those in mainstream 

Australia. 
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Secondary role models: Public figures 

Individuals with public profiles were put forward by a minority of participants as 

people they admired and look to for inspiration. Of the public figures named by the 

participants, sporting figures and movie stars, especially Indigenous Australians and 

black American sports and movie stars, were held up as positive role models for their 

ability to succeed in their professions. These public figures were identified for their 

talents and for achieving success in their chosen fields which many had done in spite 

of being from a minority group in mainstream western societies. These public figures 

were often seen as the ‘least likely to succeed’ and as such they demonstrated that 

success was possible even though the odds might appear to be great. Public role 

models also pointed to opportunities to contribute positively to improving the lives of 

others either on a small or large scale. However, while Coram (2007) agreed in the 

positiveness of Indigenous and black role models for Aboriginal youth, she provided 

a word of caution when she claimed “that the athlete role model in the contemporary 

context of capitalism can work to obscure the realities of competition in sport and in 

the process promulgate false opportunity through sport at the expense of education” 

(p. 56). 

Enablers and Constraints on Success 

Responses to this research question were grouped under the seven themes of 

individual her/himself; family and friends; educational institutions; shame; sense of 

belonging; and mental health issues. Both the major and minor enablers and 

constraints on success in education are included within each theme. The individual 

her/himself was a common major enabler identified by the participants for academic 

success across all three sites. All three sites did not have minor enabling themes 

relating to success in their education. Tablelands School and Red Sands College 
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participants identified the individual her/himself as a major constraint on their 

success in education while Hill Top Centre participants named the family as a major 

constraint. The participants at Red Sands College identified family and friends and 

educational institutions as minor constraints on their educational success while 

Tablelands School participants identified shame and a lack of a sense of belonging in 

school as minor constraints on their success in education. Hill Top Centre 

participants identified physical and mental health as a minor constraint. 

Individual her/himself 

Across the three sites, participants considered that the individual her/himself could 

be both a major enabler and constraint on their own education success. Many 

participants felt that an enabler for success included setting and achieving personal 

and academic goals and that without goals it was impossible to succeed. Many 

participants referred to the need for Aboriginal students to be focussed, persistent and 

determined to succeed in education as education was necessary in breaking the cycle 

of poverty that many Aboriginal people live in today. They believed that education 

was the means to create social change for Aboriginal people. Staying physically 

active by playing sports and taking up singing and dancing were considered by a 

small number of participants as enablers in achieving success in education. Success 

in these areas helped to build their self-esteem and confidence which the participants 

believed helped their academic performance. 

These Aboriginal youth from across the three sites believed that Aboriginal students 

must be able to work hard; possess inner strength; move forward regardless of the 

challenges they experienced; and deal with stress. Their ability to do these well 

meant the difference between whether or not they succeeded in whatever they chose 
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to do. The capacity to achieve in education was set squarely on the shoulders of 

Aboriginal students themselves without recognising institutional and socially 

constructed constraints on the educational success of Aboriginal students. The 

participants believed they knew what attributes were required for academic 

achievement; considered that educational institutions provided the necessary 

knowledge, skills and understandings; and believed that in spite of family issues or 

social attitudes towards Aboriginal people, young people could still achieve if they 

applied themselves well enough. The participants considered that responsibility for 

not attending school regularly; behaving badly in school; forming early emotional 

relationships and entering early parenthood; fighting; mixing with the ‘wrong’ 

people; and consuming alcohol and drugs lay at the feet of Aboriginal youth 

themselves. 

Pressures placed on participants by their own family and friends for leaving their 

region to attend educational institutions were also considered a constraint on success 

in education. Again, according to the Aboriginal youth themselves, the weight of this 

backlash was borne by the individual with little responsibility apportioned to others. 

Feelings of inadequacy and not being able to match popular images presented in the 

media were also considered a constraint. This benchmarking against what is admired 

and seen as ‘normal’ placed emotional stress on these Aboriginal youth who believed 

it was not possible for them to successfully match these popular images. 

The belief of a number of participants that Aboriginal people choose not to take up 

opportunities that are considered to be available for everyone echoes the views of 

Australian society. The concept of meritocracy, that success is possible when ability 

is applied, permeates throughout Australian society where it is commonly felt that in 

spite of social barriers it is still possible to achieve (Carter, 2008). When Aboriginal 
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people do not achieve, it often results in a deficit view of their abilities and ignores 

questions about educational institutions and wider society whose curriculum, 

pedagogy and social views are considered normal and natural. The ‘hidden 

curriculum’ a term first coined by Phillip Jackson in 1968 (Margolis, 2001), refers to 

factors that prevent students from succeeding academically. Margolis (2001) wrote 

that, according to Jackson, there were: 

Identified features of classroom life that were inherent in the social 

relations of schooling. He observed that there were values, dispositions, 

and social and behavioural expectations that brought rewards in school 

for students and that learning what was expected along these lines was a 

feature of the hidden curriculum... such as learning to wait quietly, 

exercising restraint, trying, completing work, keeping busy, cooperating, 

showing allegiance to both teachers and peers, being neat the punctual, 

and conducting oneself courteously (p. 5). 

Devlin (2009) claimed the hidden curriculum included the “values and beliefs that 

are signified by what is, and is not, represented in the intended and enacted 

curriculum and discourse, and what is represented outside of these” (p. 5). The 

hidden curriculum is also referred to by Giroux (1997) who stated “as a ‘technology 

of power,’ discourse is given concrete expression in the forms of knowledge that 

constitute the formal curriculum as well as in the structuring of classroom social 

relations that constitute the hidden curriculum of schooling” (p. 121). 

Establishing their own families was considered important to two male participants 

who talked about the forthcoming birth of their first child. Both these participants 

were obviously entering fatherhood at a very young age but appeared to be 

successfully making the transition between their identities as adolescents and their 

imminent fatherhood. In their research around managing identities and adolescent 

fathers, Frewin, Tuffin and Rouch (2007) wrote of the complexities involved when 

young men have to assume fatherhood whilst still in the adolescent phase of 

discovering who they are as young adults and that: 
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Through their stories, rather than avoiding obligations, or involvement, 

these young fathers illustrate the depth of their commitment to their 

children, also illuminate the struggle to claim some form of identity at an 

age when they are expected to still be exploring and discovering 

themselves (p. 162). 

This also corresponded with the responses made by these participants who spoke of 

the anticipation of their child’s birth and the future dreams and aspirations they held 

for their child. Approaching fatherhood and a new family appeared to be the impetus 

for these participants to continue with their education in the hope that it would help 

them to better provide for their partner and child. 

Family and friends 

Hill Top Centre students along with some at Red Sands College identified the family 

as either a major or minor constraint on their success in education. Davis-Kean and 

Sexton (2009) stated that “successful families pass on optimal values, beliefs, and 

behaviours regarding the importance of education, work, relationships, and good 

mental health to their children” (p. 285). Some of the participants’ families 

experienced situations that caused them to be less than successful as families. The 

behaviours of family that were negatively impacting on the participants included 

excessive alcohol consumption; fighting; gambling; and a general lack of support. 

According to one participant, Aboriginal youth experience less confidence and self-

esteem than non-Indigenous youth because family were not providing them with the 

necessary support to achieve in education and in life in general. Being able to 

function well in school and achieve academically are affected by homes that do not 

feature stability and emotionally secure families. The participants spoke of 

Aboriginal children and youth who feel they are not loved and have no one to take an 

interest in what they do in life; they have no-one to listen to them or to help guide 

them. Family instability and lack of attention was clearly foremost in the minds of 
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the participants. In addition to constraints placed by family on Aboriginal youth and 

their academic success, some Red Sands College participants claimed that pressure 

placed on Aboriginal youth by their friends was a constraint in achieving academic 

success. This pressure took the form of coercion to consume alcohol and drugs and 

engage in other behaviours thus impacting on their education. 

Educational institutions 

Red Sands College participants identified the minor theme of educational institutions 

as responsible for constraints that were placed on Aboriginal students. These 

constraints included racism from students and staff; lack of structural and teacher 

support; isolation from other Aboriginal students; irrelevant curriculum; and over-

monitoring of Aboriginal students by teaching staff. Gusa (2010) wrote that: 

Today’s PWIs [predominately white institutions] do not have to be 

explicitly racist to create a hostile environment. Instead, unexamined 

historically situated White cultural ideology embedded in the language, 

cultural practices, traditions, and perceptions of knowledge allow these 

institutions to remain racialized (p. 465).  

Some non-Indigenous teachers in one participant’s workplace believed that courses 

for Aboriginal students were designed to make it easier for Aboriginal people to 

graduate from educational institutions and expressed strong racist comments to the 

participant and her fellow Aboriginal students. By denigrating the teacher training 

course, these Anglo-Celtic staff were engaging in acts of racism and were exerting 

power through their positions as teachers in the school. In spite of Aboriginal people 

receiving “the same level of public benefits as non-Indigenous people” and that 

“individuals do not receive additional public benefits because they are Indigenous” 

(Australian Human Rights Commission, 2008, n.p.), this notion of ‘special treatment’ 

is a commonly held belief in Australia. 
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Shame 

Tablelands School participants identified shame as a constraint on their educational 

success; they spoke about it frequently. They often felt shame when attending large 

educational institutions where Aboriginal students were a minority or when mixing 

with a white audience or presenting to a class or when playing in a band in front of 

others. Shame is a particularly common feeling for Aboriginal young people and, 

according to some participants, can play a significant role in whether or not a student 

will succeed in educational environments. Such is the power of the emotion of shame 

that, for many Aboriginal students, it can cause them to underperform academically 

or withdraw from education altogether. According to Erikson (1963) “shame 

supposes that one is completely exposed and conscious of being looked at: in one 

word, self-conscious. One is visible and not ready to be visible” (p. 252–254). 

Lack of sense of belonging 

Some participants from Tablelands School, frequently experienced feelings of not 

belonging in educational institutions and mainstream society. The participants were 

aware that most Aboriginal people frequently did not feel they belonged in 

mainstream Australia and hence shied away from places and people they knew 

would cause them to feel they did not belong. These experiences created strong 

emotions which were often difficult to manage, with some choosing actions that were 

harmful to themselves and others, or making the decision to not attempt anything that 

might encourage similar emotions. Central to not feeling a sense of belonging was 

that of being Aboriginal in a white dominated society. The wider community 

regularly reminded the participants that they did not belong in mainstream society by 

placing them under surveillance in public arenas and generally treating them as 

different to what they would consider to be ‘normal’ society (McIntosh, 1988). 
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Whilst identity was not a topic central to this study, it naturally emerged through the 

stories of the participants from all three sites and is considered significant to the 

overall discussion about Aboriginal youth in education. Common to all participants 

was their strong sense of self as an Aboriginal person. This was also particularly the 

case for two participants who were discovering and strengthening their identity. An 

important force in the participants’ strong cultural identity was that of their 

Aboriginal family, friends and local community. These significant others provided to 

the participants, the cultural knowledge, acceptance, support, expectation and 

encouragement that is required to develop and maintain an identity which, according 

to some of the participants, was central in their participation and achievement in 

education. This was at a time in young people’s lives when, as stated by Frewin et al. 

(2007), the period of “adolescence is a challenging developmental period marked by 

profound physical, psychological and social change. This is a time of pubertal 

change, the development of abstract thinking, increased self-consciousness, and 

changes in self-concept” (p. 161). 

Recognition of the importance of being part of a group or society based on a strong 

sense of identity is supported by Brown, Von Bank and Steinberg (2008) who stated 

that “achieving a healthy identity requires active negotiation between the self and 

significant segments of one’s society in order to reach agreement about who one is” 

(p. 1163). In addition to cultural identity, a small number of participants spoke of 

their identity stemming from their religious beliefs and impending fatherhood. One 

participant spoke at length about her religious identity and the role it played in her 

life which, along with her Aboriginal identity, provided her with a clear sense of who 

she was and where she fitted in her community and in society in general. To this 

participant there was no conflict between her religious beliefs and her cultural beliefs 
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which she considered complimented each other. However, for many Aboriginal 

youth the focus by the western education system on their identity is a significant 

factor in their education as highlighted by Calma (2003), the previous Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner, who stated that the: 

Poor performance of young Indigenous people in the educational system 

may partly be explained by the lack of acceptance that they feel in that 

system. As one academic has noted, ‘Aboriginal students may come to 

the point of feeling that to achieve in school terms they have to give up 

their Indigenous identity and forfeit their acceptance within their 

Indigenous peer group’. Indigenous youth may thus find themselves 

unable to find the ‘point of balance’ in that system (n.p.). 

Clearly, Aboriginal youth walk in both the western and Aboriginal worlds and to be 

able to do this successfully requires understanding and support from educational 

institutions, families and society in general. 

Mental health 

A number of participants across the three sites spoke of mental health issues 

experienced by their family and friends as a constraint on their success in education. 

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO) (2009), to define mental health 

it is necessary to refer to the definition of health which “is a state of complete 

physical, mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or 

infirmity” (n.p.). Furthermore, the WHO (2005) stated that mental health is 

determined by socio-economic, environmental, and behavioural issues including 

poverty; limited education; overcrowding; reduced financial circumstances and 

experiences; and “insecurity and hopelessness, rapid social change, and the risks of 

violence and physical ill-health” (n.p.). 

Participants attending Hill Top Centre spoke both frankly and strongly about the 

mental health issues which were impacting on Aboriginal youth and constraining 
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them and other Aboriginal youth from achieving academically. These issues included 

a diagnosed mental illness; lack of confidence and self-esteem; feeling alone; not 

dealing with grief; unable to problem solve issues; peer pressure; and feeling 

suicidal. Other significant constraints identified by the participants were their 

feelings of anxiety, inadequacy and inability to achieve academically and that family 

played a major role in the state of their mental health and emotional state. Adermann 

and Campbell (2010) wrote of the extreme levels of anxiety that Aboriginal youth 

frequently experience which are linked to: 

Family and household factors, specifically dysfunctional families and 

poor-quality parenting; being in the care of a sole parent or people other 

than their original parents, and having lived in five or more homes; being 

subjected to racism in the past six months; physical ill health of the child 

and carers; speech impairment; severe otitis media; vision problems; 

carer access to mental health services; and smoking and marijuana use (p. 

106). 

The overall responses of a number of the participants indicated they were 

experiencing serious issues affecting their mental health yet they felt alone in dealing 

with these issues. They stated there were no family and support services that were 

there for them. Many Aboriginal families feel powerless in dealing with mental 

health issues especially since many also experience these same difficulties expressed 

by the youth in this study. Adermann and Campbell (2007, p. 75) claimed that 

“ongoing anger, loss and grief felt by Indigenous people from their original 

dispossession following colonisation still dramatically affect wellbeing”. Calma 

(2005) stated that “poor mental health contributes to the crisis of family violence, 

anti-social behaviour, substance misuse, confrontation with the legal system, low 

participation in schooling and employment that is evident in a significant number of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities” (n.p.). 
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CONCLUSION 

This chapter presented and analysed the enablers and constraints impacting on 

Aboriginal participants in their primary, secondary and tertiary education. It 

compared and contrasted findings in the three case study institutions across sites in 

urban and rural settings and related them back to the literature. As clearly revealed in 

the summary tables (Figure 8.1 and Figure 8.2) there were a significant number of 

common themes across the three sites in relation to enablers and constraints on their 

participation, choices and success in education in spite of the participants coming 

from different backgrounds and educational institutions. 

While there were some differences in what the participants considered were enabling 

and constraining factors in their education, overwhelmingly the themes of 

educational institutions; family; and the individual themselves were similar across 

participants at all three sites. The participants’ responses about educational 

institutions indicated that education can be an unpredictable experience for many 

Aboriginal youth. Whether or not these Aboriginal youth had a productive and 

rewarding educational experience depended on a number of factors including help to 

feel a sense of belonging in the educational institution; teachers employing sound 

pedagogical and culturally-sensitive approaches; strong support strategies; engaging 

and relevant curriculum; positive teacher-student and student-student relationships; 

and supportive families and communities. Families who provided consistent and 

strong support for their children encouraged these Aboriginal youth to continue with 

their education and helped them to better cope with the negative and frequently racist 

experiences Aboriginal youth encountered in educational institutions and in wider 

society. However, worryingly, these Aboriginal youth considered that while 

educational institutions and families have a significant role to play, they felt that they 
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themselves held a high level of responsibility for their own participation, choices and 

success in education. That is, they did not recognise their own structured 

disadvantage and they tended to blame themselves for any problems with 

participation, choices and success. This important issue is taken up in the meta 

conceptual discussion in Chapter Nine. 

In summary, participation, choices and success in education were more likely when 

the enabling themes identified by the Aboriginal youth in this study worked for them: 

in essence, supportive educational institutions and families; quality teachers and 

appropriate and engaging classroom pedagogy. These key factors were also 

identified by Oloo (2007). In this research, most participants considered their 

secondary school years problematic for a number of reasons. A common theme was 

that of non-supportive secondary classroom teachers who were clearly employing 

their positions of power to control every aspect of the participants’ education. 

Control was exerted in a number of ways, for example, over the behaviours of the 

participants; whether or not they received the assistance and support they were 

entitled to; the content and delivery of the curriculum that was taught to the 

participants; and the personal interactions that took place between the teachers and 

the participants. Students were expected to conform to the school rules and 

regulations and any behaviour considered contrary to these was labelled as 

misbehaviour and dealt with accordingly. This was in spite of some participants’ 

circumstances; one spoke of the traumatic death of a relative which the teacher did 

not take into consideration. Instead, the teacher was even less supportive which 

resulted in the student behaving in a more aggressive manner in the classroom. What 

is needed for Aboriginal students and in fact all students, is a high quality 

educational experience as described by Global Education (2010). 
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A quality education satisfies basic learning needs while enriching the 

lives of the learners and their life experiences. Such an education requires 

motivated students, well-trained and supported teachers, adequate 

facilities, relevant curriculum, an encouraging environment, clear and 

accurate assessment, and recognition of local communities and cultures 

(n.p.). 

The following chapter highlights the meta level conceptual themes and discussion of 

issues which have emerged through the analysis of findings. In particular, the next 

chapter focuses on issues of power where it is argued that it is possible to ‘disturb’ 

the Aboriginal youth’s sense of blaming themselves for any problems with 

participation, choices and success in education by examining wider institutional, 

social structures and embedded inequalities. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

DISCUSSION OF META CONCEPTUAL THEMES: POWER 

AND THE STORIES OF ABORIGINAL YOUTH 

Education has no aims or functions; people shape education and invest it with aims 

and functions (Parsons, 1999, p. 6). 

 

INTRODUCTION 

A critical theory lens of power is brought to bear for this discussion of meta 

conceptual themes relevant to this research. The themes are globalisation; social 

justice and equity; and institutional, systemic and social racism which emerged from 

the stories of the Aboriginal youth in this study. These themes have a significant role 

to play in the overall lives of Aboriginal people and are nowhere more apparent than 

in the experiences of Aboriginal youth in education as indicated by the responses of 

Aboriginal youth in this study. The associated discussion focuses on the relative 

powerlessness which continues to feature in the lives of many Aboriginal youth, even 

for those who are participating in senior secondary and tertiary education such as 

some of the participants in this study. Although the discussion is separated into 

sections, the themes are closely interrelated. 

DISCUSSION OF META LEVEL THEMES 

The following discussion is grouped in three sections: globalisation; social justice 

and equity; and institutional, systemic and social racism. The discussion within each 

section includes reference to relevant literature to enable an analysis of the meta 

conceptual themes which are derived from the stories of the Aboriginal youth 

themselves.  
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Globalisation 

Accelerating globalisation forms the broader context within which changing issues 

relating to Aboriginal education are located. The lack of education systems to 

adequately prepare Aboriginal youth for a rapidly changing global world will mean a 

widening of the economic and social gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

people. As I approach the end of this thesis and look to implications for the findings 

for the future (Chapter Ten), I am increasingly convinced that globalisation will have 

a significant impact on Aboriginal people and therefore the concept is explored here.  

The world is increasingly becoming a more globalised ‘community’. However, 

globalisation is not a recent phenomenon. Trade, which is at the heart of 

globalisation, has been a feature of human existence for a very long time which, now 

in current times, is much faster because of technological advances and easier 

movements between nations (Global Education, 2010, n.p.). Guttal (2007) pointed 

out that globalisation is regularly debated in the social sciences and as a result has 

been defined in various ways and various powers and effects attributed to it. 

While historically, trade has been practiced by humans for a very long time, 

globalisation as we now know it gained strength after World War ll. It was from this 

time that progressively improved technologies and decreasing costs sped up the 

spread and strength of globalisation around the world (World Trade Organisation 

[WTO], 2008). This rapid growth in globalised trading means there are increasingly 

more and more definitions and descriptions of what is meant by globalisation which, 

as Yu (2008) stated, is an unavoidable outcome from increased trade between nation-

states. However, Rizvi and Lingard (2010) identified three main facets of 

globalisation: 
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As an empirical fact that describes the profound shifts that are currently 

taking place in the world; as an ideology that masks various expressions 

of power and a range of political interests; and as a social imaginary that 

expresses the sense people have of their own identity and how it relates 

to the rest of the world, and how it implicitly shapes their aspirations and 

expectations (p. 24). 

Meyer (2007) stated there were two main definitions of globalisation used today. The 

first is the need to work together for mutual benefit through national business 

operations while the second is that of an increased understanding of a global society 

and that mutual assistance is vital. The WTO (2008) stated that globalisation, on a 

national and international level, was a highly complicated interlocking social, 

economic and political entity while the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development [OECD] (2005) claimed that globalisation encouraged dependencies 

between nations through the sharing of a global economy and associated trade and 

market activities.  

While Utkin (2002) wrote that globalisation, brings together national economies into 

one universal system, Smyth (2004) stated that “the complex process called 

globalization is not only affecting the nature of educational policy, but it is also 

affecting everyday life, civil society and the economy” (p. 39). While it is a familiar 

word, there is not only less agreement of what is meant by globalisation but also 

about the impact it has on people and communities (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). There 

are those who believe that it exists and has an impact on lives around the globe while 

others don’t believe that globalisation is a new phenomenon or a threat to anyone 

(Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). Some claim globalisation will raise living standards 

(Guttal, 2007). Gurria (2007) espoused the benefits of globalisation which have: 

Raised productivity and employment; helped lift millions out of poverty; 

revolutionised communications; fostered competition; boosted global 

economic growth and interdependencies through trade and FDI flows; 

and facilitated scientific discoveries which will help us lead longer and 

healthier lives. Globalisation has also: enhanced education by allowing 
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fast cross-country comparisons; exposed human rights violations in 

remote corners of the world; boosted international cooperation; 

encouraged international migration and remittances flows; and provided 

the basis for a global awareness (p. 2–3). 

While the proponents of globalisation highlight the benefits, not everyone agrees that 

globalisation is the answer to the economic and social development of people and 

nations. De Sousa Santos (2006) highlighted the human costs of globalisation which 

he claims does not draw peoples together as one force moving forward which cannot 

be stopped; instead there will be “conflicts and, therefore, winners and losers. The 

dominant discourse on globalization is the history of the winners, told by the 

winners” (p. 395). In an interview with Peter McLaren, Munoz (2006) presented 

McLaren’s view on what he considered to be the deeper motives of globalisation 

which, he said, could be: 

Better understood as a form of imperialism and intensification of older 

forms of imperialism... Globalization represents an ideological facade 

that camouflages the manifold operations of imperialism. In fact, the 

concept of globalization has effectively replaced the term imperialism in 

the lexicon of the ruling elite for the purpose of exaggerating the global 

character of capitalism as an all-encompassing and indefatigable power 

that apparently no nation-state has the means to resist or oppose (p. 58). 

While trade, and therefore globalisation, is considered as a way to increase the 

economic wealth of developing countries, in reality these countries have little or no 

real input into this globalisation trend which may result in a merging of cultures. 

UNESCO (2010) cautioned that while globalisation could help to address poverty 

and inequality issues and improve education, it also: 

Carries with it the danger of creating a market place in knowledge that 

excludes the poor and the disadvantaged. Countries and households 

denied access to opportunities for basic education in an increasingly 

knowledge-based global economy face the prospect of deepening 

marginalization within an increasingly prosperous international economy 

(p. 14). 

Huggan (2007) walked the middle path when he claimed that: 
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Many of the world’s poorest countries are conspicuously excluded from 

processes of economic globalization; globalization, however generously 

defined, has neither succeeded in producing the ideal of economic 

uniformity that neo-liberalism aspires to, nor has it led to what neo-

liberalism’s critics like to see as an inexorable homogenization of 

(trans)cultural processes and effects (p. 10). 

Anheier and Isar (2007) stated that there was a lack of sufficient information and 

understanding about the impact of globalisation on people. For these reasons many 

international indigenous peoples consider globalisation as a threat to their culture and 

their country (Mander & Tauli-Corpuz, 2006; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). These threats 

include a disregard for the environment when transnational corporations target 

countries for economic purposes regardless of the impact it has on the land, animals 

and people. As stated earlier in this section on globalisation, colonial powers have, 

over many centuries, used political and physical force to gain power and control over 

peoples in whose country they desired ownership of resources, access to the 

country’s natural wealth, or for trade purposes. In this way, the very nature of 

globalisation promotes the merging of cultures as stated by Arnett (2002): 

One of the most vehement criticisms of globalization is that it threatens 

to create one homogeneous worldwide culture in which all children grow 

up wanting to be like the latest pop music star, eat Big Macs, vacation at 

Disney World, and wear blue jeans, baseball caps, and Nikes (p. 779). 

Adams, Centeno and Varner (2007) claimed that “a globalizing force can appear 

‘hegemonic’ if its domination is so pervasive and inescapable that nations and 

cultures feel that some resistance is critical for survival no matter its futility” (p. 82). 

One important means of furthering globalisation has been the internationalisation of 

the English language which has been adopted so successfully globally that now all 

major international communication is via English (Hui, 2001). This frequently 

relegates global indigenous languages to second and third positions which has an 

impact on the longevity of indigenous languages. Sung (2007) wrote that teaching 

English above other languages was a social and political act and as such, English 
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teachers need to raise awareness, through their teaching, of the “issues of language, 

culture, power, and social justice to counteract the dominance of western influences 

that use English teaching to monopolize ways of being and becoming” (p. 164). Sung 

(2007) also pointed out that English language mastery is a key factor in whether or 

not people are employed, or are employed in more senior positions which require a 

certain level of English acquisition. 

As identified previously, the driver of globalisation is information and 

communication technologies which enable transnational corporations to engage in 

ideas and trade and conduct business in any country around the globe, without the 

need for a physical presence and direct hands on involvement in industry (OECD, 

2006; World Bank Group [WBG], 2003). Central to information and 

communications, and therefore globalisation, is education and, importantly, the 

acquisition of knowledge both of which are central to the issue of Aboriginal youth 

in education as explored by this study. Towards the end of the 20
th

 century, the 

greatest change occurred in the “increasing importance of knowledge as a driver of 

growth in the context of the global economy, the information and communication 

revolution, the emergence of a worldwide labor market, and global socio-political 

transformations” (WBG, 2002, p. 7). According to the WBG (2003), there are four 

areas that support a knowledge economy: helpful economic and organisational 

systems, a suitably trained workforce, strong information and communication 

technology and responsive, innovative and creative organisations that are closely 

monitoring growing global knowledge and its relevancy to their own local needs. 

This will, according to the WBG (2003), require “a new model of education and 

training, a model of lifelong learning. A lifelong learning framework encompasses 

learning throughout the life cycle, from early childhood to retirement. It includes 
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formal, non formal and informal education” (p. 3) and, so rapid is the changing 

knowledge economy, that workers require up-skilling regularly which has 

implications for schools and other education and training providers. Aboriginal youth 

are especially vulnerable if they are not academically prepared to participate 

successfully in this powerful and expanding knowledge economy. According to 

Smyth, Hattam, Cannon, Edwards, Wilson and Wurst (2004): 

The process of globalization is significant...because these changes are 

profoundly affecting the terrain upon which young people are having to 

navigate their futures. Deciding whether to stay at school or not is now 

very much affected by the way nation states manage globalization (p. 39) 

Parsons (1999, p. 5) claimed that the aim of education involves many things which 

are tied to the “social context, usually the national economic context, within which 

they arise and relative to the dominant players’ interests” and that “political, 

economic and cultural elites contest about the ends which schooling should seek to 

attain, the form it should take and who it should serve”. Globalisation, and the 

transnational corporation forces that drive it, have a direct role to play in shaping 

education around the world. It does it through policies and what educational 

institutions offer to students (Smyth, et al., 2004; Bottery, 2006). Robertson and Dale 

(2009) stated that education policy and processes are developed by state and national 

departments but they are also influenced by global events, needs and demands and, 

therefore, “effectively set agendas for key elements of education (p. 30). 

Regardless of whether one believes globalisation exists or not or what it may 

represent, there is no doubt that the advancement and speed of technology and hence 

communication, impacts greatly on the way the world operates and therefore on 

vulnerable groups such as Aboriginal Australian people. The world will continue to 

change whether or not we agree with or protest against globalisation. Australian 

governments and institutions who are responsible for providing education for 
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Aboriginal people must be aware of and plan for the increasing impact that 

globalisation will have on Aboriginal people. 

To capture the impact from different quarters that Aboriginal youth experience in 

education, Figure 9.1 illustrates the levels of power and authority influencing 

education design, development and implementation, commencing with the influence 

of globalisation on national governments who create and drive education policy and 

practice to local educational institutions who implement them which, in turn, impact 

on Aboriginal communities and ultimately Aboriginal students. The themes are 

presented by arches that not only depict the impact on Aboriginal students from a top 

down approach but the wrap around movement also symbolises the way the themes 

permeate all aspects of Aboriginal life. 

 

Figure 9.1: Levels of power and influence 
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If the question of preparing Aboriginal youth for a more globalised world is to be 

addressed, the Australian state and federal governments must be as cognisant of the 

issues as possible. Bhabha (1994) wrote: 

Globalization, I want to suggest must always begin at home. A just 

measure of global progress requires that we first evaluate how 

globalizing nations deal with ‘the difference within’-the problems of 

diversity and redistribution at the local level, and the rights and 

representation of minorities in the regional domain (p. xv). 

It is also important that Aboriginal people become more aware of what the changing 

technological and communication world will mean for them and future generations. 

However, awareness is not sufficient in itself; Australian governments and 

Aboriginal people must also plan for these increased developments which will have a 

direct impact on their ability to live lives of their choosing. The pressure to be 

informed and able to respond can be emotionally costly for people. Appadurai (1996, 

p. 29) wrote that in the almost ‘schizophrenic’ global world, new thought needs to be 

given to “rootlessness, alienation, and psychological distance between individuals 

and groups” and the “electronic propinquity” that surrounds us. Clearly, Aboriginal 

people live in two worlds in Australia: the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal worlds. 

However, there is a third world and that is the international world. In this third world, 

globalisation is transforming how people live and how nations develop. 

Globalisation now enables large international corporations to operate across national 

borders thus influencing the way in which society functions; how people are 

educated and trained; and the type of work they are trained for in the global market. 

This is not a static process but one that is ever changing according to market needs 

and requirements. While Aboriginal Australian children do not grow up in overseas 

countries, they do grow up in a nation that is dominated by a culture different to their 

own; where other cultures are also found; and where they experience daily stresses 
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reflecting as the result of living as a minority group in a world of multiple cultures. 

Pollock and Van Reken (2009) wrote of third culture children who are born in one 

country but live in multiple countries around the world and said that they “grow up in 

multiple spheres of cultural influence. How then do they begin to find language to 

define these changes and consider the implications of these global shifts for both 

individuals and society?” (p. xii). Pollock and Van Reken (2009) also coined the 

term cross-cultural kids to refer to children who grow up in their own country where 

they interact with more than two cultures which is a term applicable to the context in 

which Aboriginal youth live in Australia. 

An important consideration when discussing globalisation is the bearing it has on 

identity which is of particular concern for global indigenous peoples. One of the 

greatest challenges for Aboriginal people is that of protecting Aboriginal culture and 

cultural identity whilst also adopting a more contemporary mainstream self which is 

expected in this global push for greater economic and social development. 

Developing and maintaining multiple identities already happens as “our identities are 

increasingly elaborated and negotiated within and against a transnational spatial 

awareness” (Rizvi, 2009, p. 274). For many Aboriginal people, there may always be 

difficulties between satisfying their Aboriginal, national and international selves. 

Living across cultures in this way raises questions of how identity is formed and 

maintained in a context that involves other cultures, especially those that are more 

dominant. This in itself suggests that identity is an ever changing and re-evaluating 

process as the result of interactions between cultures. 

Singh (2009, p. 187) stated that in a globalised world the coming together of cultures 

can result in ‘cross-cultural ignorance’ where there is a “want or lack of knowledge, 

or of being uninformed” by mainly dominant western cultures about non-western 
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cultures. This is representative of the workings of globalisation where non-western 

knowledge is most often excluded in preference for western knowledge thus “the 

internationalisation of education may be another instance of western colonialism and 

imperialism...[where] global knowledge flows render inferior, deride or stuff out... 

intellectual heritage in favour of the knowledge of the English-speaking West” 

(Singh, 2009, p. 199). Moreover, promoting the “inclusivity of international 

education proceed in tandem with the maintenance and imposition of boundaries that 

exclude or marginalise other knowledge traditions” (Singh, 2009, p. 199). Stratton 

and Devadas (2010) claimed that: 

The incompleteness of identity, which points to the site or scene of 

struggle in which questions about home, belonging, rights, and politics 

are in constant contest. Identity can never be settled upon, it constantly 

changes as seen in the multifarious struggles over, and connections to, 

identity that animate the present (p. 2). 

This has been the case for Aboriginal people where Aboriginal identity has been 

discussed, examined, debated and bombarded with numerous legislative and social 

challenges which began with the British invasion in 1788. To date there have “been 

no less than 67 identifiable classifications, descriptions or definitions of ‘Aborigine’ 

in federal, state and territory legislation in Australia” (Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Social Justice Commissioner, 2003, n.p.). 

The participants in this study spoke of challenges which included racist comments 

from non-Aboriginal people and as the result of education policies which, in their 

very design and delivery, impacted on them accessing, participating, remaining and 

succeeding in education. Under these constant pressures, combined with being 

adolescents and their increased knowledge of a global world, the participants’ 

identities were constantly being challenged by society and education systems which 

caused some of them to question who they were in contemporary Australian society 
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and in the world. They knew that they walked between the Aboriginal and white 

national and international worlds and that these experiences would not only increase, 

which they had to manage successfully, but that this would last a lifetime. The 

participants in this study were obviously attempting to do this effectively while 

keeping strong their Aboriginal identity. 

Questions surrounding the impact globalisation has on identity and place are growing 

(Appadurai, 1996; Carling, 2005). Arnett (2002) wrote that in a globalised world it is 

possible to have multi-cultural identities where there is a global identity that enables 

people to take part in what happens in the world and a local identity which sees 

people continuing to follow their traditional cultures. Arnett (2002) points out that 

for some, global influences means that a hybrid identity may take form (the coming 

together of a global identity and what he calls a local identity to form a hybrid 

identity). For others, the influence of a global identity may cause them to question 

their own local identity thus causing them to feel they don’t belong anywhere with 

the result that they suffer identity confusion. Arnett (2002, p. 779) stated that 

“identity confusion among young people may be reflected in problems such as 

depression, suicide, and substance use” and “may result in an acute sense of 

alienation and impermanence as they grow up with a lack of cultural certainty, a lack 

of clear guidelines for how life is to be lived and how to interpret their experience”. 

While there were only a few participants who were uncertain about their Aboriginal 

identity all clearly valued their cultural backgrounds and were keen to understand, 

protect and care for it. For them finding a place in a global world did not mean they 

had to forsake their cultural identity. It was a case of finding a way to be able to carry 

multiple identities. These struggles for identity took place in the context of 
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educational institutions which are influenced and fashioned by globalisation. Tanka 

(2005) wrote that: 

While inserting the histories of people of color and other marginalized 

groups into the national discourse, these category-based approaches 

neglected to help members of ‘dominant’ groups develop new and 

meaningful identities not based on superiority. In critiquing structures of 

culture and power, progressives in higher education arguably failed to 

move into a phase of individual human development and model building 

to create safe spaces where members of “dominant” groups can acquire 

identities and skills to participate as equals in a diverse world (p. 2). 

As the rapid globalisation of the world continues, and it affects people from around 

the world, there must be a way to connect peoples to ensure that all are considered 

and supported. Flynn (2009) claimed that one such way is to form a transnational 

solidarity which can be achieved through the concept of human rights. According to 

Flynn (2009), if human rights is the unifying concept for all peoples then it must be 

“a human right to basic subsistence, and commitment to fulfilling the correlative 

duties to the global poor, must be central to the cross-cultural dialogue on human 

rights for there to be adequate transnational solidarity around a global human rights 

regime” (p. 59). In the discussions and debates about what education is and who it 

serves, the place of Indigenous knowledges and its position in the broader western 

global knowledge is overlooked. Kerwin (2011, p. 249) wrote that “we pride 

ourselves on being Aboriginal and Australian, however Aboriginal epistemology and 

ontology are never considered as true methodologies within a dominant learning 

environment”. 

The participants of this study spoke of the irrelevance of the primary and secondary 

school curriculum as it rarely included Aboriginal knowledge and cultural content. 

Shultz, Kelly and Weber-Pillwax (2009) in their discussions about teacher training 

programmes, stated that education programmes are underpinned by notions of 

naturalness and privilege thus eliminating the need to include the knowledge created 
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by others. Furthermore, these authors argued that there was a necessity “to set the 

context for a reality that teaching is a cultural exercise, embedded in at least one 

particular knowledge system and one particular set of values” and that “the western... 

knowledge system represents only one way of knowing and being” (Shultz et al., 

2009, p. 263). This view can be applied to the way global knowledge privileges 

western knowledge. The benefits and strengths of Indigenous knowledges and the 

possibilities they hold for the development of society and community are not 

recognised (Sefa Dei, 2008). Incorporating Indigenous knowledge could be seen as 

problematic for western global knowledge given that “Indigenous knowledges are 

about unravelling systemic power relations that have assured the dominance of 

particular ways of knowing... as it contrasts with the international knowledge system 

generated by universities, research institutions and private firms” (Sefa Dei, 2008, p. 

6–7). The knowledge held by indigenous peoples around the world is immense. 

Nakata (2007) pointed out that Indigenous knowledge: 

Runs into and across a range of interests such as sustainable 

development, biodiversity and conservation interests, commercial and 

corporate interests, and Indigenous interests. It circulates at international, 

national, state, regional, and local levels in government, non-government, 

and Indigenous community sectors, and across a range of intellectual, 

public, private, and Indigenous agendas. It is dispersed across various 

clusters of Western intellectual activity such as scientific research, 

documentation and knowledge management, intellectual property 

protection, education, and health. It is politically, economically, and 

socially implicated in the lives of millions of people around the globe (p. 

7). 

Social Justice and Equity 

A key factor in education for those groups who occupy marginal or minority status in 

society is that of social justice and equity. Many of the participants in this study 

spoke of educational experiences which highlighted social justice and equity issues. 

Not academically preparing Aboriginal youth for their place in a global world is a 
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social justice and equity issue. This is not a recent trend. Instead, global indigenous 

people’s continuing fight for social justice and equity from dominant colonising 

peoples is well known. According to UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon (2010, 

n.p.) social justice is built on the “values of fairness, equality, respect for diversity, 

access to social protection and the application of human rights in all spheres of life” 

including, in this case, education. The OECD (2008) defined equity in education in 

the following terms: 

Equity in education has two dimensions. The first is fairness, which 

implies ensuring that personal and social circumstances-for example 

gender, socio-economic status or ethnic origin—should not be an 

obstacle to achieving educational potential. The second is inclusion, 

which implies ensuring a basic minimum standard of education for all-for 

example that everyone should be able to read, write and do simple 

arithmetic. The two dimensions are closely intertwined: tackling school 

failure helps to overcome the effects of social deprivation which often 

causes school failure (p. 2). 

Equity in education is about providing an education that will enable the student to 

grow personally and academically so that she/he is able to live a life that has the 

potential to be productive and happy. The equity question is highly relevant when 

exploring the disadvantaged circumstances of most Aboriginal Australian people and 

their participation, choices and success in education. The Australian government 

(2011), in their Social Inclusion Principles for Australia, identified principles to 

address Indigenous disadvantage of which the following are applicable to this study: 

1. Funding and service delivery should promote equitable access to 

universal benefits and services for Australians in all their diversity, and 

invest more intensively in those at risk of, or experiencing, social 

exclusion; and 

2. Taking a strength-based, rather than a deficit-based, approach means 

respecting, supporting and building on the strengths of individuals, 

families, communities and cultures. Assuming, promoting and 

supporting a strong and positive view of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander identity and culture will be particularly important ways to 

reduce social exclusion for Indigenous Australians, working in parallel 

with specific initiatives to improve their health, education, housing and 

employment prospects” (p. 1–4). 
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The right to an education is an important element in democracy and in democratic 

nations around the world. However, in spite of living in a democratic nation, 

Aboriginal people find that education is often unattainable for a number of reasons. 

These reasons are clearly articulated by the OECD (2008) who identified factors 

which need to be considered when examining issues which impact on Aboriginal 

people in tertiary education and include equity of access and equity of outcomes. 

Equity of access refers to not only having equal opportunity to access tertiary 

education and its programmes, but within those opportunities have the right 

“conditions for acquiring operational skills that ensure the individual’s 

employability” (OECD, 2008, p. 14). This last sentence highlights that outcomes are 

a primary focus and that policies must reflect the equity issue and identify desired 

outcomes. 

Figure 9.2 represents the imbalance that occurs when global interests, state and 

federal government policies and practices and educational institutions’ delivery of 

education do not include social justice and equity considerations and directives. Such 

an imbalance tilts the educational scales thus impacting on the participation, choices 

and success of Aboriginal students as explored in this thesis. 
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Figure 9.2: Competing forces in the education of Indigenous youth 

 

Cordourier-Real (2010) claimed that defining justice is problematic and much 

debated. In exploring social justice Pozzuto (2006, p. 83) also wrote of its 

complexity and stated “believing in the importance of justice is one thing. Acting 

justly is another, and saying what justice really is, is quite another. The first refers to 

values, the second to actions, and the third to a form of knowledge”. Pozzuto (2006) 

claimed that social justice is based on solid human behaviours and actions, which 

together, forms the basis of a just society. Miller (2003) stated that justice is about 

treating each person fairly regardless of culture or financial standing; treating all 

people consistently over time; and, treating people equally and according to their 

circumstances. 

The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples upholds 

indigenous people’s rights around the world to social justice and equity in education. 

Although initially reluctant to support the Declaration based on questions of 

sovereignty, Australia agreed to do so in April 2009 (Amnesty International, 2009; 
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Australian Human Rights Commission [AHRC], 2009). Article 14(2) stated that 

“Indigenous individuals, particularly children, have the right to all levels and forms 

of education of the State without discrimination”. Article 21(1) stated that 

“Indigenous peoples have the right, without discrimination, to the improvement of 

their economic and social conditions, including, inter alia, in the areas of education, 

employment, vocational training and retraining, housing, sanitation, health and social 

security” (UN, 2007, n.p.). The Australian government’s National Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Education Policy (2005–2008) identified four major goals to be 

achieved to enable Aboriginal people to obtain equity and equality in education and 

included the “involvement of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in 

educational decision making; equality of access to education services; equity of 

educational participation; and equitable and appropriate educational outcomes” 

(DEEWR, 2011, n.p.). 

The periodical report of the Australian government to the United Nations Committee 

on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination [UNCERD] (2010, n.p.) stated that “the 

Government was committed to providing good access to quality education for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island people” through various education and social 

reform measures. The UNCERD committee recommended that the government 

should “move from viewing Indigenous peoples through a social problem paradigm 

to a rights based approach”. The MCEETYA Australian Directions in Indigenous 

Education 2005–2008 report (2006, p. 4) pointed out that while there have been some 

improvements in educational outcomes “Indigenous Australians are yet to achieve 

equitable outcomes”. The participants’ responses about their participation, choices 

and success in education indicated that they experienced numerous highs and lows in 

their education preceding their enrolment in the educational institutions they were 
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enrolled in at the time of this study. The Australian education system is designed for 

mainstream Anglo-Celtic students and as such raises issues of access, participation, 

retention and completion for Aboriginal students. 

Requests for improved policies and practices, including in education, are in keeping 

with the right of Aboriginal people to self-determination which is a “process where 

Indigenous communities take control of their future and decide how they will address 

the issues facing them” (AHRC, n.d., n.p.). Mickler (2010, p. 3) argued that the 

negative labelling of what is the ordinary right of every citizen in a sovereign nation, 

such as Australia, to expect fair outcomes is not in keeping with the true meaning of 

democracy which has at its core the “continual process of creating equality on behalf 

of the less powerful”. Berdahl, (2008) claimed that there are a number of social 

resistance strategies that are used by those less powerful in society in order to 

counteract those who wield the most power: 

One option for a less powerful party is to exit, or remove itself from, the 

relationship with the more powerful party. Exit can be physical... and/or 

psychological (e.g., emotional and/or social withdrawal). A less powerful 

party may try to find more favourable conditions with another party... 

The less powerful party may simply attempt to avoid interacting with the 

more powerful party, or to avoid relationships altogether in an attempt to 

become more independent (p. 258). 

Aboriginal people continue to voice their concerns about the overwhelming 

domination of Anglo-Celtics in Australia and, as a result, are often labelled as 

troublesome and demanding. As Berdahl (2008) declared: 

Voice is risky to the extent it is exercised alone in small groups: the rarer 

the individual who exercises voice, the easier it is for the dominant party 

to portray the individual(s) as a “trouble-maker” and to deny the 

legitimacy of the individual’s claims. Voice represents the only option to 

the less powerful to increase their social power within a relationship (p. 

259).  

According to Berdahl (2008) the more dominant and powerful group employs a 

number of strategies to deal with the responses of the less powerful where “exit 
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becomes elimination, or the attempt to get rid of the other party; loyalty becomes 

control, or the attempt to make the other party obey; and voice becomes derogation, 

or the attempt to silence or render ineffective the voice of the other party” (p. 259). 

The participants in this study spoke fondly of their primary school experiences and 

their current institution. However, their secondary school experiences hindered both 

their enjoyment of school and their academic progress. The importance of education, 

and particularly secondary school education, has been highlighted by the WBG 

(2010): 

Secondary education is a gateway to the opportunities and benefits of 

economic and social development. Demand for access to higher levels of 

education is growing dramatically as countries approach universal 

primary education... Globalisation and the increasing demand for a more 

sophisticated labor force, combined with the growth of knowledge-based 

economies gives a sense of urgency to the heightened demand for 

secondary education. In today’s world, secondary education has a vital 

mission — one which combines the policy peculiarities of being at the 

same time terminal and preparatory, compulsory and post-compulsory, 

uniform and diverse, general and vocational. Secondary education is now 

being recognized as the cornerstone of systems in the 21
st
 century. 

Quality secondary education is indispensable in creating a bright future 

for individuals and nations alike (n.p.). 

The OECD (2008) stated that tertiary education is impacted upon ‘inequities’ in a 

student’s previous school experiences which would have included unfair treatment. 

For these Aboriginal youth, their secondary school years provided them with little 

academic advancement. According to Gray and Hackling (2009) the work of 

educators must not focus only on keeping students in secondary school but should 

also turn their attention to the “retention experience itself” where the “challenge 

remains in providing a positive, purposeful and productive experience for students 

that helps them attain the self-esteem, qualification and experiences needed to reach 

their goals. Further, the wellbeing of the students within this culture is critical” (p. 

120). This makes the training of teachers a serious consideration. Kozleski and 
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Waitoller (2010, p. 655–656) claimed that trainee teachers are taught “how to teach 

rather than the implications of curriculum and policy on learning and everyday 

practice. Too little attention is paid to the contexts in which teaching and learning 

occurs” and that “teacher preparation programmes for inclusive educational systems 

must develop teachers who have the skills, contextual awareness and critical 

sensibilities to teach diverse groups of students that are being denied full 

participation in society”. Teaching an inclusive education and a diverse range of 

students also requires a commitment to critical reflection on the part of the teacher. 

However, according to Deppeler and Huggins (2010), not all teachers are 

comfortable reflecting on themselves or other teachers and often revert to teaching in 

a style that is most comfortable for them. Therefore, teachers should be: 

Reflexive about their identity formation, especially in view of the fact 

that the teaching profession remains predominantly female and white. 

Such reflective practice is viewed as central to addressing social and 

political inequities. It is not just the “teacher” who needs to be engaged in 

a reflexive process, but specifically...the teacher’s memories of stories 

and his or her attachment to those stories (Strong-Wilson, 2007, p. 71).  

Strong-Wilson (2007, p. 72) stated that “counter-memories can be used to challenge 

teachers storied constructions of ‘difference’, events and details that had been 

repressed or whose significance had been veiled” and that these can be used to ask 

questions such as, “how, then, can teachers recognize and critique their constructions 

of ‘difference’? How do they come to recognize these constructions as their own and 

as related to their lives?” 

Institutional, Systemic and Social Racism 

In this study, the most common issue weaving in and out of the participants’ stories 

was that of institutional, systemic and social racism where the participants tended to 

assign responsibility for their personal experiences and academic performance to 
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themselves rather than consider that they may be the result of an imbalance of power 

between themselves, educational institutions and society. This ‘blame the victim’ 

perspective was common amongst the participants where their harshest comments 

were often reserved for themselves. They were adamant about who was responsible 

for their participation, choices and success in education and while much of this 

responsibility they thought rested with their own actions and abilities, at times they 

also apportioned blame to the level of professionalism and pedagogy of teachers and 

the quality of curriculum in educational institutions. 

Central to discussions around institutional, systemic and social racism is the concept 

of race which Olson (2004, p. 1) emphasised is “socially constructed” and “is not a 

product of physiological characteristics, genetics, ancestry, or behaviour, but of 

social relations and historical contexts that reflect existing distributions of power”. 

Such discussions and debates have been present for a long time (Bulmer & Solomos, 

1999). Frankenberg (1993) stated that speaking about and using racism began about 

five hundred years ago when it was used to create racial inequity and is an “ongoing 

response to that moment that movements and individuals, for or against the 

empowerment of people of color, continue to articulate analyses of difference and 

sameness with respect to race” (p. 139). 

What’s more, declared Frankenberg (1993, p. 138), “the very use of the term ‘race’ 

raises the idea of difference, for ‘race’ is above all a marker of difference, an axis of 

differentiation”. Institutional and systemic racism is commonly defined as those 

policies and practices that govern populations which work, whether consciously or 

unconsciously, to disadvantage particular vulnerable groups (Henry, 2004). This can 

be seen when nations are compelled to include the needs and wants of a global world 

into national government policies and practices in ways that are often invisible and 
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seen as normal. Burgmann (2003, p. 2) stated that “there is a widespread perception 

that even nation-states are powerless in the face of the external pressures associated 

with ‘globalisation’”. Finally, in the educational institutions, the beliefs, policies and 

practices of the global and national worlds are put into practice where it can result in 

Aboriginal students experiencing racism at the hands of those responsible for their 

education, through the delivery of a western education that is at odds with Aboriginal 

culture and Aboriginal people’s wants and needs. Often the racist undertones of these 

policies and practices are invisible; they are generally viewed as unbiased and 

impartial and beneficial to everyone regardless of cultural and personal values. This 

perspective allows policies and practices to be considered as normal and natural and 

it is only in examining outcomes that racism may be detected. Gillborn (2008) 

highlighted the hidden nature of racism and stated that: 

Racism operates across the education system where countless mundane 

actions and decisions have racist impacts but they appear small, even 

insignificant, in isolation. It is through their cumulative weight that 

matters; from Whitehall and national policy, through to daily acts of 

discipline enforcement and academic sorting in classrooms (p. 243). 

The Racial Discrimination Act of Australia’s task is to “make all acts that treat 

people differently on the basis of their race unlawful where such differential 

treatment has the effect of impairing a person’s enjoyment of human rights” and 

importantly “the law also prohibits racism based on norms that appear neutral and 

universal where in fact they favour a particular group and discriminate against others. 

In other words it makes systemic discrimination (or indirect discrimination) 

unlawful” (Calma, 2007, n.p.). 

Educational institutions can still be considered places were academic, social and 

cultural exclusion and segregation of Aboriginal students takes place through 

policies, pedagogy, curriculum design and content, and rules and regulations 
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(Western Australian Aboriginal Child Health Survey [WAACHS], 2006). 

Educational institutions are places where unequal power relations exist: those who 

have power (teachers) and those who are powerless (students). Western educational 

institutions uphold the traditions and cultural priorities of a western culture where the 

main purpose is the passing on of the dominant culture to the next generation 

(Hughes & More, 1997). Van Dijk (2008) stated that: 

Educational institutions play a primary role in reproducing social 

representations in general, and stereotypes and prejudices in particular. 

Textbooks are also known for their national or even nationalist biases, in 

which the glory days and deeds of the country are magnified and its 

crimes and misdeeds mitigated or even totally ‘forgotten’ (p. 104). 

Hewitt (2000, p. 11) claimed that in Australia “learning has become a ritual derived 

from the practices of the Anglo-Celtic tradition on which the dominant Australian 

culture is based”. Central to achieving this is the concept and practice of whiteness 

which, Frankenberg (1993, p. 236) argued, is “a complexly constructed product of 

local, regional, national, and global relations, past and present”. Cote (2009) wrote 

that throughout Africa and Asia, western “schooling became a key cultural institution 

in safeguarding the isolated islands of whiteness in the vast stretches of empire” (p. 

2). Hickling-Hudson and Ahlquist (2003, p. 66) stated that “educational systems in 

white-dominated countries, and what is recognized as formal knowledge, are shaped 

by whiteness”. Australia operates from a position of whiteness where its identity and 

modes of operating are considered normal against which all others are benched 

marked. Australian education is also shaped by whiteness and works to protect the 

continuation of the dominant culture to ensure that future generations are ready to 

carry on this white cultural legacy. The normalising of whiteness has been a feature 

of Australia since colonisation first occurred 220 years ago. Moreton-Robinson 

(2000) talked of this white homogenising space as ‘post-colonising’ to capture the 
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reality that Australia has not moved beyond colonisation and hence, the nation 

cannot be said to be in a ‘post-colonial’ space. According to Frankenburg (1993): 

White culture had a great deal of power, difficult to dislodge from its 

place in white consciousness as a point of reference for the measuring of 

others. Whiteness served simultaneously to eclipse and marginalize 

others (p. 197). 

White privilege permeates educational institutions from the physical structures; the 

teaching staff who are predominantly from the Anglo-Celtic majority; the language 

and methods of instruction; the knowledge content; acceptable behavioural norms; 

and ways of thinking about and interpreting the word. The most valuable and 

powerful asset held by educational institutions is knowledge. It is through the 

possession of knowledge that power is gained and used over others. Sorlin and 

Vessuri (2007, p. 1) stated that “if knowledge is as potent a source of social power as 

the concepts ‘knowledge economy’ and ‘knowledge society’ seem to suggest, we 

should certainly expect different interests to occur in the workings of how knowledge 

shapes societies”. Kogan (2007, p. 36) wrote of the impossibility of separating power 

from authority and that the “power of knowledge may indeed become authority, 

which we can take to be an institutional subset of power” and that authority can be 

present in institutions which reflect “the common beliefs, values, traditions and 

practices of members of society”. Santome (2008) claimed: 

The professionalization and institutionalization of knowledge entails 

control over who may have access to specialized learning; who may use 

it, and in what ways; whose interests it should serve; and the kind of 

sanctions that professional infiltration—or the heterodox use of such 

learning—might bring in their wake. This institutionalization of 

knowledge also lends to involve a notable degree of oligopolization of 

discourses, which in turn favours the circulation of hegemonic 

perspectives alone. Given that this process occurs within the parameters 

of dominating power structures, it thus serves the interests of the most 

powerful social groups in society (p. 184). 

It serves those in dominant positions to control knowledge as it is in the holding of 

knowledge that “social groups may articulate and project their particular interests and 
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visions of reality... only select forms of knowledge can reach the mainstream when 

produced by institutions that are promoted, endorsed, and largely controlled by these 

same sectors of society” (Santome, 2008, p. 184). Derber and Magrass (1990, p. 16) 

claimed in “making knowledge into property, experts must keep secrets and create a 

division of mental and manual labour”. This making and transferring of knowledge 

takes place through the English language, where a majority of Aboriginal students do 

not have mastery despite educators understanding that the “language needs of 

Indigenous students appears central to success in school” (Partington & Galloway, 

2007, p. 250). This privileges those English speakers who have mastery over the 

language. According to research conducted by Lobo (2010, p. 4) “white privilege is 

exercised through strategies and techniques of surveillance that name, mark and 

marginalise subjects with reference to norms that are accepted but rarely 

acknowledged”. Seldom does a critical examination of pedagogy take place within 

educational institutions. Instead, as claimed by Mlcek (2009): 

There are many educators who ignore meaningful dialogue that results in 

critical reflection, and instead continue to encourage passivity amongst 

learner recipients to accept the programmes the former have planned and 

organised, because that appears to be their exclusive right, and not 

necessarily what learners want or think important to their own lives (p. 

2). 

This view is also supported by Hickling-Hudson and Ahlquist (2003) who stated 

that: 

White blindness to the difference race makes in people’s lives has a 

powerful effect on schools and other institutions in white dominant 

societies. It keeps white people from learning about the role that their 

privilege plays in personal and institutional racism. If white teachers 

want to challenge the authority of the white, Western worldview and 

build an antiracist, socially just, and global curriculum, they need to 

acknowledge their power and privilege (p. 67). 

Wynne (2005) claimed that it is through the racist views of society, education 

providers and some teachers that students from minority and disadvantaged groups 
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underachieve. According to Wynne (2005, p. 64) “educators never raise the issue of 

the impact on classroom instruction of racist assumptions about the capacity of poor 

children of colour to learn” and that there is a need to examine the impact of racism 

on the academic performance of children. 

Giroux (2007) wrote of the powerful force that schools can be in educating members 

of society when he stated: 

Critical pedagogy is a discourse for asserting the primacy of the political 

and the ethical as a central feature of educational theory and practice. 

Critical pedagogy makes clear that schools and other educational spheres 

cannot be viewed merely as instructional sites, but must be seen as places 

where culture, power, and knowledge come together to produce 

particular identities, narratives, and social practices. In this case, critical 

pedagogy illuminates that schooling is not merely about the production 

of skills, but about the construction of knowledge and identities that 

always presuppose a vision of the future. The critical question here is, 

‘Whose future, story, and interests does the school represent?’ (p. 4). 

As places of power, educational institutions can disadvantage students, particularly 

those from minority and disadvantaged groups; those who are culturally different 

from the dominant culture; who experience limited financial and educational 

resources; and have limited power status in society. The Aboriginal participants in 

this study feature in each of these categories with the result that, at times, a sense of 

oppression emanated from their stories. Romero (2008) wrote that: 

Oppression refers to the injustices that emerge from relations between 

social groups, and does not always coincide with the premeditated 

subordination of one group by another. It has a structural sense, and is 

not eliminated by substituting rulers or laws because it is systematically 

encouraged by key cultural, economic, and political institutions. In a 

broader sense, structural oppression refers to sweeping and profound 

injustices suffered by some groups as a result of certain forms of thinking 

and acting that other people project, often unconsciously, onto everyday 

interactions (p. 221). 

However, constant feelings of oppression weren’t always the case as these young 

Aboriginal participants’ stories revealed. A significant number expressed their 

excitement at going to primary school and their current educational institutions; of 
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having caring teachers; of enjoying being with their family and friends; of wanting to 

achieve; and finally, of being hopeful for their futures. Their stories indicated they 

first entered educational institutions as eager young children with high expectations 

that they would find a supportive learning environment in which they would excel, 

along with some apprehensions about what they might experience. Mlcek (2009) 

recognised how young learners might feel when they first approached education 

when she said “as an educational practitioner, I know that these learners come with 

anxieties, hopes, expectations, and sometimes hopelessness on several different 

levels” (p. 1). However, many participants also spoke of hardships within their 

families; disillusionment with secondary school and a waning love of learning; lack 

of academic achievement; and racism in the school and in the wider community. 

After a period of time these participants began to find that the system that was 

supposedly there to equip them with the skills, knowledge and understandings 

necessary for a productive life, taught in a welcoming and supportive environment, 

was not factoring into classroom pedagogy and curriculum the unique culture to 

which they belonged. Reasons why this may be the case were highlighted by Mlcek 

(2009) who claimed “the educational practitioner with a perfect command of the 

English language and management of the western-orientated curriculum is 

powerfully positioned to uphold the dominant discourse of equity, access, 

participation and human rights” (p. 4). 

The outcome of not meeting the needs of learners was highlighted by Brennan (2010) 

who wrote that “most traditional forms of schooling are so focused on delivering a 

narrow range of content for predetermined subject areas that they have become 

increasingly inadequate in preparing young people for the realities of the societies in 

which they live” (p. 64). Not only were the participants in this study not being 
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prepared for the future, but the teachers did not consider the personal circumstances 

students may be dealing with periodically throughout their lives. Freire (2005) 

reminded educators that: 

The democratic school should not only be permanently open to its 

students’ contextual reality in order to understand them better and to 

exercise its teaching activity better, but it should also be disposed to learn 

of its relationship with the concrete context (p. 133).  

Instead of finding an educational institution that was capable of responding to the 

participants’ lived realities, Aboriginal participants were presented with a western 

pedagogy that was, in many cases, different from that which they experienced at 

home. Their teachers were predominantly white, educated and came from more 

middle class backgrounds. They were faced with daily routines, rules and 

regulations; a curriculum disconnected from their interests and lacking relevancy to 

their educational expectations and personal needs; a foreign physical environment; 

and being a member of a minority group. The possibility of these Aboriginal youth 

achieving academically was greatly reduced through the very nature of western 

education systems, their structures and unspoken power plays; all examples of 

institutional racism. Giroux (1994) claimed that “schools are historical and structural 

embodiments of ideological forms reproduced through uneven discursive alignments 

that privilege certain groups, and asymmetrical relations of power that sustain such 

privilege” (p. 39) and that the “classroom reality is rarely presented as socially 

constructed, historically determined, and mediated through institutionalized 

relationships of class, gender, race, and power” (p. 38). The WAACHS (2005) 

pointed out that: 

The issue of racism has been an undercurrent in most of the discussion 

concerning risk factors for poor educational outcomes for Aboriginal 

peoples. Most of the policies (educational and otherwise) up until the 

1970s have either explicitly or implicitly incorporated racist ideology. 

Racism can break down self-esteem and promote aggressive behaviours, 
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and has been known to isolate Aboriginal children and young people 

from both mainstream society and their own culture and community (p. 

39). 

In his research on pacific indigenous people and education, Thaman (2006) stated 

that education systems have not worked “mainly because their underlying values, 

content, processes, and conceptual structures tend to emphasize the social and 

cultural aspects of other groups—usually the newly arrived—rather than those of 

indigenous groups” (p. 178). The Aboriginal youth in this study learnt at an early age 

the role that power plays in their lives. According to the participants, this 

understanding gathered strength as they progressed through their education. They 

quickly learnt that power within schools and society does not lie with them but with 

the dominant Anglo-Celtic society. Mlcek (2009) stated that “those who rule or 

govern determine the conditions under which everyone exists, even in educational 

institutions. Institutionalising such social relations maintain and expand control over 

wealth, power, and knowledge management” (p. 4). 

This was apparent in the stories of these Aboriginal participants where their early 

faith and trust in the education system was challenged when they reached secondary 

school. During their primary school years the participants remained hopeful of 

academic achievement and social acceptance in spite of learning in a western 

education system that catered more for the Anglo-Celtic student living in an Anglo-

Celtic home. While the primary schools attempted to provide a learning environment 

that met Aboriginal student’s emotional needs and were held in high esteem by the 

participants, it may be that these experiences influenced the fond memories that they 

now held about their primary school years. However, minimal responses were made 

by the participants about how academically prepared they were for their transition 

into secondary school. Ellis and Newton (2005) wrote of the growing notion that 
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“emotion influences perception and thought in major ways—not just ‘colouring’ 

them in an additive way, but actually grounding them and at least partly determining 

their content and perhaps even their possibility” (p. x). 

The Aboriginal child who leaves primary school and enters secondary school 

generally take with them not only many fond memories of their primary school 

experience, but also their accumulative experiences in failing to progress 

academically through the western education system, particularly in literacy and 

numeracy (MCEETYA, 2006). They learn on entering secondary school that their 

literacy and numeracy skills are well below that of most non-Aboriginal students; 

their home experiences are vastly different to that of most other non-Aboriginal 

students; and the cultural differences between them and other students is significant. 

Wishart (2009) claimed that the secondary school completion rates of First Nations, 

Metis and Inuit students were lower than those of Canadian non-Aboriginal people 

and that “racial prejudice, frustration, and isolation contribute to the lower academic 

performance of these students”; where it can be “further complicated by adverse 

conditions of poverty” which often result in “low-esteem, depression, anger, self-

doubt, intimidation, frustration, shame, and hopelessness” (p. 469). 

In the secondary school context, Aboriginal students do not learn in classroom 

settings like they did in their primary school years where relationships with teachers 

and fellow students are paramount (Nelson & Hay, 2010). The participants in this 

study found that they were in an education system where they were a minority group 

that was often not valued by the majority of non-Aboriginal Australians; part of a 

system that offered limited one-to-one support; expected them to be individualist in 

their behaviours; expected to compete academically; and did not provide the 

financial resources they required to succeed in their education. All these new 
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recognitions emerged during a time when they were entering the adolescence period; 

where they were experiencing the uncertainties of friendships and peer pressure, as 

well as coming to terms with often dysfunctional family behaviours in their homes. 

A common thread woven throughout the stories of a majority of the participants was 

that of not belonging in secondary school. A number of participants felt more at ease 

attending an educational institution where Aboriginal students were the majority, 

inferring that being Aboriginal in a white majority educational institution was a 

problem. It can be assumed that attending an educational institution which had a 

majority of Aboriginal students meant that exposure to racism was at a minimum. 

Many of the Aboriginal youth spoke of issues they experienced in secondary school 

such as bullying; truancy; racism; and cultural and family isolation suggesting that 

secondary schools were not considered places where Aboriginal students were 

welcomed, supported and encouraged in their education. The importance of ‘place’ 

in the lives of Aboriginal youth is not always factored into mainstream educational 

institutions Aboriginal students. Most educational institutions do not view 

themselves as places where opportunities exist to explore cultural differences and 

white privilege. As Lobo (2010) stated: 

Place is both a material and political site, where differences and tensions 

of encountering the Other exist, but also a place of possibility that is 

open, where the Self and Other are always in the process of becoming 

through encounters across difference. It is this theoretical understanding 

of place, as always open, produced through reiterative everyday practices 

that provide the potential to see local places as political sites, where 

white privilege is questioned rather than reproduced, and a minority 

ethnicity is not merely marked but begins to be welcomed. Such 

questioning is important in contesting the codes and norms of a Judaeo-

Christian belief system that defines Australianness (p. 6). 

Racism was also experienced by many Aboriginal youth, both in secondary school 

and outside in the wider society, where it was clearly recognised by the participants 

and, it could be said, was familiar to them. While the participants recognised the 
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racist acts and attitudes of some students, teachers and members of the wider society, 

overarching policies and educational practices were not identified as racist. When it 

came to providing reasons for their and other Aboriginal students’ performance in 

education, the participants clearly considered the responsibility lay largely with 

them. In their opinion, the individual was at fault for their misbehaviours at school; 

lack of school attendance; poor academic performance; and the activities they or 

their peers engaged in outside of school such as drug and alcohol misuse and 

involvement in crime. Not only did the participants feel they were at fault but they 

also believed that society considered them also at fault. Partington and Galloway 

(2007) and Nakata (2007) made the point that a variety of past theories were put 

forward to explain why Aboriginal people failed in education and included mental 

inferiority; lack of cognitive abilities; and genetic factors. This placed “responsibility 

for Aboriginal children’s failure at their own feet and exonerates teachers from any 

responsibility. It also ignores the influence of a multitude of other factors related to 

dispossession, poverty, culture and alienation” (Partington & Galloway, 2007, p. 

241). According to MCEETYA (2006), some teachers take the easier option and 

blame the Indigenous student themselves for why they fail in education rather than 

factor in the cultural, social and linguistic backgrounds of their students into their 

teaching. Howard (2002) said that Indigenous education: 

Is an area where blame and failure often proliferate. Teachers blame 

parents for not making their children come to school. Parents blame 

teachers for not teaching in a way so that their children want to come to 

school. Students blame teachers for not being interested (p. 8). 

Families also have a role in whether or not their children achieve in education and 

are often considered the reason why Aboriginal children fail in education. However, 

over-reliance on casting the fault onto families is again blaming those who are 

already a minority and marginalised group in Australia; who have limited power in 
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society; and live disadvantaged lifestyles. Many of these parents and family members 

were also unsuccessful in education for the very same reasons as experienced by 

their children. Zubrick, Silburn, De Maio, Shepherd, Griffin, Dalby, Mitrou, 

Lawrence, Hayward, Pearson, Milroy and Milroy (2006) stated: 

The involvement of Aboriginal parents in their child’s education is 

shaped by their own experience, i.e. parents who have had poor 

educational experiences are generally less likely to get involved in their 

children’s schooling. In many cases, this is because they do not have the 

skills to assist their children with school work (p. 38).  

In spite of their own educational experiences, Aboriginal parents do want their 

children to achieve and would “like them to become healthy, happy, well adjusted, 

successful, honest grownups who will respect others’ feelings and belongings, be 

able to get along with others, and be able to cope with difficulties” (Women’s and 

Children’s Health Network: Parenting and Child Health, 2011). Rather than blaming 

Aboriginal students and their families for their lack of academic achievement, it is 

important to identify and challenge the way in which education often sets up 

Aboriginal students to fail through a education that is “derived from the practices of 

the Anglo-Celtic tradition on which the dominant Australian culture is based” 

(Hewitt, 2000, p. 111). Education must be considered a mechanism that enables 

people to break free of economic disadvantage and for society to achieve the national 

common goal of prosperity for all and as a means in which to liberate both people 

and nation. 

A strong element running through the participants’ stories about their education 

journeys was that while their responses provided examples of power issues, they 

weren’t able to name it as such nor did they speak of discussing it with others. To 

confront racism in their own attitudes, individual educators must be willing to 

examine unconscious, often deeply held assumptions; to acknowledge their own 
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privileges and to recognise how their own values, priorities and attitudes are 

expressed in community life and in school. McIntosh (1988, n.p.) wrote that “whites 

are carefully taught not to recognize white privilege” while Young (2005) declared “I 

have to remind myself consciously that I accumulate the opportunities I have because 

of the dispossession of others who do not share my heritage, are everyday marked as 

different, and have to defend this difference, which is thus positioned as not the 

norm” (p. 105). 

A strong component underlying the participants’ stories across all three sites was that 

of resiliency. In spite of the overt and hidden institutionalised, systematic and social 

racism they were experiencing, all the participants were able to rebound and regroup 

to face future challenges while they moved forward to achieving what they had 

chosen for themselves in education and life in general. Nowhere was this ability to 

bounce back more clearly demonstrated than at Tablelands School. Participants from 

this site clearly experienced frequent difficult family issues such as a perceived lack 

of family support; transient lifestyles; violence; parental breakups; excessive alcohol 

consumption by their families; difficulties in education including lack of teacher 

support; bullying; racism; and homesickness when in boarding school. Hill Top 

participants also experienced the same issues but through observation and analysis of 

their stories, it appeared they found it more of a challenge to regroup; however, they 

still were able to continue in spite of the difficulties that they encountered. While 

participants from Red Sands College encountered similar experiences, their more 

stable family background suggests that while they were more resilient, they were still 

able to turn to the family for further support. 

This ability to bounce back in spite of associated emotional costs is central to 

understanding why the participants continued to undertake further education. Boon 
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(2008, p. 86) claimed students who are “low academic achievers” or who have 

“externalising behaviours” can become either students at risk or develop resiliency. 

Plainly, the participants across the three sites demonstrated great resiliency where 

they overcame many setbacks and implemented strategies to assist them to achieve 

their goals. Lazaruz (1999, p. 101–102) wrote that “coping has to do with the way 

people manage life conditions that are stressful” and that “coping is an essential 

aspect of the emotion process and the emotional life”. Bowles and Fallon (2006, p. 8) 

in their research exploring the perspectives of adolescents and adults on coping, 

wrote of the various factors that are implicit in coping; that is not only the “links 

between stress, strain, and the intervening influence of coping” but also the inclusion 

of “constructs such as thriving, resilience, optimism and making success happen”. 

Recognising the strength of resiliency in Aboriginal youth and building this 

understanding into educational policy and practice would be an important strategy to 

increase the academic achievements of Aboriginal youth. 

A common theme across a majority of participants’ stories was that of family and 

community dynamics where most participants spoke of difficulties and challenges. In 

studying their stories it became clear that a possible cause of their resiliency could be 

said to be the participant’s ability to recognise, examine and understand their own 

family dynamics within the community context, while at the same time being aware 

of opportunities that existed that would assist in counteracting or changing these 

challenges. According to Green, Oswald and Spears (2007) researchers have focused 

their attention on causes for why there are ‘resilient’ and ‘non-resilient’ children and 

found that personal characteristics, the school, and family and community contexts 

are important when considering what does and does not “reduce or mitigate the 

impact of, or exposure to, negative life experiences” (p. 133). While these causes 
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may be applicable to some children, caution is warranted when discussing personal 

characteristics as this could be interpreted as ‘blaming the victim’ if they were not 

considered resilient. The concept of ‘blaming the victim’ as it relates to Aboriginal 

people is the result of racism which serves to silence and dominate (Eckermann, et 

al., 2006). Equally, youth are often not provided with a voice to speak about their 

resiliency and are also not credited with having the ability to define who they are and 

how they manage in life (Ungar, 2007). However, in this study, while the participants 

were clearly the subject of institutional, systemic and social racism, they were not 

victims. They were strong, forthright and vocal describers of, and active players in 

their participation, choices and success in education. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter provided a discussion of meta level conceptual themes emerging from 

the findings of this study. Through the participants’ stories it was possible to identify 

and explore ‘bigger picture’ issues of power at global and national levels that 

impacted on their participation, choices and success in education. 

The participants in this study plainly indicated they were cross-cultural ‘kids’ where 

they were living between two cultures in Australia. The participants themselves 

clearly articulated what this experience was like and the impact it had on them both 

personally and academically. Add to this the globalisation factor and it is possible to 

see how difficult it is for Aboriginal youth to participate, make choices and succeed 

in education systems that are constantly in a state of flux as they respond to global 

demands to meet industry and economic needs. Therefore, Australian governments, 

educational institutions, society and Aboriginal families themselves, have much to 

consider and much to change if Aboriginal youth are to receive sufficient 

opportunities, support, guidance and encouragement to undertake and complete their 
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primary, secondary and tertiary education. In achieving academically, Aboriginal 

students will be better placed to provide for their own wellbeing and the wellbeing of 

their families and communities. The issues of unequal power relationships which 

feature in the lives of Aboriginal youth must be addressed so that Aboriginal people 

receive an education that rightfully meets their needs for living in both the present 

and future worlds. Parsons (1999) asked the following questions which are pertinent 

to education and to this study: 

Is education to empower individuals or prepare people for roles in 

society? Does it fulfil a generalist parenting role for pupils or concentrate 

on inputting particular skills, roles and dispositions? Is it high culture 

transmission to an elite, meritocratic or otherwise, or a technocratic, 

egalitarian and reconstructionist endeavour? (p. 4). 
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CHAPTER TEN 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

We must never merely discourse on the present situation, must never provide the 

people with programs which have little or nothing to do with their own 

preoccupations, doubts, hopes and fears—programs which in fact increase the fears 

of the oppressed consciousness. It is not our role to speak to the people about our 

own view of the world, nor attempt to impose the view on them, but rather to 

dialogue with the people about their view and ours. We must realize that their view 

of the world, manifested variously in their action, reflects their situation in the world. 

Educational and political action which is not critically aware of this situation runs 

the risk either of “banking” or of preaching in the desert (Freire, 2000, p. 77). 

 

INTRODUCTION 

This thesis set out to explore and describe the journeys of Aboriginal youth between 

the ages of 15 and 24 years in education and to present a comprehensive analysis of 

factors that were integral in their participation, choices and success in education. The 

Aboriginal youth in this study had achieved a significant level of educational success 

by the very fact they were engaged in senior secondary and tertiary education 

compared to the majority of Aboriginal youth who are not. Therefore, the negatives 

that the participants in this study report are unlikely to be as marked as they may be 

for Aboriginal youth who are not engaged in either education or employment. That 

is, Aboriginal issues and concerns could well be on a much more magnified scale for 

wider populations of Aboriginal youth. However, this study has focused more on 

success. 

FINDINGS 

This research set out to explore, through the collection and analysis of the 

participants’ stories, the perspectives held by Aboriginal youth about their 

participation, choices and success in education. 
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The following three research questions guided this research from the outset: 

1. What are the participants’ perspectives on enablers and constraints on the 

participation of Aboriginal youth in education? 

2. What are the participants’ perspectives on enablers and constraints on the 

choices that the participants make in education? 

3. What are the participants’ perspectives on enablers and constraints on success 

in education? 

The following brief summary is structured around these three research questions in 

bringing the thesis to a conclusion. 

What are the Participants’ Perspectives on Enablers and Constraints on 
the Participation of Aboriginal Youth in Education? 

Since the 1970s, Aboriginal people have been legislatively included in education. 

However, other more subtle barriers and forms of exclusion still exist and remain a 

central consideration when exploring Aboriginal youth and their participation in 

education. In general, exclusion today can continue through lack of suitably trained 

teachers of Aboriginal students; non-inclusive policies and curriculum; physical 

design and environment of schools; and the purpose of western education, that is, the 

assimilation of all students into mainstream Australian culture including its values 

and morals (Magga, 2005). Kerwin (2011) claimed that up until the 1970s 

“Aboriginal knowledge systems were invisible and no inclusion of Aboriginal 

perspectives was given within the Australian educational curriculum” (p. 251). The 

responses of the participants in this study indicate that little has changed from earlier 

times in education provision for Aboriginal students. 

The participants in this study identified educational institutions as impacting on their 

academic performance, particularly those large educational institutions with large 
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student populations; poor programme design including the expectation that students 

would continually move between classes and have different teachers for their 

lessons; and feelings of being a nonentity in a minority group. Peters (2011) stated 

that “small schools have been proven to increase achievement amongst students of 

colour and students from low socio-economic backgrounds. Students enrolled in 

small schools performed on par with, if not better than, students enrolled in larger 

high schools” (p. 91). In addition, Peters (2011) claimed that smaller schools 

translated into improved attendance; reduced withdrawals; improved student 

behaviours and attitudes; and an increased sense of belonging. 

A central theme in the issue of educational participation is power. The responses of 

the Aboriginal participants themselves indicated that they had recurring experiences 

of exclusion and powerlessness and especially so when it came to secondary school 

education. The predictable daily routine of primary school where students remained 

in the one class; where they formed relationships with their teachers and fellow 

students; and where they were exposed to a curriculum that was practical and more 

hands on proved to be beneficial for the participants. Even though, for a number of 

participants, their home lives may have continued to be unsettling, attending primary 

school where each day’s activities were familiar provided a sense of stability, 

security and comfort to many of the participants. This was also replicated in their 

senior secondary and tertiary educational institutions at the time of this study where 

special supports were in place for Aboriginal students. Again, they experienced a 

learning environment that contained many of the successful elements of primary 

school; that is, experiencing respectful relationships between staff and students; 

membership of an all-Indigenous student body; engagement in courses and 

curriculum that were inclusive of their cultural and academic needs; studying in an 
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learning environment with a small student population; and having access to student 

systems that were tailored to their cultural and learning needs. As highlighted 

throughout this thesis, teachers have a vital role in the education of Aboriginal 

students. The findings in this thesis pointed to the quality of teachers who related 

well to students; were inclusive of their students’ cultural backgrounds in their 

teaching styles; and who had high expectations of their students, as being the most 

successful in increasing the academic achievement of Aboriginal students (Kim, 

2011). 

Another factor operating to exclude participation of Aboriginal students in education 

is the ongoing poverty and lack of education experienced by many Aboriginal 

parents and families. Being a child of Aboriginal parents who have not experienced 

academic success and who came from homes where there were issues such as 

poverty; domestic violence; substance misuse; health issues; and unemployment, can 

impact significantly on a child’s ability to participate in school. Families who 

experience these social issues often do not have the knowledge, skills, experience or 

material and financial resources to support and encourage their children to attend and 

participate in education. As stated by Entwisle, Alexander and Olson (1998): 

Children from families of low socioeconomic status suffer from multiple 

risks including two major ones that overlap: family economic status or 

income, and the level of their parent’s education. Low family income and 

reduced education go together, because, other things equal, persons who 

finish high school or better can anticipate a much higher standard of 

living throughout their lives than those who do not (p. 24). 

However, caution is necessary when discussing Aboriginal family issues as there can 

be a tendency to again blame families for their own circumstances. There are a 

number of reasons why many Aboriginal families are experiencing the above issues 

not the least of which the government has, over time, forced its own western view of 
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what a family should look like and how it should function (Eickelkamp, 2011). 

Eickelkamp (2011) stated that: 

At the heart of Aboriginal policies past and present is the domestication 

of family life: the reshaping of childhood, parental roles, the home 

environment and economic behaviour...Welfare has not only been the 

major form of contact between the state and Aboriginal families; it has 

also been the most important vehicle for exerting control over family 

processes, and doing so with considerable force...while leaving little 

space for alternative modes of production (p. 136–137). 

What are the Participants’ Perspectives on Enablers and Constraints on 
the Choices that the Participants make in Education? 

The findings in this research emphasized that while there were enablers influencing 

the Aboriginal participants’ choices, there were many constraints on the choices they 

made in education. The responses from the participants indicated that they were not 

familiar with thinking and talking about choices in life; it appeared that choices was 

a relatively foreign concept to these Aboriginal youth. 

Regardless, the participants considered there were multiple constructive choices 

available for individuals in current times compared to the past. These choices 

included being able to decide whether or not to continue their education or seek 

employment; deciding where they would go to study; and deciding if or when to 

have children. The participants clearly felt that responsibility for their choices rested 

mainly with themselves. Indeed, their harshest responses were reserved for 

themselves; that regardless of the choices they made, it was their responsibility and 

not the responsibility of others. They did not recognise wider social influences 

constraining their choices. These Aboriginal youth were critical of individuals, 

including themselves, who chose constraining choices that were personally and 

educationally detrimental. According to the participants, there was no-one else to 

blame when students were truant and withdrew from education early; engaged in 
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substance misuse and misbehaviour; bowed to peer pressure; and generally did not 

motivate themselves. Whilst they recognised that educational institutions played a 

role in some of the constraining choices they made, they remained firmly of the view 

that the individual had ultimate responsibility. Responsibility for the participants’ 

constraining choices was not apportioned to other groups such as family, educational 

institutions and society, in any significant way, despite the emotional costs that the 

participants felt as a result. Only a very small minority felt any degree of negative 

feelings towards their families, educational institutions or society. The overall view 

was that there were many choices available for youth and all they had to do was 

choose wisely. These responses are of deep concern as they suggested that the 

participants were blaming themselves (‘blaming the victim’) rather than recognising 

systematic institutionalised racism in education and society in general. Such clear 

evidence of absorbing and internalising the social and educational disadvantages they 

experienced is a serious issue and was the reason for the emphasis on the ‘bigger 

picture’ issues of power in Chapter Nine. This also has implications for education in 

moving beyond cultural reasons for Aboriginal students’ low academic performance 

to examining structural and social issues. 

What are the Participants’ Perspectives on Enablers and Constraints on 
Success in Education? 

Analysing the participants’ responses to questions about success in education 

indicated that whilst the connection between success and themselves was not overly 

familiar, they were in fact observing, exploring and forming ideas and opinions about 

success. The findings indicated they were very aware of the characteristics of success 

and what enabled or constrained success. According to the participants, central to 

achieving success was that of goal setting: those who set goals and achieved them 

were considered successful. For some participants, achieving goals whilst pushing 
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against the tide of negativity and obstacles that affect Aboriginal people on a daily 

basis was considered to be even more successful. Families, as well as dedicated and 

supportive teachers, were seen as instrumental in many participants’ experiences of 

success. For the participants in this study, particular family members emerged as 

positive role models. They provided them with positive examples of how to live a 

productive life; they offered them ongoing support to enable them to continue their 

education; they encouraged them to have ambition and to aim high in life; and, 

importantly, they boosted the participants’ self-esteem and confidence in being 

Aboriginal. The individual was again considered the maker of whether or not they 

experienced success in education: they only had to work harder; be emotionally 

stronger; deal with challenges; and push ahead even though obstacles may present 

themselves at home, in education and in society. Public figures were also seen as role 

models who, whilst slightly more removed from the participants’ lives, provided 

them with examples of how to succeed in society. Overall, the participants felt that 

young people are surrounded by positive role models and examples of how to 

succeed in life and all they had to do was take up opportunities and run with them. 

Placing responsibility for whether or not they succeeded was almost exclusively 

placed again onto Aboriginal youth themselves and was the common response from 

the participants. This is again of deep concern as it places an immense degree of 

pressure onto Aboriginal youth which may cause many to falter and fall. Confidence, 

self-concept and self-esteem can be at risk if Aboriginal youth consider that they are 

the sole cause of whether or not they experience success in education and in life in 

general. 

The secondary school years were cited by a majority of participants in this research 

as their most difficult academic and social years. It was during these crucial years 
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that the participants’ responses revealed they were at their most vulnerable. Immense 

mental and emotional challenges for these Aboriginal youth came in the form of 

pressures from family disruptions; discovering who they were as emerging young 

adults; searching for a place to belong in both Aboriginal and Australian 

communities; dealing with adversity that frequently appeared in their lives; and 

exploring relationships with their peers whilst attempting to succeed in education. 

This research into the participation, choices and success in education for Aboriginal 

youth was focused on uncovering the enablers and constraints which featured in their 

education as identified by the Aboriginal youth themselves; however, this may not be 

the case for other Aboriginal youth. Through their stories these Aboriginal youth 

spoke of their experiences in primary, secondary and tertiary education where they 

encountered support and encouragement from their families, friends and teachers. 

However, their stories also contained their experiences of marginalisation; family 

issues; racism; peer pressure; early departure from education; lack of academic 

achievement; and feelings of not belonging. These rich and compelling stories 

provide educational institutions, governments and society, and of course their 

families, with information that can help to describe and support Aboriginal youth and 

their access, participation and completion of education. As described in Chapter 

Nine, an understanding and acknowledgement of the role of systemic power in the 

education of Aboriginal youth is vital, particularly as it relates to educational 

institutions and society in general. These stories inform about the issues faced by 

Aboriginal youth and suggest possible solutions to assist these same youth with 

achieving rewarding academic outcomes; results that may enable them to break 

through the cycles of disadvantage and trauma that has been the experience of 

Aboriginal people since the arrival of the British in their country. 
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IMPLICATIONS 

The findings of this study have a number of implications for theory, policy and 

practice and future research as they relate to vulnerable and minority groups in 

society: in this study it is Aboriginal people. In policy and practice there is some 

overlap between the sections on government and educational institutions. The section 

on government attempts to highlight the broader role that the government plays in 

relation to education and employment while the section on educational institutions 

focuses on the more practical, ground level and face-to-face implications. 

Theory 

This study employed the theoretical frameworks of interpretivism (especially, 

symbolic interactionism) and critical theory to explore and understand the 

participation, choices and success of Aboriginal youth in education. However, it 

became clear in the early stages of this study that symbolic interactionism and critical 

theory alone would not enable a full exploration and understanding of Aboriginal 

youth in education. The Aboriginal Terms of Reference framework was selected to 

help in collecting, exploring and understanding the aspirations, cultural elements, 

understandings and experiences of Aboriginal youth. The combination of the above 

frameworks proved to be very useful for a study such as this which attempted to 

collect, analyse and understand the perspectives of youth who are from a minority 

and disadvantaged cultural and economic group in Australia. The combination of 

these theories also helped to move beyond the individual stories of Aboriginal youth 

to wider issues of power structures in society. That is, by employing multiple 

theoretical frameworks, the study was able to span across the micro and macro 

contexts. Thus, theoretical eclecticism, where a number of different theoretical lens 
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are brought together, can provide a strong analytic framework. The findings of this 

study have resulted in the identification of policy and practice implications. 

Policy and Practice 

This study has revealed a number of implications for policy and practice which are 

grouped under the headings of government, educational institutions, and Aboriginal 

families. 

Government 

 Federal and state governments must place greater emphasis on preparing 

Aboriginal people for employment in a nation that is increasingly influenced 

by worldwide economies. If Aboriginal youth continue to be academically 

underprepared, ongoing social, health, education and economic gaps between 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people will not only persist but will increase 

as national employment opportunities will be tied more and more to global 

economic demands. 

 It is essential for governments to review the educational experiences of 

Aboriginal youth and develop policies to promote the cultural, social and 

emotional factors that support learning to achieve academic success, 

particularly in the secondary school years. 

 Increased funding, policy direction and support from governments is required 

in the teacher training sectors to ensure high quality training for teachers of 

Aboriginal students is provided thus enabling them to meet their students’ 

cultural, educational and emotional needs. 

 Greater state and federal government effort is required to provide support for 

Aboriginal families and communities to address issues of domestic violence; 

alcohol and drug misuse; unemployment; and lack of education. Programmes 
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that are targeting these areas must include not only Aboriginal people 

working in support positions but must also include Aboriginal people 

employed at middle and senior management levels. 

Educational institutions 

 Teachers and schools must be aware of global forces if they are to prepare 

Aboriginal students for their place in an increasingly globalised world. 

 A greater focus must be placed on educators, including teachers and their 

teacher training preparation, developing a deeper understanding of 

Aboriginal youth and incorporating this into their planning, teaching and 

relationships with the students. 

 It is not enough that Aboriginal students should feel good in school, but 

academic achievement must also be the ultimate aim. This can be achieved 

through addressing issues such as the cultural and social isolation that 

Aboriginal students often feel; the curriculum that they study; and the way in 

which they are taught and supported. 

 There is an imperative to increase research into the secondary school 

experience for Aboriginal youth so that increased information will lead to 

addressing the continuing academic underperformance of Aboriginal 

students. 

 Educational institutions must increase their expectations that teachers will 

understand and address racism but for this to be achieved educational 

institutions must provide adequate professional development on racism 

and cultural difference. 

 Aboriginal youth require education to understand and recognise racism to 

counteract their tendency to internalise their lack of academic success as their 



Chapter 10: Conclusions and implications  328 

own fault rather than the result of systemic and social inequalities within 

educational institutions and society. 

 Educational institutions play an important role in supporting Aboriginal 

youth socially to successfully manoeuvre through their physical, emotional 

and social phases and family experiences so they can emerge as more 

confident, skilled and happier young citizens of Australian society. 

 Opportunities to broaden Aboriginal youth’s understanding of participation, 

choices and success must be created and, where opportunities exist, taken. 

Education providers must focus more closely on increasing the Aboriginal 

youth’s ability to participate in education; make constructive choices; and 

succeed academically, thus helping to prepare them for their place in society 

and a chance to lead happy and productive lives for themselves and their 

future families. No longer should education be a ‘hit and miss’ experience for 

Aboriginal youth. 

Figure 10.1 below provides an overview of the disjuncture between primary, 

secondary and tertiary education that emerged from the findings of this study where 

clearly the participants’ secondary school experiences was problematic as depicted 

by the positioning of the three tables. 
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Figure 10.1: The disconnection for the participants between primary, secondary and 
tertiary education across the three case studies in this study.  

 

Aboriginal families 

 Aboriginal families require strong educational support to become better 

informed of the importance of education and the significant role they play in 

the educational performance of their children, especially during the secondary 

school years. 

 Strong support and guidance should be provided for those families who 

experience difficulties across the financial, emotional and health areas. This 

should be done in a way that builds on cultural and family strengths. 
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All these implications revolve around the importance of having high expectations but 

with appropriate support. It requires all groups that are directly involved in the lives 

of Aboriginal youth to work together to support Aboriginal youth so that they can 

participate, make positive choices and succeed in education. 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

This study has revealed that between the 1970s and 1990s there was a significant 

body of research on Aboriginal education; however, the focus appeared to be on the 

early childhood and primary school years. This past research ranged from the 

benefits of bilingual education and the learning styles of Aboriginal children, which 

could be integrated into teaching programmes, to the cultural behaviours of 

Aboriginal students in class; managing Aboriginal student behaviours; issues of 

literacy and numeracy; and training teachers to teach Aboriginal students. 

Programme examples for use in classrooms were prolific. It is important to note here 

that the authors of research between the 1970s and 1990s were mainly non-

Aboriginal academics and educators. 

There has been some increase in research about Aboriginal students in tertiary 

education since 2000 but most research over the past ten years appears to focus on 

unpacking power issues inherent in education in pre and post-colonial Australia with 

a greater number of Aboriginal academics and educators contributing to the debates. 

This I feel to be an important and logical response to the stifling of Aboriginal voices 

in education since colonisation and the reclaiming of power by Aboriginal people. 

This discussion and debate must not stop as issues of power remain inherent in 

Aboriginal education. However, there appears to be a gap, particularly in Australian 

research, which relates specifically to the growing influence globalisation plays in 

Australia which is beginning to pose an increasing threat to Aboriginal people if 
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education issues are not addressed. Unless there is more discussion, debate and 

awareness of what globalisation will mean for Aboriginal people, who mostly do not 

have the education to find employment or fill the positions influenced by global trade 

demands, then the gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians, and 

between Aboriginal Australian people and non-indigenous peoples of the world, will 

increase more rapidly than at present. The health, education, employment and social 

gaps will continue to widen while Australia’s and Aboriginal people’s ability to 

lessen them will be reduced. 

The ever changing international landscape places immense pressure on indigenous 

peoples around the world and raises some very important questions for Australian 

Governments, educational institutions and Aboriginal families about Aboriginal 

people, and in particular, Aboriginal youth: 

 Is globalisation another form of colonisation of peoples and nations? 

 Is globalisation a new form of colonisation which is being conducted by 

transnational corporations whereas in the past it was carried out by nation 

states? 

 What does globalisation mean for indigenous people, culture and country? 

 Is it possible to retain an Aboriginal or global indigenous cultural identity 

whilst also being a member of a globalised world? 

 What responsibilities do transnational corporations have towards indigenous 

peoples, culture and country? 

 If, in Australia, the role of education is to prepare its citizens to live a fulfilled 

and productive life, what then must educational institutions do to assist 

Aboriginal people acquire the academic skills they require to function 

successfully in both the Australian and international worlds? 
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 What role do Aboriginal Australian families play in helping to prepare their 

children for life in a rapidly changing world where they now walk in three 

worlds; the Aboriginal, Australian and international worlds? 

As highlighted earlier, an area that receives insufficient research attention is that of 

Aboriginal students and secondary school. Research on the secondary school years is 

needed as these years are not only important years in their education but they are also 

the years that Aboriginal youth find the most problematic educationally, emotionally 

and socially. There are numerous variants in secondary school confronting 

Aboriginal students with the result that most do not cope successfully. Many 

Aboriginal youth find the secondary school experience disruptive which ignores their 

need for stability and for developing closer relationships with teachers. A secondary 

school curriculum is needed that meets the educational, cultural and social needs of 

Aboriginal students aiming for a more holistic education programme where they are 

more involved in their own learning experience. According to Bloom (2008), while 

there has been international focus on improving outcomes in primary school 

education globally “secondary and tertiary education, moreover, have been 

noticeably absent from global education initiatives, despite growing recognition of 

their economic and social importance” (p. 61). It appears that the secondary school 

years are ‘lost’ years to Aboriginal youth and it is only as they get into their late 

teens and 20s onwards do they contemplate returning to education. When they do 

return to education they again look for educational environments that are tailored to 

their cultural, social, relationship-building and educational needs, important factors 

that were present in their primary school years and at their current educational 

institutions. 
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Research into the broad area of education from early childhood to tertiary education 

and beyond to a lifelong learning objective, is essential and requires a new 

understanding of and approach to educating Aboriginal students. Central to this 

research is understanding and critique of the implicit role that power plays in 

education and developing an awareness that minority groups such as Aboriginal 

people will continue to be impacted by the power question that is embedded within 

education. This acknowledgement of power must be identified and documented by 

governments and educational institutions so that responses can be made by educators 

to address these issues. This then enables Aboriginal people to recognise and learn 

more about power issues that feature in their own lives thus allowing them improved 

opportunities to deal with these issues in ways that are productive and empowering. 

This knowledge would provide a more level playing field between Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal Australians rather than the situation that currently exists where 

Aboriginal people are made to feel as though they are to blame and that they are the 

cause of their own disadvantage. What is less recognised is that while Aboriginal 

students may lack technical western knowledge, and as such be at a disadvantage, at 

least one area that is considered vital for global times (the ability to work in teams) is 

an area of strength in Aboriginal people. This ability to work with others, to be group 

orientated, is a positive that western more individualistic cultures could duplicate. 

Recognition of the place of power in education will make possible a new approach to 

teaching Aboriginal students which will include the cultural, family and social 

factors that enable Aboriginal students to achieve academically. Educational 

environments and programmes can be designed that include opportunities for 

building relationships between students and teachers; incorporating cultural aspects; 

encouraging a sense of belonging; building on the students’ need for family and other 
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members of Aboriginal society to be part of their educational life; and recognising 

that Aboriginal youth are in a time of transition to adulthood all of which takes place 

in that space between the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal worlds. Again, it should be 

emphasised that education for Aboriginal people should no longer be a case of ‘hit 

and miss’. 

CONCLUSION 

Unless the question of power is discussed and addressed in educational institutions 

and brought to the attention of Aboriginal students, families and communities, 

Aboriginal people will continue to be seen as the creators of their own circumstances 

and wider Australian society will be absolved from all responsibility for the 

academic underachievement of Aboriginal youth. The Aboriginal youth in this study 

were engaged in education and thus had achieved degrees of educational success in 

spite of challenges posed by educational institutions, family and society in general. 

Governments, educational institutions, Aboriginal families and the nation itself, must 

consider what their responsibilities are to Aboriginal youth and be prepared to 

examine their own perspectives, values and practices so that success in education can 

be more readily achieved. 

I’m trying to take heaps of opportunities but I’m not really getting 

many at the moment, but as soon as I get an opportunity, I’ll take it. 

       (Bobby) 
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Interview Schedule: Secondary 

 

Name:    Gender:   D.O.B:               

 

Location:   Institution:   Date of Interview: 

    

 

Probe questions will be used after each question to extend or clarify information  

 Why/why not  Who 

 What  When  

 Tell me more about  How did you feel about 

 What do you think about  What happened when 

 

1. Background information: 

Where are you from (place of birth/country)? 

Are your family from here/there also? 

Who do you live with? 

How many are there in your family? 

 

2. School experiences 

Primary school 

Where did you go to primary school? 

What did you think or feel about primary school? 

Did you have friends in primary school? Who were they? 

Did you have family at the primary school with you? Tell me a little about them. 

Did you do well in your subjects at primary school (or what were your favourite 

and least favourite subjects)? 

Who are the teachers you remember most? 

What do you remember most about primary school (or what were the best/worst 

things that happened to you in primary school)? 

 

Secondary school 

How long have you been in this school? 

Did you choose this school? 

How do you feel about this school? 

What year are you enrolled in? 

Do you feel that you will complete this year at this school? Why do you want to 

complete this year? 

Do you have friends in this school? Who are they? 

Do you have family at this school with you? Tell me a little about them. 

Are you doing well academically? Tell me a little about how you feel you are 

going with your school work. 

Who will be the teachers you remember most when you leave school? 

What was the best/worst thing that has happened to you so far in secondary 

school?  

What will you remember most about secondary school? 

What would you like to do after you complete your schooling here? 
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3. Participation 

Do you attend school regularly? 

What influences your attendance?  

If you miss a class what usually causes you to not attend? 

How do you feel you are going with your school work? 

What do you think affects your participation in school?   

What has almost prevented you from continuing in education?  

What has enabled you to continue with your education? 

What are some important experiences that have happened to you which have/had 

an effect on your education?  

In what way do you feel that these experiences have impacted on your education? 

 

4. Choices 

What are some of the choices you have made in education? 

What influenced your thinking in relation to these choices? 

What happened after you made these choices? 

Were you satisfied with the choices you made? 

In what way did these choices help or hinder you in your education? 

What affect did these choices have for you? 

Were there any 'costs' or 'trade offs' involved? 

What were your feelings about this? 

If you had the chance would you make the same choices? 

 

5. Success 

What does success mean to you?  

How did you work out what success means for you? 

Do you feel you have been successful? 

Do you think Aboriginal youth experience success in education? 

What do you think helps Aboriginal youth experience success in education? 

Do you know of any successful Aboriginal students in education? Who are they? 

Why are they successful? 

Why do you think the things you mentioned are important in achieving success? 

Would Aboriginal youth still be able to achieve success if they were not able to 

have the things that would help them achieve success? 

What do you think stops Aboriginal youth from being successful in education?  

How do Aboriginal youth feel when they don't experience success in education?  

How do Aboriginal youth react when they don't experience success in education? 

Who do you see as successful? Why? 

 

6. Other 

Is there anything else you would like to add that I may not have asked about or 

you think is important that we should know about in relation to Aboriginal youth 

and education? 
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Interview Schedule: Tertiary 

 

Name:    Gender:   D.O.B:               

 

Location:   Institution:   Date of Interview: 

        

Probe questions will be used after each question to extend or clarify information  

 Why/why not  Who  

 What   When  

 Tell me more about   How did you feel about  

 What do you think about  What happened when 

 

1. Background information: 

Where are you from (place of birth/country)? 

Are your family from here/there also? 

Who do you live with? 

How many are there in your family? 

 

2. School experiences 

Primary school 

Where did you go to primary school? 

What did you think or feel about primary school? 

Did you have friends in primary school? Who were they? 

Did you have family at the primary school with you? Tell me a little about them. 

Did you do well in your subjects at primary school (or what were your favourite 

and least favourite subjects? Why?)? 

Who are the teachers you remember most? Why? 

What do you remember most about primary school (or what were the best/worst 

things that happened to you in primary school)? 

 

Secondary school 

How long did you attend school? 

Where did you attend school and why did you choose that school? 

How did you feel about going to that school? 

Did you have friends in that school? Who were they? 

Did you have family at the school with you? Tell me a little about them. 

Did you do well academically? Tell me a little about how you feel you went. 

Who were the teachers you remember most? 

What was the best/worst thing that happened to you in secondary school?  

What do you remember most about secondary school? 

What did you want to do after finishing secondary school? 

  

3. Current course details 

What course are you currently enrolled in? 

How long have you been in this course? 

Why did you choose this course? 

How do you feel about choosing this course? 

Do you feel that you will complete this course? 

Why do you want to complete this course? 

What would you like to do after you complete this course? 
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Do you have friends here at university?  Who? 

What type of lecturers do you remember most? 

What was the best/worst thing that has happened to you in university?  

 

4. Participation 

Do you attend regularly? 

What influences your attendance?  

If you miss a class or lecture what usually causes you to not attend? 

How do you feel you are going with the course work? 

What do you think affects your participation in the course?   

What has almost prevented you from continuing in education?  

What has enabled you to continue with your education? 

What are some important experiences that have happened to you which have/had 

an effect on your education?  

In what way do you feel that these experiences have affected you in education? 

 

5. Choices 

What are some of the choices you have made in education? 

What influenced your thinking in relation to these choices? 

What happened after you made these choices? 

Were you satisfied with the choices you made? 

In what way did these choices help or hinder you in your education? 

What affect did these choices have for you? 

Were there any 'costs' or 'trade off’s' involved? 

What were your feelings about this? 

If you had the chance would you make the same choices? 

 

6. Success 

What does success mean to you?  

How did you work out what success means for you? 

Do you feel you have been successful? 

Do you think Aboriginal youth experience success in education? 

What do you think helps Aboriginal youth experience success in education? 

Do you know of any successful Aboriginal students in education? Who are they? 

Why are they successful? 

Why do you think the things you mentioned are important in achieving success? 

Would Aboriginal youth still be able to achieve success if they were not able to 

have the things that would help them achieve success? 

What do you think stops Aboriginal youth from being successful in education? 

How do Aboriginal youth feel when they don't experience success in education?  

How do Aboriginal youth react when they don't experience success in education? 

Who do you see as successful? Why? 

 

7. Other 

Is there anything else you would like to add that I may not have asked about or 

you think is important that we should know about in relation to Aboriginal youth 

and education? 



 

 


