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Abstract 

Research links between school leadership and student learning is well established, as is the 

influence of context on leadership practices.  However, little is known about the work of 

principals in remote, indigenous community schools.  The underperformance of students in 

these schools is acknowledged to be of national concern.  The study sought to understand 

the day-to-day experiences of school principals in remote, indigenous communities and 

examined how they respond to this distinctive context.  A qualitative approach, using three 

comparative case studies, was used to explore the professional practices of three non-local, 

non-indigenous principals.  Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, non-

participant observations and document analysis. Five themes were generated from the data 

analysis: ‘encountering uncertainty’, ‘heightening sensitivity’, ‘developing confidence’, 

‘tolerating ambiguity’ and ‘strengthening professional identity’.  Collectively, the themes 

portray the trajectory of how these principals understand, adapt and respond to the context 

of remote, indigenous community schools.  The study confirms that schools in such 

contexts generate highly unconventional leadership circumstances due to a complex and 

dynamic interrelationship of idiosyncratic factors.  Despite confirming the need for 

intercultural competencies, productive relationships with families and community members 

and a deep sensitivity to the needs of their students, compelling dilemmas emerge for 

leaders for which there are no known solutions.  Further interpretive research embedded in 

the day-to-day reality of the remote, indigenous context is required.  Furthermore, policy 

that is reflective of, and responsive to, the distinctive linguistic, cultural, political, 

economic, geographic and historic characteristics of the remote context is vital for 

educational improvement efforts.  Significantly, the research has implications for the more 

effective preparation and support for principals in remote, indigenous community schools.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

Indigenous Australians form a growing segment of the national demographic and, 

whilst most indigenous students live in urban and rural areas, they make up a significant 

proportion of the school populations in remote and very remote Australia (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics, 2014).  There has been little sustained improvement in results for 

indigenous students since the introduction of national testing in 2008 (Australian Capital 

Territory. Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2015).  Learning outcomes for 

remote, indigenous school students are significantly lower than for other students, including 

their urban peers, in all subjects and year levels, across all regions (Australian Capital 

Territory. Productivity Commission, 2015).  With more than 170 remote and very remote 

schools in indigenous communities across Australia, the leaders of these schools play a 

critical role in the seemingly intractable problem of overcoming educational disadvantage 

for indigenous students in remote Australia.   

Mounting commentary and research confirm the statistically significant impact 

principals have on student learning.  Major international studies identify principal 

behaviour and actions deemed to have a positive effect on students and teachers (Barber, 

Whelan & Clarke, 2010; Day et al., 2010; Marzano, Waters & McNulty, 2005; Robinson et 

al., 2008).  Simultaneously, there has been a recent trend to ‘nationalise’ education in 

Australia with a national curriculum, national testing regime, national standards for 

principals and teachers and a National Tool for School Improvement (Australian Council 

for Educational Research, 2012; Dinham, Anderson, Caldwell & Weldon, 2011; Guenther, 

Bat & Osborne, 2014).  Somewhat incongruously, various states and systems across 
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Australia have adopted a process of ‘decentralisation' with increasing autonomy for 

individual schools (Anderson et al., 2008).  The tension inherent in such factors presents a 

complex landscape for a school leader to navigate.  The principal of a remote, indigenous 

community school faces multiple challenges in dealing with these agendas and 

simultaneously grappling with a distinctive context.   

The research reported in this study explored the day-to-day experiences of non-

local, non-indigenous principals in remote indigenous community schools.  The study 

described how leaders in remote schools recognise and respond to the distinctive contextual 

influences found within their school community.  This chapter introduces the study and 

provides an overview of the features of the study.  First, there is a section describing the 

purpose and significance of the study.  The central research questions are then presented.  

This is followed by an overview of the research methods used in the study.  Finally, the 

structure of the thesis is described. 

Purpose and significance 

The findings of previous research are unequivocal: Principals have a critical role in 

leading improvement in student learning and a plethora of ‘must do’ lists for principals 

abound.  It is also known that the context of the school community influences leadership 

practice.  However, there is comparatively little research on the exact nature of this 

relationship.  Thus, much of the literature about school leadership remains standardised, 

giving little import to the distinctiveness of individual school environments (Day et al., 

2009; Dimmock, 2011).  Jorgensen and Niesche (2011) assert that the role of a principal in 

a remote indigenous setting is so foreign to that of urban and rural school leaders that the 

models of school leadership espoused in mainstream literature are irrelevant.   
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There is a lack of evidence-based research in the field of indigenous education 

(Lloyd et al., 2015; O’Keefe et al., 2012) and what does exist predominantly focuses on 

advice for individual teachers (for example Perso & Hayward, 2015; Purdie, Milgate & 

Bell, 2011).  Whilst such advice is important, there appears to be a disregard for the role of 

school leaders in improving teaching and learning that is widely acknowledged in most 

other education settings.  This represents a gap in arguably one of the most crucial areas of 

research in Australian education.  Though they account for less than one percent of the 

student population in Australia, the high level of disadvantage facing remote indigenous 

students means there is no other group of students that warrant more urgent attention.   

Due to the limited research in the Australian indigenous, remote schooling context, 

the findings of this research represent a contribution in understanding school leadership in a 

distinctive and peculiar school context.  By providing examples of school leadership in situ, 

this research describes how leaders in remote schools recognise and respond to the 

contextual influences found within their school community, thus giving relevance and 

perspective to existing, more generalised school leadership advice.  From a detailed 

analysis of these complex conditions, the study reveals ways to improve the recruitment, 

retention and ongoing support for principals in similar roles to those described in the study.  

This is important because leaders of schools such as those highlighted in the study have the 

potential to contribute to improved life outcomes for arguably the most vulnerable students 

in Australia.   

Research questions 

By examining the professional lives of three non-local, non-indigenous principals in 

remote indigenous community schools, this study investigated the following question: How 
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do principals of remote, indigenous community schools understand, adapt to and respond to 

their distinctive context? 

Three guiding questions assisted in framing the data collected from the case studies: 

i. What do principals believe to be significant contextual factors that impact on 

their role and why are they noteworthy?  

ii. What meaning do principals ascribe to these factors?  

iii. How do principals change their actions after becoming aware of particular 

contextual factors?  

Overview of research methods  

This qualitative study examined the professional lives of principals in remote 

indigenous community schools. The purpose of this study was to investigate principals’ 

perspectives on how they become aware of, understand adapt and respond to the distinctive 

factors of the context in which they work.   

A comparative case study design was used in which three principals were selected 

by purposive sampling.  In this study, the individual case is defined as ‘the experiences of a 

non-local, non-indigenous principal in a remote, indigenous community school in the 

Northern Territory’.  Securing appropriate onsite access to the principal was integral to the 

research, and therefore physical and ethical accessibility had some bearing on the selection 

of participants. 

The study used multiple sources of data; semi-structured interviews with each 

principal, non-participant observation and document analysis.  The first, and major, stage of 

data collection occurred during a five-day visit to each school.  Data analysis identified 

recurring themes across all data sources, and within and across all three cases.  Data were 

reported as first-person narratives, privileging the principals’ perspectives (Pepper & Wildy, 
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2009) of the influence of context on the work of principals in remote indigenous 

community schools.  

Structure of the thesis 

There are seven chapters in this thesis.  Following this introductory chapter, Chapter 

2 reviews the relevant literature on school leadership, the influence of context on leadership 

and the context of remote indigenous community schools.  Chapter 3 provides background 

and context for the study.  Chapter 4 describes the design and methodology of the study’s 

research approach.  Chapter 5 provides a description of the cases of the study. Chapter 6 

describes the findings from the study using first-person narrative accounts to illustrate the 

identified themes.  Chapter 7 discusses the findings from the study as they relate to relevant 

theory and research.  Chapter 8 presents a conclusion to the thesis. 
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CHAPTER 2   

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the research and literature relevant to the 

study under focus.  The conceptual framework underpinning the research is also presented.  

As described in Chapter 1, the aim of the study was to develop a rich and nuanced 

understanding of principals’ experiences in remote, indigenous community schools.  The 

central research question, it will be recalled, was: How do principals of remote, indigenous 

community schools understand, adapt to and respond to their distinctive context?  This 

review of the literature draws on three themes: the significance of school leadership; the 

impact of context on school leadership; and the specific context of remote, indigenous 

community schools.  

The significance of leadership 

There is a robust body of international research that verifies a significant link 

between leadership practices and student learning that is second only to the influence of the 

teacher (Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Leithwood et al., 2006; Robinson et al., 2008).  It is 

widely accepted the leadership effect on learning is indirect, predominantly influencing the 

conditions for effective teaching and learning (Bush & Glover, 2014; Day et al., 2009; 

Sebastian & Allensworth, 2012).  Further, it is argued that no school improves without a 

good leader (Fullan, 2001) and that schools with the greatest need benefit most from strong 

leadership (Leithwood et al., 2004). 

Core leadership practices could be summarised using the four categories of Louis 

and colleagues (2010): setting directions; developing people; re-designing the organisation; 

and improving the instructional program.  Within each of these categories are several 
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specific practices that are reflected in other studies.  Setting direction includes establishing 

a shared vision, with common goals and high expectations (Day et al., 2009; Fullan, 2005).  

Developing people incorporates designing, and participating in, ongoing teacher learning 

and the modelling of desired values and practices (Barber et al., 2010; Hallinger & Heck, 

2014).  Redesigning the organisation involves building collaborative cultures including 

shared leadership, decision-making and accountability and engaging with families and 

community (Robinson et al., 2008; Sebastian & Allensworth, 2012).  Improving the 

instructional program includes knowledge of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment, 

ensuring an orderly and supportive environment, monitoring progress, and managing 

resources (Heck & Hallinger, 2010; Marzano et al., 2005).  

In Australia, a growing number of studies affirm and apply the international 

research of school leadership in our local context.  A synthesis of Australian research for a 

study of global school leadership confirms that leaders have an impact in Australian schools 

(Anderson et al., 2008).  The work of Dempster (2012), Gurr (2015) and Mulford and Silins 

(2011) corroborate and extend international leadership research and offer models for 

leading schools in Australia based on their findings.  The above summary of desired 

leadership practices is reflected in the National Tool for School Improvement (Australian 

Council for Educational Research, 2012). 

There are few research projects that focus specifically on educational leadership in 

remote indigenous communities despite some recognition of the distinctive nature of such 

contexts (Frawley & Fasoli, 2012).  Nolen’s (1998) seminal research investigated 

indigenous leadership in remote, indigenous community schools.  Several leadership 

models are described with the conclusion that the unique historical and socio-cultural 

circumstances in each community required varied leadership responses.  Kamara (2009) 
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investigated the specific role of female, indigenous school leaders in negotiating school 

community partnerships in remote Northern Territory schools.  The dilemmas they faced in 

navigating their personal, cultural and professional roles and responsibilities are highlighted 

and a more culturally inclusive approach to the development of leadership theories is called 

for (Kamara, 2009).  The Linking Worlds project (d’Arbon et al., 2009) investigated the 

nature of indigenous school leadership in remote community schools and developed an 

intercultural educational leadership framework applicable for indigenous and non-

indigenous school leaders.  Success in Remote Schools (What Works: The Work Program, 

2012), a research study of eleven improving remote schools with significant indigenous 

enrolments, articulated the critical role principals perform in the improvement of student 

outcomes.  Fostering strong partnerships with families and community, building a culture of 

high expectations and ensuring a culturally responsive curriculum were described as 

practices adopted by leaders involved in the What Works study (2012).  Notwithstanding 

the paucity of research into school leadership in remote indigenous contexts, the available 

literature accepts the potential impact school leaders have on student outcomes, alongside 

growing recognition across the globe of the need to investigate the impact of context in 

diverse school settings. 

The impact of context on school leadership 

In a synthesis of key research connecting leadership and learning, Dempster (2009) 

claims that evidence of the significance of context is undeniable (MacBeath & Mortimore, 

2001; Pont et al., 2008), listing context as one of the three fundamentals about which 

leadership theorists and researchers speak (see Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; MacBeath & 

Dempster, 2009).  Fullan (2006) argues that it is futile to study principal leadership without 

consideration of the context of the school.  However, in many of the key leadership studies 
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mentioned above, ‘context' most often refers to broad national and international trends, and 

policy-driven agendas rather than the idiosyncratic features of particular school 

communities.  There continues to be a lack of detailed understanding of the culture and 

context of everyday practice (Close & Wainwright, 2010). 

School size, location and type are described in the international literature as factors 

that can impact on leadership practices (Chapman, 2008; Sebastian & Allensworth, 2012). 

In recent years research on schools facing challenging circumstances has grown (see 

Chapman & Harris, 2004; MacBeath et al., 2007).  Topics include low socio-economic 

schools (Day et al., 2009; Ovenden-Hope & Passy, 2015); the notion of ‘turn around 

leadership’ (Fullan, 2006; Jensen & Sonnemann, 2014) and school leadership in developing 

countries (Oplatka, 2004).  Research foci such as these affirm the need for an examination 

of the influence of context on principal leadership for schools in highly complex 

environments where leadership actions may differ from more mainstream school settings 

(Clarke & O’Donoghue, 2013).  

In Australia, there is also documentation of the broad contemporary contexts 

impacting on school leadership (see Gurr & Drysdale, 2012; Mulford & Edmunds, 2010).  

Anderson and colleagues (2008) state that contextual factors influencing school leadership 

warrant further attention.  There is Australian research of high needs schools (Gurr, Wildy, 

Clarke & Drysdale, 2014) and low socio-economic schools (Dempster, 2012).  Leadership 

in small rural and remote schools has received particular attention (for example, Anderson 

et al., 2010; Wildy & Clarke, 2005), as has the teaching principal (Clarke, 2002) and 

principal preparation in such contexts (Clarke, Wildy & Styles, 2011).  The broad 

conclusion from the abovementioned studies is that context matters.  
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 There is a small, but growing, body of research recognising the importance of the 

cultural competencies required to work in remote indigenous contexts (see d’Arbon et al., 

2009; Priest et al., 2008).  Frawley and Fasoli (2012) emphasised the need for ‘intercultural 

leadership capabilities for ‘both ways’ education’ (p. 1).  The Principals as Literacy Leaders 

with Indigenous Communities (PALLIC) Project formed leadership teams with school 

principals and indigenous community members in working together to teach reading 

(Lovett, Dempster & Fluckiger, 2014).  The PALLIC project recommended an elevated 

concept of leadership that transcends the boundaries of the school to include the 

community, leading to new and more effective school leadership in the ‘intercultural space’ 

(Taylor, 2003).  

Clarke and Wildy (2010) call for an ‘understanding of place’ as central to leadership 

in small, rural schools.  Similarly, Riley's (2013) decade-long research into high needs 

schools goes further in developing the concept of ‘place' to incorporate the personal and 

communal aspects of where people live and derive a sense of identity and belonging.  

Similar to the studies mentioned above, and in contrast to the broader policy-focused 

studies with a de-personalised view of context, the study reported here provided a more 

personalised, community-oriented insight into context.  This study focussed on what could 

be considered the most distinctive context of all: the remote, indigenous community school. 

The context of a remote indigenous community school 

The influence of place takes on particular significance in remote indigenous settings 

which, according to Heslop (2003), can be likened to moving to a foreign country where 

the customs, language and culture of the community may not be understood (Clarke, 

Stevens & Wildy, 2006).  Most new school employees in remote indigenous community 

schools have no previous remote experience or experience in working with indigenous 
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people (Sullivan, Jorgensen, Boaler, & Lerman, 2013).  The impact of culture is likely to be 

exacerbated when there is a significant cultural gap between individuals (Ward, 2005).  

Navigating the unfamiliar cultural and linguistic landscape risks potential clashes of 

understanding that may make difficult the process of forming relationships and taking 

effective action (d’Arbon, Fasoli, Frawley & Ober, 2009; Jorgensen, 2012a).  The way 

leaders recognise, adapt and respond to these contextual differences is the focus of this 

study. 

Significant social and economic disadvantage impacts the lives of many Indigenous 

Australians with the greatest hardship experienced by those living in remote and very 

remote areas (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2009).  Characteristics of 

disadvantage include inadequate housing, unemployment and high levels of incarceration 

(Australian Capital Territory. Productivity Commission, 2015; Beresford, 2003).  Family 

violence, suicide, mental and physical ill-health and substance abuse are more prolific in 

remote communities with many factors now considered to be intergenerational (Gray & 

Beresford, 2008; O’Keefe et al., 2012).  Diseases of poverty typically only seen in 

developing countries are significantly more common among indigenous children in remote 

Australia (Lyons & Janca, 2012). 

Socio-economic disadvantages contribute to complex needs of students in remote 

indigenous communities for whom Standard Australian English is often not a first language 

or dialect (Hughes & Hughes, 2012; Jorgensen, 2012b).  Many students, though often 

multi-lingual in indigenous languages, have extremely low levels of literacy in English.  

Transiency and low levels of attendance of some students in remote indigenous 

communities impact on the capacity of schools to enhance student outcomes (Jorgensen, 

2012a).  
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There is much theorising, discussion and debate about strategies to meet the unique 

needs of indigenous students.  Key areas of focus that receive significant attention include 

the recognition and inclusion of indigenous languages and cultures in education (Disbray, 

2015; Purdie et al., 2000), the employment of indigenous staff (Perso, 2012; Sarra 2003) 

and holistic strategies including working in partnership with other agencies and services 

(Gray & Beresford, 2002; MCEECDYA, 2010).  However, there is little consensus, nor 

detail, on how to implement such strategies, and limited empirical evidence to support 

specific pedagogies or practices (Lloyd et al., 2015).  Delivering an effective curriculum 

that meets the diverse and immediate needs of students in remote indigenous communities 

is a goal yet to be sustainably achieved (Jorgensen & Niesche, 2011). 

Furthermore, the impact of geographic, social and professional isolation can be 

profound for leaders in remote indigenous communities, with isolation reported as having 

serious social and emotional effects on staff (Heslop, 2003; Jorgensen, 2012a).  Whilst 

much is written on isolation for school staff in rural and remote Australia (see Clarke & 

Stevens, 2009; Lock et al., 2012; Pietsche & Williamson, 2009), the effects are often in 

their extreme in remote indigenous communities, compounded by excessive distances and 

harsh weather conditions that restrict access to personal, social and professional support 

structures.  Minimal staff numbers, a high turnover of staff and the teaching load for the 

principal are issues faced by many small schools (Wildy & Clark, 2005).  However, these 

challenges are intensified when combined with the unique challenges in remote, indigenous 

community schools. 

Conditions for principals in remote indigenous community schools are distinctive 

and additional to those faced by their rural and urban peers.  The cultural and linguistic 

divide, chronic social and economic disadvantage, complex needs of students and severe 
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isolation are just some of the challenges encountered.  Despite some recognition of the 

multi-faceted complexities and tensions faced by staff in remote indigenous education 

settings, the work of principals in such schools has been largely overlooked (Pietsch & 

Williamson, 2009).  Fry (2012) asserts that the Northern Territory remote indigenous 

contexts offer a distinctive array of challenges, significantly impacting on how leadership is 

enacted.  Further to this, he claims that the most extraordinary features within this context; 

that of, “poverty, remoteness and cultural otherness are rarely explicit in any profiling of 

qualities, skills and attributes required to lead a school” (p. 4).  This research identified how 

these distinctive contextual factors influence principals’ actions as leaders. 

Conceptual framework 

From the summaries of literature and research, it is understood that leaders’ actions 

influence student outcomes and the school leader was at the centre of this study.  However, 

leadership does not exist in a vacuum (Dempster, 2009).  It is situated within, and enacted 

through, a context.  This study investigated leadership behaviour in a peculiar context, 

focussing on the principal, the place and the response when these two constructs converge.  

It would be reasonable to assume that those who accept the position of principal in a 

remote indigenous community would have beliefs and values about what they deem to be 

important and some knowledge and experience relevant to the role.  They would also have 

some expectations and intentions about what they will do and how they will conduct 

themselves in the role.  The study examined how these pre-conceived understandings are 

influenced by the context. 

School leaders undertake their role within a broad global, national and system level 

context of policy, trends and directions.  Notwithstanding this, it is expected that the 

distinctive context of the remote indigenous community school will exert some influence 
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and impact on leaders’ actions.  The literature reviewed earlier highlights what is known 

about the idiosyncratic nature of the remote indigenous community school context.  Riley’s 

(2011) concept of ‘place’ offers a powerful, personal and community-oriented notion of 

context.  In this study, principals’ perspectives of place were explored to ascertain how they 

become aware of, understand, adapt and respond to the significant factors of the context in 

which they work. Figure 1 depicts the conceptual frame of the study which focused on the 

principal, the place and the response when leadership and place converge. This intersection 

is immersed within the broad global, national and system context. 

Figure 1:  Conceptual framework  

  
Summary 

This review of the literature confirms both the well-established link between school 

leadership and student outcomes and the widely accepted notion that context influences 

school leaders’ practices.  Despite this, little is known of the day-to-day practices of school 
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leaders in remote, indigenous community schools. This gap in the existing literature was 

the impetus for this study’s central research question which is:  How do principals of 

remote, indigenous community schools understand, adapt to and respond to their distinctive 

context? 
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CHAPTER 3   

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT 

This chapter presents background information and details of the context within 

which the study is based.  First, information about the unique demographics of the Northern 

Territory is provided.  A brief history of education in Northern Territory is then described, 

and finally, remote and very remote, indigenous student achievement is detailed.  

The Northern Territory demographics 

The Northern Territory is particularly unique in its demography.  With an area of 

over 1.3 million square kilometres, it is more than five times larger than the United 

Kingdom.  Despite this, it is the most sparsely populated state or territory and accounts for 

one percent of the Australian population with 245 000 people (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2017a).  The Northern Territory has the highest proportion of indigenous people 

of Australian states and territories, with nearly 26% (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

2017b).  This contrasts with indigenous peoples representing less than three percent of the 

Australian population.  

A significant majority of Australia’s 1200 small, discrete indigenous communities 

are located in the remote and very remote regions of the Northern Territory (Australian 

Human Rights Commission, 2009).  Almost 75% of the indigenous people in the Northern 

Territory reside in such communities (Fogarty et al., 2015).  The Australian Statistical 

Geography Standard (ASGS) classifies geographic regions of Australia as major cities, 

inner regional, outer regional, remote or very remote, with time and distance between towns 

and communities a significant factor in this classification (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

2011).  Unlike any other state or territory in Australia, the entire population of the Northern 

Territory resides in outer regional, remote or very remote locations (Lee et al., 2014).  Very 
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remote locations have little accessibility of goods, services (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

2011) with some very remote locations in Australia situated over 1000kms from a small 

town with limited services, and over 3000kms from a major service city.  

More than 70% of schools in the Northern Territory are in remote or very remote 

regions (ACARA, 2016).  In 2015, 80 of these schools were to be found in very remote 

areas, with most having an entirely indigenous enrolment (Lee et al., 2014).  Whilst the 

majority of indigenous students live in urban and rural areas, they make up the majority of 

the school populations in remote and very remote Australia, and justify urgent attention to 

improve the delivery of educational services.   

History of education in the Northern Territory 

From the late1800s to the mid-1900s, as the process of colonisation took hold in 

Australia, the administration and governance of the Northern Territory frequently changed 

from being under the control of the South Australian, the New South Wales and the federal 

Australian Governments.  Education in Australia at this time also fluctuated between a state 

and federal responsibility.  For the first 60 years of European settlement in the Northern 

Territory, education for indigenous children was limited to approximately a dozen Christian 

missions established in the region (Harris, 1990).  Most indigenous children in the Northern 

Territory were rarely offered education until 1956 when the Commonwealth Office 

Education established four ‘special' schools for indigenous children (Frawley, 1996).  Over 

the next 25 years a further 70 education institutions for indigenous children were 

established, mostly as part of government settlements.  However, indigenous children in the 

Northern Territory were still not routinely accessing education, and the responsibility of 

education continued to shift between a state and national responsibility (Lee et al., 2014). 
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The self-determination and human rights movement of the late 1960s, including the 

1967 referendum to remove discrimination against indigenous people from the Australian 

Constitution, led to some reformation of Northern Territory education throughout the 1970s 

and 1980s (Harris, 1990).  Government boarding schools for remote secondary school 

students were established in regional centres, training of Aboriginal Teaching Assistants 

was formalised, and the Remote Aboriginal Teacher Education program was established to 

cater for the ‘homeland movement’ that saw indigenous people returning to their country 

(Lee et al., 2014).  A strong focus on bilingual education developed (see Devlin, 2011), as 

did the development of ‘two ways’ or ‘both ways’ education (see Ober, 2009).  Features of 

this era included the requests of indigenous parents for their children to achieve high 

standards in education whilst maintaining a strong cultural identity.  Education was 

delivered both in children’s indigenous languages and dialects, and in English.  In the mid-

1980s there were bilingual programs operating in more than 20 remote Northern Territory 

schools (Frawley, 1996). 

In the late 1980s new directions in policy, funding and staffing focus saw the 

bilingual focus evolving, and by 1998, the Northern Territory Education Department sought 

to end bilingual programs (Simpson et al., 2009).  There was instead, an intention to focus 

on the teaching of English as an additional language or dialect (EALD).  However, the 

Northern Territory Emergency Response legislation in 2007 led to a decision to implement 

an English only policy in all Northern Territory schools mandating four hours of English 

literacy daily from 2008 (Devlin, 2011).  This period also coincided with the introduction 

of a national testing regime and the federal government’s ‘Closing the Gap’ strategy to 

improve outcomes for indigenous people across the nation (Lee et al., 2014).  A recent 

review of indigenous education, A Share in the Future (Wilson, 2013) described a lack of 
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policy clarity and strategic direction in the current systems of education in the Northern 

Territory.  Despite decades of policy attention, there has been no consistent improvement in 

the educational achievement of indigenous students in almost 20 years (Productivity 

Commission, 2016). 

Remote and very remote indigenous student achievement 

National test results show a significant gap in the educational performance of 

remote Indigenous students compared with students in all other locations (Commonwealth 

of Australia, 2017).  The proportion of indigenous students achieving at or above the 

national minimum standards for literacy and numeracy declined as remoteness increases 

(Australian Capital Territory. 2015).  The Northern Territory, with the highest proportion of 

indigenous students in remote and very remote regions than any other state or territory, had 

the lowest proportion of indigenous students at or above the national minimum standard in 

Reading, Writing and Numeracy (Commonwealth of Australia, 2017).  Targets for 

improved literacy and numeracy outcomes for indigenous students have been identified and 

pursued since the 1980s, yet current gaps in achievement between indigenous and non-

indigenous students remain significant and relatively stable (Productivity Commission, 

2016).  

Summary 

The Northern Territory has demographic and geographic characteristics that 

generate unique educational challenges (Fogarty et al., 2015).  Further to this, schools are a 

relatively recent, and foreign, phenomenon in the lives of remote Indigenous Australians.  

The delivery of education has been hampered by extreme remoteness, small and disparate 

populations, and successive years of ineffective and fluctuating state and national policy.  

The distinctive context of remote indigenous community schools is fraught with a 
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complexity that is unparalleled to any other Australian school context and the 

underperformance of indigenous students in these schools acknowledged to be of national 

concern (Jorgenson, 2012a).  Capturing the complex and distinctive factors of the remote 

indigenous context is essential if remote, indigenous students are to be provided with an 

education equitable to that of their non-indigenous peers.  
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CHAPTER 4   

METHOD 

Introduction 

This chapter describes the method used in the qualitative study reported here.  The 

chapter has six main sections.  Firstly, the position of the researcher is provided.  Following 

this, is an outline of the research approach and design, and the rationale for the chosen 

method.  Thirdly, the process of the selection of participants is described, including the 

ethical protocols of the study.  The data collection methods are then explained.  Fifthly, the 

data analysis methods are detailed.  Finally, data quality and the limitations of the study are 

discussed. 

Position of researcher 

As a qualitative researcher, I was the primary ‘instrument’ for data collection data 

and the lens for analysis (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  I brought my own beliefs and values, 

including prejudices and assumptions.  I am a non-indigenous educator.  I worked in 

indigenous education from 1991 to 2015 across urban, rural and remote contexts in a range 

of roles including early childhood, primary and secondary teaching.  I also worked as a 

literacy consultant, in system consultative positions and as an Acting Principal in remote, 

indigenous community schools.  

I have a strong sense of social justice and am passionate about improving the life 

outcomes of indigenous students.  My work has focussed on quality teaching, learning and 

leadership, at a classroom, school and system level.  In my various roles, I have sometimes 

felt frustrated with the apparent lack of understanding of, and strategy for, remote schools.  

Effort in these schools is often ad hoc and sporadic, at the mercy of funding, government 

changes, system fads and a revolving door of often well-meaning individuals (of which I 
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am one).  I believe that current levels of effort to attract, prepare and support staff in these 

settings are inadequate and that this leads to a quality of education delivery that is often 

unsatisfactory.  I have often felt dissatisfied with the roles I have played, wondering if I am 

part of the problem or in any way contributing to the solution.  Mostly this drives me to 

look for alternatives and deeper understanding as I continually search for better ways of 

supporting indigenous students.  

My experience in contexts similar to those under investigation in this research 

offered both strengths and weaknesses to the research process.  Some degree of familiarity 

with similar contexts, allowed me to gain trust and respect with the participants.  I was 

better placed to understand some of what the participants revealed in the interviews, and I 

was not overwhelmed by confronting details.  However, I did not presume to understand.  I 

had not met any of the participants prior to this study, nor previously visited any of the 

school communities.  I listened and observed openly and actively to gain understanding 

through the experiences of the participants.  The chosen approach ensures the participant 

perspective rather than mine is portrayed (Burns, 1997; Liamputtong, 2012).  Considerable 

time was spent in the field ensuring a focus on the substantial data collected from numerous 

sources rather than pre-conceived ideas of my own.    

I am also aware that I investigated the perspectives of non-local, non-indigenous 

professionals working in an indigenous community and I have not represented indigenous 

views.  It was not the intention of the research to impose a Western, non-indigenous frame 

upon indigenous peoples’ understanding of place.  The focus of the research was to elicit 

the perspectives of principals, with the majority of people in this role being non-indigenous.  

The purpose of this study was not to explore indigenous education in its entirety, nor to 

present a deficit model of why success in remote indigenous education is difficult.  The 
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research intended to understand the everyday experiences of non-local, non-indigenous 

principals to inform  

the provision of support and so improve the opportunities for success.  I am aware 

of the impact of what I have chosen to privilege.  

Research approach and design 

The research took place in the natural setting of remote indigenous community 

schools.  Interpretive research is underpinned by a belief that an in-depth understanding of 

the context in which any form of research is conducted is critical to the interpretation of the 

data gathered (Merriam, 2002).  The context of remote indigenous community schools is 

distinctive, and the study aimed to develop a deeper understanding of what principals 

encounter in this setting and how they respond.  For an in-depth examination of the 

particular context, an interpretive qualitative approach was appropriate.  

As a researcher, I wanted to understand the world of the participants and to gain 

insight into their experiences as school leaders in a distinctive context.  From an 

interpretivist perspective, the social world can only be understood from the standpoint of 

individuals who are participating in it (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  The interpretive design of 

the study revealed the perspectives of the participants and how they made meaning of their 

situation and how they interpreted their experiences (Merriam, 2002; Burns, 1997).  

Further to this, Creswell (2007), suggests interpretive qualitative research is used to 

understand the meanings individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem.  The 

interpretivist paradigm adopted in this study enabled rich, local insight into the real-world 

phenomena of school leadership in remote indigenous community schools, thus affording 

an understanding of the complex challenges and dilemmas faced by such school leaders.  
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The context of remote indigenous community schools was investigated using a 

triadic approach, namely, an examination of what is known from the extant literature, what 

principals themselves identified as significant contextual factors influencing their actions 

and observations of the participants at work. 

A comparative case study design was employed to investigate a particular 

phenomenon to provide a comprehensive description and analysis (Merriam, 2002).  

According to Burns (1997), a case is a ‘bounded system that is representative or atypical’ 

(p. 364).  In this study, the individual case is defined as ‘the experiences of a non-local, 

non-indigenous principal in a remote, indigenous community school in the Northern 

Territory’.  The three cases investigated are both atypical of many school leadership 

contexts, as well as representative of the small demographic to which they belong.  The 

approach preserved the holistic nature of the cases, allowing for a detailed exploration 

within the real-life context (Yin, 2003) of remote, indigenous community schools.  

Developing a rich and nuanced understanding of principals’ perspectives of their 

experiences in the specific setting was the central aim of the research. By using multiple 

cases, the study was substantial in providing ‘rich, thick descriptions’ (Geertz, 1973) of the 

experiences of school leaders in remote, indigenous settings, rather than seeking broad 

generalisations from the data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). 

The study investigated the following central research question: How do principals 

of remote, indigenous community schools understand, adapt to and respond to their 

distinctive context?  

Participant selection.  The focus of the study was gathering in-depth information 

on a distinctive and difficult-to-access context.  Therefore, the study used purposeful 

sampling for the selection of participants to ensure the sample generated addressed the 
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research questions.  Participants identified were non-local, non-indigenous leaders of 

remote or very remote schools.  The schools were sole providers of education located in an 

indigenous community with an essentially exclusive indigenous student population.  

Securing appropriate onsite access to the principal was integral to the research, and 

therefore had some bearing on the selection of participants.  Unlike other related research, 

length of experience is not a focus of this study, although it is acknowledged that principals 

in this context are likely to be novices.  Permission was sought from the Northern Territory 

Department of Education before contacting potential participants.  26 principals of remote 

indigenous community schools in the jurisdiction were emailed to gauge interest in 

participation in the study with the goal of securing three confirmed participants.  The 

research was aimed at a relatively small population, and three participants provided 

sufficient breadth, whilst allowing for an in-depth study of each case.  Ongoing 

communication via email and telephone took place with eight principals who indicated 

interest.  From these eight, three participants were identified to maximise a variation in 

location, size and type of community and schools, accessibility, and a variation in the 

previous experiences of the participants.  A detailed description of the cases can be found in 

Chapter 5. 

Ethical protocols.  This research occurred in the setting of remote indigenous 

communities, notwithstanding the focus for the research being the school principal. For this 

reason, the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies Guidelines 

for Ethical Research (2012) was consulted in all ethics and approval processes.  The study 

was approved by The University of Western Australia’s Human Research and Ethics 

Committee (see Appendix A).  As required, participants were provided with information 

about the research and each participant gave signed formal consent to participate in the 
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study.  Research approval was also sought from the Northern Territory Department of 

Education (see Appendix B).  Further to this, approval was gained from the relevant 

indigenous land councils for special permits to enter, and to conduct research on, 

indigenous land.  The land councils consulted traditional landowners in the approval of 

such permits. 

As the schools and communities under study are very small and potentially easily 

identified, extra caution has been taken to ensure anonymity.  Participants, schools and 

communities were de-identified by use of generic labels or pseudonyms.  Following 

standard practice in data representation such as this, some small factual changes of 

geographic and demographic descriptions of the communities and schools were made.  

General descriptions have been used and simple distractors on non-substantive matters 

added to ensure identification of the participants, the schools nor the communities were not 

possible.  This did not alter the integrity of the data or the outcomes of the research. 

Data collection  

The study involved three methods of collecting data, namely, semi-structured 

interviews, non-participant observations and document analysis.  

Semi-structured interviews. The semi-structured interviews were informal, face-

to-face interactions conducted in a location suited to the participant.  This approach 

afforded the participants the opportunity to share rich insights and influence the direction of 

the conversation.  I also had the opportunity to probe and explore responses.  An interview 

protocol was used with open-ended questions inviting principals to discuss their 

experiences in identifying and responding to specific contextual factors as they undertake 

their leadership role (see Appendix C).  Interviews were approximately 100 minutes in 

length.  The interviews were audio recorded digitally and handwritten notes were used to 
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record non-verbal behaviour, the setting of the interview and additional information that 

would assist in making sense of the transcriptions (Letts et al., 2007; Mack et al., 2005).  

Copies of audio recordings were made and securely stored in a separate location from the 

originals.  I transcribed the audio recordings as soon as possible after the interviews. 

Non-participant observation.  Overt non-participant observation provided an 

opportunity to see what happens in the participants’ everyday work life.  Observation is a 

major characteristic of qualitative research (Creswell, 2007).  Non-participant observations 

produced reliable data in-situ and assisted in corroborating or refuting data from the semi-

structured interviews (Hancock, 1998).  I rapidly built trust and empathy with the 

participants for the observations to be effective and relatively unobtrusive (Given, 2008), 

allowing an inside view to the setting.  

Participants determined the opportunities and extent for the observations.  The 

unpredictable nature of the context required the observations to be unstructured.  I observed 

the participants’ behaviours and interactions in their work environment to gain insight into 

the reality of the diverse context within which they operate.  As a non-participant, I made 

detailed handwritten field notes during the observation periods that were written up in 

detail each evening after the observation (Burns, 1997).  Observation data were compared 

to the other data sources and assisted in informing subsequent interviews (Hancock, 1998).  

Documents.  Documents (such as school plans and policies, newsletters, annual 

reports and meeting agendas) were also examined, offering the opportunity to reveal 

additional information about the area of focus (Burns, 1997; Yin, 2003).  For this purpose, a 

document collection plan was developed, including arranging permissions and access prior 

to each site visit (Yin, 2003).   
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Stages of data collection.  Data for the study were collected in two stages.  The 

first, and major, stage took place during five-day visits to each school.  The field visits 

occurred at a time best suited to the participants and were guided by a previously agreed 

schedule.  There was a high degree of flexibility within the schedule due to the 

unpredictable nature of the setting and a conscious desire not to disrupt the operations of 

the schools.  For the second stage of data collection, a follow-up semi-structured interview 

with each participant was scheduled to seek clarification of data collected and additional 

data.  Given the time constraints and the prohibitive costs involved in travel, follow-up 

interviews were conducted face-to-face at a central, off-site location.  

Data analysis  

Data collection and analysis occurred concurrently, with each informing the other 

throughout the research process (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  During each field trip, field 

notes and non-participant observation notes were reviewed and expanded upon each night.  

Data analysis underwent several stages beginning with familiarisation by listening, 

transcribing interviews, reading and reviewing data as they were collected.  Analysis took 

an idiographic approach, focusing initially on the specific, unique factors within each case 

(Gibbs, 2007).  The relationship between the participants, the place and ‘leaderly’ actions 

(Riley, 2011) was a particular area of attention. 

Open coding.  Firstly, data from each case were examined individually, by reading 

through the interview transcripts, observation notes, expanded field notes and research 

diary entries.  After this initial scan of the data, a more thorough analysis of the data for 

each case was undertaken.  For this purpose, open coding was used, deriving the codes 

from the data rather than using pre-conceived codes (Gibbs, 2007).  Interview transcripts 

were read line by line, underlining key phrases and words.  Notes were made in the margins 
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beside each line, applying codes to identify significant themes, patterns and relationships 

(Merriam, 2002) about leaders' perspectives on the influence of context on their actions.   

By way of illustration, Figure 2 is an example of the open coding which led to the 

emergence of the sub-theme of ‘relationships with the community’ as part of the second 

main theme of ‘heightening sensitivity’.  During one interview, one of the participants 

made the following statements when discussing aspects of her work. 

Figure 2:  Excerpt from WSSIP03 interview transcript 02/12/2016 

  
  

The same process was used with the expanded observation and field note data for 

the case.  The process was then repeated for the subsequent cases.  Detailed analysis of all 

data sources identified a substantial number of codes.  Data were continually re-visited to 

refine and add to the codes, whilst simultaneously exploring the relationship between them.  

As such, methods of analysis focused on conceptualisation, developing codes that were 

analytic and theoretical rather than descriptive (Gibbs, 2007).   
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The initial codes were then examined looking for broader themes, sub-themes and 

categories to which the identified concepts could belong.  A colour coding system was used 

to group the initial codes into larger themes or categories at a higher level of abstraction.  

Several broad themes such as ‘unknown to known’, ‘building relationships’, ‘impact of 

culture/language’, ‘reflection on leadership’ and ‘puzzling dilemmas’ were identified.  

Continual sorting of the initial codes led to five or six tentatively named conceptual themes 

for each case. 

With broad conceptual themes identified for each case, the constant comparative 

method (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) of data analysis was used for cross-case comparisons to 

assist in understanding the relationship between factors, setting and individual cases 

(Gibbs, 2007; Hancock, 1998).  The three cases were compared for similarities and 

differences by returning to the raw data, the initial open codes and the broad conceptual 

themes.  Ultimately, five overarching themes common to the experience of all three 

participants were identified.  These five themes were named: ‘encountering uncertainty’, 

heightening sensitivity’, ‘developing confidence’, ‘tolerating ambiguity’ and ‘strengthening 

professional identity’.  Narratives were then constructed for each of the identified themes. 

Construction of the narratives.  Raw data from each case were re-organised under 

the five themes identified above, keeping the data from each case together.  The collated 

raw data was used to construct a first-person narrative for each case under each of the five 

themes.  As much of the verbatim text from the interview transcript as possible was used, 

returning to the raw data to capture the particulars of how the identified theme manifested 

in each case.  In this way, each theme was described by the voice of the participant; a 

narrative describing the reality of the response by the person in the place.  ‘In-vivo’ codes 
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or verbatim quotes from the participants’ interview transcripts that capture the point of the 

‘subtheme’ were used to label each narrative. 

Data reported as narratives have the advantage of bringing to life the role of context 

and illustrating the unique complexities of the work of principals in remote indigenous 

community schools.  Stories link people, place and experiences (Clandinin & Huber, 2010) 

and understanding this intersection is the focus of the study. Deep understandings of the 

reality of leaders’ work in a distinctive context can be revealed when their story is 

represented as a whole and not dissected into parts.  The first person was used to privilege 

principals’ perspectives (Pepper & Wildy, 2009) and to provide the reader with an authentic 

and believable insight into what may otherwise be described as the ‘unbelievable’ 

experiences of the remote indigenous community school principal.  

Data quality  

Guba and Lincoln (1994) propose several criteria of trustworthiness as the method 

of establishing the quality of qualitative research, including credibility and confirmability.  

Two key strategies were used in this study to establish credibility, namely, member 

checking and triangulation (Bryman, 2008).  Participants were afforded the opportunity to 

review interview transcripts for their accuracy.  This, together with the use of multiple 

sources of data (interviews, observations and document analysis), ensured the data 

collected were reliable, and accurate, offering an extensive and holistic picture of the 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). 

A detailed audit trail documented the data collection and analysis practices to assist 

in ensuring confirmability.  Additionally, my position as the researcher, including my 

beliefs and assumptions regarding the focus of the investigation, was addressed at the 

beginning of this chapter.  Extensive time in the field, multiple data sources and the use of 
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rich, thick descriptions of the perspectives of the participants ensured the findings were 

consistent with the data collected.  

A ‘think aloud’ cognitive interview (Wildy & Clarke, 2009) was conducted by using 

the interview protocol with a person in a similar role and context as the participants in the 

study.  This allowed me to assess to what extent the respondent’s understanding of the 

questions matched my intended meanings.  After transcribing and analysing the ‘think 

aloud’ cognitive interview, changes were made to the interview protocol.  For example, 

questions were added asking participants to describe what it was like for them when they 

first arrived in the community.  Another change was from asking, ‘Can you describe a 

typical day for you?, to ‘What has your experience been like since coming to the school?’.  

The changes ensured the interview questions had some resonance with the participants and 

improved the quality of the data collected.  

Limitations 

There are two limitations identified in this research.  The first limitation was the 

lack of indigenous voice in the research process.  Although the focus of the research was 

not indigenous peoples or their cultures, it was conducted in an indigenous context and 

collaboration with an indigenous research partner may have assisted with ensuring 

appropriate cultural understandings.  The second limitation is that the number of 

participants may be perceived as small.  The focus of this study was on depth rather than 

breadth, offering detailed accounts of the contextual uniqueness (Bryman, 2008) of 

otherwise, relatively unknown, and difficult to access, places.  This, along with the limited 

scope for research as part of a Master’s degree, means that the number of cases is sufficient.  
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Summary 

This chapter has outlined the research methods used to investigate principals' 

perspectives on the impact of contextual factors in their work in remote, indigenous 

community schools.  In doing so, it has described the theoretical perspectives by which the 

research was framed, how participants were selected and data collection and analysis 

procedures.  The data quality and the limitations of the study were also discussed.  The 

following chapter now describes the three cases in the study. 
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CHAPTER 5   

DESCRIPTION OF THE CASES 

Introduction 

This chapter provides background information pertinent to the findings described in 

the following chapter, Chapter 6.  Firstly, there is a generic contextual description of the 

very remote indigenous communities in which this study took place.  Following this is an 

outline of the three participants’ background and experiences, and a brief description of the 

schools in which they work.  

It is recalled that the term ‘case’ refers to the ‘the experiences of a non-local, non-

indigenous principal in a remote, indigenous community school in the Northern Territory’ 

which is the primary focus of this study.  At the time of the study, each of the three 

participants were principals of government schools located in very remote regions of the 

Northern Territory.  The cases in this study are broadly representative of many remote, 

indigenous community schools, whilst being atypical to many mainstream school 

leadership contexts.  

The very remote, indigenous communities   

Remote and discrete communities throughout Australia are diverse.  However, for 

this research, a generic description of the three school communities is provided to protect 

the anonymity of the participants, schools and communities under investigation and, to 

highlight the similarities of the contexts under investigation.  

Each of the schools is located in a very remote, discrete indigenous community.  A 

discrete indigenous community is a specific geographic location inhabited by 

predominately indigenous people (Australian Bureau Statistics, 2008).  Each community is 

occupied by distinct cultural groups known as traditional owners.  However, due to several 
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historical, economic and political factors, each of the communities has several cultural 

groups with varied connections to the physical location of the community itself.  Each 

community features extensive kinship systems of families, language groups and tribal 

structures. In each community, there are identified cultural leaders known as ‘elders’.  

Indigenous languages are the first language of the majority of the population in each 

community, and whilst a particular indigenous language is identified as the primary 

language of that ‘country', there are many different indigenous languages spoken within 

each community, and most people are multi-lingual.  English is predominantly a foreign 

language and mostly exists only in the school within each community.  

Each of the communities is classified as ‘very remote’ according to the Australian 

Statistical Geography Standard (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011) and are between 275 

and 400 kilometres from the closest regional towns.  The closest regional towns are 

classified as remote, and some services to each community are provided from the closest 

outer regional city which is between 1500 and 3000 kilometres away.  Access to the 

communities can be subject to seasonal conditions and, as is the case for many indigenous 

communities, the population in each community fluctuates dramatically due to a range of 

environmental, cultural, political and economic factors.  

Population statistics are difficult to verify in such communities, with various 

sources differing significantly.  The populations of the three communities, including 

surrounding outstations, range from 45 to 895 people.  Few non-indigenous people live in 

the communities, and those who do are service providers for the government or indigenous 

organisations.  In each of the communities, the school population is 100% indigenous.  

Most of the students are multi-lingual and speak English as a foreign language.  The student 

population of each school is highly mobile and attendance rates fluctuate.  Each school is 
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located within a central community and draws students from multiple surrounding smaller 

communities called outstations or homelands.   

Whilst the three contexts described in this study have uniquely specific 

geographical, political, historical, cultural and linguistic features, they share many of the 

features of very remote, indigenous communities across Australia.  Broadly, that is the 

context under investigation, with each of the three cases described here providing an insight 

into this distinctive context. 

The participants 

Case 1: Matt’s background and experience.  Matt had a semi-rural upbringing in 

the familiarity of a small Australian town.  He went against family expectations by going 

into education instead of business and followed an unconventional career path from the 

outset.  He had diverse experiences within education, including leadership responsibilities 

in large metropolitan schools.  Matt knew what he wanted to do in his career journey, had 

confidence in his skillset and aspired to become a school leader after receiving positive 

mentoring from a principal with whom he worked.  Matt had formed some opinions and 

beliefs about school leadership, held senior leadership positions and completed school 

leadership training, though had no experience as a principal prior to this appointment. 

Looking for a change and a challenge, Matt and his family moved to the remote 

indigenous community where this story takes place.  Both he and his wife believed they had 

something to offer and wanted to contribute.  The move to a remote indigenous community 

fitted with their family needs at the time.  Both Matt and his wife undertook some cultural 

induction processes in preparation for their work.  
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Matt is the principal of a school providing education from preschool to upper 

secondary with an enrolment of 204 students.  He has occupied the position of principal for 

nearly two years. 

Case 2: Kate’s background and experience.  Kate grew up in a small, rural town. 

She has had a diverse teaching career including extensive experience in remote, indigenous 

communities.  Kate had been a principal previously in both town and remote community 

schools prior to this position.  Much of Kate's career was dedicated to the determination to 

be a ‘good teacher'.  She has mixed emotions about her prior experiences in remote 

communities, often recalling tough times, including ill-health and the impact on her own 

family, but has fond memories as well.  Kate was at crossroads in her career prior to this 

appointment.  She did not want to take the position but felt she had no other options at the 

time. 

Kate is the principal of a homeland school.  The main school offers high school in 

the largest community and four homeland schools service smaller, outstation communities 

located up to 65 kilometres away.  The homeland schools provide primary level education.  

The school population is just under 200 students.  Kate has been the principal for over four 

years. 

Case 3: Debbie’s background and experience.  Debbie had a small town, rural 

upbringing and has an extensive career in education in an overseas location.  She had been 

a principal in a range of schools for many years and wanted to go back to being a teacher 

after her children had grown up.  Debbie felt she needed a ‘clean break’ and decided to 

move to Australia where she could be a teacher where no-one knew her previously as a 

principal.  Her sister suggested she consider positions in remote Australia for the 

experience. 
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Debbie is a teaching principal in a school with an enrolment of up to 18 students 

who attend from surrounding smaller communities.  The school provides primary level 

education only.  Debbie has been the principal for over three years. 

Summary 

This chapter presented contextual background information for each of the three 

cases involved in the study.  The following chapter provides the findings of the research. 
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CHAPTER 6   

DESCRIPTION OF THE FINDINGS 

Introduction 

This chapter describes the findings of the study reported in this thesis.  For this 

purpose, it has been organised into the five central themes which emerged from the analysis 

of the data.  Data were collected for the study by semi-structured interviews, non-

participant observation and document collection.  A detailed description of data analysis 

methods was given in Chapter 4. 

The study examined how principals of remote, indigenous community schools 

understand, adapt to and respond to their distinctive context.  The study focused on the 

principal, the place and the response when leadership and place converge.  The five themes 

identified from the data analysis are ‘encountering uncertainty’, ‘heightening sensitivity’, 

‘developing confidence’, ‘tolerating ambiguity’ and ‘strengthening professional identity’.  

Each of these themes will be examined in turn, illustrated by a sequence of narrative 

accounts.  Collectively the themes capture a trajectory of principals’ understandings of, and 

responses to, the distinctive complexities of their contexts.  

Theme one: Encountering uncertainty 

The following narratives describe the uncertainty the principals encounter upon first 

entering the community.  In this first account, we hear of Matt’s professional background 

and motivations for seeking a position in a remote, indigenous community.  He has a rich 

and successful teaching background, including some leadership training and experience, 

and is confident he has the skills to undertake a new challenge despite this being his first 

principal appointment.  
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What’s normal?  I grew up in a small town where everyone knew everyone.  My 

father was the local shop owner and probably expected me to enter a commerce 

related field, but I chose teaching.  I worked in some diverse schools, received 

positive feedback from parents, colleagues and mentors about my teaching and 

completed some leadership training.  I believed I had something more to contribute 

and I felt confident about undertaking a new challenge of working in a remote 

community. 

It was daunting at first.  I had never been here before and I didn’t know anything 

about the place.  I was given a key and vague directions to find my house.  Someone 

from the clinic took me for a drive around the community.  He pointed out the 

‘camps’ that people live in, talked of ‘elders’ and family groups; who was who, and 

how they were connected.  He talked about violence that had occurred and told me 

not to look at people or stare because people wouldn’t trust me.  It was confusing 

and confronting.  I didn’t understand and I felt worried about what sort of place I 

was in.  You don’t know what’s normal.  

I come from a ‘stiff upper lip’ kind of upbringing.  It is different in the local culture 

here. The husband of one of our indigenous staff members passed away, and I 

looked out the window of my office to see her naked from the waist up, ochre 

painted all over her, walking down the street wailing at the top of her voice.  Other 

people started coming from all directions, wailing loudly.  I didn’t know what to do.  

It’s nothing I was ever prepared for in my culture.  But it is how it is done here.  

I didn’t get a chance to get my head around the job of principal at first because we 

were short-staffed and I was teaching full-time.  There had been a lot of different 

principals in a short space of time and there were no systems, no policies, nothing.  I 
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felt I needed to do a good job from day one, otherwise things could go pear shaped 

very quickly.  I got a lot of criticism early on.  I had some hostile staff that I was 

performance managing right from the start.  I was struggling. 

Matt describes his upbringing and his perception of his previous diverse and 

successful experiences in education.  This affords some insight into his world view and 

knowledge base prior to entering the remote community.  Matt describes a confidence and 

an intent to be able to ‘contribute’ in the role of principal of a remote community school.  

However, upon entering the community, Matt is immediately overwhelmed by distinctive 

contextual factors.  

The narrative describes a foreign place where even the physical layout of the 

community is unusual to Matt.  He describes hearing about family and community 

hierarchy, structures and relationships that were complex and difficult to understand.  A 

foreign culture is also encountered, including practices and behaviours that are perplexing, 

and at times alarming and confronting.  Matt makes a direct comparison to his own cultural 

beliefs and upbringing, identifying the stark differences to the culture he has encountered 

here.  Already disoriented, Matt is also confounded by the advice he receives about the 

community people which includes frightening references to violence.  

Matt also tells of initial barriers to ‘learning the job’ of the principal due to staff 

shortages and a legacy of a high turnover of school leaders in recent times.  These ‘system’ 

factors Matt encounters, a common feature of remote, community schools, further 

compound an already daunting and bewildering introduction to the remote indigenous 

community school.  A novice leader, Matt describes the pressure he felt to succeed quickly 

in what he perceives to be a volatile environment.  The next narrative gives an account of 

another principal, Kate, in a remote indigenous community. 
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Why did I do this? I had 30 years of experience in education in the Northern 

Territory before I came here.  I have worked in very remote community schools, 

regional towns and held advisory and management positions within the education 

department.  I raised my family whilst living in some very remote places.  For a 

long time, my whole focus was on trying to be a good teacher.  I was tapped on the 

shoulder for my first leadership role.  It wasn’t something I had thought of and I 

didn’t want to come here.  I was strongly encouraged to apply.  

It was the first time I had ever been to this part of the country.  The languages 

people speak here are very different from the places I had been before.  I didn’t 

know anyone and I couldn’t understand anything they said.  The people here were 

reticent at first; they didn’t welcome me as quickly as in other places I had been in.  

The poverty is overwhelming.  It seems normal that at times people are hungry.  

There is no support to maintain the houses in the homelands and the conditions are 

appalling.  Many children live in rundown houses with ten or more adults.  

Trachoma is an eye disease that was found in the household of a family. It’s a 

disease linked with poverty and poor hygiene. However, the family work hard to 

keep everything clean.  I think it’s the overcrowding that causes it. 

When I went to the first Principals’ meeting in town, I walked out, sobbing 

inconsolably.  I’d gone from a school with extra funding and staff, and I came here 

with no senior staff at all and the same number of students.  The hardest thing was 

not having a senior team of staff, and the staff that were here were quite divided – 

they barely spoke with each other.  For about the first six months, every time I 

drove back from town, I thought, ‘Why did I do this?’. 
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Despite Kate’s extensive teaching and leadership experience in remote schools, the 

languages spoken in this community are unfamiliar to her, making communication difficult.  

Feeling unwelcome, she describes being shocked by the levels of poverty and the health 

challenges faced by the people.  Kate is distressed by the overcrowded housing conditions 

and describes her dismay with the apparent lack of government support to address the 

situation.  Her exposure to these physical conditions was confronting and confusing.  

Further compounding her initial distress, Kate is anxious about the enormity of the 

role she has reluctantly taken without the funding and staffing structures she has had access 

to in previous locations.  This, combined with difficult staff relationships, leave Kate 

feeling troubled about how she can manage her school.  

The next narrative elaborates on the challenges experienced by an incoming 

principal in a place unknown to her.  Debbie has broad experience in educational leadership 

and made a change by moving to Australia with a focus on getting back to teaching.  Not 

only did she not anticipate stepping up into the role of principal again; she was also 

unprepared for a range of challenges and expectations she faced as a principal in a remote 

indigenous community. 

I had no idea.  I grew up in a big, middle class family in a small country town.  I 

had been a Principal for about 14 years before I decided to come to Australia.  My 

own children had grown up and I wanted to be a teacher again.  I had never been to 

a remote indigenous community in Australia before.  I had a two-day induction; one 

day was a four-wheel drive course.  I can’t remember what else we did.  I wasn’t 

prepared for what I came upon out here.  We don’t have the remoteness or these 

issues in the same depth or scale where I come from.  It was a shock; I had no idea 

what I was getting in to.  
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The communities are clusters of ‘dwellings’ out in the middle of the bush.  Some 

houses are tin shacks.  When I first arrived, there was hardly anyone in any of the 

communities.  I was trying to get to know people, but people came and went so 

much I couldn’t work out who was who.  I was here for about two weeks with no 

students at school!  There were dusty piles of books from the 1970s and lots of 

unnecessary materials.  I turfed a lot!  As the students arrived, I tried some 

individual reading assessments, but every day new students came in and there was 

total chaos.  The students seemed to have no idea how a classroom worked and I 

couldn’t take my eyes off them. 

I am responsible for maintaining power and water to the school.  Every week or so, 

I fill 44 gallon drums with fuel from the local store to put in the generator.  When I 

first got here we kept running out of water.  We’ve got a solar pump for water now, 

but when that first arrived, I had to learn how it worked.  We don’t have a kitchen 

and we put in a hot water tap in a basin out the back of the school only recently.  

The toilets are out the back, down a dirt path.  They are just a corrugated iron 

shelter on a concrete pad.  They get blocked all the time.  I try to get them working 

again because a plumber from town could take days and cost thousands of dollars.  I 

wasn’t expecting to have to spend time on these things.  I came here to teach! 

Debbie recalls her upbringing and previous, extensive experiences in leadership and 

education, and her intentions of returning to the classroom to teach.  However, despite her 

level of experience, Debbie describes shock and unpreparedness for the living conditions of 

community members and the depth of the challenges they face.  Debbie identifies ‘getting 

to know people’ as a priority.  However, communicating and connecting with the local 

community is unexpectedly challenging due to the itinerant lives of families within the 
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community.  When the students do come to school, they come intermittently and seem 

unfamiliar with the practices of the classroom setting. 

Debbie is taken aback by the unexpected task of ensuring the essential services of 

power and water for the school.  In addition to this, the lack of basic infrastructure at the 

school, such as hot water and kitchen facilities, and the dilapidated toilet block, are 

shocking to Debbie.  These unusual challenges demand her immediate and urgent attention, 

thwarting her expected focus on preparing and delivering a curriculum. 

In summary, the participants are confronted by an unknown place with people 

speaking unfamiliar languages and displaying different cultural and social norms.  There is 

some initial perception of volatility, leaving participants fearful of the place they have 

entered.  The socio-cultural and linguistic divide hinders communication with the 

community, rendering the forging of relationships problematic.  Beyond this initial ‘culture 

shock’, the visible poverty, evident in the housing conditions and the poor health of the 

people, is disturbing to the participants.  The participants are unprepared for the impact 

such factors have on the students, who display demanding behaviours that are further 

exacerbated by itinerancy.  

The incoming principals’ shock and confusion is compounded by perceived staffing 

and funding hindrances, the legacy of chronic staff turnover, inadequate facilities and a 

range of role expectations that fall well beyond the realm of what they considered the 

‘normal’ role of a school principal.  Amidst a sense of limited support or useful advice from 

the education system, participants describe feeling pressure to ‘hold it all together’ and to 

break the cycle of chaos and failure synonymous with such schools. 

The myriad multi-faceted, overwhelming and distinctive contextual factors 

described by the participants could reasonably render impotent the incumbents, who are 
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mostly unprepared for this array of challenges.  Instead, in the next section, we hear how 

the participants emerge from their initial shock and acquire a sensitivity to the places in 

which they live, and how they use this to lay foundational strategies for their work as 

school leaders. 

Theme two: Heightening sensitivity 

After initial uncertainty, participants enter a phase of heightened sensitivity to the 

place they are located.  They articulate changing impressions and perceptions, new found 

understandings and considered responses to these ‘awakenings’.  In the next narrative, Matt 

describes how his initial impressions of people have changed as he starts to understand the 

people from an ‘outsider’ perspective. 

Outsiders and locals. The bell would go and the students wouldn’t be at school and 

the local people wouldn’t all be at work.  At first I thought people here were lazy 

and irresponsible, but I had no idea how complex people’s lives are and how much 

responsibility they have.  Life is different for people here.  My indigenous staff are 

the same people who have many commitments to other community organisations 

and family obligations that are incredibly complex.  Some of them are senior 

community members with significant cultural responsibilities.  As an outsider, you 

don’t understand their culture, so you don’t see this, you don’t know, and you judge. 

The person who showed me around didn’t know the community well.  Now I know 

most local people are supportive of outsiders.  There doesn’t seem to be the mistrust 

that I was led to believe.  Though there wasn’t a great relationship between the 

community and the school when I arrived.  I’m working on that.  The way the 

school relates to the community and the school’s reputation within the community is 
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important.  I want to involve people in the planning; I want to connect with what is 

important to them.  I need to understand why we have a school here.  

When I arrived, the indigenous staff were there to manage kids.  They weren’t seen 

as teachers.  They were sitting up the back, colouring in.  I’m trying to build their 

capacity in the school.  They are critical because we need to communicate cross-

culturally.  Now non-indigenous and indigenous staff work together in teams.  They 

mentor each other.  We have bush trips that are meaningful, connecting with elders 

who share knowledge about the song lines and the significant sites and the 

dreaming.  Back in the classroom, the curriculum is built around that.  With cross 

cultural teams, learning is more powerful and more relevant for the students. 

Matt acknowledges that his early appraisals of the community and its people, and 

the initial advice he received, may have been inaccurate and judgementally based on a 

different world view.  He describes a growing awareness of the cultural differences that 

exist between himself and the community and respects that the indigenous people in the 

community have different values, expectations and responsibilities that he does not fully 

understand.  Matt identifies that ‘knowing’ the community is an essential attribute for 

strong leadership and sensitivity to the cross-cultural nature of the context is central to this 

‘knowing’.  Matt uses the analogy of ‘outsiders’ as a way of identifying potential barriers 

for people like himself coming from ‘outside’ of the community to work with people in the 

community, warning that it is difficult to understand the culture and people when you are 

not from the community. 

The relationship between the school and community is important to Matt, as is his 

desire to build the perception and reputation of the school within the community, as well as 

understand the role and the relevance of the school in a different context.  Matt describes 
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the significant role indigenous staff members play as part of ‘cross cultural teaching teams’ 

to ensure that curriculum is delivered in an effective way.  Because of this, the capacity 

building of indigenous staff becomes a priority for Matt in his leadership role.  In the 

account below, Kate describes her approach to developing a greater awareness of the place 

she is located. 

Listening is important.  I wanted to listen and to get to know the people here.  I 

started by asking people what they wanted.  I learned quickly that the culture and 

language are strong.  It’s a complex language with a complicated sound system that 

is different from English.  People’s English is limited and there are 

misunderstandings all the time.  We started language lessons for the staff.  

One of the first things I did was employ an indigenous home liaison officer; a 

translator and cultural advisor to listen and understand the people.  From then on, 

we would talk every day about what we should do and how we should do it.  When 

‘men’s business was going on, there were men walking in to the school and taking 

students.  It was confusing and I got exasperated.  The indigenous home liaison 

officer worked with the elders and they came to an agreement that school would 

finish and then the men’s business would start.   

After that, the elders came up to the school to see me.  I was worried at first, but 

they told me that the community was happy with the way the school was working.  

They invited us to a part of the men’s ceremony that night.  We had to go to a place 

which is usually out of bounds to women and children and white people.  There 

were rituals and chanting.  Then they invited us to shake hands with some of our 

students who were now men, and said, “Ok, you go now.”  It was hard to understand 

everything that was going on, but it was an honour.  It felt like an understanding had 
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been forged.  If I didn’t have that connection with the elders and the community, I 

wouldn’t get anywhere.  

Kate identifies listening to people as central to her being able to develop an 

understanding of what she needs to do as the school leader in place.  Recognising the socio-

cultural divide and the complexity of the language context, Kate employs a local 

indigenous person to offer cultural and linguistic advice.  This appointment accelerates 

Kate’s relationship with the community, giving her the respect of, and greater access to, the 

community elders, and a deeper appreciation of the cultural practices within the 

community.  Kate perceives the forging of these relationships to be foundational to her 

work as a school leader in this place.  In the following narrative, we read how Debbie 

deepens her awareness of the children’s needs by building strong relationships. 

Home life and school life. The parents and the community find it hard to trust new 

people because of their past experiences in the white man’s world.  Sometimes they 

are not listened to and they are told the way things are happening.  They were wary 

at first, but they trust me now.  Once they see that you are in it for the right reasons, 

they are more open.  Trust is vital otherwise I’d get nowhere.  It’s all about 

relationships; respectful relationships with the students and the families.  

My Aboriginal Teaching Assistant helps me.  I couldn’t operate without her.  She 

helps me understand community business.  We have a good relationship and 

communicate well so that the families trust me and what I do at the school. I 

understand what is important for them too.  We both want the same things for the 

students and she’s the link between the school and the communities.  She knows 

that the school is a caring and positive environment, so she can relate that back to 

the community.  It’s an important and powerful message. 
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I wanted to teach, but first it was important for me to understand these children if I 

was going to teach them anything.  I had to understand that the children’s home life 

is different from school life.  English is not their first language and most of the 

families are very, very poor.  The children don’t always sleep or eat in the same 

house.  Some of the children have parents who are away in jail and others have had 

trauma in their lives that has an impact on their brain development.  I have a few 

students who are affected by foetal alcohol spectrum disorder.  It’s more 

complicated than students ‘not behaving properly’.   

Debbie recognises some of the historical barriers that exist in building trust with the 

community members.  Communities such as this have often had a long history of numerous 

non-indigenous people and organisations coming in to work with limited effectiveness.  

The constant turnover of non-indigenous people in schools and other organisations in 

remote indigenous communities, means the new relationships and understandings have to 

be forged between the newcomers and the local community people. Awareness of this 

allows Debbie to recognise the additional effort that is required of her to build trust and 

respect with the people there.  She identifies the importance of key indigenous staff who 

work as a ‘bridge’ between the school and the community.  By working alongside an 

indigenous person, she has gained insight and empathy into the lives, experiences and 

complex needs of the children, whom she may otherwise have perceived as poorly behaved.  

According to the theme of ‘heightened sensitivity’, the participants reveal an acute 

awareness to the socio-cultural realities of the places in which they live and work.  They 

endeavour to identify and understand the local norms and values and the historical context.  

They recognise there are cultural complexities they may not fully understand.  Reflecting 

and adjusting to this intercultural context was a foundational precursor to developing 
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relationships with families and the community.  The principals actively sought to forge 

trusting relationships between the school and the community, including the elders.  The 

relationships enabled the participants to gain the all-important understandings needed to 

respond to the complex needs of their students.  

The role of indigenous staff is emphasised by the participants as crucial in 

overcoming the language barrier and bridging the cultural gulf that exists between schools 

and communities in this context.  Time spent on establishing and nurturing relationships 

with indigenous staff appears to pave the way for collaborative community partnerships and 

a developing sense of confidence about curriculum delivery. 

Theme three: Developing confidence 

As the incoming principals deepen their understandings about the place, the 

cultures, people and their children, they acquire confidence in aspects of their work.  

Factors they believe to be important in achieving success in their challenging circumstances 

are articulated and pursued with passion.  In this first narrative, Matt is clear in his belief 

about what community people want from the school. 

The language is everything. I was regularly attending church here for a while 

when I first arrived.  It’s one of the ways I got to know the elders before becoming 

principal and that’s also how I learnt some of the language.  I can understand it 

mostly, but I haven’t got my tongue around the grammar and pronunciation.  When 

I’m teaching, my deal with the students is: “I’m going to teach you English and 

you’re going to teach me your language.” 

I know everyone now and I know some of what they want.  They want a bilingual 

school.  Some of the elders even went to see the Minister to fight for it.  The people 

understand the importance of English.  They want their students to know English 
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and mainstream culture, but they don’t want them to lose their language or culture.  

I know the research on bilingual education.  The language - that’s the ball game.  I 

can’t understate it.  It’s crucial.  If we are going to get outcomes, it’s through that.  

It’s engagement, it’s sense of identity, it’s literacy, it’s improvement in NAPLAN.  

The language is the culture and it’s everything. 

We are assessing in the local language so we can collect data to show we are 

educating people in their first language.  If I can’t show the evidence, we’ll lose 

funding and that’s a whole bunch of, mostly local, jobs.  I sent one of our best 

indigenous teaching assistants to an English reading assessment training so she can 

think about how that process could be used to assess reading in the local language.  

I have reorganised the way the language centre works and we develop more 

practical resources.  We are getting signs translated and we produced a cultural 

induction handbook that’s used by other agencies.  If we lose these things, I’d be 

drummed out of the community.  I want to stay true to what I know is right and 

what the community want. 

Early in his appointment, Matt identifies the local language as an important factor in 

his work as school leader.  He has learned some of the language and in doing so has forged 

relationships with key community people, the elders.  Matt believes he knows the desires of 

the community and that he has their support.  He is re-directing school resources on a 

pedagogical approach that may not align with departmental policy.  He articulates the role 

of the local language in achieving successful outcomes for students.  He describes the need 

to ensure data and evidence to support this approach and his commitment to the 

professional learning of indigenous staff for this to become a reality.  Matt is describing his 

position in a complex, politically charged, and decades-long debate about the role of local 
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languages in education for indigenous students.  In People are first, Kate provides further 

insight into the importance of working with, and employing, the local people.   

People are first.  One of the things the people said they wanted was a school 

council, so we started informally with whoever turned up.  The people wanted at 

least two representatives from each homeland, and a male and female co-chair.  It 

didn’t fit with the Education Act, but we did it anyway.  Over time, I taught them 

how to become a real school council and soon the Minister will sign off and we will 

be fully incorporated.  We almost always have a quorum and most of the discussion 

is in their language.  They know what’s happening in the school and have a say in 

what we do.  

I have also employed more local people at the school by applying for grants.  It’s 

more work for me, but it’s worth it.  It’s the first job some people have ever had and 

it’s not a simple process.  There is a lot of paperwork involved that is difficult 

because some people don’t have formal identification like birth certificates.  

Western ‘work’ roles and local cultural roles are different.  Even though I’m ‘the 

boss’, as a non-indigenous woman, I offended one of the men, for example, when I 

showed him how to clean the boy’s toilets.  There are challenges with 

communication too because of the language differences.  I asked a new employee to 

weed the playground area and I came out later to find that he had chopped some of 

the trees down!  Even though it’s hard, empowering people would be one of the 

most important things to me as Principal. 

With employment at the school, families are engaging in the economic world, there 

is money to go around, and the children are seeing family members in their 

classrooms, in the yard, in the office and driving the vehicles.  Importantly, the 
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teachers and I have translators to help us understand the students better and 

community members are involved in developing the direction of the school.  People 

are first.  So, that even makes payroll a priority for me.  The pays must be done 

because people must be paid, otherwise they go hungry.  It’s that simple. 

In this narrative, we learn of Kate’s conviction that working with the local people, 

no matter the challenges, is core to the success of the school.  She describes finding a way 

to make the structure and function of a school council fit both the socio-cultural norms of 

the people, and meet the legislated requirements mandated by the government.  Kate also 

expresses how she works to increase local indigenous employment in the school (over and 

above what she is resourced for), despite the challenges of supporting people to navigate 

the expectations of a workplace culture that is new to them.  For Kate, the benefits of 

having role models for the children and indigenous support for the teachers far outweigh 

the complexities of recruiting and retaining an indigenous workforce in the school.  Kate’s 

‘people are first’ thinking also guides her priorities in completing administration tasks like 

payroll, as she sees the direct connection to people’s livelihoods.  The following episode 

illustrates how Debbie applies her newfound understandings of her work context to a 

comprehensive approach to a rigorous curriculum.  

Working hard to bring it together.  These students can learn, but everything that 

affects them is overwhelming.  My job is to find a way to make things work for 

them.  We pick the students up every day.  Often I get out of the bus and wander 

through the bush or around a camp to find a child, and then slowly and gently 

coerce him to get on the bus and come to school.  If I get it right, he’ll end up 

having a good day.  I work hard on creating an environment that will help each 

student learn.  
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Everything is set up for the students, whatever their level.  They know the routines 

now, and the expectations.  We often have new kids, and I spend time with them so 

they learn how it works here.  They are not only integrating into our school, they are 

re-entering their community too, so they need time and support to adjust.  We come 

straight in and get started with handwriting, maths, story writing and spelling before 

‘lunch’ at 10:30.  After lunch we have reading groups and sometimes more maths, 

then a fruit break and then our topic work.  You need patience and perseverance, but 

it can be done. 

I’ve built a relationship with the management of a nearby tourist venue.  Now I can 

take the students there for swimming lessons.  We also use their basketball court.  I 

sourced some funding for ‘fat bikes’ that the students can ride on the dirt roads 

because there is no bitumen here.  It’s a great incentive, a reward and exercise.  I’ve 

started a garden and next I will incorporate cooking into the curriculum.  I’m 

working with a local organisation to get the funds to build a kitchen.  The nurses are 

part of it too.  They help me with the health and well-being advice for children and 

families.  It helps to keep families strong and the children at school.  To make it 

work we need to work together.  It’s not always easy.  It’s complicated, but it’s the 

only way it will work.  

This account demonstrates Debbie’s awareness of the complex and varied needs of 

the students she teaches and her sensitive approach to daily attendance and itinerancy.  With 

a relentless focus on wanting to teach, Debbie describes establishing a supportive learning 

environment and a rigorous curriculum with localised incentives and rewards.  Debbie is 

passionate about her efforts to adapt the way she approaches teaching to ensure success for 

the students.  
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We also hear of her working in partnership with other agencies and organisations to 

‘bring it together’.  In small indigenous communities, there can be multiple agencies and 

organisations working in the community.  Developing a cooperative working relationship 

for the benefit of the community, families and children can be fraught, due to myriad 

complex reasons.  Debbie tells of a holistic approach encompassing children’s and families’ 

health needs and improving the basic infrastructure of the school.  It appears Debbie is 

doing more than her intention of ‘just teaching’, but despite the challenges and 

complexities, she is finding a way to maintain quality teaching that meets the needs of her 

students. 

The narratives in this section tell of school leaders benefiting from newly formed 

relationships and an emerging understanding of the complex political, socio-cultural and 

economic contexts of the places in which they work.  Predicated on a self-belief in 

“knowing people, the community and what they want”, participants pursue identified 

priorities with relentless conviction.  Balancing the education system and government 

requirements with the needs of the community, participants describe challenging the status 

quo with decisions about curriculum approaches, funding sources, the empowerment of 

local people and relationships with local businesses and community services.  In the next 

section, despite developing confidence in some aspects of their work, the participants 

describe being confronted by a range of dilemmas and a level of ambiguity they cannot 

resolve.  

Theme four: Tolerating ambiguity 

Notwithstanding a growing awareness of the local context and developing in self-

belief and experience, the participants describe their exasperation with seemingly 

intractable challenges they believe to be unique to the places in which they work.  The 
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following account describes Matt’s struggle with the attendance of local indigenous staff 

and students. 

In normal circumstances. In previous leadership positions, I was responsible for 

managing people’s leave and it seemed straightforward.  It isn’t as simple here. I 

have a staff member who has been away for over three weeks, caring for her sick 

grandmother in a city over two thousand kilometres away.  She hasn’t talked to me 

directly, but I get messages from her family here in the community.  In normal 

circumstances, there are regulations for this.  It’s the abandonment policy.  I could 

dismiss her, but that would be counterproductive for everyone.  She is where she 

must be right now because of family and cultural obligations.  These are priorities 

that I accept.  She is important to me to be able to get the outcomes that I want, so I 

will wait for her to return.  

It’s not just staff attendance; it’s the students too.  We work hard to improve school 

attendance, but there are things beyond our control.  Mining royalty payments are a 

part of the economic structure here and there are important meetings to distribute 

the money.  Sometimes the meeting is hundreds of kilometres away, so people pack 

up and leave for weeks at a time.  The school attendance graph is like a heart 

monitor and the big dips are either sports carnivals or royalty meetings.  I keep 

asking the organisations involved to put these things on in the school holidays.  

They say the community picks the dates, but the community people say they get 

told the dates and if they don’t turn up, they don’t get the money they are entitled to.  

Without that money, children go hungry.  Everyone’s passing the buck.  On the 

other hand, the same organisations have bought us a vehicle, funded a special 
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program, and fixed a community building.  It’s complicated.  It feels like we are 

being held to ransom! 

Matt describes the dilemmas he faces about local staff and student attendance. His 

awareness of the cultural demands on the local staff, and the impact of poverty-related 

health issues, including the distance to access health care, makes it difficult for him to 

follow the policy regulations as they may be counterproductive to the overall effectiveness 

of the school.  

Regarding student attendance, Matt is exasperated with the demands of community 

organisations and the social and economic structures of the community that require family 

members to leave the community for long periods of time.  Matt is confounded by the clash 

between the systems of employment and education that do not seem to match the culture 

and systems of the community they are in which they are attempting to operate.  The 

political, economic and cultural complexity of beliefs and values seem irreconcilable to 

Matt.  In this next story, Kate works hard to understand the dichotomy of a model that 

supports the cultural growth of the people, but makes the delivery of education outcomes 

seemingly unfeasible. 

 It’s precious but it’s hard. Out here, family groups live together on their 

traditional land in ‘homeland communities’.  The language and culture is precious 

to the people. and if anything, their language and culture is growing stronger.  The 

homelands are what makes it that way and I support the homelands model; I haven’t 

worked out how to make it work.  It’s precious, but it’s hard.  

I maintain a fleet of vehicles to get students and staff to each homeland school.  The 

roads are rough, so there are constant breakdowns that have a domino effect.  

Repairs are costly and waste staff time.  Maintaining satellite phones and first aid 



 

67 
 

kits is important.  It can be a matter of life and death to break down or have an 

accident out here.  The homeland teachers pack the vehicles every day, pick up 

students, clean the school rooms, prepare food, and teach.  We don’t have relief 

teachers and some staff don’t last long.  One class has had 10 different teachers 

already this year.  It’s a stressful, logistical nightmare to keep things afloat.  During 

the school day, I spend most of my time keeping things functional.  I don’t spend 

enough time on curriculum leadership, I’m too focussed on whether the power or 

water supply is on. 

Many of our children live in abject poverty and English is a foreign language for 

them.  Our students are the ‘tail of the tail’ in the national data and we have 

standardised reading tests twice a year as part of the system effort to improve 

literacy levels.  One day, we were supposed to do the testing, but there was a lot of 

unsettled behaviour in the classrooms and I spent the whole day with students who 

were not coping.  There was one little boy who was furious and he picked up a rock, 

ready to hit someone.  I took him aside and he put his head in his t-shirt and 

wouldn’t speak.  I sat with him for an hour.  The reading testing was weighing on 

my mind.  Eventually we sorted it out, he went back to class and he participated 

actively in lessons.  Is that success?  It could have ended with blood, tears and a 

suspension!  At the end of the day, not a single test had been done!  

Acutely aware of the significance of the homelands structure to the survival of the 

languages and culture of the people in the communities, Kate illustrates the enormous strain 

on herself and her staff to deliver the curriculum in homelands schools.  Maintaining 

vehicles and staff employment conditions are examples of unreasonable, costly and labour 

intensive expectations.  The ideals of maintaining traditional indigenous language and 
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culture and implementing a Western school system appear to be a troubling contradiction in 

this context, for which Kate has yet to find sustainable solutions.  

The broader local and national policy context demands Kate should improve the 

literacy and numeracy skills of the students.  This is a professional requirement to which 

Kate is committed, though she is confronted with the immediate and complex needs of the 

children that make the implementation of a testing regime problematic.  Kate describes 

being confused by competing priorities and questions how success might be defined in this 

place.  In the next narrative, Debbie discusses the fine line between working holistically, in 

partnership with families, and crossing the line between school and parental 

responsibilities. 

 It’s a fine line. One of the grandmothers often has all the children staying with her. 

There could be as many as 14 kids in one house.  I heard another little boy had 

come back to the community and he was heading to her home.  I knew she wouldn’t 

say no, she can’t.  But I stepped in.  I do that sometimes.  I went down to the 

community and said, “No, you can’t go.”.  If I hear that the children’s behaviour is 

getting bad in the community and things are getting hard for families because of it, I 

talk to the students about it at school.  I do have a ‘flow on’ effect beyond school 

and into the community, but it’s only possible because I have been here for several 

years and I have the relationship with the families and the students. 

I won’t do it all the time.  Becoming involved in where children stay, and who cares 

for them, is boundary line stuff.  It’s only major things such as kids gambling late at 

night.  I couldn’t sit by and watch adults playing cards against children and 

basically robbing them of the money the grandmothers had given them.  I am 

delicate how I approach it.  I am careful and respectful.  It’s a different culture here, 
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a different environment and I must respect that.  I talk about how we all need to 

work together.  I always bring it from the school’s perspective, not any other 

perspective.  We talk about how the children were falling asleep at school and what 

we might be able to do about it. 

I don’t want to overdo it, because I don’t want to take away from parent and family 

responsibility.  I don’t want to interfere with their lives.  But my role is part of a 

whole community, we are all interlinked, and we are all here to support and help 

good decisions to be made.  There are so many adverse things affecting people’s 

lives here that it’s a daily struggle and sometimes things don’t go right.  It’s a fine 

line.  Sometimes I don’t know if I am supporting or interfering.  

In previous narratives, Debbie describes the importance of developing relationships 

with families and indigenous staff and the value for everyone to work together to achieve 

better outcomes for the children.  However, in this story, Debbie grapples with finding the 

boundaries of her professional responsibilities and those of families and parents.  She is 

concerned about becoming closely intertwined with the community, ‘crossing the line’ and 

interfering in matters outside her role.  

The dilemma presents as Debbie becomes more aware of the social complexities of 

the community and the profound impact of disadvantage, including a level of turmoil that 

can sometimes exist in such communities.  Whilst collaborative partnerships with 

communities are essential, matters can become clouded and problematic when there is a 

clash of beliefs, values and role clarity. 

In summary, the narratives relating to the theme of ‘tolerating ambiguity’, illustrate 

the dilemmas the participants encounter in a highly complex political, social, cultural and 

economic context.  The intricate web of socio-cultural belief systems, the symptoms of 
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chronic disadvantage and remoteness, and unique economic contexts in remote indigenous 

communities appear incompatible with the systems of employment and education delivery.  

The school leaders describe the relentless struggle to overcome the features of distance and 

isolation to make schools functional.  They are faced with the ethical dilemma of attending 

to the urgent and complex needs of children in remote schools whilst simultaneously 

addressing the national agenda of improving literacy and numeracy levels.  Ultimately, the 

participants appear to be left questioning the expectations and parameters of their role.  As 

such, the principals at times appear to be in a perpetual state of frustrated dissonance, 

attempting to navigate the tensions and complexities with seemingly no known solutions.  

Such perplexing dilemmas require deep philosophical reflection and have a profound 

impact on the professional identity of the leaders in question, as illustrated by the next set 

of narrative accounts. 

Theme five: Strengthening professional identity 

Throughout their leadership journey in the remote community schools, participants 

reflect deeply and describe significant aspects of their personal and professional 

development as leaders.  The following narratives capture how their professional identity as 

a leader has been shaped and strengthened from this experience. 

Leader of a tribe. I had no idea when I first arrived how important getting to know 

the community and learning how to connect cross-culturally would be.  After three 

years, it makes a lot more sense to me. The people here see the school like a family 

group or another tribe.  We live closely, working, socialising and often travelling 

together; like they do with their families.  I’m seen as the head of the school family; 

the leader of a tribe.  Because of this, I have direct access to the elders that non-

indigenous people don't usually get.  I’ve never tried to be one of them.  I can’t be, 
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but I think we understand and respect each other as leaders who need to work 

together. 

In my application, I said I was going to be authentic and transparent and it turns out 

there is no other way you could be a leader here.  It’s just you, who you are, all the 

time.  It’s 24/7 here, it’s where you live.  You can’t hide!  I’ve come to think about 

my role as my life. It’s more than a job, it’s a calling; I’m where I need to be right 

now and there is a lot still to do.  

I aim to have everybody here to step up and be a leader of something.  It’s the only 

way things will keep progressing.  My goal next year is to consolidate things and 

have systems and policies and all that boring, but important stuff, nailed down.  I 

want that to be a no-brainer, so it doesn’t matter who comes in next.  I am working 

towards a strong school council that says this is how it is.  The members will sit on 

selection panels and say we will have a principal who’s going to follow this path.  I 

like where the school is and I’m very optimistic about the direction of the school.  

I’m optimistic, and exhausted.  I don’t know how much more I can manage.   

Matt illustrates his perception of how the local people may be making sense of his 

leadership role with an analogy in relation to their own social hierarchies and roles.  In his 

view, the cross-cultural nature of his role as school leader is a significant and determining 

factor in how he undertakes his role and is, perhaps, his most important learning or 

adjustment.  Matt also indicates his surprise at the magnitude of what ‘authentic and 

transparent’ leadership means in this small place where he is known to everyone and is 

always highly visible.  Matt describes the extent to which his vocational approach to the 

role engulfs his life. 
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Matt has clear plans about how to sustain the work he has begun.  At the core of this 

is the empowerment of others, including local people, and detailed planning and 

documentation.  Matt describes a distributed leadership model that he believes is integral to 

success and reflects on his efficacy, though he doubts his capacity to continue this level of 

effort.  We hear more of this doubt from Kate in the next story. 

It’s unsustainable. I know everyone now and I feel accepted.  After four years, I 

feel like I’ve just got my feet on the ground.  I’ve learnt a lot from the local people 

who I have tried to work closely with.  They are in touch with something that is lost 

elsewhere in Australia, and it’s been important to me to support their language and 

culture in the way the school works.  Yet, these are some of the poorest people in 

Australia.  I won’t forget how the people here live.  I think the fundamentals of 

human existence we might assume are not always here.  I want to do something to 

help people’s lives be a bit better.  If only I could wave a magic wand!  I’ve talked a 

lot about local people being teachers and principals, but I don’t know what’s going 

to happen.  There is a long way to go.  

In some ways, the school day is a small part of what I do.  Most days, as the sun 

sets, another part of my day is beginning.  The budget needs doing or the pays and 

there are dozens and dozens of emails that have flooded in during the day.  I miss 

deadlines because I am not sitting at my desk and able to respond immediately.  I 

have built things up and created things here because I think they are important.  

We’ve got a preschool and a thriving early years program.  I applied for grants to do 

extra things and employ more people.  We have a functional school council.  These 

things are important, but it’s unsustainable.  It’s not possible to work like this.  I 

think I might be a bit burnt out.   
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The personal impact has been tough.  I’m working over 14 hours a day, every day, 

and I’m tired.  My health has suffered.  There has never been the right time to take 

leave.  In a way, you have no friends when you are the principal.  It’s lonely.  It 

would be hard if you were single.  My husband had to go away for a while and I had 

a major crisis.  He is pretty patient, but I think this job could wreck a marriage.   

Kate has invested considerable effort in building the trust and respect of the 

community people and values the place of their language and culture in the school.  This 

has fostered reciprocal intercultural partnerships that have underpinned her work as a 

school leader.  She is driven by a desire to contribute to improving the lives of people who 

experience extreme disadvantage.  However, her passion is tempered by the reality that her 

vision of local leadership is likely to be unrealised, at least in the short term. 

Kate describes major developments she has implemented.  However, she is troubled 

by the notion that the strategies and programs she refers to are unlikely to be sustained.  She 

highlights the multi-faceted nature of her roles and the exhaustive nature of the work, 

telling of an immense personal toll both emotionally and physically.  The loneliness and the 

enormous workload have impacted on her health and her relationships.  The final narrative 

describes a strong ethical drive behind the effort to pursue an effective curriculum. 

I’m here to teach. The role of principal has changed recently.  The most significant 

change is the role becoming more autonomous.  That's had an enormous impact on 

the workload out here – there is so much more that I must deal with myself.  My 

budget is very, very slim.  I don’t have a backlog of surplus, so things can get very 

expensive.  I used to be able to tap into shared resources and shared support.  Now 

we stand alone.  There has been a considerable increase in administration 
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expectations and accountability measures.  I didn’t sign up to do that.  It’s not my 

job.  I’m here to teach.  

I am here to ensure that these children get the best possible education so they can 

have choices in their lives.  These children can learn.  They deserve quality and the 

chance to learn in ways that works for them.  I’m here because I want to be here, 

because I can make a difference.  It’s hard work, but the school is in a good place – 

I know it is because the students keep coming.  When they are in the community, 

they come to school!  When they come to school, it’s up to me to have an impact.  

When they are not here, I feel like I am not able to do what I am put here to do.  

I walk every day.  Keeping healthy and active is essential for me to stay sane.  I 

have to stay strong and fit for this job.  Getting enough sleep is important.  If I am 

tired, things are hard. I don’t want to stay here too long.  You can’t, you’d go mad!  

I don’t know where I’ll go next.  Maybe I’ll go to another community, or I’ll take a 

break, or maybe I’ll get out of education altogether.  I don’t know. It does funny 

things to you out here. 

Debbie describes the impact of a burgeoning agenda for principals.  She grapples 

with the increased administrative workload and accountability.  She struggles with the 

dilemma of giving administration tasks a priority over teaching the children.  Debbie is 

motivated to pursue the right for children in remote Australia to receive a quality and 

effective education.  She also gives an insight into the efforts she takes to remain 

physically, mentally and emotionally healthy in a place that could otherwise have a serious 

impact on the wellbeing of a principal.  Debbie is clear about the relatively short-term 

intentions of her tenure. 
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In summary, participants highlight the intercultural nature of their leadership role 

and a commitment to social justice as foundational to their efforts.  They describe a tenacity 

to undertake approaches they deem to be important.  Nevertheless, increasing demands on 

the roles of principals, the physical and emotional toll of their work and a lack of 

confidence in the likelihood of their efforts being sustained, cause the principals to question 

their efficacy. 

Summary 

This chapter has described the findings of the study through the presentation of five 

themes generated from the data: ‘encountering uncertainty’; ‘heightening sensitivity’; 

‘developing confidence’; ‘tolerating ambiguity’; and ‘strengthening professional identity’.  

The chapter has established the importance of each of the themes to the leadership journey 

of the participants.  The first person narrative accounts have articulated their perspectives 

about how the themes are manifested in their approach to leading their school community.  

The next chapter now analyses each of the themes referencing existing literature relating to 

leading schools in remote indigenous communities. 
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CHAPTER 7   

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

Introduction 

In this chapter the five themes presented in the previous chapter are discussed in 

relation to the literature.  The five themes are: ‘encountering uncertainty’, ‘heightening 

sensitivity’, ‘developing confidence’, ‘tolerating ambiguity’ and ‘strengthening professional 

identity’.  Collectively, the themes capture the trajectory of how three principals 

understand, adapt and respond to the context of remote, indigenous community schools.  To 

structure this discussion three aspects of each theme will be highlighted.  Each of the 

themes will now be examined in turn. 

Theme one: Encountering uncertainty 

The findings described in Chapter 6 indicate that each of the participants in the 

research encounter uncertainty when they first enter the community.  The discussion of this 

theme is organised into three aspects highlighting the main elements of the uncertainty 

participants encountered, namely, culture shock, the impact of socio-economic factors on 

students, and the perceived inadequacies of the school and education system facilities and 

services.  

Culture shock.  In describing culture shock, Ward (2005) states that interactions 

between people from different cultures are challenging and stressful, with the difficulty 

increasing as the cultural gap between individuals widens.  Educators newly appointed to 

remote indigenous community schools are often from Western, middle class, urban 

backgrounds with little experience in isolated, remote contexts or in working with 

indigenous people (Jorgensen et al., 2010; Sullivan, Jorgensen, Boaler & Lerman, 2013).  It 

is reasonable to assume there is a ‘cultural gap’ between most school personnel and the 
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indigenous community they enter.  According to Wildy and Clarke (2012), the impact of 

context takes on particular significance where the school leader may not understand the 

norms and the culture of community.  Heslop (2003) argues the significance of this 

transition for educators entering a remote, indigenous community is underestimated and 

would be comparable to moving to a different country.  In the narrative What’s normal?, 

Matt captures this culture shock by talking about how daunting it was when he first arrived, 

"it was very confusing and confronting. I didn't understand, and I felt worried about what 

sort of place I was in. You don't know what's normal."  This initial culture shock is further 

compounded as new appointees encounter firsthand the impact of socio-economic factors 

on the students in remote, indigenous community schools. 

The impact of socio-economic factors on students.  The significant social and 

economic disadvantage in remote indigenous communities has been well described 

(Australian Human Rights Commission, 2009; Wildy & Clarke, 2012).  Characteristics of 

this disadvantage can include overcrowded, inadequate housing, limited access to 

mainstream services, high rates of unemployment and welfare dependency (Australian 

Capital Territory. Productivity Commission, 2015; Beresford, 2003).  Additionally, physical 

ill-health is a common feature in remote, indigenous communities including the occurrence 

of diseases of poverty such as trachoma that are rarely seen in developed countries nor in 

non-indigenous children in Australia (Lyons & Janca, 2012).  

Multiple researchers argue that such factors contribute to the volatility and 

turbulence within afflicted communities, acutely influencing the effectiveness of schools 

(Chapman & Harris, 2004; Fry, 2012; Passy & Ovenden-Hope, 2017).  Further to this, 

MacBeath and colleagues (2007) suggest there is a lack of recognition of the challenges for 

schools in managing the instability characteristic of underprivileged communities.  
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Participants in this study reflect this, describing their unpreparedness for the impact of such 

factors on the students in their schools.  In the narrative, Why did I do this?, Kate describes 

the poverty as overwhelming, noting apparent food shortages and the ill-health of children 

living in overcrowded houses.  Compounding the shock of witnessing first-hand the impact 

of poverty, newly appointed school leaders also encounter perceived shortcomings within 

their work environment.  

School and education system factors.  Challenges faced by many small, rural and 

remote schools such as high turnover of staff and professional isolation are well 

documented (see Ovenden-Hope & Passy, 2015; Starr & White, 2008; Wildy & Clarke, 

2005).  However, Fry (2012) questions whether the reality of staffing issues for remote 

indigenous community schools is given due consideration by education systems.  Several 

sources suggest some remote indigenous students receive education in sub-standard school 

amenities that sometimes lack basic services (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2009; 

Biddle 2010).  Each of the principals involved in this study identified their frustration with 

such issues, along with perceived inadequacies with funding, support and advice.  

‘Managing resources’ is widely accepted within mainstream school leadership literature as 

a core leadership practice (Heck & Hallinger, 2010; Marzano et al., 2005).  However, it is 

unlikely the concept of managing resources was intended to encompass tasks such as 

maintaining essential services like power and water, as described by participants in this 

study.  

Heslop (2003) suggests the cumulative nature of factors such as these can have a 

profound effect on a school leader’s capacity to be effective.  Each of the participants in the 

study reported here recall being overwhelmed, shocked and unprepared when first 

encountering unique contextual elements of the place in which they have arrived.  In this 
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vein, Lee and colleagues (2014) argue for a more comprehensive approach to preparing 

non-indigenous staff for the unique cultural, linguistic, and environmental features of the 

remote indigenous school communities to which they are appointed.  Significantly, 

Guenther and colleagues (2014) make clear that when the contextual challenges such as 

those highlighted above are observed from a Western frame, a discourse of disadvantage is 

perpetuated.  The following theme is examined in terms of its significance in developing 

heightened sensitivity in order to emerge from the initial culture shock.  

Theme two: Heightening sensitivity 

Three aspects within the theme of ‘heightening sensitivity’ will be discussed: 

intercultural awareness; relationships with families and community; and the understanding 

the complex needs of students.  Each mutually reinforcing aspect was described by the 

participating principals as foundational to adapting and responding to leading a school in a 

remote, indigenous context, and were specific responses emerging from culture shock 

reported in the previous theme.  

Intercultural awareness.  Several sources suggested cultural sensitivity as an 

important leadership competence in cross-cultural contexts (Hansuvadha & Slater, 2012; 

Hermandez and Kose, 2012).  Mulford (2011) used the term ‘contextually literate’ to 

describe effective school leaders working to close the gap between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous student outcomes in Australia (p.1).  However, in literature pertaining 

specifically to leadership in remote indigenous contexts, the concept of intercultural 

competence is further developed.  ‘Both-ways’ leadership (d’Arbon et al., 2009; Priest et 

al., 2008) is described as a two-way partnership between indigenous and non-indigenous 

people, expanding leadership conceptualisation beyond Western perspectives to incorporate 
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indigenous perspectives in an ‘intercultural space’ (Taylor, 2003) where new leadership 

practices emerge (Lovett, Dempster & Fluckiger, 2014). 

Participants in the study reported here acknowledged the different world views of 

community members, recognised historical barriers to working effectively in remote 

indigenous communities, and demonstrated respect for different values, beliefs, customs 

and practices.  These observations concur with the findings of DeJaeghere and Zhang 

(2008), who identify awareness and acceptance of difference, and others’ world views as 

integral to cultural competence.  

Despite a recent shift in the educational leadership literature in advocating for 

intercultural leadership capabilities, Frawley and Fasoli (2012) note that the report, Closing 

the Gap of Indigenous Disadvantage: A generational plan of action (Northern Territory 

Government, 2007), does not identify the need to develop intercultural capabilities in the 

preparation and ongoing support for school leaders and argue this to be a serious omission.  

In acknowledging the socio-cultural gap and identifying their lack of understanding, 

participants single out the employment of indigenous staff as instrumental in assisting them 

to navigate the identified cultural divide.  This is captured by Kate in the narrative Listening 

is important, when she states, “One of the first things I did was employ an indigenous home 

liaison officer, a translator and cultural advisor to listen and understand the people”.  The 

importance of empowering indigenous people is discussed later in this chapter.  Attention 

now turns to the importance of relationships in the intercultural context.  

Relationships with families and community.  The significance of relationship 

building is frequently mentioned in the literature on working effectively with indigenous 

peoples (Bishop, 2011; Ishimaru, 2013; Mellor & Corrigan; 2004).  Muller (2012) argues 

that the critical factor in building community partnerships in an indigenous context is the 
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attitude and dedication of the principal.  Sarra (2003) reinforces this by noting the 

importance for school leaders of forming relationships with the local indigenous 

community and garnering support for the vision of the school.  Riley (2008) concluded trust 

to be the fundamental element to real change in schools and that ‘leadership of place’ 

requires a deeply personal relationship with communities both within and beyond the 

school (p. 36). 

The findings from the study reported here resonate with the research mentioned 

above, with participants highlighting the value they place on nurturing respect and trust 

with community people.  Without exception, each participating principal spoke of 

recognising that productive relationships with families and community members was an 

essential precursor to success, reflecting Australian and international research in high needs 

schools (Chapman & Harris, 2004; Khalifa et al., 2016; Ovenden-Hope & Passy, 2015; 

What Works, 2012).  In the narrative, Home life and school life, Debbie reflected, “Trust is 

vital, otherwise I’d get nowhere.  It’s all about relationships; respectful relationships with 

the students and their families.”   

Several authors describe potential challenges to establishing intercultural 

relationships in remote indigenous communities due to the cultural and linguistic landscape 

being unfamiliar to most school leaders (d’Arbon, Fasoli, Frawley & Ober, 2009; 

Jorgensen, 2012a).  Specific advice is available on ways school leaders can improve 

relationships with indigenous families (Fluckiger, Diamond & Jones, 2012; Gollan & 

Malin, 2012).  However, there is little research to assist non-indigenous school leaders in 

navigating the cultural hierarchies and unique family and social structures that exist in 

many indigenous communities.  Participants in the study reported here describe connecting 

with community elders as a feature of building community relationships and referred to 
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challenges in making sense of the different socio-cultural structures they encountered in the 

communities in which they work.  Despite the challenges, by pursuing partnerships with 

families and community members, principals in this study were able to develop a better 

understanding of the unique needs of the students at their schools. 

The unique needs of students.  Sources in the literature claim that limited 

awareness and inadequate preparation of educators of indigenous students can lead to 

misunderstandings and ineffective practice (Biddle, 2014; Perso, 2003).  In addition to this, 

there is evidence that low performance of indigenous students may be linked to low 

expectations (MCCEETYA, 2000; Riley, 2012).  Similarly, Ovenden-Hope and Passy 

(2015) identified low aspirations for success as one of the most significant challenges for 

poor coastal schools in England.  However, participants in this study reflected persistent 

high expectations of the students at their school.  This notion is aligned with several authors 

who advocate for high expectations of indigenous learners (Perso, 2012; Sarra, 2011).  The 

Stronger Smarter Institute (2014) claim a high expectations culture is a complex, yet 

important feature of schools working to improve outcomes for indigenous students.  They 

describe the need for high levels of trust and socially-just relationships between leaders, 

educators, students and families in order to transcend negative stereotypes and interrupt a 

discourse of failure that commonly prevails (p. 10). 

Doyle and Hill (2008) emphasise the importance for schools to be aware of the 

backgrounds of their students, including understanding the multi-faceted conditions that 

can affect their capacity to engage and perform in the learning environment effectively.  

They argue this awareness is integral to be able to create a learning environment that 

recognises and provides for the distinctive needs of indigenous students. Some reflection of 

the aforementioned literature is illustrated in this study, captured by Debbie in Home life 
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and school life, “It was important for me to understand these students if I was going to 

teach them anything at all. I had to understand that the children’s home life is different to 

school life… it’s more complicated than students not behaving properly.”  

Newfound understandings in the intercultural context, relationships with community 

members and an understanding the complex needs of the students enabled participants in 

this study to establish a sense of confidence to undertake critical activities in their pursuit of 

improved outcomes for the students at their schools. 

Theme three: Developing confidence 

As described in the previous chapter, a theme of ‘developing confidence’ emerged 

from the data analysis.  According to Wildy and Clarke (2012), school leaders with a 

profound understanding of the minutiae of their context, together with a recognition and 

appreciation for the culture of the school community are strengthened in their confidence to 

deal with distinctive local challenges.  Each of the participants in the study here identified 

core strategies they believed to be important in achieving success in their schools.  The 

discussion of this theme is organised into three aspects: the role of indigenous languages; 

empowering indigenous people; and effective curriculum delivery.  

The role of indigenous languages.  The place of indigenous languages in schools is 

of dominant focus in the indigenous education literature (see Doyle & Hill, 2008; McRae et 

al., 2000) and is subject to much tension and debate (Lee et al., 2014; Nicholls 2005).  The 

scope of this debate is not the focus of this research.  Nevertheless, for the mostly multi-

lingual indigenous students from the remote, indigenous community schools featured in 

this study, the language spoken in the classroom is different from the languages and dialects 

spoken at home and in their communities (Lee et al., 2014).  The study participants 

identified indigenous languages as a significant feature in their approaches to improving 
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outcomes for students in their school.  For these reasons, discussion of the place of 

indigenous languages is warranted. 

Indigenous Australians have long requested the recognition and inclusion of their 

languages, culture and identity within the educational approach for their children (Disbray, 

2015).  For decades, there have been a plethora of grassroots, often community driven, 

indigenous language initiatives in education settings (Purdie et al, 2008).  These include 

language revitalisation and maintenance programs (see Ash et al., 2010), bilingual 

programs (see Devlin, 2011; Sullivan et al., 2013), two-way learning initiatives (see 

Hoogenraad, 2001; Ober, 2009) and English as an Additional Language or Dialect (EAL/D) 

approaches (Lee et al., 2014).  

A common argument in supporting language recognition and teaching is the 

connection between language, culture and identity (Purdie et al., 2000).  Multiple sources 

claim a range of benefits including improved social and emotional well-being, better health 

outcomes, strengthened school and community partnerships, increased student engagement 

and attendance and a correlation with improved educational attainment (Demmert, 2001; 

Disbray, 2015; Mellor & Corrigan, 2004).  This is strongly echoed in the interview data 

from the participants in the study reported here, with Matt in the narrative, The language is 

everything, summing up: “The language – that’s the ball game.  I can’t understate it.  It’s 

crucial.  If we are going to get outcomes, it’s through that.  It’s engagement, it’s sense of 

identity, it’s literacy, it’s improvement in NAPLAN. The language is the culture and it’s 

everything.” 

Notwithstanding extensive research evidence to establish the importance of 

indigenous languages in education, several authors claim that national policy pertaining to 

this has been ambiguous (Disbray, 2015), contradictory (Truscott & Malcolm, 2010) or 
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invisible (McIntosh, O’Hanlon & Angelo, 2012).  Disbray (2015) elaborates by suggesting 

that the rhetoric about the value of indigenous languages in education has not been matched 

by effective policy or sustained funding.  This, Lee and colleagues suggest, renders the 

policy discussion tokenistic, disregarding the needs of indigenous learners (Lee et al., 

2014).  The effect of this nebulous policy environment on school leaders in remote 

indigenous community schools is addressed in the fourth theme of this chapter, ‘tolerating 

ambiguity’.  Attention is now turned to the second aspect, empowering indigenous people. 

Empowering indigenous people.  The Social Justice Report (2009) describes the 

recruitment and retention of indigenous staff as a central priority for education systems to 

achieve cultural understanding between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians.  In a 

similar vein, Perso (2012) suggests the employment of indigenous staff is fundamental to 

culturally responsive schooling in Australia.  It is evident through the participant interviews 

that the principals are unrelenting in their conviction that working with the local 

community people is pivotal to the success of their schools.  Participants echo the 

importance of having positive indigenous role models for their students as indicated by 

other researchers (Purdie et al., 2000; Sarra, 2003). They describe the benefits of using 

indigenous staff as cultural intermediaries for non-indigenous teachers as found by Cooper 

(2008) and they use community elders to bring the local language and culture in to the 

curriculum as described by Wemyss (2003). 

Further to indigenous staff employment, the findings of this study emphasise the 

value of ensuring a strong and active community contribution to schools through school 

councils.  This focus resonates with the work of Milgate and Giles-Brown (2013) which 

identifies that indigenous students and their families believe engaging community members 

in school governance structures is vital in fostering a thriving learning environment. 



 

86 
 

Despite identifying employment of indigenous people and the forming of local 

school councils as necessary, the literature is relatively silent on ways to navigate the 

complex socio-cultural and political landscape of remote indigenous communities to ensure 

these ideals are realised.  As Kate in People are first describes, “It's the first job some 

people have ever had, and it's not a simple process. Western work roles and cultural roles 

are different.  There are challenges with communication because of language differences.” 

The final aspect, effective curriculum, is now discussed. 

Effective curriculum.  Aware of the unique home life and background of the 

students, participant principals focussed on holistic strategies to respond to challenges of 

location, environment, trauma, and other circumstances, comparable to recommendations 

from the national Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Action Plan 2010–2014 

(MCEECDYA, 2010).  Similarly, Stanley and colleagues (2003) detail the lengths schools 

go to ensure that their students come to the learning environment ready to learn, referencing 

transport services and breakfast programs as situation specific approaches devised by the 

schools and community leaders.  Moreover, efforts to be responsive to the unique needs of 

students, participants in the study reported here referred to the large number of personnel, 

organisations, services and agencies they attempt to work alongside.  They describe 

challenges in navigating complicated policy landscapes, competing funding and agendas, 

and fraught relationships in the complex setting in which they work.  Studies in contexts 

similar to those under investigation suggest that schools often struggle to maintain 

partnerships with relevant agencies (Gray & Beresford, 2002).  A lack of cohesiveness in 

delivery of support is also reported, suggesting bureaucratic, silo approaches often negating 

the opportunities for interagency collaboration (Gordon, Hallahan & Henry, 2002).  
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There has been a steady increase in pedagogical advice available for educators of 

indigenous students in Australia (Perso, 2012; Price, 2012).  However, Lloyd and 

colleagues (2015), in a comprehensive review of literature about the effective teaching of 

indigenous students, claim that much of this advice is based on the subjective experiences 

or opinions of the authors.  They argue that there is a lack of robust empirical research 

regarding the efficacy of teacher practices or programs for indigenous students.  Jorgensen 

(2012b) goes as far as to claim the delivery of a culturally relevant, engaging and effective 

curriculum for students in remote indigenous communities is a goal yet to be achieved. 

Despite this, The Framework of Australian Professional Standards for Teachers require 

teachers to implement ‘‘…effective teaching strategies that are responsive to the local 

community and cultural setting, linguistic background and histories of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander students’’ (AITSL, 2011, p. 9).  As stated by Debbie in Working hard 

to bring it together, “These students can learn.  My job is to find a way to make things 

work for them.”. 

The available literature confirms the significance of indigenous languages, the need 

to work alongside indigenous people and the critical need for an effective and responsive 

curriculum in the context under study.  Nevertheless, complex challenges face remote, 

indigenous community school leaders’ ability to pursue such elements effectively, not the 

least being a confusing policy environment and an almost non-existent evidence base from 

which to draw upon in their efforts to improve outcomes for the students at their schools.  

The nature of such perplexing challenges is the focus of the next theme under discussion.  

Theme four: Tolerating ambiguity 

There is little doubt that indigenous education in Australia is a complex area 

(Fogarty et al., 2015).  Fry (2012) describes remote indigenous community environments as 
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having high social complexity, often being in constant turmoil and experiencing challenges, 

“with a sliding scale of unpredictability, uncertainty and discontinuity” (p.2). Several 

intractable and complex challenges described by the participant principals have been 

highlighted in Chapter 6.  Rittel and Webber (1973) identify ‘wicked problems’ as a group 

of problems that are unique, confusing, multi-faceted, and entrenched in a dynamic social 

context.  Fullan (2005) describes ‘adaptive problems’ as fraught with complexity and 

ambiguity, with no known solutions or specialists to assist.  The above definitions capture 

the ambiguous nature of the perplexing dilemmas portrayed in the study here.  The 

discussion of this theme is organised by reporting three ‘wicked’ or ‘adaptive’ problems 

identified by participant principals in the study reported here: the clash between the 

community members’ cultural world and the demands of the Western world of work and 

education; delivering a functional model of Western education in communities where the 

preservation of traditional languages and culture is also a priority; and improving the 

English literacy and numeracy outcomes of students whilst responding their immediate and 

unique needs. 

Cultural world vs Western world.  Notwithstanding the challenge of geographic 

isolation, Yunupingu and colleagues (1995) suggest a more significant challenge is the 

‘cultural distance’ experienced by non-indigenous school leaders in indigenous 

communities.  Guenther and Osborne (2017) describe managing system demands with 

community priorities and expectations as the ‘cultural interface’ (Nakata, 2007). Such a 

difficult challenge requires a unique skillset. 

Participants in the study reported here describe the confusion caused by the apparent 

clash between the Western systems of employment and education that do not seem to match 

the culture and systems of the community in which they are attempting to operate.  
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Guenther and colleagues (2014) suggest that the relatively recent introduction of education 

in very remote indigenous communities means there is a ‘there is a shallower history of 

intergenerational practices around education, and in some cases employment’ (p. 11). 

In the narrative, In normal circumstances, Matt described grappling with the 

complicated social, cultural, economic and geographic factors that impact on the attendance 

of local, indigenous staff.  He says, “These are priorities that I must accept. She is 

important to me to get the outcomes that I want, so I will wait for her to return.”  In doing 

so, he does not enforce the regulations around employee absenteeism detailed in the 

government policies by which he is bound.  This clash between systems is exacerbated 

further when examining the dilemma of implementing a Western curriculum in the remote 

indigenous context. 

Indigenous language and culture vs Western pedagogy.  Riley (2013) suggests 

school leaders in highly disadvantaged urban communities ‘walk a tightrope’ (p. 14), 

caught between the needs of communities and the requirements of national policies.  The 

same analogy could be applied to the principals of the remote indigenous community 

schools featured in the present study.  Participant principals describe their struggle to 

deliver a functional Western model of education in an isolated context that is also structured 

to assist in the preservation of traditional indigenous culture and languages.  Malin (2002) 

describes this as the ‘culture versus pedagogy paradigm’ and Nicholls (2005) elaborates 

further, identifying the conflict between the national agenda and difficulties in providing 

relevant curricula over disparate, remote, cultural and linguistic localities.  Further to this, 

in an analysis of school performance data and national economic, social and population 

statistics in very remote indigenous communities, Guenther and colleagues (2014) caution 

that a ‘push for better academic outcomes (as measured by national literacy and numeracy 



 

90 
 

testing) could come at a cost to language and culture’ (p. 12). They acknowledge the 

‘delicate balancing act’ this dilemma creates for school and community leaders in such 

contexts (p. 12).  The challenge presented by such a dilemma is depicted in the study 

reported here. Kate, in It’s precious but it’s hard, says, "The language and culture are 

precious to the people and, if anything, their language and culture is growing stronger. The 

homelands are what makes it that way and I support the homelands model; I have not 

worked out how to make it work. It's precious, but it's hard." 

Remoteness and isolation further compound the challenge of delivering an effective 

school system in this context.  Significant distances limit access to essential services, 

resources and reliable technology (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2009; Jorgensen, 

2012a; Lock et al., 2012).  Harsh weather conditions, the high cost of living and travel time 

(Heslop, 2003) make simple tasks complex and labour intensive.  In highlighting the unique 

demographics of the Northern Territories remote indigenous population, Lee and colleagues 

(2014) suggest it is possible to ‘understand why providing services to the same standard as 

the rest of Australia has often not occurred’ (p. 29).  Participant principals describe this 

troubling reality, with Kate, in It’s precious but it’s hard, referring to it as,  “a stressful and 

logistical nightmare.  During the school day, I spend most of my time keeping things 

functional. I don't spend enough time on curriculum leadership; I'm too focussed on 

whether the power or water supply is on."  Finding a sustainable and effective solution for 

the delivery of a Western model of schooling in communities oriented to the preservation of 

language and culture remains elusive.  This is further highlighted when the immediate and 

unique needs of students in the remote indigenous context are compromised in efforts to 

address the national agenda of ‘closing the gap’.  
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Unique student needs vs ‘closing the gap’.  Within education, there is increasing 

emphasis on implementing centralised policies, and documenting improved student 

outcomes using standardised achievement tests (Dinham, Anderson, Caldwell & Weldon, 

2011; Guenther, Bat & Osborne, 2014).  However, in specific reference to remote 

indigenous education, Campbell (2000) asserts that “the national agenda and strategies for 

addressing equity for Indigenous students do not meet the diverse requirements and 

expectations for Indigenous students and their communities.” (p. 12).  Other authors 

concur, referring to the failure of system-level leaders to grasp the complexities and 

competing tensions faced by leaders in remote settings (Jorgensen & Niesche, 2011; Pietsch 

& Williamson, 2009).  Further to this, Altman and Fogarty (2010) argue that policies such 

as ‘Closing the Gap’ reduce intricate development dilemmas to simplistic statistics and 

abstract goals that are detached from the realities of indigenous peoples.  They also suggest 

that the narrow focus on literacy and numeracy outcomes ignores the multi-lingual and 

intercultural experiences of indigenous students. 

Despite decades of debate, multiple sources claim there are no definitive approaches 

that education systems adhere to when delivering education to remote indigenous students 

(Australian Human Rights Commission, 2009; Gorman, 2010; Langton & Ma Rhea, 2009). 

Simpson and colleagues (2009) believe that efforts to improve educational outcomes for 

indigenous students in the Northern Territory have been negated by unresolved debate over 

various pedagogic approaches. 

Each of the participants in the present study highlighted the complex and unique 

needs of the students in their school, as well as simultaneously citing the perceived pressure 

of the regional and national policies to improve student outcomes in literacy and numeracy.  

They described the needs of their students with insight and empathy.  They discussed 
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attempts to adapt appropriate strategies, whilst also trying to implement standardised 

testing and other system led directives.  Participant principal Kate in the narrative It’s 

precious but it’s hard asks, “Is that success?”.  Nicholls (2005) suggests that school staff are 

held accountable for achieving outcomes to the exclusion of the realities of the context in 

which they work.  

In sum, the study portrays the somewhat baffling nature of the remote indigenous 

education environment that has been described in the literature.  Leaders of the remote 

schools appear to be expected to resolve these complex issues in a socio-cultural context 

that is relatively unfamiliar to them.  Fry (2012) describes the prevalence of ideological 

conflicts in a ‘highly dichotomised’ environment when discussing the paradoxical context 

of remote, indigenous communities (p. 4).  He goes further to suggest that there are major 

limitations in bureaucratic attempts to create fixed and categorical policy in response to 

myriad dynamic factors of ‘human social complexity’ in regards to the context under focus 

(Fry, 2012, p. 3).  There can be no doubt that this confounding complexity has the potential 

to impact profoundly the leaders in question. 

Theme five: Strengthening professional identity 

The final theme, ‘strengthening professional identity’, was generated from 

participant reflections on their personal and professional development as principals in 

remote indigenous community schools.  This section examines three aspects: moral 

purpose; the personal and emotional impact of leading in remote communities; and 

reflections on efficacy. 

Moral purpose.  Moral purpose has been extensively identified in the literature 

about leadership of schools facing challenging circumstances (SFCC) as an integral factor 

for improvement (Barber & Fullan, 2005; Gurr et al., 2014; Mulford et al., 2007).  Harris 
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and Thompson (2006) described school leaders in challenging circumstances as being 

driven by a strong sense of moral purpose in seeking to enhance the life choices of their 

students.  Developing this concept further, Gurr and colleagues (2006) described the most 

remarkable leadership feature identified in a cross-country analysis of successful school 

leadership, as the “passion with which these leaders modelled a commitment to education, 

to the development of the students in their care, and to serving the community in which 

they worked” (p. 41).  Additionally, they noted an ethical imperative and a commitment to 

social justice that underpinned the successful leaders’ efforts in their school community.  

Each of the participant principals in the study reported here describe a sense of 

moral purpose and commitment to social justice that resonates with the above references.  

This is captured by Debbie in I am here to teach, stating, “I am here to ensure that these 

children get the best possible education they can so they can have choices in their lives.  I 

am here because I want to be here, because I know I can make a difference.".   

Notwithstanding a strong moral commitment to improving outcomes for remote 

indigenous students, school leaders in the study also revealed the personal and emotional 

impact of the context in which they live and work. 

Personal and emotional toll.  Riley’s (2009) study of leaders of highly 

disadvantaged schools described an ‘emotional reality’ in which many school leaders 

experienced exhaustion, frustration and depression (no page no.).  Similarly, for leaders in 

remote contexts in Australia, acute feelings of anxiety, stress, fatigue, futility, despair and 

guilt have been described by multiple sources (Jorgensen, 2012a; Lock et al., 2012).  Wildy 

and Clarke (2012) cited merely surviving as a struggle for some principals of remote 

schools.  Heslop (2003) reinforced this by stating that, “if geographic, cultural and social 

isolation is not dealt with it can become overwhelming” (p. 218). 
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Several authors suggest heightened expectations and accountability, coupled with a 

shift from system-led to school autonomy, have intensified the workload of principals, with 

particular effect on rural and remote school leaders (Clarke, 2002; Jorgensen & Niesche, 

2011; Pietsch & Williamson, 2009).  Numerous sources refer to principals of remote 

indigenous schools as having the same requirements with little or none of the support 

structures larger schools have, including significantly fewer staff (Jorgensen & Nietsche, 

2011; Starr & White, 2008; Wildy & Clarke, 2012).  Further to this, there is some 

suggestion that principals of remote indigenous schools are facing elevated demands for 

accountability of funding and lack of student achievement due to the political nature of the 

context (Beresford, 2003; Jorgensen, 2012a).   

One of the participant principals, Kate, in It’s unsustainable, describes her personal 

and emotional struggles stating:  

The personal impact has been tough.  I’m working over 14 hours a day, every day, 

and I’m tired.  My health has suffered.  There has never been the right time to take 

leave.  In a way, you have no friends when you are the principal.  It’s lonely.  It 

would be hard if you were single.  My husband had to go away for a while and I had 

a major crisis.  He is pretty patient, but I think this job could wreck a marriage.   

Riley’s (2008) findings suggested the need for leaders to understand their strengths 

and their limitations in order to ensure a sense of personal well-being to assist them to 

thrive as leaders of place (p. 35).  Such advice would appear relevant to the leaders of 

remote indigenous community schools, who, in this study, grappled to sustain a positive 

sense of self-efficacy.  

Efficacy.  Passion, optimism, persistence and determination were summarised as the 

personal characteristics of successful school principals from an international study 
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(Drysdale, 2011).  Similarly, Gurr and colleagues (2014) identified “tenacity, perseverance 

and self-belief as desirable qualities in successful schools facing challenging 

circumstances” (p. 89).  However, Harris and Thompson (2006) suggested that leaders in 

challenging circumstances may fluctuate between feelings of idealistic optimism and a 

sense of hopelessness about what is possible in reality.  Participant principals in this study 

concur, with Matt in Leader of a tribe stating, “I am optimistic but exhausted. I don't know 

how much more I can manage".  

Available research claims that principals with high levels of self-efficacy are more 

likely to be flexible, persistent and adaptive, and less likely to burnout (Tschannen-Moran 

& Gareis, 2004).  Riley (2008) suggests school leaders in challenging circumstances may 

question their sphere of influence and struggle to reconcile broader dimensions of 

leadership demands, such as community partnerships, with the more traditional 

requirements of the role.  A principal’s sense of efficacy is critical to fulfilling the demands 

of the role (Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2004), yet the social, emotional and mental health 

impacts of the remote context on educators described above, are likely to have significant 

impact on the levels of self-efficacy of leaders in such contexts.  

Summary 

This chapter presented the themes of ‘encountering uncertainty’, ‘heightening 

sensitivity’, ‘developing confidence’, ‘tolerating ambiguity’ and ‘strengthening professional 

identity’ which have been generated from the study reported here.  The themes interrogate 

how principals understand, adapt and respond to the unique context of remote, indigenous 

community schools.  

The following chapter presents a conclusion to the thesis. 
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CHAPTER 8  

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

Introduction 

This concluding chapter first summarises the study reported in this thesis. It then 

reiterates the conclusions from the findings of how the principals in this study responded to 

the distinctive context of remote, indigenous community schools.  Finally, the implications 

for further research, policy development and practice are discussed. 

Summary of the study 

The study began with the central research question:  How do principals of remote, 

indigenous community schools understand, adapt to and respond to their distinctive 

context? 

Following from this were three guiding questions: 

i. What do principals believe to be significant contextual factors that impact on 

their role and why are they noteworthy?  

ii. What meaning do principals ascribe to these factors?  

iii. How do principals change their actions after becoming aware of particular 

contextual factors?  

This study was framed by an interpretive, qualitative paradigm and thus sought the 

perspectives of the participants rather than my point of view (Liamputtong, 2012).  The 

study comprised a multi-case design and presented an intensive, holistic description and in-

depth analysis of the specific context of remote, indigenous community schools (Merriam, 

2002).  The study used semi-structured interviews, non-participant observations and 

document analysis to gather data.   



 

97 
 

The data generated were analysed ideographically, first within each case and then 

comparatively across all three cases.  Open coding was used to identify significant themes, 

patterns and relationships about the experiences of school leaders in remote, indigenous 

community settings.  Five main themes were identified from the data analysis, namely, 

‘encountering uncertainty’, ‘heightening sensitivity’, ‘developing confidence’, ‘tolerating 

ambiguity’ and ‘strengthening professional identity’.  The results of the study were reported 

as first-person narratives affording insight into the experiences of how principals in remote, 

indigenous community schools understand, respond and adapt to their distinctive context.  

Attention is now turned to summarising the findings as described in Chapters 6 and as 

discussed in relation to the literature in Chapter 7.  

Summary of findings 

The perspectives of the participant principals in this study were articulated 

according to five central themes, namely, ‘encountering uncertainty’, ‘heightening 

sensitivity’, ‘developing confidence’, ‘tolerating ambiguity’ and ‘strengthening professional 

identity’.  The themes described phases of a developmental journey as the participant 

principals understand, respond and adapt to the context of a remote indigenous community 

school.  Within each phase, the culture and language of the local people, relationships with 

the families and community members and the unique and complex needs of the students 

formed the core focus of the principals.  Each of the main themes is now reiterated in turn. 

Encountering uncertainty.  Without exception, each participant principal 

described being overwhelmed by myriad contextual factors when they first entered the 

remote, indigenous community.  Despite previous diverse and successful experiences in 

educational leadership and intentions to make a positive contribution to the school, three 

distinct aspects of uncertainty were manifested for the incumbents.  



 

98 
 

Firstly, each of the cases reported confusion at discovering an unfamiliar place with 

cultural norms and languages different from their own.  The significant cultural gap 

between incoming school staff and the local indigenous community contributed to 

substantial levels of stress and challenge.  Secondly, the participants' culture shock was 

compounded by their unpreparedness for encountering the poverty in the communities.  

The chronic socio-economic factors, as identified previously in the literature (for example 

Australian Human Rights Commission, 2009; Wildy & Clarke, 2012) have a significant 

impact on the students at the schools.  Despite evidence of social and economic 

disadvantage influencing the effectiveness of schools (Chapman & Harris, 2004; Ovenden-

Hope & Passy, 2015), MacBeath and colleagues (2007) suggest there is limited 

comprehension of the challenges for school leaders in managing the tensions inherent in 

communities characterised by such factors.  Finally, the incoming principals' distress was 

exacerbated by unexpected tasks and challenges related to a range of school and system 

inadequacies such as staff turnover, poor facilities and intermittent access to the 

fundamental services of power and water. Other sources have reported similar shortcomings 

in education service delivery to the remote regions of Australia (Australian Human Rights 

Commission, 2009; Biddle 2010).  

In summary, the participant principals’ initial response to encountering the context 

of the remote, indigenous community school is that of uncertainty.  They are shocked and 

overwhelmed by the unique cultural, linguistic and socio-economic features of the 

community and the school.  Heslop (2003) claims this shock can have a significant bearing 

on a school leader’s capacity to be effective.  Further to this, additional sources caution that 

a Western world view of the encountered context has the potential to contribute to an 

ongoing discourse of deficit (Guenther et al., 2014).  However, the second theme described 
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how the participants emerged from this initial shock with changed perceptions and an 

evolved understanding of the intercultural context they had entered.  

Heightened sensitivity.  In response to their initial culture shock, participants in 

this study described newfound understandings in three key areas: the intercultural nature of 

the context; relationship building with community members; and the complex needs of the 

students. 

Developing cultural sensitivity is central to leadership in cross-cultural contexts 

(Hansuvadha & Slater, 2012; Bredeson, Klar, Johanson, 2011).  Each of the participant 

principals recognised the intercultural nature of the context they had entered.  Similar to the 

findings of DeJaeghere and Zhang (2008), the participants in this study accepted the 

different world views that existed between themselves and community members and 

demonstrated respect for different values, beliefs, customs and practices.  The employment 

of indigenous staff was described as a strategy assisting them to navigate the cultural gap 

that was identified.  Further to this, each participant described the endeavour of developing 

trusting relationships with families and community members despite noting challenges in 

navigating the unique and complex social, cultural and family structures within the 

community.  This resonates with a recurring theme in the literature that highlights the 

fundamental importance of relationship building in working effectively with indigenous 

people (Bishop, 2011; Ishimaru, 2013; What Works, 2012).  The pursuit of these 

relationships was described as central to building a better understanding of the distinctive 

and complex needs of the students at their school.  The participants undertook approaches 

described in other available literature such as developing an understanding of the 

backgrounds of their students (Doyle & Hill, 2008) and establishing high expectations 

(Perso, 2012; Sarra 2011).  Heightened sensitivity to the intercultural context ensured 
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participant principals gained confidence in identifying key areas of action in their 

leadership endeavours. 

Developing confidence.  With heightened intercultural sensitivity and relationships 

with community people, the study participants developed the confidence to respond to the 

challenges they initially encountered in the remote context.  They identified the centrality 

of local indigenous languages, the empowerment of local people and implementing an 

effective curriculum as being crucial to their pursuit of school improvement. 

The principals in this study strongly echoed a refrain in the literature (Demmert, 

2001; Disbray, 2015) with the claim that the recognition and inclusion of the local 

indigenous languages within the educational approach is central to improved outcomes for 

students in these settings.  However, a complex and longstanding debate (Lee et al., 2014; 

Nicholls, 2005) about the effective English literacy instruction for indigenous language 

speaking students, leaves principals with a lack of clarity on how to fully realise these 

intentions. 

Building on the relationships they have formed, principals described their 

commitment to the empowerment of indigenous people by involving local community 

members in governance models and employment with the school.  Similar to authors in the 

indigenous education field (for example, Perso, 2012), the principals described employing 

local people as essential in building a successful school although several barriers to 

achieving this were also highlighted.  Importantly, principals in the study expressed their 

focus on implementing effective curriculum including strategies to improve attendance and 

engagement, developing a supportive learning environment and working with other local 

agencies and services to implement a rigorous teaching program, as found in earlier 

research by Stanley and colleagues (2003).  This effort is undertaken despite the distinct 



 

101 
 

lack of an evidence base about effective pedagogies for indigenous students from which to 

draw (Lloyd et al., 2015).  The newfound confidence expressed by participants in this study 

however, was threatened by the confusing contradictions of a dynamic social, cultural, 

political and economic context fraught with ambiguity. 

Tolerating ambiguity.  Despite developing confidence in adapting and responding 

to the remote indigenous community school context, the participants describe being 

perplexed by a range of dilemmas and intractable challenges that they struggle to resolve.  

Operating at what Nakata (2007) describes as the ‘cultural interface’, the principals 

encounter an idiosyncratic political, social, cultural and economic context that presents 

‘wicked’ (Rittel & Webber, 1973) or ‘adaptive’ problems with seemingly no known 

solutions (Fullan, 2005). 

Three examples of such dilemmas were described in Chapter 7 of the thesis.  Firstly, 

participants grapple with the clash between the cultural world of the community members 

and the Western systems of education and employment.  Secondly, they are confounded by 

the seemingly insurmountable challenges of delivering a functional model of Western 

education in communities structured to support the cultural growth of the people and the 

maintenance of indigenous languages.  Thirdly, participants describe being perplexed by 

the apparently incompatible priorities of urgently addressing the national agenda of 

improved literacy and numeracy outcomes while also attending to the immediate and 

unique needs of the students in their school.  The school leaders struggle to reconcile what 

Fry (2012) refers to as the ‘highly dichotomised’ (p. 4) environment in which they are 

attempting to operate, unable to overcome the impact of distance and isolation to make 

schools functional, nor navigate the complex, multifarious dimensions of a unique socio-

cultural context that is unfamiliar to them.  
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Strengthening professional identity.  Profound reflections on professional identity 

were captured from the principals involved in this study.  Emboldened by a strong sense of 

moral purpose to deliver a quality education service to the remote indigenous communities 

they serve, the participants described an ethical imperative underpinning their efforts that 

concurs with the literature about leadership of schools facing challenging circumstances 

(Gurr et al., 2006).  However, despite this commitment and passion, the participants reveal 

the personal and emotional impact of their experiences.   

A combination of factors, including the remote locations, heightened expectations 

and accountability and the nature of small schools are cited by the participants in this study 

and numerous other sources (see Heslop, 2003; Pietsch & Williamson, 2009; Clarke, 2002) 

as having significant effects on school leaders.  When combined with the idiosyncratic 

socio-cultural and political nature of the remote, indigenous community school context, the 

social, emotional and mental health impacts can be severe (Jorgensen, 2012a).  Participants 

in this study displayed qualities previously identified in studies of successful principals, 

such as passion, optimism, persistence and determination (Drysdale, 2011). However, they 

also grappled to find sustainable solutions and questioned how success might be defined in 

the remote, indigenous community school context.  

The study focused on the principal, the place and the response when leadership and 

context converge.  The findings of this study described an extraordinary leadership 

trajectory from encountering the unknown to developing sensitivity and confidence, to 

grappling with an intricate web of perplexing dilemmas that ultimately resulted in the 

principals questioning their efficacy.  This research provided examples of how school 

leaders respond to the complexities of place. This study portrayed ‘becoming a leader of 

place’ (Riley, 2013, p. 152). As in Riley’s research (2008), the notion of place examined 
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here captured not only the physical and socio-economic conditions, but a social, emotional, 

personal and ethical reality that has important implications for educational leadership in the 

remote indigenous contexts of Australia. 

Implications of the research findings 

Notwithstanding an acceptance in the literature of the significant influence of 

context on leadership and learning (Dempster, 2009; Pont et al., 2008), there are, “many 

idiosyncratic contexts that remain relatively unremarked upon in the extant literature.” 

(Clarke & O’Donoghue, 2017, p. 7).  The remote, indigenous community school is one 

such context.  This study detailed a close examination of the concrete and complex 

conditions encountered by leaders of remote indigenous community schools and has 

revealed several implications for further research, policy development and practice.  

Implications for research. Two principles to guide research development are 

proposed from the foregoing discussion, namely, for school leadership research to be 

contextualised, and the evidence base for indigenous education to be expanded.  

Contextualised school leadership research. Clarke and Wildy (2010) argue for a 

research base embedded in the day to day reality of the context in which schools are 

located.  This reiterates the appeal by Gronn and Ribbons (1996) over 20 years ago for the 

urgent need for research that captures the reality of school leaders in diverse contexts.  

Further interpretive research would provide descriptive and detailed insights into the 

realities of the work of school leaders in diverse and atypical contexts such as remote 

indigenous community schools.  Extending the ‘voice’ beyond that of the principal, as in 

this study, to include teachers, indigenous community members, other service providers and 

students would elicit rich, contextualised descriptions of significant place based factors as 

they relate to the work of principals in such settings.  Mellor and Corrigan’s (2004) review 
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of literature pertaining to indigenous education concluded that the inclusion of the voice of 

indigenous people in research would enhance the integrity of the research in this field.  A 

comprehensive contextualised evidence base is required before developing more normative 

theory (Clarke & O’Donoghue, 2017) to assist in the development of more suitable policy 

and more effective preparation and support for principals in remote, indigenous community 

schools. 

Expanded evidence base for Indigenous education. Lloyd and colleagues (2015) in 

a review of the literature confirmed a conspicuous lack of empirically-based research to 

provide evidence of effective pedagogies and practices for indigenous students.  Mellor and 

Corrigan (2004) identified a similar gap in the research and recommended a significant 

national agenda in this field.  The study reported here also highlights the insufficient 

research base in indigenous education.  Expanding the knowledge base would contribute to 

the improvement of education for indigenous students in Australia, particularly those in the 

most remote, indigenous community schools.  Small, contextualised investigations along 

with more large-scale, long-term research projects are urgently required.  

There is a need for more thorough investigations into the interactions between the 

various, complex factors that influence educational outcomes for indigenous students 

(Mellor & Corrigan, 2004).  The complexities of the context and the potential impact these 

factors have on students in remote communities are highlighted in the study reported here.  

Qualitative and case study research could provide rich, contextualised data, offering a more 

comprehensive understanding of the dynamic interrelationship of factors as they impact the 

lives of indigenous students and families (Mellor & Corrigan, 2004). 

Furthermore, mixed method research using both qualitative and quantitative data are 

useful to assess the impact of specific pedagogies and practices on indigenous student 
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learning and to assess the relative importance of different strategies (Lloyd et al., 2015).  

For principals in such schools to enhance student learning, they need an evidence base from 

which to draw in leading the development of effective teaching and learning programs for 

students in their school.  Significantly, more research is needed to understand the multi-

lingual nature of the remote, indigenous community context.  This is essential to inform 

sound policy in this field.  

Implications for policy.  Clarke and O’Donoghue (2017) describe educational 

contexts as multi-faceted, multi-layered and elusive (p. 176).  This definition has been 

illustrated in the portrayal of the complexity of the context of remote, indigenous 

community schools by the participants in this study.  Greater recognition and understanding 

of the complex and distinct conditions that influence the work of school leaders in remote, 

indigenous community schools by policy makers is warranted.  

The complexity of the remote, indigenous context is reflected in policy.  Gray and 

Beresford (2008) suggest that policy in the remote indigenous education context needs to 

be less reactive and simplistic, and instead, more holistic and reflective of the complexity.  

Ideally, policy would be flexible and responsive to allow for place-based application.  

Avoiding simplistic solutions, policy would, ideally, include detail on how it might be 

enacted within the dynamic and unpredictable nature of the context in question.  

This study emphasises the tensions that emerge for school leaders attempting to 

implement an education system based on Western ideologies and practices in contexts with 

linguistic, cultural, political, economic, geographic and historic characteristics that differ 

dramatically to the urban majority of school contexts.  School leaders would benefit from 

policy that supports them in navigating the paradoxes inherent in the requirement to fulfil 

government and system policy while also addressing the unique and immediate needs of 
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remote indigenous students and their community.  Policy development in this field requires 

greater cohesion with the wider, complex web of interrelated agencies involved in service 

delivery in remote, indigenous communities.  Integration of policy at the regional and 

national level, for example, across health and education sectors of government departments, 

may provide more cohesive direction for school leaders.  Fundamentally, policy that 

embraces the linguistic and cultural diversity of indigenous students, their families and 

communities is required. 

Implications for practice.  This study has relevance to those considering 

principalship of a remote, indigenous community school.  First-hand stories of principals 

are provided, offering the reality of leadership in an otherwise little known place.  The 

findings highlight the journey over time and key areas for consideration for aspirants 

considering school leadership in the remote, indigenous community context.  

The outcomes of this study could inform more systematic and specialised programs 

for leaders of small, remote, indigenous community schools, as recommended by Mulford, 

(2011).  The narratives could provide rich exemplars of the reality of the day-to-day work 

of a remote community school principal, in conjunction with more generalised national or 

system level programs and advice.  Support for principals in such contexts could be shaped 

and adapted over time to match the phases described in this research, ensuring support 

offered is timely, flexible and responsive to the evolving needs of remote school principals.  

Three interrelated principles are suggested to guide the induction and ongoing support of 

principals that reflect the stages of development as depicted in the study here.  The three 

principles are:  School leaders are sensitive to context and interculturally competent; school 

leaders employ contextually responsive strategies; and school leaders have the 

competencies to respond to ambiguity.  
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School leaders are sensitive to context and interculturally competent.  This study 

describes the overwhelming culture shock experienced by the non-local, non-indigenous 

participant principals and suggests a significant ‘cultural gap’ exists between non-local 

school leaders and the community they serve.  Available literature confirms this stark 

difference as significant and not to be underestimated (Heslop, 2003; Wildy & Clarke, 

2012).  Incoming principals would benefit from support to recognise and understand the 

unique cultural, linguistic, historical, political, economic context of the community they are 

entering in order to develop an “intimate knowledge and understanding of place” (Wildy & 

Clarke, 2012, p. 71).  Detailed information about the local languages and culture, the pre- 

and post-colonial history of the region and the community could be beneficial to incoming 

school leaders.  Understanding the place of the school within the community it serves is an 

essential awareness for a new principal.  

Frawley and Fasoli (2012) claim there is no policy relating to the identification and 

development of aspiring and current educational leaders’ intercultural capabilities, despite 

other sources suggesting such capabilities are foundational to the development of principals 

in culturally diverse contexts (Hermandez & Koze, 2012).  It is clear in the research 

described here that it is desirable for school leaders to develop nuanced understandings of 

the people and the places within the communities in which they work.  This is aptly 

described by Klug and Whitfield (2003) as being “willing to become students of the culture 

they are entering” (p. 3).  Professional development for remote, indigenous community 

school principals would be strengthened if it centred on the development of intercultural 

leadership capabilities.  Resources such as the intercultural leadership capability framework 

from the Linking Worlds Project (Frawley et al., 2010) combined with the narratives from 

the study reported here, and principals’ own experiences could provide a rich and 
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contextualised focus on the specific capabilities required in the intercultural context of 

remote indigenous Australia that are not traditionally central to school leadership 

development. 

School leaders employ context responsive strategies.  There is no ‘one size fits all’ 

leadership style or model.  School leaders would benefit from being highly attuned to the 

unique and dynamic complexities of their school community (Clarke, Stephens, Wildy, 

2006).  Clarke and O’Donoghue (2017) suggest that in extremely fluid educational contexts 

school leaders may need time to discern the most appropriate response to the complexities 

presented (p. 12).  Over time, the principal participants in this study determined priorities 

based on an ever-increasing understanding of the complexities of the distinctive place of 

the remote indigenous students and their community.  Leaders of remote indigenous 

community schools are advised to be prepared to “stand in the gap between cultures where 

new leadership practices are created, learned and required” (d’Arbon et al., 2009, p. 46).   

School leaders have the competencies to respond to ambiguity.  Duignan (2012) 

recommends school leaders require the capabilities to respond to change, complexity and 

uncertainty.  Principal participants in this study describe a perplexing level of ambiguity 

and challenge that they struggle to resolve.  Clarke’s (2016) call for flexible approaches to 

leadership learning including a greater emphasis on thinking and problem solving is highly 

relevant.  Remote indigenous students will not receive the education they deserve unless the 

‘wicked problems’ (Rittel & Webber, 1973) described in this research are resolved.  The 

capacity to respond to the dynamic and distinct contexts of remote, indigenous community 

schools is paramount in leadership preparation and support programs as leaders in such 

contexts are being called upon to “create new paradigms for new realities” (d’Arbon et al., 

2009, p. 44). 
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Conclusion 

To close, school leaders operate in increasingly complex environments, facing rapid 

change, uncertainty and increasing pressure and accountability (Mulford, 2011).  

Furthermore, this study confirms that schools in remote, indigenous communities in 

Australia generate unconventional leadership circumstances due to a complex and dynamic 

interrelationship of idiosyncratic factors.  A rich portrayal of the distinctive nature of 

remote, indigenous school leadership is provided.  Despite confirming the need for 

intercultural competencies, productive relationships with families and community members 

and a deep sensitivity to the needs of remote, indigenous students, compelling challenges 

emerge for leaders for which there are no known solutions.  A gulf exists between the 

systems of government, education and employment, and the diverse cultures of indigenous 

peoples in remote communities.  There is little evidence upon which school leaders can 

confidently base their actions, and an ambiguous, fluctuating policy environment within the 

systems designed to support principals of schools in such contexts.  Notwithstanding the 

potential of principals of remote indigenous community schools having a positive impact 

on student outcomes, this remains elusive, with leaders in situ questioning their efficacy.  

While ideological debates flourish, indigenous children in the most disadvantaged regions 

of Australia continue to experience significant inequity in educational delivery and 

outcomes.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

110 
 

References 

Altman, J.C. & Fogarty, W. (2010). Indigenous Australians as 'No Gaps' subjects: 

Education and development in remote Australia. In I. Snyder & J. Nieuwenhuysen 

(Eds.), Closing the gap in education? Improving outcomes in southern world 

societies, (pp. 109-28). Melbourne: Monash University Publishing. Retrieved from 

Ebook Library. 

 

Anderson, M., Davis, M., Douglas, P., Lloyd, D., Niven, B. & Thiele, H. (2010). A 

collective act: Leading a small school. Educational Dialogue Series. Melbourne: 

ACER Press. Retrieved from Ebook Library. 

 

Anderson, M., Gronn, P., Ingvarson, L., Jackson, A., Kleinhenz, E., McKenzie, P., Mulford, 

B. & Thornton, N. (2008). Australia: Country Background Report. OECD 

improving school leadership activity: Prepared for the Australian Government 

Department of Education, Science and Training. Melbourne: ACER. Retrieved from 

http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/39967643.pdf 

 

Ash, A., Hooler, P., Williams, G. & Walker, K. (2010). Maam ngawaala: Biindu ngaawa 

nyanggan bindaayili. Language centres: Keeping language strong.	In J. Hobson, K. 

Lowe, S. Poetsch & M. Walsh (Eds.), Re-awakening languages: Theory and 

practice in the revitalisation of Australia’s Indigenous languages, (pp. 106-15). 

Sydney: University of Sydney Press.  

 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2008). Population characteristics, Aboriginal and Torres 



 

111 
 

Strait Islander Australians, 2006. (ABS Cat. No. 4713.0). Canberra, Australian 

Capital Territory: Author. Retrieved from 

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/4713.0 

 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2011). Australian statistical geography standard (ASGS): 

Volume 5, Remoteness structure, July 2011. (ABS Cat. No. 1270.0.55.005). 

Canberra, Australian Capital Territory: Author. Retrieved from 

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/1270.0.55.005 

 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2014). Estimates and projections, Aboriginal and Torres  

Strait Islander Australians, 2001 to 2026. (ABS Cat. no. 20263238.0). Canberra, 

Australian Capital Territory: Author. Retrieved from 

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/3238.0 

 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2017a). Australian demographic statistics, Mar 2017. 

(ABS Cat. No. 3101.0).  Canberra, Australian Capital Territory: Author. Retrieved 

from http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/3101.0 

 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2017b). Census of population and housing - Counts of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians, 2016. (ABS Cat. no. 2075.0). 

Canberra, Australian Capital Territory: Author. Retrieved from 

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2075.0  

 



 

112 
 

Australian Capital Territory. Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet. (2015). 

Closing the gap: The Prime Minister’s report 2015. Retrieved from 

http://www.dpmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/Closing_the_Gap_2015_Re

port.pdf 

 

Australian Capital Territory. Productivity Commission for the Steering Committee for the  

Review of Government Service Provision. (2015). Overcoming indigenous 

disadvantage: Key indicators 2014. Retrieved from 

http://www.pc.gov.au/research/ongoing/overcoming-indigenous-disadvantage/key-

indicators-2014#report 

 

Australian Council for Educational Research. (2012). The national school improvement 

tool. Melbourne: Australian Council for Educational Research. Retrieved from 

https://www.acer.edu.au/files/NSIT.pdf 

 

Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA). (2016). My School. 

Retrieved from https://www.myschool.edu.au/ 

 

Australian Human Rights Commission. (2009). 2008 Social justice report: Prepared for the 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner. Retrieved from 

https://www.humanrights.gov.au/our-work/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-

social-justice/publications/social-justice-report  

 

Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies. (2012). Guidelines for 



 

113 
 

ethical research in Australian Indigenous studies: 2012. Canberra: Australian 

Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies. Retrieved from 

http://aiatsis.gov.au/sites/default/files/docs/research-and-guides/ethics/GERAIS.pdf 

 

Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL). (2011). The national 

professional standards for teachers. Retrieved from 

http://www.teacherstandards.aitsl.edu.au/ 

 

Barber, M. & Fullan, M. (2005). Tri-level development. Education Week, 24(25), 34–35. 

Retrieved from http://search.proquest.com/docview/202715590/ 

 

Barber, M., Whelan, F. & Clark, M. (2010). Capturing the leadership premium: How the  

world’s top school systems are building leadership capacity for the future. London, 

UK: McKinsey and Co. Retrieved from http://mckinseyonsociety.com/capturing-

the-leadership-premium/  

 

Beresford, Q. (2003). Directions and best practice. In Q. Beresford & G. Partington (Eds.),  

Reform and resistance in aboriginal education: The Australian experience (pp. 238-

278). Crawley, WA: University of Western Australia Press.  

 

Biddle, N. (2010). A human capital approach to the educational marginalisation of 

Indigenous Australians. CAEPR working paper no. 67/2010. Canberra: Centre for 

Aboriginal Economic Policy Research, The Australian National University. 

Retrieved from http://caepr.anu.edu.au/population/publications/WP/2010WP67.php 



 

114 
 

Biddle, N. (2014). Developing a behavioural model of school attendance: Policy 

implications for indigenous children and youth. CAEPR working paper no. 94/2014. 

Canberra: Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research, The Australian 

National University. Retrieved from 

http://caepr.anu.edu.au/Publications/WP/2014WP94.php 

 

Bishop, R. (2011). Education leaders can reduce educational disparities. In T. Townsend & 

J. MacBeath (Eds.), International handbook of leadership for learning (pp. 1069-

1081). Dordrecht: Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-1350-5_58  

 

Bredeson, P., Klar, H. & Johansson, O. (2011). Context-responsive leadership: Examining 

superintendent leadership in context. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 19(18). 

http://dx.doi.org/10.14507/epaa.v19n18.2011 

 

Bryman, A. (2008). Social research methods (3rd ed.). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 

Burns, R. (1997). Introduction to research methods (3rd ed.). South Melbourne Australia: 

Addison Wesley Longman Australia. 

 

Bush, T. & Glover, D. (2014). School leadership models: What do we know? School 

Leadership & Management, 34(5), 553-571. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2014.928680 

 



 

115 
 

Campbell, S. (2000). The reform agenda for vocational education and training: 

Implications for indigenous Australians. CAEPR discussion paper no. 202/2000. 

Canberra: Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research, The Australian 

National University. Retrieved from 

http://caepr.anu.edu.au/Publications/DP/2000DP202.php 

 

Chapman, C. (2008). Towards a framework for school-to-school networking in challenging 

circumstances. Educational Research, 50(4), 403-420. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00131880802499894 

 

Chapman, C. & Harris, A. (2004). Improving schools in difficult and challenging contexts: 

Strategies for improvement. Educational Research, 46(3), 219-228. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0013188042000277296 

 

Clandinin, D. J. & Huber, J. (2010). Narrative inquiry. In B. McGaw, E. Baker & P. P. 

Peterson (Eds.), International encyclopedia of education (pp. 436–441). New York, 

NY: Elsevier Ltd. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-044894-7.01387-7 

 

Clarke, S. (2002). The teaching principal: From the shadowlands to a place in the sun. 

Queensland Journal of Educational Research, 18(1), 23-37. Retrieved from  

 http://www.iier.org.au/qjer/qjer18/clarke.html 

 



 

116 
 

Clarke, S. (2016). Moving from best practice to next practice: Some deliberations on 

educational leadership. School Leadership & Management, 36(3), 353-363. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2016.1247047  

 

Clarke, S. R. P. & O’Donoghue, T. (Eds.). (2013). School level leadership in post-conflict 

societies: The importance of context. Florence: Taylor and Francis. 

 

Clarke, S. & O’Donoghue, T. (2017). Educational leadership and context: A rendering of an 

inseparable relationship. British Journal of Educational Studies, 65(2), 167-182. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00071005.2016.1199772 

 

Clarke, S. & Stevens, E. (2009). Sustainable leadership in small rural schools: Selected 

Australian vignettes. Journal of Educational Change, 10(4), 277-293. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10833.008.9076.8 

 

Clarke, S. R. P., Stevens, E. & Wildy, H. (2006). Rural rides in Queensland: Travels with 

novice teaching principals. International Journal for Studies in Education, 9(1), 75-

88. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13603120500471958 

 

Clarke, S. & Wildy, H. (2010). Preparing for principalship from the crucible of experience: 

Reflecting on theory, practice and research. Journal of Educational Administration 

and History, 42(1), 1-16. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00220620903462116 

 



 

117 
 

Clarke, S., Wildy, H. & Styles, I. (2011). Fit for purpose? Western Australian insights into 

the efficacy of principal preparation. Journal of Educational Administration, 49(2), 

166-78. http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/09578231111116716 

 

Close, P. & Wainwright, J. (2010). Who’s in charge? Leadership and culture in extended 

service contexts. School Leadership & Management, 30(5), 435-450. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2010.502526 

 

Commonwealth of Australia, Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet. (2017). 

Closing the gap Prime Minister’s report 2017. Retrieved from 

https://closingthegap.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/ctg-report-2017.pdf 

 

Cooper, J. (2008). Embedding literacy in Indigenous education through assistant teachers: 

lessons from the National Accelerated Literacy Program. Australian Journal of 

Indigenous Education, 37, 120-129. Retrieved from 

http://search.informit.com.au/fullText;res=AEIPT;dn=174416  

 

Creswell, J.W. (2007). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five 

approaches (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 

 

d’Arbon, T., Fasoli, L., Frawley, J. & Ober, R. (2009). Linking worlds: Strengthening the 

leadership capacity of Indigenous educational leaders in remote education settings. 

Darwin: Batchelor Press. Retrieved from http://www.acu.edu.au/7507 

 



 

118 
 

Day. C., Sammons. P., Hopkins. D., Harris. A., Leithwood.K., Gu. Q., Brown. E., 

Ahtaridou. E. & Kington. A. (2009). The impact of school leadership on pupil 

outcomes final report. Nottingham: University of Nottingham. Retrieved from 

http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/11329/1/DCSF-RR108.pdf  

 

Day, C., Sammons, P., Hopkins, D., Harris, A., Leithwood, K., Gu, Q. & Brown, E. (2010). 

Ten strong claims about successful school leadership. Nottingham: National College 

of School Leadership. Retrieved from http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/2082/1/10-strong-claims-

about-successful-school-leadership.pdf 

 

DeJaeghere, J.G. & Zhang, Y. (2008). Development of intercultural competence among US 

American teachers: Professional development factors that enhance competence. 

Intercultural Education, 19(3), 255–268. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14675980802078624 

 

Demmert, W. (2001). Improving schools’ academic performance among Native American 

students: A review of the research literature. Charleston, WV: ERIC Clearinghouse 

on Rural Education and Small Schools. Retrieved from 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED463917.pdf 

 

Dempster, N. (2009). Leadership for learning: A framework synthesising recent research. 

EdVentures, 1(13), 1-11. Retrieved from 

http://www98.griffith.edu.au/dspace/bitstream/handle/10072/28012/57815_1.pdf?se

quence=1n  



 

119 
 

Dempster, N. (2012). Principals leading learning: developing and applying a leadership 

framework. Education 3-13, 40(1), 49-62. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03004279.2012.635056 

 

Denzin, N. & Lincoln, Y. S. (2005). The SAGE handbook of qualitative research (3rd ed.). 

Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 

 

Devlin, B. (2011). The status and future of bilingual education for remote indigenous 

students in the Northern Territory. Australian Review of Applied Linguistics, 34(3), 

260-279. http://dx.doi.org/10.1075/aral.34.3.01dev 

 

Dimmock, C. (2011). Leadership in education. Hoboken: Taylor and Francis. Retrieved 

from Ebook Library.  

 

Dinham, S., Anderson, M., Caldwell, B. & Weldon, P. (2011). Breakthroughs in school 

leadership development in Australia. School Leadership & Management, 31(2), 

139-154. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2011.560602 

 

Disbray, S. (2015). Indigenous languages in education: Policy and practice in Australia. 

UNESCO Observatory Multidisciplinary Journal in the Arts, 4(1), 1-27. Retrieved 

from 

http://education.unimelb.edu.au/about_us/specialistareas/arts_education/melbourne_

unesco_observatory_of_arts_education/the_e-journal  

 



 

120 
 

Doyle, L. & Hill, R. (2008). Our children, our future: Achieving improved primary and 

secondary education outcomes for indigenous students. Retrieved from 

http://trove.nla.gov.au/version/217770373 

 

Drysdale, L. (2011). Evidence from the new cases in the international successful school 

principalship project (ISSPP). Leadership and Policy in Schools, 10(4), 444-455. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2011.610554 

 

Duignan, P. (2012). Educational leadership: Together creating ethical learning 

environments. (2nd ed.). Melbourne: Cambridge University Press. 

 

Fluckiger, B., Diamond, P. & Jones, W. (2012). Yarning space: Leading literacy learning 

through family-school partnerships. Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, 

37(3), 53-59. Retrieved from EBSCOhost. 

Fogarty, W., Lovell, M. & Dobson, M. (2015). A view beyond review: Challenging 

assumptions in indigenous education development. UNESCO Observatory 

Multidisciplinary Journal in the Arts, 4(15), 1-23. Retrieved from 

http://education.unimelb.edu.au/about_us/specialist-

areas/arts_education/melbourne_unesco_observatory_of_arts_education/the_e-

journal 

 

Frawley, J. (1996). And it kept in his mind: An analysis of aboriginal literature and 

aboriginal education in the Northern Territory. Australian Journal of Language and 



 

121 
 

Literacy, 19(1), 52-61. Retrieved from 

http://search.informit.com.au/fullText;res=AEIPT;dn=80667 

 

Frawley, J. & Fasoli, L. (2012). Working together: Intercultural leadership capabilities for 

both-ways education. School Leadership & Management, 32(4), 309-320. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2012.708328 

 

Frawley, J., Fasoli, L., d’Arbon, T. & Ober, R. (2010). The linking worlds research project: 

Identifying intercultural educational leadership capabilities. Leading & Managing, 

16(1), 1-15. Retrieved from 

http://search.informit.com.au/fullText;res=AEIPT;dn=183349 

 

Fry, G. (2012). Remote indigenous school principalship: Characteristics, capabilities and 

qualities of an effective remote school principal. Discussion Paper. Darwin: 

Northern Territory Department of Education and Training. 

 

Fullan, M. (2001). The new meaning of educational change (3rd ed.). New York, NY: 

Teachers College Press. 

 

Fullan, M. (2005). Leadership and sustainability: Systems thinkers in action. Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.  

 

Fullan, M. (2006). Turnaround leadership. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

 



 

122 
 

Geertz, C. & American Council of Learned Societies. (1973). The interpretation of cultures 

selected essays (ACLS Humanities E-Book). New York: Basic Books. Retrieved 

from Ebook Library. 

 

Gibbs, G. (2007). Analyzing qualitative data (The SAGE qualitative research kit). London: 

SAGE Publications. http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781849208574.n1 

 

Given, L. M. (Ed.) (2008). The SAGE encyclopaedia of qualitative research 

methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781412963909 

 

Gollan, S. & Malin, M. (2012). Teachers and families working together to build stronger 

futures for our children in schools. In Q. Beresford, G. Partington & G. Gower 

(Eds.), Reform and resistance in aboriginal education (Revised ed.). (pp. 379-402), 

Crawley, W.A.: UWA Publishing.  

 

Gordon, S., Hallahan, K. & Henry, D. (2002). Putting the picture together: Inquiry into 

response by government agencies to complaints of family violence and child abuse 

in aboriginal communities. Department of Premier and Cabinet, Western Australia: 

State Law Publisher. Retrieved from 

https://apps.aifs.gov.au/cfcaregister/projects/512 

 

Gorman, D. (2010). Maslow’s hierarchy and social and emotional wellbeing. Aboriginal 

and Islander Health Worker Journal, 34(1), 27-29. Retrieved from Informit. 



 

123 
 

Gray, J. & Beresford, Q. (2002). Aboriginal non-attendance at school: Revisiting the 

debate. Australian Educational Researcher, 29(1), 27-42. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF03219768 

 

Gray, J. & Beresford, Q. (2008). A 'formidable challenge': Australia's quest for equity in 

indigenous education. Australian Journal of Education, 52(2), 197-223. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/000494410805200207  

 

Gronn, P. & Ribbins, P. (1996). Leaders in context: Post-positivist approaches to under-  

standing educational leadership. Educational Administration Quarterly, 32(3), 452–

473. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0013161X96032003008  

 

Guba, E. G. & Lincoln, Y. S. (1994). Competing paradigms in qualitative research. In N. K. 

Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.). Handbook of qualitative research (pp. 105-117). 

London: Sage. 

 

Guenther, J., Bat, M. & Osborne, S. (2014). Red dirt thinking on remote educational 

advantage. Australian and International Journal of Rural Education, 24(1), 51-67. 

Retrieved from EBSCOhost. 

 

Guenther, J. & Osborne, S. (2017). Red dirt education leaders’ perceptions about what is 

important for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education. Paper presented at 

the 2017 AIATSIS National Indigenous Research Conference: Impact, Engagement, 

Transformation. Retrieved from https://www.nintione.com.au/?p=10753  



 

124 
 

Gurr, D. (2015). A model of successful school leadership from the international successful 

school principalship project. Societies, 5(1), 136-150. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/soc5010136 

 

Gurr, D., Drysdale, L. & Mulford, B. (2006). Models of successful principal leadership. 

School Leadership & Management, 26(4), 371-395. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13632430600886921 

 

Gurr, D. & Drysdale, L. (2012). Tensions and dilemmas in leading Australia's schools. 

School Leadership & Management, 32(5), 403-420. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2012.723619 

 

Gurr, D., Drysdale, L., Clarke, S. & Wildy, H. (2014). High needs schools in Australia. 

Management in Education, 28(3), 86-90. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0892020614537666 

 

Hallinger, P. & Heck, R. H. (1996). Reassessing the principal's role in school   

effectiveness. Educational Administration Quarterly, 32(1), 5-44. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0013161X96032001002  

 

Hallinger, P. & Heck, R. H. (2014). Modelling the longitudinal effects of school leadership 

on teaching and learning. Journal of Educational Administration, 52(5). 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/JEA-08-2013-0097 

 



 

125 
 

Hancock, B. (1998). Introduction to qualitative research. Nottingham: Trent Focus. 

Retrieved from: 

http://classes.uleth.ca/200502/mgt2700a/Articles/Qualitative%20Research.pdf 

 

Hansuvadha, N. & Slater, C.L. (2012). Culturally competent school leaders: The individual 

and the system. The Educational Forum, 76(2), 174-189. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00131725.2011.653094 

 

Harris, A. & Thomson, P. (2006). Leading school in poor communities: What do we know 

and how do we know it? Paper presented at the International Congress of School  

Effectiveness and Improvement (ICSEI), Fort Lauderdale, 3–6 January 2006.  

 

Harris, T. (1990). Talking is not enough: A review of the education of traditionally oriented 

aboriginal people in the NT. Darwin: Office of the Minister for Education, the Arts 

and Cultural Affairs. Retrieved from: http://hdl.handle.net/10070/264712 

 

Hargreaves, A. & Fink, D. (2006). Sustainable leadership (1st ed.). San Francisco: Jossey-

Bass. 

 

Heck, R.H. & Hallinger, P. (2010). Collaborative leadership effects on school improvement: 

Integrating unidirectional- and reciprocal-effects models. The Elementary School 

Journal, 111(2), 226-252. http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/656299 

 



 

126 
 

Hermandez, F. & Kose, B. (2012). The developmental model of intercultural sensitivity: A 

tool for understanding principals’ cultural competence. Education and Urban 

Society, 44(4), 512-530. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0013124510393336 

 

Heslop, J. (2003). Living and teaching in aboriginal communities. In Q. Beresford & G. 

Partington (Eds.), Reform and resistance in aboriginal education: The Australian 

experience (pp. 208 – 237). Crawley, WA: University of Western Australia Press.  

 

Hoogenraad, R. (2001). Critical reflections on the history of bilingual education in Central 

Australia. In Simpson, J & Nash, D (Eds.), Forty years on: Ken Hale and 

Australian languages. Canberra: Pacific Linguistics.  

 

Hughes, H. & Hughes, M. (2012). Indigenous education 2012. Sydney: Centre for 

Independent Studies. Retrieved from http://apo.org.au/resource/indigenous-

education-2012 

 

Ishimaru, A. (2013). From heroes to organizers: Principals and education organizing in 

urban school reform. Educational Administration Quarterly, 49(1), 3-51. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0013161X12448250 

 

Jensen, B. & Sonnemann, J. (2014). Turning around schools: It can be done. Grattan 

Institute. Retrieved from: http://grattan.edu.au/static/files/assets/518f9688/805-

turning-around-schools.pdf 

 



 

127 
 

Jorgensen, R. (2012a). Enhancing educational performance for remote Aboriginal 

Australians: What is the impact of attendance on performance? Education 3-13: 

International Journal of Primary, Elementary and Early Years Education, 40(1), 19-

34. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03004279.2012.635047 

 

Jorgensen, R. (2012b). Curriculum leadership: Reforming and reshaping successful 

practice in remote and regional indigenous education. Paper presented at 35th 

Annual Conference of the Mathematics Education Research Group of Australasia 

(MERGA). Retrieved from http://hdl.handle.net/10072/49543 

 

Jorgensen, R., Grootenboer, P., Niesche, R. & Lerman, S. (2010). Challenges for teacher 

education: The mismatch between beliefs and practice in remote Indigenous 

contexts. Asia-Pacific Journal of Teacher Education, 38(2), 161- 175. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13598661003677580 

 

Jorgensen, R. & Niesche, R. (2011). Curriculum leadership in remote indigenous 

communities. Leading and Managing, 17(1), 45-58. Retrieved from 

http://search.informit.com.au.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/documentSummary;dn=13

8046979475890;res=IELAPA> 

 

Kamara, M. (2009). Indigenous female educational leaders in Northern Territory remote 

community schools: Issues in negotiating school community partnerships. (Doctoral 

dissertation, Australian Catholic University). Retrieved from 

http://dlibrary.acu.edu.au/digitaltheses/public/adt-acuvp279.02032011/ 



 

128 
 

Khalifa, M., Gooden, M. & Davis, J. (2016). Culturally responsive school leadership. 

Review of Educational Research, 86(4). 

http://dx.doi.org/10.3102/0034654316630383 

 

Klug, B. J. & Whitfield, P. T. (2003). Widening the circle: Culturally relevant pedagogy for 

American Indian children. Hoboken: Routledge. Retrieved from Ebook Library.  

 

Langton, M. & Z. Ma Rhea. (2009). The right to the good life: Indigenous education and  

the ladder to prosperity. In H. Sykes (Ed.), Perspectives, (pp.95–119). Sydney: 

Future Leader. Retrieved from 

http://www.futureleaders.com.au/book_chapters/pdf/Perspectives/Langton_Ma_Rhe

a.pdf 

 

Lee, P., Fasoli, L., Ford, L., Stephenson, P. & McInerney, P. (2014).  Indigenous kids and 

schooling in the Northern Territory: An introductory overview and brief history of 

aboriginal education in the Northern Territory. Bachelor, NT: Batchelor Press. 

Retrieved from http://repository.lib.eduhk.hk/jspui/handle/2260.2/15709 

 

Leithwood, K., Day, C., Sammons, P., Harris, A. & Hopkins, D. (2006). Seven strong 

claims about successful school leadership. Nottingham: National College of School 

Leadership. Retrieved from 

http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/6967/1/download%3Fid%3D17387%26filename%3Dseven-

claims-about-successful-school-leadership.pdf 

 



 

129 
 

Leithwood, K., Louis, K. S., Anderson, S. & Wahlstrom, K. (2004). How leadership  

influences student learning. New York: The Wallace Foundation. Retrieved from: 

www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/school-leadership/key-

research/Pages/How-Leadership-Influences-Student-Learning.aspx 

 

Letts, L., Wilkins, S., Law, M., Stewart, D., Bosch, J. & Westmorland, M. (2007). 

Guidelines for critical review form: Qualitative studies (Version 2.0). Hamilton, 

Ontario Canada: McMaster University Occupational Therapy Evidence-based 

Practice Group. Retrieved from http://srs-mcmaster.ca/wp-

content/uploads/2015/05/Guidelines-for-Critical-Review-Form-Qualitative-

Studies.pdf 

 

Liamputtong, P. (2012). Qualitative research methods. South Melbourne, Vic.: Oxford 

University Press. 

 

Lincoln, Y. S. & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Newbury Park, CA: Sage 

Publications.  

 

Lloyd, N. J., Lewthwaite, B. E., Osborne, B. & Boon, H. J. (2015). Effective teaching 

practices for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students: A review of the 

literature. Australian Journal of Teacher Education, 40(11), 1-22. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.14221/ajte.2015v40n11.1   

 



 

130 
 

Lock, G., Budgen, F., Lunay, R. & Oakley, G. (2012). The loneliness of the long-distance 

principal: Tales from remote Western Australia. Australian and International 

Journal of Rural Education, 22(2), 65-77. Retrieved from 

http://ro.ecu.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1760&context=ecuworks2012 

 

Louis, K. S., Leithwood, K., Wahlstrom, K. L. & Anderson, S. E. (2010). Learning from 

leadership: Investigating the links to improved student learning. New York: 

University of Minnesota. Retrieved from 

http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Investigating-the-

Links-to-Improved-Student-Learning-Executive-Summary.pdf 

 

Lovett, S., Dempster, N. & Fluckiger, B. (2014). Educational leadership with indigenous 

partners. Leading and Managing, 20(1), 1-10. Retrieved from 

http://search.informit.com.au/fullText;res=AEIPT;dn=203518 

 

Lyons, Z. & Janca, A. (2012). Indigenous children in Australia: Health, education and 

optimism for the future. Australian Journal of Education, 56(1), 5-21. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/000494411205600102 

 

MacBeath, J. & Dempster, N. (Eds.). (2009). Connecting leadership and learning: 

Principles for practice. London: Routledge. 

 



 

131 
 

MacBeath, J., Gray, J., Cullen, J., Frost, D., Steward, S. & Swaffield, S. (2007). Schools on 

the edge: Responding to challenging circumstances. London: SAGE Publications 

Ltd. http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781446214275  

 

MacBeath, J. & Mortimore, P. (2001). Improving school effectiveness. Buckingham: Open 

University. Retrieved from Ebook Library. 

 

Mack, N., Woodsong, C., MacQueen, K., Guest, G. & Namey, E. (2005). Qualitative 

research methods: A data collector’s field guide. North Carolina: Family Health 

International. Retrieved from 

http://www.fhi360.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/Qualitative%20Research

%20Methods%20-%20A%20Data%20Collector's%20Field%20Guide.pdf 

 

Malin, M. (2002). Is schooling good for indigenous children’s health? Refereed paper. 

AARE Conference 2002. Retrieved from 

https://www.aare.edu.au/data/publications/2002/mal02185.pdf 

 

Marzano. R., Waters.T. & McNulty. B. (2005). School leadership that works: From  

research to results. Alexandria, Va: Association for Supervision and Curriculum 

Development. Retrieved from Ebook Library. 

 

MCCEETYA (Ministerial Council for Curriculum, Education, Employment, Training and 

Youth Affairs). (2000). National report on schooling in Australia: 1999. Melbourne: 



 

132 
 

Curriculum Corporation. Retrieved from 

http://www.mceecdya.edu.au/mceecdya/anr_1999,12031.html   

 

MCEECDYA (Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth 

Affairs). (2010). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Action Plan 

2010–2014. Retrieved from 

http://scseec.edu.au/site/DefaultSite/filesystem/documents/ATSI%20documents/AT

SIEAP_web_version_final.pdf 

 

McIntosh, S., O’Hanlon, R. & Angelo, D. (2012). The (in)visibility of language within 

Australian educational documentation: Differentiating language from literacy and 

exploring particular ramifications for a group of hidden ESL/D learners. In C. 

Gitaski & R. B. Baldauf (Eds.), Future directions in applied linguistics: Local and 

global perspectives (pp. 447-468). United Kingdom: Cambridge Scholars 

Publishing. Retrieved from http://ro.uow.edu.au/sspapers/196/ 

 

McRae, D., Ainsworth, G., Cumming, J., Hughes, P., Price, K., Rowland, M., Warhurst, J., 

Woods, D. & Zbar, V. (2000). What works? Explorations in improving outcomes of 

indigenous students. Canberra: Australian Curriculum Studies Association.  

 

Mellor, S. & Corrigan, M. (2004). The case for change: A review of contemporary research 

in indigenous education outcomes. Camberwell: ACER. Retrieved from 

http://research.acer.edu.au/aer/7/  

 



 

133 
 

Merriam, S. (2002). Qualitative research in practice: Examples for discussion and 

analysis (1st ed.). San Francisco, Calif.: Jossey-Bass. 

 

Milgate, G. & Giles-Browne, B. (2013). Creating an effective school for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander students. Camberwell: ACER. Retrieved from 

http://research.acer.edu.au/indigenous_education/32  

 

Mulford, B. (2011). Teacher and school leader quality and sustainability. Resource sheet 

no.5 produced for the Closing the Gap Clearinghouse. Canberra: Australian 

Institute for Health and Welfare. Retrieved from 

http://www.aboriginalstudies.com.au/content/uploads/2012/07/2011-Mulford-

CTGC-Teacher-and-Leader-Quality-Impact.pdf 

 

Mulford, B. & Edmunds, B. (2010). Educational investment in Australian schooling: 

Serving public purposes in Tasmanian primary schools. Launceston: University of 

Tasmania. Retrieved from http://fcms.its.utas.edu.au/educ/educ/. 

 

Mulford, B. & Silins, H. (2011). Revised models and conceptualization of successful school 

principalship for improved student outcomes. International Journal of Educational 

Management, 25(1), 61-82. http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/09513541111100125 

 

Mulford, B., Kendall, D., Ewington, J., Edmunds, B, Kendall, L. & Silins, H. (2007). 

Successful principalship of high-performance schools in high-poverty communities. 



 

134 
 

Journal of Educational Administration, 46(4), 461–480. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/09578230810882009  

 

Muller, D. (2012). Parents as partners in indigenous children’s learning. A report by Denis 

Muller & Associates for the Family-School and Community Partnerships Bureau: 

Canberra. Retrieved from https://austparents.edu.au/2014/wp-

content/uploads/parents-as-partners-in-indigenous-childrens-learning.pdf 

 

Nakata, M. (2007). Disciplining the savages: Savaging the disciplines. Canberra: 

Aboriginal Studies Press. Retrieved from Ebook library. 

 

Nicholls, C. (2005). Death by a thousand cuts: Indigenous language bilingual education 

programs in the Northern Territory of Australia 1972-1998, The International 

Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 8(2–3), 160–177. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050508668604 

  

Nolen, H. (1998). Models of leadership in remote aboriginal schools in the Northern 

Territory. Unpublished Med thesis. Darwin: Charles Darwin University. 

 

Northern Territory Government. (2007). Closing the gap of indigenous disadvantage: A 

generational plan of action. Darwin, N.T.: Department of the Chief Minister. 

Retrieved from 

http://www.action.nt.gov.au/plan_of_action/docs/closing_the_gap.pdf 

 



 

135 
 

Ober, R. (2009). Both-ways: Learning from yesterday, celebrating today, strengthening 

tomorrow. Australian Journal of Indigenous Education, 38(S1), 34-39. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1375/S1326011100000806 

 

O’Keefe, K., Olney, H. & Angus, M. (2012). Obstacles to success: Indigenous students in 

primary schools. Canberra: Australian Primary Principals Association. 

 

Oplatka, I. (2004). The principalship in developing countries: Context, characteristics and 

reality. Comparative Education, 40(3), 427-48. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0305006042000274872 

 

Ovenden-Hope, T. & Passy, R. (2015). Coastal academies: Meeting the challenge of school 

improvement. Plymouth: Plymouth University. Retrieved from 

https://www.cornwall.ac.uk/documents/reports/Coastal%20Academies%20Report_

2015_final_2%20Tanya%20Ovenden-Hope%20and%20Rowena%20Passy.pdf 

 

Passy, R. & Ovenden-Hope, T. (2017). Class of 2010: A qualitative longitudinal study of 

an English secondary school that became an academy. SAGE Research Methods 

Cases. London, UK: SAGE. http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781473989122 

 

Pepper, C. & Wildy, H. (2009). Using narratives as a research strategy. Qualitative 

Research Journal, 9(2), 18-26. http://dx.doi.org/10.3316/QRJ0902018 

 



 

136 
 

Perso, T. (2003). Improving aboriginal numeracy: A book for education systems, school 

administrators, teachers and teacher educators. Perth, Australia: Mathematics, 

Science & Technology Education Centre, Edith Cowan University. Retrieved from 

http://ro.ecu.edu.au/ecuworks/6782 

 

Perso, T. F. (2012). Cultural responsiveness and school education: A review and synthesis 

of the literature. Darwin, Northern Territory: Centre for Child Development and 

Education. Retrieved from https://researchers.cdu.edu.au/en/publications/cultural-

responsiveness-and-school-education-with-particular-focu 

 

Perso, T. & Hayward, C. (2015). Teaching indigenous students: Cultural awareness and 

classroom strategies for improving learning outcomes. Sydney: Allen & Unwin. 

 

Pietsch, B. & Williamson, J. (2009). Beyond the black stump: Dilemmas and tensions 

facing new principals in remote NSW. Paper presented at the Australian Teacher 

Education Association National Conference Proceedings, Albury, Australia, 28 June 

- 1 July 2009. Retrieved from http://ecite.utas.edu.au/61646 

 

Price, K. (2012). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education: An introduction for the 

teaching profession. Melbourne, Victoria: Cambridge University Press 

 

Priest, K., King, S., Nangala, I., Brown, W. & Nangala, M. (2008). Warrki jarrinjaku - 

Working together everyone and listening: Growing together as leaders for aboriginal 



 

137 
 

children in remote central Australia. European Early Childhood Education Research 

Journal, 16(1), 117-130. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13502930801997186 

 

Productivity Commission. (2016). Indigenous primary school achievement. Canberra: 

Commonwealth of Australia. Retrieved from 

http://apo.org.au/system/files/64481/apo-nid64481-78471.pdf 

 

Pont, B., Nusche, D. & Moorman, H. (2008). Improving school leadership, Volume 1: 

Policy and practice. Paris: OECD Publishing. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264044715-en 

 

Purdie, N., Tripcony, P., Boulton-Lewis, G., Fanshawe, J. & Gunstone, A. (2000). Positive 

self–identity for indigenous students and its relationship to school outcomes. 

Commonwealth Department of Education Training and Youth Affairs, 

Commonwealth of Australia. Retrieved from http 

http://hdl.voced.edu.au/10707/33070 

 

Purdie, N., Frigo, T., Ozolins, C., Noblett, G., Thieberger, N. & Sharp, J. (2008). 

Indigenous languages programmes in Australian schools: A way forward. 

Commonwealth of Australia. Retrieved from 

https://research.acer.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1017&context=indigenous_

education 

 



 

138 
 

Purdie, N., Milgate, G. & Bell, H. (2011). Two-way teaching and learning: Toward 

culturally reflective and relevant education. Camberwell, Vic.: ACER Press. 

 

Riley, K. (2008). Reconfiguring urban leadership: Taking a perspective on community. 

Management in Education, 22(2), 31-39. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0892020608088802 

 

Riley, K. (2009). Taking your leadership pulse. Educational Leadership, 67(2). Retrieved 

from http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-

leadership/oct09/vol67/num02/Taking-Your-Leadership-Pulse.aspx 

 

Riley, K. (2011). Leadership of place: Mapping the terrain for school leaders in 

challenging contexts – A comparative analysis. Paper presented at the International 

Congress for School Effectiveness and Improvement (ICSEI Reference: 0151). 

Retrieved from: http://www.icsei.net/icsei2011/Full%20Papers/0151.pdf 

 

Riley, K. (2013). Leadership of place: Stories from schools in the US, UK and South Africa. 

London: Bloomsbury Academic. Retrieved from Ebook Library. 

 

Riley, T. (2012). Exceeding expectations: How teachers’ attributions and biases influence 

the educational success of aboriginal learners. Paper presented at the Australian 

Association for Research in Education, Fremantle. Retrieved from 

http://www.aare.edu.au/publications-database.php/7058/exceeding-expectations-

how- teachers-attributions-and-biases-influence-the-educational-success-of-abo  



 

139 
 

Robinson, V. M. J., Lloyd, C. & Rowe, K. (2008). The impact of leadership on student 

outcomes: An analysis of the differential effects of leadership types. Educational 

Administration Quarterly, 44(5), 635–674. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0013161X08321509 

 

Rittel, H. & Webber, M. (1973). Dilemmas in a general theory of planning. Policy Sciences, 

4(2). http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF01405730 

 

Sarra, C. (2003). Young and black and deadly: Strategies for improving outcomes for 

indigenous students. Deakin West, A.C.T: Australian College of Educators. 

Retrieved from http://trove.nla.gov.au/version/44892464 

  

Sarra, C. (2011). Strong and smart - towards a pedagogy for emancipation: Education for 

first peoples. New York, NY: Routledge. https://doi-

org/10.1179/1476743013Z.0000000006 

 

Sebastian, J. & Allensworth, E. (2012). The influence of principal leadership on classroom 

instruction and student learning: A study of mediated pathways to learning. 

Educational Administration Quarterly, 48(4), 626-663. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0013161X11436273 

 

Simpson, J., Caffery, J. & McConvell, P. (2009). Gaps in Australia’s indigenous language 

policy: Dismantling bilingual education in the Northern Territory. AIATSIS 

Discussion Paper 24. Canberra: Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 



 

140 
 

Islander Studies. Retrieved from 

https://aiatsis.gov.au/sites/default/files/products/discussion_paper/simpson-caffery-

mcconvell-dp24-indigenous-language-policy_0.pdf 

 

Stanley, J., Tomlinson, A. & Pocock, J. (2003). Child abuse and neglect in indigenous 

Australian communities. Melbourne: Australian Institute of Family Studies. 

Retrieved from https://aifs.gov.au/cfca/publications/child-abuse-and-neglect-

indigenous-australian-communities 

 

Starr, K. & White, S. (2008). The small rural school principalship: Key challenges and 

cross-school responses. Journal of Research in Rural Education (Online), 23(5), 1-

12. Retrieved from https://search-proquest-

com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/docview/218943001?accountid=14681 

 

Stronger Smarter Institute Limited (2014). High-expectations relationships: A foundation 

for quality learning environments in all Australian schools. Stronger Smarter 

Institute Limited Position Paper. Retrieved from http://strongersmarter.com.au/wp-

content/uploads/2015/01/SSI-HER-Position-Paper-Final-lowres.pdf 

 

Sullivan, P., Jorgensen, R., Boaler, J. & Lerman, S. (2013). Transposing reform pedagogy 

into new contexts: Complex instruction in remote Australia. Mathematics Education 

Research Journal, 25(1), 173-184. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s13394-013-0069-4 

 



 

141 
 

Taylor, R. (2003). An indigenous perspective on evaluations in the inter-cultural context: 

How far can one throw a Moree boomerang? Evaluation Journal of Australasia, 

3(2), 44-53. Retrieved from 

http://search.informit.com.au.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/documentSummary;dn=48

0051055130872;res=IELAPA> 

 

Truscott, A. & Malcolm, I., (2010). Closing the policy-practice gap: Making indigenous 

language policy more than empty rhetoric. In J. Hobson, K. Lowe, S. Poetsch & M. 

Walsh (Eds.), Re-awakening languages: Theory and practice in the revitalisation of 

Australia’s indigenous languages, (pp. 6-21). Sydney: University of Sydney Press.  

 

Tschannen-Moran, M. & Gareis, C. (2004). Principals’ sense of efficacy: Assessing a 

promising construct. Journal of Educational Administration, 42(5), 573-585. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/09578230410554070 

 

Ward, C. (2005). Psychology of culture shock. (2nd ed.). Florence: Taylor and Francis. 

Retrieved from Ebook library. 

 

Wemyss, K. L. (2003). Music in Thursday Island schools: Processes of reciprocal 

exchange. Research Studies in Music Education, 20(1), 90-102. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1321103X030200010601  

 

What Works: The Work Program. (2012). Success in remote schools: A research study of 

eleven improving remote schools. Abbotsford, Vic: National Curriculum Services. 



 

142 
 

Wildy, H. & Clarke, S. R. P. (2005). Leading the small rural school: The case of the novice 

principal. Leading & Managing, 11(1), 43-56. 

 

Wildy, H. & Clarke, S. (2009). Using cognitive interviews to pilot an international survey 

of principal preparation: A Western Australian perspective. Educational Assessment, 

Evaluation & Accountability, 2(21), 105-111. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11092-009-

9073-3 

 

Wildy, H. & Clarke, S. (2012). Leading a small remote school: In the face of a culture of 

acceptance. Education 3-13: International Journal of Primary, Elementary and 

Early Years Education, 40(1), 63-74. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03004279.2012.635057 

 

Wilson, B. (2013). A share in the future: Review of indigenous education in the Northern 

Territory. Retrieved from 

https://education.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/229016/A-Share-in-the-

Future-The-Review-of-Indigenous-Education-in-the-Northern-Territory.pdf 

 

Yin, R. (2003). Case study research: Design and methods (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: 

SAGE Publications. 

 

Yunupingu, M. & Australia. Department of Employment, Education, & Training. (1995). 

National review of education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples: Final 



 

143 
 

report. Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service. Retrieved from 

http://hdl.voced.edu.au/10707/159911 

 



 

144 
 

Appendix A. Human Research Ethics Approval: The University of Western Australia 

 

 



 

145 
 

 



 

146 
 

Appendix B. Approval to Conduct Research: Department of Education, Northern Territory 



 

147 
 

Appendix C. Interview Protocol  

 



 

148 
 

 



 

149 
 

 




