
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
 

1.1 Introduction 

State and Commonwealth Education Departments have provided education programs 

for 1Aboriginal students since the late 1960s. However, consistently low retention 

rates for Aboriginal students studying for the New South Wales (NSW) Higher 

School Certificate (HSC) persist. Statistics indicate that this cohort of NSW high 

school students, who make up just 2.9 percent of the total national school enrolment, 

do not sustain engagement to complete the NSW HSC (DEST 2003:39). Though 

Aboriginal children have been in the NSW education system since 1882 (Fletcher 

1989:61), or for the past 125 years, recent data from a NSW Department of Education 

and Training (DET) review into Aboriginal student outcomes indicates that in terms 

of retention: 

Retention in schools to Year 12 is considerably lower for 
Aboriginal students than for all students. The Years 10 to 12 rate 
in 2003 was 36.3 percent for Aboriginal students compared to 
68.1 percent for all students. Similarly, the Years 7 to 12 rate in 
2003 was 29.2 percent for Aboriginal students, nearly 36 
percentage points lower than the rate of 65.0 percent for all 
students. This means that only three in ten Aboriginal students 
make it to Year 12. (NSW DET 2004:28-29) 

Retention has been defined as 'a term used to describe the progress of a cohort of full

time students through secondary school in a particular year' (Schwab 1999:3). This 

study concentrates on pinpointing the reasons affecting the retention of Years 11 and 

12 Aboriginal students. The study considers a multi-method approach to data 

collection. It includes interviews with those Aboriginal students who left school 

during Years 11 and 12 and those who completed the NSW HSC, their parents and 

carers in the New England Region. In addition, other participants are located in areas 

that are responsible for the implementation of Aboriginal education policies, school 

management and teaching. Information from policies, other research and specific 

literature relating to Aboriginal students have been used as additional sources to 

1 As a personal preference I will be referring to 'Aboriginal' rather than 'Indigenous' issues, concerns 
and people throughout this thesis. 



explain why this group of students have more difficulty in sustaining retention than 

other students. 

1.2 Significance of the Study 

The students involved in this study attend NSW government schools and have the 

same teachers as other students, but are still unable to remain at school and finish the 

NSW HSC. Definitions such as, 'poor outcomes', 'low achievers', and 'low numeracy 

and literacy levels' are associated with Aboriginal students and seem to have a 

permanent place in statistical reports. Hence, negative images are regularly associated 

with Aboriginal students. It is time to review those national and state reports which 

provide current statistics on the educational outcomes of Aboriginal students, and 

investigate what affects the retention of one group of students in the NSW 

government school system. 

The motivation to do this research resulted from my experience as a school teacher 

and many years involvement in Aboriginal education committees at a local and 

regional level. My participation at this level has made me aware of the educational 

outcomes that Aboriginal children experience. At the same time, I realise that, 

although support programs such as those implemented by the education authorities 

have been available for many years, most Aboriginal students still struggle in the 

NSW govemnlent school system. In a climate where Aboriginal students are 

continually told that they have more opportunities to progress further at school than 

their parents ever had, there are still certain barriers that prevent them from 

completing the NSW HSC. 

The aim of the study is to investigate what triggers the final decision for some 

Aboriginal students to leave school, particularly those who achieve the School 

Certificate (Year 10), enrol in Year 11 but leave during Years 11 or 12. It will also 

investigate what influences them to complete the NSW HSC. Research in this area is 

limited, particularly in identifying best practice models to improve this component in 

Aboriginal student outcomes. It has been identified that 'surprisingly little is known 

about Indigenous students who remain to Year 12' (SchwabI999:38). Hence further 



research in this area will create opportunities to implement strategies to improve the 

retention rates of Aboriginal senior students. 

1.3 Research Purpose 

Previous research acknowledges the value of attaining the NSW HSC. For example, 

the 2004 NSW Education and Training Department's Report of the Review of 

Aboriginal Education indirectly links education with key areas of advantage, 

employment and incomes. Findings indicate that: 

•	 Completing Year 10 or 11 Increases an Aboriginal person's chance of 
employment by 40 percent. 

•	 Completing Year 12 increases enlployment prospects by a further 13 percent. 

•	 Having a post-secondary qualification increases employment prospects by 
between 13 percent and 23 percent. (NSW DET 2004:13) 

The value of completing the NSW HSC is reiterated by the former Chairperson of the 

NSW Aboriginal Education Consultative Group (NSW AECG), Linda Burney, who 

states that: 

The most important thing is to break the poverty cycle that most 
Aboriginal people find themselves in. It's a vicious circle: poor 
outcomes in education lead to poor outcomes in employment, 
which lead to poor housing, which leads to poor health, which 
leads back to poor outcomes in education. Education is the key to 
breaking that cycle. (NSW DET 2000:23-24) 

International literature (NSW DET 2004: 12) also links socioeconomic status, levels of 

health standard, and involvement in crime with levels of education obtained by 

Indigenous people throughout the world. It is accepted that employment improves 

living standards, including awareness about health. (NSW DET 2004:14). Research 

into this issue emphasises the importance of retention at the senior level. Life chances 

are improved dramatically for Aboriginal people who remain at school for as long as 

possible. 

The under-representation of Aboriginal students in comparison to other students 

completing the NSW HSC is not a new phenomenon. It has been prevalent in 

literature (included in this study) from as far back as 1985 where it was highlighted in 

a review of Aboriginal employment commissioned by the Commonwealth 



Government. Since that time, many reasons for the non-completion of the NSW HSC 

by this group of students have been put forward. Bourke, Rigby and Burden (2001), 

Herbert (2002), McGinty, Anderson and Price (2003), and National and State 

Aboriginal education reports have identified specific issues that affect the retention of 

this group of students. These include discrimination, Aboriginal culture, low 

participation, poor attendance and high suspension, relationships, low numeracy and 

literacy and the employment of, and encouragement for, Aboriginal people to 

participate in their child's schooling. 

Other researchers have investigated cultural differences in the learning environment 

of Aboriginal students. Harris (1984) and Eckermann (1994), for example have 

conducted intensive research into cultural diversity in the classroom, to highlight that 

teachers should consider this aspect when teaching Aboriginal students. Moreover, 

literature such as the NSW AEP (1987/1996) and National AEP (1990) acknowledge 

Aboriginal culture and the necessity for schools to include strategies to enhance the 

learning styles of Aboriginal students. 

As acknowledged in the Report of the Committee of Review of Aboriginal 

Employment and Training Programs (DEIR 1985), Burney (2000) and The Report of 

the Review of Aboriginal Education (NSW DET 2004), improved educational 

qualifications will change the socioeconomic living standards of Aboriginal people. It . 

is argued that every Aboriginal student who chooses to enrol in Year 11, the 

preliminary year to the NSW HSC, should be provided with the opportunity to 

complete the NSW HSC. 

The ainl of this research is to identify what factors impede or encourage students' 

progression from Year 11 to Year 12 by parents, teachers and government employees. 

The study will compare and contrast these identified issues with those highlighted in 

the literature. In addition, initiatives for future strategies to improve Aboriginal 

student outcomes will be included. 



The research question is: 

Wliat factors contri6ute to Jl60riginafstudents feaving schoofin %ars 11 and12 
andwhatfactors assist them to compfete the WSWme? 

1.4 Thesis Structure 

The thesis contains six chapters. This chapter provides an introduction to the topic. 

Chapter 2, as the literature review, critiques selected literature which encompasses a 

broad range of documents that have reported on the educational needs of Aboriginal 

students. Trends in the educational outcomes of Aboriginal students provide evidence 

that they achieve at a much lower rate than other students. An emphasis on the 

retention of Years 11 and 12 Aboriginal students begins in the mid 1980s. Further 

discussion in this chapter highlights programs that have been established to improve 

the educational outcomes of Aboriginal students. 

Chapter 3 explains the methodology used to conduct the study. The reason why a 

qualitative approach was adopted is discussed, including a personal perspective on the 

importance of utilising Aboriginal 'voice' in research, particularly when the research 

concerns Aboriginal people. Background information about the participants, the 

location and demographic information concerning the study's location is included. An 

outline of how data were collected and managed is presented, including the system 

used to analyse 42 interviews. Finally, those ethical standards that had to be 

considered to conduct the research are acknowledged. 

Chapter 4 analyses the data collected in order to present the key discussion points 

raised by the participants. This section is the central component of this project and 

involves Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people sharing experiences and opinions 

about those factors affecting the retention of Years 11 and 12 Aboriginal students. 

Chapter 5 interprets the data. Chapter 6 concludes the study and offers 

recommendations for future research. 



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
 

2.1 Introduction 

The focus of the study centres on the retention of Years 11 and 12 Aboriginal students 

enrolled in two public schools in the New England Region of New South Wales. This 

region is rich in educational knowledge, expertise and resources and should achieve 

better outcomes, particularly for Aboriginal students. However, this group of students 

continually flounders in an education system that was established in the early 1800s 

(Partington 2002:33), and which has implemented support programs for Aboriginal 

students since 1969 (Fletcher 1989:299). The retention rate of 40 percent forYears 11 

and 12 Aboriginal students in the region is mirrored in other Aboriginal students' 

experiences in various NSW regions (NSW DET 2004: 138). Across the nation the 

retention rate is 39 percent (DEST 2005:24). 

Table 2.1 below shows enrolment statistics on a year by year basis of Aboriginal 

students' enrolment history in 15 high schools in the New England Region. It 

demonstrates that Aboriginal students are poorly represented by the time they reach 

Year 12. 

Table 2.1 Years 7 to 12 Progression Rates 1998-2003 
Level 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Year: 1998 65 67 58 47 28 16 

Year: 1999 77 66 57 41 38 19 

Year: 2000 88 75 58 43 25 22 

Year: 2001 81 82 73 44 27 18 

Year: 2002 80 80 88 52 32 15 

Year: 2003 104 69 73 57 30 26 

(Ref: NSW DET - Statistical Bulletin, years 1998 to 2003). 

Table 2.1 reveals that the Aboriginal students who enrolled in 1998 should have 

completed Year 12 in 2003. However, from the 65 students who enrolled in Year 7 in 

1998 only 26 of the same cohort of students were enrolled in Year 12 in 2003 in the 

New England Region. This means there was a 60.0 percent decrease in enrolment. 



The data do not reveal the number of students who completed Year 12, they refer only 

to enrolment. 

This literature reVIew provides a framework to understand the complex issues 

associated with the low retention rates experienced by Aboriginal students. It is 

divided into five sections. Section one seeks, in the first instance, to place Aboriginal 

students in a broader community context by explaining additional issues that affect 

the educational outcomes of Aboriginal students. These will include a brief overview 

of the impact of colonisation and the lasting effects it has had on Aboriginal people in 

today's society. Section two identifies and discusses seven key strategic initiatives 

that informed the establishment of a national Aboriginal Education Policy (AEP). 

Section three examines those Aboriginal education programming initiatives that were 

implemented through the legislative requirements of the AEP. Section four critiques 

the NSW State and Commonwealth Government statistics from 2000 to 2004 with an 

emphasis on Years 11 and 12 retention rates. Section five discusses future planning 

for Aboriginal education, including key areas targeted to inlprove the educational 

outcomes for Aboriginal students. 

2.2	 Impact of Colonisation on the Education of Aboriginal Australians 
1788 - Assimilation 

There are different stages of Australian history that resulted in Aboriginal people 

being recognised as 'the most educationally disadvantaged group in Australia' (DEET 

1988: 16). The impact of the loss of land, the forced segregation of clan groups, and 

the forced assimilation of Aboriginal people into the broader comnlunity will firstly 

be examined. This component of the literature review links the past injustices endured 

by Australia's Aboriginal people to the present inequitable educational outcomes of 

Aboriginal students. 

To understand this phenomenon it is necessary to recount Australian history, as the 

impact of the past is often linked to the current status of Aboriginal health, 

unemployment and education. 

The Report on Social Justice for Indigenous Australians (1993) reiterates this by 

stating: 



For the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples the 
consequences of dispossession and mistreatment, and of loss of 
control over their own daily lives, were social disintegration and 
economic marginalisation. The effects still manifest themselves 
in today's generation. (Commonwealth of Australia 1993-94:15) 

The effects of land dispossession for the original inhabitants of Australia are well 

documented in the works of historians such as Homer (1994), Goodall (1996), 

Broome (2002) and Attwood (2005). Traditional Aboriginal societies changed rapidly 

due to colonisation 'in a fantastic land grab which was never again to be equalled' 

(Broome 2002:41). The removal of Aboriginal peoples from their traditional land 

meant that they were forced to live on organised reserves and missions. This phase of 

Australian history has been recognised as the segregation era as reserves became 

'segregation areas or a buffer against contact between Aboriginal and whites' 

(Goodall 1996:90). The dispossession of land meant that Aboriginal people were 

more susceptible to control, as the government forced them to live on reserves and 

missions. These reserves and missions 'offered little to protect them against the 

violence when they wanted to access their land' (Goodall 1996: 57). 

Legislation during this era was a powerful tool that manipulated the lives of 

Australia's Aboriginal people and forced individuals and communities to rely on . 

government services to provide food, water and shelter. From the late 1800s through 

to the 1930s government policies directed and controlled where and with whom 

Aboriginal people could live. Segregated areas and all that these involved were soon 

the way of life for the original inhabitants of Australia. 

Consequently, the forced removal of Aboriginal peoples from their traditional lands 

through various government policies has had a major impact on Aboriginal peoples. 

Aboriginal clan groups were forced to live on alien land because their territorial laws 

restricted them to identified boundaries (Goodall 1996:6). Legislatively this type of 

control lasted more than 100 years (Franklin 1995), and it was difficult for Aboriginal 

Australians to achieve a standard of life similar to that of others in society. In fact the 

following extract from recordings in the New England area during the 1800s indicates 

that non-Aboriginal people were aware of the impact of the loss of Aboriginal 

traditional homelands. 



The 1830s were years of increasing settler-native conflict in the 
colony of New South Wales. This decade was a time of vigorous 
and rapid expansion of settlement, and it seemed that among the 
settlers moving out there was neither time, inclination nor 
opportunity to protect the interests of the native people...They 
thought of themselves as belonging to their land, and when it was 
taken from them, their society was disrupted, and nlany of them 
lost the will to live. (Campbell 1977:110) 

In NSW the schools were used as a means of "civilising" Aborigines (Partington 

2002:33). However, the goals of the government were not achieved so the State· 

Government gave up and began to concentrate on 'white welfare and white concerns' 

(Fletcher 1989:35) instead. The next section explains why segregated areas for 

Aboriginal people placed them in a disadvantaged socioeconomic position in 

Australian society. 

2.3 Assimilation Era to the 1967 Referendum 

During the late 1930s forced assimilation became the preferred public policy and the 

New South Wales Government adopted this method of social engineering to achieve 

its objective. The stated government policy was couched in the following terms in a 

New South Wales Aborigines Welfare Board report in 1948: 

Assimilation of the Aborigines into the general community is the 
keynote of the board's policy ... the policy has a positive aim...to 
make the Aborigine a responsible, active, intelligent citizen. 

(Franklin 1995:13) 

The assimilation imperatives of the era were a curious contradiction because 

unemployment and other social factors such as poor health and inadequate housing 

made it virtually impossible for Aboriginal people to assimilate on an equal level with 

mainstream society (Homer 1994:59). Bill Ferguson and other Aboriginal leaders 

protested and lobbied Commonwealth and State Governments about the levels of 

poverty amongst the Aboriginal people. They lobbied for Aboriginal Australians to be 

afforded 'full citizen rights and to be accepted into the Australian community on a 

basis of equal opportunity' (Homer 1994:59). A 'day of mourning' (Homer 1994:56) 

was organised for January 26, 1938 and a panlphlet was distributed which argued that: 

The effect of the foregoing powers of the Aborigines Protection 
Act in NSW is to deprive the Aborigines and half-castes (and 
other 'admixtures') of ordinary citizen rights ...The arbitrary 



treatment we receive from the Aborigines Protection Board 
reduces our standard of living below life-preservation point, 
which suggests that the intention is to exterminate us. In such 
circumstances, it is impossible to maintain normal health. So the 
members of our community grow weak and apathetic, lose desire 
for education, become ill and die when still young. 

(Homer 1994:59) 

The protest created awareness about the hypocrisy of the assimilation policy which 

did not take into account the effect of the segregation era. It should be further noted 

that prior to the advent of the assimilation era 'the policy of protection and 

segregation had been in place for over a hundred and fifty years' (Franklin 1995: 13). 

As a result, the differences in living standards between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

people became entrenched in Australian society, and were therefore very difficult to 

change. This era brought with it the purposeful attempt to 'eliminate Indigenous 

people by assimilation' (Partington 2002:43). 

In terms of education, by 1941 the NSW Education Department acknowledged the 

need to assimilate Aboriginal people into general society, and worked closely with all 

schools to enrol Aboriginal students into mainstream schools. Theoretically this action 

was in line with government policy on assimilation. However, Aboriginal students 

could also be excluded if non-Aboriginal parents protested their enrolment. The 

reaction of the non-Aboriginal parents impacted enormously on Aboriginal students. 

The integration of Aboriginal students into schools did not necessarily mean the end 

of discrimination. Aboriginal students experienced 'ridiculing, nanle calling and 

fighting ... and lower teacher expectations' (Partington 2002:47). As a result 

Aboriginal parents were still reluctant to enrol their children (Fletcher 1989:244). 

After the policy of protection and segregation was abolished in NSW in 1938, and 

though there had been an increase in enrolment of Aboriginal students from 30 in 

1950 to 200 in 1960, only a handful of Aboriginal students completed the 

Intermediate Certificate in NSW Government schools. During this period the NSW 

government granted 62 bursaries, but only six Aboriginal students passed the Leaving 

Certificate (Fletcher 1989:218-219). Since this time it has been very difficult to 

sustain retention to the senior year level of study, which means Aboriginal students 

generally have had no role models to encourage retention. The 1950s marked the 



begimling of closures of Aboriginal schools and Aboriginal children 'were integrated 

into the State school system' (Franklin 1995:13). However, small Aboriginal schools 

such as Gingie Gingie Reserve (located in the North West area ofNSW, near Walgett) 

remained for those children who lived on the Reserve (Fletcher 1989:248). 

I am an Aboriginal woman from Kamilaroi country who grew up in Walgett, where 

overt racism and discrimination existed until the late 1960s. Aboriginal people were 

unable to enter certain retail centres, sections of the cinema, and local sporting and 

entertainment clubs. Discriminatory practices such as this occurred on a daily basis. 

Life prior to, and throughout, the 1960s was very difficult for Aboriginal people in 

terms of freedom and having access to the same services as non-Aboriginal people, 

though the Assimilation Act suggests otherwise. 

I remember my parents joining protesters in Walgett during the Freedom Rides of 

1965. This event confronted racism in rural New South Wales and the associated 

disadvantages suffered by Aboriginal people, including inequality in education, 

health, housing and employment. Goodall (1996:320) provides descriptive images of 

this event: 

The Freedom Ride departed from Sydney on 13 February 1965, a 
bus with Charlie Perkins and 29 nervous white students aboard, 
heading north-west. What began as a tentative exercise firmed 
into a dramatic series of confrontations with the whites of 
country towns, particularly in Walgett and Moree. Local 
Aborigines increasingly took part in the attempt to break the 
colour bar in hotels, shops and swimming pools, and protected 
the bus riders from an attempt on their lives as Walgett whites 
tried to drive their bus off the road. This journey was to have far
reaching impacts, not only by showing the metropolitan public 
vivid evidence of the crudity and brutality of rural white crowd 
behaviour, but also by focusing the attention of the students on 
Australian conditions. 

Precedence was set for more non-Aboriginal Australians to voice opinion about the 

inequality of Aboriginal peoples' lives. In terms of equitable access, this event was a 

milestone for Aboriginal children and education. Following the Freedom Ride in 1965 

the NSW Teacher's Federation 'called without success on the government to legislate 

immediately to outlaw all forms of racial discrimination' (Fletcher 1989:262). At this 

stage decisions about education for Aboriginal children were made at a state level, as 



the Commonwealth Government's constitution relinquished all responsibility for 

Aboriginal people to the states. In terms of political events, particularly to do with 

Aboriginal people in NSW, the 1965 Freedom Ride equal rights campaign triggered 

dialogue between government and the Aboriginal community and in fact was a lead 

up to the 1967 Referendum (Parbury 1988: 131). 

Lobby groups such as the Aboriginal Australian Fellowship (Bandler 1983:111) 

began to organise petitions and meetings to gain support from all Australians for the 

repeal of Sections 51 and 127 of the Australian Constitution. The 'referendum 

campaign for this particular lobby group lasted for ten years ... from 1957 to the final 

victory in 1967' (Bandler 1983: Ill), when Australians voted to include Aboriginal 

people in the national census. They also voted for the Commonwealth Government to 

become responsible for all legislation concerning Aboriginal people. The 

Commonwealth Government was seen to have 'much more money and more power' 

(Bandler 1983:12) to provide needed programs for Australia's Aboriginal people. 

Following the success of the 1967 Referendum, the Commonwealth Government 

gained legislative powers to develop and implement policies and programs including 

those designed to improve educational outcomes for Aboriginal students. The 1967 

Referendum set the direction for the Commonwealth Government to implement what 

can be described as major change for Aboriginal students in the way of support 

programs. 

2.4	 Aboriginal Education Becomes a Priority for the Commonwealth 
Government 

By 1969 the Commonwealth Government had implemented a study grant program 

initially for Aboriginal students attending university, then senior secondary students, 

and finally all secondary and primary students (Fletcher 1989:299). The underlying 

purpose of this program was to encourage retention of Aboriginal students at school, 

which was in direct contrast to the experiences of the early 1930s. However, the 

assumption was that it was only financial reasons that impacted on retention rates. 

With the election of the Labor Government, led by Whitlam, in 1972, the Federal 

Government identified priority policy areas including those to address Aboriginal 

social, housing and health needs, and to improve the educational outcomes for 



Aboriginal students (Broom 2002:203). In terms of education in NSW, on 23 August, 

1972 a clause stating that Aboriginal children could be removed from NSW 

government schools because of home conditions or community opposition was 

removed from the NSW Teacher's Handbook (Fletcher 1989:250-251). This meant 

that derogatory labelling of Aboriginal people was no longer policy. The low 

achievement of Aboriginal students was being recognised by the Labor Government 

as a complex issue and 'special Aboriginal education committees were formed in the 

early 1970s' (Budby 1995:12). 

Since this time, Aboriginal education has been shaped by a number of key initiatives. 

They consist of seven strategies that assisted to develop policies for Aboriginal 

education including the aims and objectives of the NSW AECG and the NSW 

Aboliginal Education Policy (NSW AEP), two key reports commissioned by the 

Commonwealth Government including the 1985 Report ofthe Committee ofReview of 

Aboriginal Employment and Training Program (DEIR 1985) and the 1988 Report of 

the Aboriginal Education Task Force (DEET 1988), findings of the 1992 Royal 

Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (RCIADIC), (Commonwealth 

Government 1992), the framework of the 1989 National Aboriginal Education Policy 

(AEP), (DEET 1989) and finally the 1992 review of the AEP (DEET 1994). 

2.5 The New South Wales Aboriginal Education Consultative Group 

An explanation of the role and functions of the NSW AECG was informed by my 

involvement in the organisation. During the 1970s, whilst the educational needs of 

Aboriginal students were receiving attention at the Federal level, AECGs were being 

established in states and territories throughout Australia. Representation from AECG 

groups was included in the national Aboriginal Reference Group to 'ensure 

Aboriginal input' (DEET 1991:1-2) in the development of the national AEP. 

A key objective of the NSW AECG is that the organisation: 

represents the NSW Aboriginal community -views on all 
Aboriginal education and training. The AECG has the mandate 
to provide Aboriginal community-based advice on all Aboriginal 
education and training in NSW from early childhood through 
schooling to all tertiary and community education. 

(NSW DET 1988:4) 



In NSW the AECG is recognised as the key source of advice regarding Aboriginal 

education and training issues, to both the Minister of Education and Training and the 

New South Wales Department of Education and Training (NSW DET). The 1999 

partnership agreement between the NSW Departnlent of Education and Training and 

the NSW AECG states: 

Over the past 21 years, the NSW Department of Education and 
Training and the NSW Aboriginal Education Consultative Group 
Incorporated have developed a strong partnership. This 
partnership is based on mutual respect, consultation, inclusive 
decision making and the participation of Indigenous people in 
setting goals and directions for education and training in this 
State. (NSW DET 1999a:1) 

The NSW AECG is structured and functions under a three tiered system consisting of 

local, regional and state representatives (NSW DET 1988:4). 

I became involved in the NSW AECG in 1996 and represented the community at local 

and regional levels. My involvement and participation with the organisation 

broadened my knowledge of the educational experiences and outcomes for Aboriginal 

students, particularly for those local Aboriginal students enrolled in Years 11 and 12. 

The retention of Years 11 and 12 Aboriginal students was often raised in various 

AECG meetings as well as at the district Aboriginal Education Reference Committee . 

meetings of which the AECG executives were members. During these meetings I 

noticed that issues such as suspension and Years 11 and 12 enrolnlent affected 

Aboriginal students more and were critical by the time students had progressed 

through to the senior years of study. Progression from Years 10 to Year 12 was low 

for Aboriginal students in the local community. Consequently, this issue directed my 

interest to the retention of Aboriginal students studying at this level. The local NSW 

AECG was aware of low retention rates, particularly for Year 11, but unfortunately, 

was powerless to make change in this area because it was a community based 

committee, with no control over the teaching environment. Instead, the AECG's 

power was in policy making and in its advisory capacity to the NSW Government. 

In 1982 the NSW AECG assisted the NSW Department of Education and Training 

with formulating the Aboriginal Education Policy for NSW government schools. This 

policy was in place seven years prior to the national Aboriginal Education Policy 



(AEP) and became mandatory in 1987. The NSW AEP was rewritten in 1996 and 

broadened its focus to include three key areas: Aboriginal students, Aboriginal 

community, and staff, students and schools. Linda Burney, the State Chairperson of 

the NSW AECG at the time, co-signed with the Minister for Education and stated 

that: 

Change is needed to achieve equity for Aboriginal students. 
Attitudes and practices throughout the Department of School 
Education need to reflect greater knowledge and understanding 
of the cultural background, home language and socio-economic 
contexts of Aboriginal students. This can only be achieved 
through more effective partnerships. (NSW AEP 1996:3) 

Themes throughout the revised policy document identify the need for learning to be 

equitable, to encourage Aboriginal involvement, and for teachers to acknowledge 

cultural diversity in the classroom (NSW DET 1996:9). There is a component in the 

NSW AEP that is designed to assist teachers to implement curriculum, teaching and 

assessment progranls so that they are more culturally appropriate. In addition, there 

are tools for teachers to assist them to provide a supportive learning environment, and 

advice about how to form partnerships with the Aboriginal community. Burney 

(1996) comments that: 

Aboriginal students have a right to an education free from all 
forms of prejudice and racism that gives them the skills for full 
participation in Australian society. At the same time, they have 
an inherent right to an education that reinforces our unique 
cultural identity. (NSW DET 1996:3) 

The above policy initiatives have been significant In the establishment of an 

innovative program in Kempsey, New South Wales. This project was linked to the 

cultural philosophies of the NSW AEP, with a key focus on Years 11 and 12 

Aboriginal students. A VET program, which is a school to work program, was 

implemented in partnership with local schools and a local nursing home in 1997. The 

program resulted in a 77 percent Year 12 retention rate for those students who 

completed the course (Schwab 2001 :43). The success of this program was attributed 

to the creation of a positive Aboriginal-controlled learning environment where 

Aboriginality was celebrated and was further enhanced by having Aboriginal people 

as teachers. Schwab (2001) believed that Aboriginal participation created a culturally 

appropriate school to work the transitionary phase for the Aboriginal students. 



The philosophies underpinning Aboriginal participation in the teaching and leanling 

environment of Aboriginal students has been supported by a study conducted by the 

School of Indigenous Australian Studies at James Cook University, Townsville, 

Queensland in 2003. Data from this study suggest that 'the employment of Indigenous 

staff was a practice that proved to be a very significant factor for retaining students to 

Year 12' (McGinty, Anderson & Price 2003:28). The students who were interviewed 

for the James Cook University study believe that Aboriginal people employed in their 

schools provided them with a 'role model and a person in whom they could confide' 

(McGinty, Anderson & Price 2003:28). 

By 1996 the NSW AECG was well established and working closely with the NSW 

Department of Education and Training (NSW DET) to make change. Incorporating an 

Aboriginal perspective into teaching and learning strategies such as the Kempsey 

VET program and the study commissioned by James Cook University, is recognised 

as having an impact on improving educational outcomes for Aboriginal students. 

Initiatives such as these are key characteristics of the NSW Aboriginal Education 

Policy. 

2.6	 Foundation Documents that Formulated the National Aboriginal 
Education Policy 

Another key initiative that highlighted differences in educational outcomes between 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students was the 1989 National Aboriginal Education 

Policy (AEP). In December 1972, an interim committee of the Commonwealth 

Schools Commission was established with an objective to provide direction about the 

educational needs of Aboriginal students. Hence, an Aboriginal Consultative Group 

(ACG) was formed in 1974 and in 1977 it recommended to the Federal Government 

that a National Aboriginal Education Committee (NAEC) be established (Budby 

1995:12-13). This Committee became an Aboriginal education advisory group to the 

Federal Government and operated from 1977 to 1989 (Mellor & Corrigan 2004:2). 

During this time the NAEC was responsible for producing key documentation of 

which two focused on the school environment. 

The NAEC's 1984 Policy Statement on Teacher Education/or Aborigines and Torres 

Strait Islanders reconlffiends funding priorities for Aboriginal students. It includes 



key areas such as supplementing the costs of Aboriginal students' enrolment in 

government and non-government schools; providing appropriate curricula in the areas 

of language; funding the employment of Aboriginal people in schools for home

school liaison and cultural studies and specialist support staff; funding specific 

Aboriginal student health and nutrition projects; assisting professional development of 

all those involved in Aboriginal education; implementing school-based initiatives 

directed toward student progress; promoting personal and academic development of 

Aboriginal students; funding state AECGs, and encouraging research in the area of 

Aboriginal education (DEIR 1985:204-205). It should be noted that during this phase 

Aboriginal support programs were minimal and data on the educational outcomes of 

Aboriginal students were not readily available. 

The other NAEC docun1ent was the Philosophy, Aims and Policy Guidelines for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education, written in 1985. Particular attention 

was on 'recognising and developing [Aboriginal] natural potential and cultural 

heritage' (Commonwealth of Australia 1985:4). Another aim of the NAEC was to 

highlight the in1portance of Aboriginal learning styles; personal development of the 

students; implementation of cross-cultural studies; Aboriginal people's involvement 

in the decision making process of their children's education, and the employment of 

Aboriginal people in schools (Commonwealth of Australia 1986:5). 

Recommendations of the 1984 and 1985 NAEC Reports resulted in the formation of 

four components that would provide a framework for the establishment of a national 

AEP. The first one recognised the need to increase the number of Aboriginal support 

staff in schools, the second to develop Aboriginal language programs, the third saw 

the need for support for students, curriculum teaching methods, school to community 

interaction and research development programs, and the fourth, assistance for schools 

to train teachers located in community schools (DEIR 1985:205). 

The above recommendations occurred during the early developn1ental stages of the 

national AEP. As well as the establishment of advisory groups such as the ACG and 

the NAEC, other reports commissioned by the Commonwealth Government have had 

a major impact on the establishment of a national AEP. In 1985 the Department of 

Employment and Industrial Relations (DEIR) commissioned a report to be done by 



the Federal Committee ofReview ofAboriginal Employment and Training Programs. 

This report revealed that the retention rates from Years 8 to 12 for Aboriginal students 

were 'to be less than one third of the equivalent overall national retention rate' (DEIR 

1985: 198). Although employment was the main focus of the report the final summary 

provided evidence of a clear and unequivocal link between education and 

employment. Addressing this issue the Federal Committee of Review of Aboriginal 

Employment and Training Programs final report (DEIR 1985: 197) stated: 

. . . this is because the very low school retention rates in 
secondary schools are a major contributing factor in the 
appallingly high rates of unemployment amongst Aboriginal 
youth. 

The Federal Committee ofReview ofAboriginal Employment and Training Programs 

report infonned the tenns of reference for an Aboriginal education policy task force 

(DEET 1989:7) with the following recommendation: 

... the Con1monwealth Government should, as a matter of urgent 
priority, give close attention to the issue of the adequate and 
appropriate provision of primary and secondary education to all 
Aboriginal young people no matter where they live. (DEIR 
1989:206) 

The Aboriginal Education Policy Task Force was established three years after the 

release of the Federal Committee ofReview ofAboriginal Employment and Training 

Programs report (1985), and was led by Dr Paul Hughes. This report was the second 

key report commissioned by the Commonwealth Government's Department of 

Education, Employment and Training (DEET) to 'draw together the main findings' 

(DEET 1989:7) from key reports such as those produced by the NAEC (1977) and the 

Federal Committee of Review of Aboriginal Employment and Training Programs 

report (1985). The Aboriginal Education Policy Task Force (1988) called for the 

development of a national policy to achieve equitable outcomes in access and 

participation in all fonns of education for Aboriginal students; that is, schools, higher 

education, Tertiary and Further Education (TAFE ) colleges and preschool. 

Similar to the Report of the Federal Committee ofReview ofAboriginal Employment 

and Training Programs (1985), findings of the Report of the Aboriginal Education 

Policy Task Force (1988) revealed that education and employment were inexorably 

linked. The Report stated that: 



Those with recognised tertiary qualifications are employed at 
fairly similar rates to non-Aboriginal people with equivalent 
qualifications, whereas Aboriginal people without qualifications 
face poorer and declining prospects for employment compared 
with all Australians. (DEET 1988: 15) 

In contrast to the Report of the Federal Committee of Review of Aboriginal 

Employment and Training Programs (1985), the Report of the Aboriginal Education 

Policy Task Force (1988) concentrated on specific issues involving the educational 

outcomes for Aboriginal students. For example, five areas were identified in the final 

report. These included equity in the provision of education to all Aboriginal children, 

community involvement, achieving parity in participation rates, achieving positive 

outcomes, and increasing the provision of all education services (DEET 1988:16-17). 

In so far as this study is concerned, the Report of the Aboriginal Education Policy 

Task Force (1988) identified retention as a key issue for Aboriginal students studying 

at the non-compulsory stage, or Year 11. Data from the Taskforce Report demonstrate 

that the retention rate for Years 11 and 12 was 17 percent, compared to 48.7 percent 

for non-Aboriginal students (DEET 1988: 10-11). Consequently, findings indicated 

that Aboriginal students studying at the senior level were struggling to stay at school 

to complete the NSW HSC as far back as the late 1980s. 

Key areas which created barriers for Aboriginal students to achieve better education 

outcomes were highlighted in the Report of the Aboriginal Education Policy Task 

Force (1988). These include the lack of involvement from the Aboriginal community 

in school policies and programs, discrimination and social and cultural alienation 

within schools (DEET 1988:2), and appropriate pedagogical practices (DEET 

1988: 17). There was a recommendation that Aboriginal culture be embraced rather 

than ignored in the school environment (DEET 1988:2). Future research by West 

(1994:7) stated that 'all children, irrespective of ethnic origin, bring a set of cultural 

behaviours with them to school that they have gained from their home and social 

environment'. Similarly it was important to accept cultural difference 'however such 

difference should not be linked with low academic expectations' (Harris et.al. 

1992: 143). 



As mentioned previously, the Report of the Aboriginal Education Policy Task Force 

was tabled in 1988, prior to the implen1entation of the AEP. A little earlier the Royal 

Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 1991 (RCIADIC) was 'set up jointly 

by the Commonwealth States and the Northern Territory on 16 October 1987' 

(Commonwealth of Australia 1992:4). A final report was presented to the 

Commonwealth Government in April 1991 (Commonwealth of Australia 1992:4). 

The final report of the RCIADIC concluded that 'the formal education system, child 

welfare practices, juvenile justice, health and employment opportunities' 

(Commonwealth of Australia 1994:99) were major contributing factors to the high 

incarceration rates of Aboriginal people. The Royal Commission's investigating team 

profiled 99 people who died in custody. The research revealed that those who died in 

custody had minimal education, placing them in a vulnerable situation and exposing 

them to poverty, poor health and limited access to employment (Commonwealth of 

Australia 1992:41). The final report of RCIADIC linked the lack of appropriate 

educational qualifications to the socioeconomic status of Aboriginal people, and in 

particular those who were incarcerated. The completion of the final RCIADIC report 

occurred after the implementation of the AEP (1989) and in so doing 'endorsed the 

goals of the AEP' (Commonwealth of Australia 1994:99). 

The findings of the Report of the Federal Committee of Review of Aboriginal 

Employment and Training Programs (1985), and the Report of the Aboriginal 

Education Policy Task Force (1988), the forming of the AECGs, particularly the 

NSW one because it assisted the NSW Government to formulate the NSW AEP, and 

the RCIADIC Report, highlighted the urgency for particular Aboriginal education 

policies to support Aboriginal students in their academic development. The final 

report of the Report of the Aboriginal Education Policy Task Force (1988), included 

59 recommendations advocating the need to develop specific educational policies for 

Aboriginal students in Australia. It provided a framework for the Commonwealth 

Government to draft and implement a national Aboriginal education policy. 



2.7 The National Aboriginal Education Policy in Action 

In the lead up to the final endorsement of the policy it was recognised that both levels 

of government had a responsibility to make change in the educational outcomes of 

Aboriginal students. Up until that time there was inadequate coordination of 

programming and the provision of quality education services to Aboriginal students. 

An objective of a national AEP would be to: 

recognise that because of the legacy of neglect in Aboriginal 
education, the achievement of equity for Aborigines in education 
will involve affirmative action measures and the allocation of 
greater than average resources. (DEET 1988: 16) 

The national 'AEP was formally launched in October 1989 with the release of a joint 

Policy Statement agreed to by all State and Territory governments, AECGs and the 

Commonwealth' (Commonwealth of Australia 1991:1-3). 

The Policy introduced educational support programs such as tutorial assistance, 

financial assistance, parent support committees, and education and emploYment 

programs (as outlined in Figure 2.1 below). 
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Figure 2.1 National Aboriginal Education Policy Support Programs 

A summary of the above initiatives stemming from the AEP in 1990 is outlined 

below. It is timely to mention that these programs were available to all Aboriginal 

students studying in schools, university and TAFE colleges. 



2.7.1	 Aboriginal Student Support and Parent Awareness Program 
(ASSPA) 

This program provided funding for various activities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander students enrolled in primary and secondary schools throughout Australia. 

School committees could apply for Commonwealth Government funding which 

included $200 for primary students and $300 for high school students. A focus of the 

ASSPA was 'to help improve educational opportunities for Aboriginal students and to 

increase the participation of parents in their children's education' (DEET 1991 :2-1). 

The ASSPA aimed to increase the participation of Aboriginal parents in schools, 

increase teacher awareness about the needs of Aboriginal students, and for the means 

to purchase resources for Aboriginal students and the school to further enhance 

participation (DEET 1991 :2-1). Parental involvement was flagged as an important 

component to the education of Aboriginal students. 

2.7.2	 Aboriginal Tutorial Assistance Scheme (ATAS) 

The ATAS program provides tutorial assistance for all Aboriginal students studying in 

schools, TAFE and universities throughout Australia (DEET 1991 :3-1). ATAS is an 

extra support program for Aboriginal students geared towards the 'goals of the AEP 

relating to equitable and appropriate education outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people' (DEET 1991 :3-1). The main focus of the program is that the 

Commonwealth Government will provide tuition for Aboriginal students in any 

nominated subject. The program is administered and managed externally (it is not a 

responsibility of the NSW DET schools) by the Commonwealth Government's 

Aboriginal Education Programs Units. 

2.7.3	 Vocational and Educational Guidance for Aboriginals 
Scheme (VEGAS) 

The VEGAS is 'primarily designed to complement initiatives being undertaken by 

school education authorities under AEP strategic and operational plans to improve 

school retention rates of Aboriginal students' (DEET 1991:4-1). The VEGAS 

program was designed to assist Aboriginal students and their parents to investigate 

ways to utilise TAFE or university study, or to find employment such as traineeships. 

The VEGAS links school to the wider community to enhance the chances of 

employment opportunities for Aboriginal students when they leave school (DEET 

1991:4-1). 



2.7.4 Abstudy 

Abstudy is a program based on offering financial assistance to Aboriginal students 

studying at high school, TAFE and university. The main benefits include purchasing 

resources such as books, uniforms and materials, living allowance for students over 

16 years of age and school fees allowance (Commonwealth of Australia, AEP - Joint 

Policy Statement 1993 - Abstudy information package). This program acknowledges 

the socioeconomic disadvantage experienced by Aboriginal people, identified in key 

reports of the 1980s and 1990s, such as the Report of the Federal Committee of 

Review ofAboriginal Employment and Training Programs (1985), the Report of the 

Aboriginal Education Policy Task Force (1988) and RCIADIC (1992). Financial 

assistance permits Aboriginal students to access appropriate resources to complement 

classroom learning, and also to participate in excursions and sporting activities. 

Abstudy is now means tested which means that it is not accessible to all Aboriginal 

students. 

From the date of implementation of the AEP, a central database was established to 

monitor Aboriginal student outcomes on a national level. Data were included in an 

annual report to 'each House of Parliament according to Section 17A of the 

Indigenous Education (Targeted Assistance) Act 2000' (DEST 2000:xvii). To date 

four reports have been completed. The national Annual Reports can be used to 

monitor and identify factors which affect the educational outcomes of Aboriginal 

students. The reports differentiate between education groups including preschool, 

school, VET and higher education. For example, in the preschool section key areas 

reported on include the enrolment of Aboriginal students, funding and participation 

rates. The statistics in the schools section provide state by state data on attendance, 

retention, progression rates and suspension. The VET information includes enrolment, 

completion of courses and monitoring the participation of Aboriginal students in 

apprenticeships. Finally, the data for higher education include enrolment, progression 

rates, degree selection and success rates. All of the sections chart emerging trends in 

the outcomes for all forms of education in which Aboriginal people are enrolled. This 

means that data collected can be compared on an annual basis. 



2.8 Review of the National Aboriginal Education Policy 

To better map the future of Aboriginal education a review of the 21 goals of the AEP 

was commissioned by the Commonwealth Government in 1993, four years after its 

inception. The Commonwealth Government acknowledged it was tinle to 'reflect on 

whether or not the AEP has been successful in improving Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander involvement in, access to, participation in and outcomes from education' 

(DEET 1994:1-2). The 1993 National Review of Education for Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Peoples (NREATSIP) stimulated discussion about the educational outcomes of 

Aboriginal students and revealed improvement in areas such as access and 

participation, but overall it found that Aboriginal students were still underachieving 

academically. For example, data collected on literacy and numeracy achievements in 

primary school revealed that 45 percent of Aboriginal students achieved low literacy 

and numeracy outcomes. By comparison, 16 percent of non-Aboriginal students 

achieved low literacy and numeracy outcomes (DEET 1994:90). The NREATSIP 

reported low retention rates for senior Aboriginal students. In fact the outcomes 

suggested there had been minimal change since the 1980s, and the following 

statement by the NREATSIP team demonstrated concern for this cohort of students: 

In our view, the statistic most revealing of the state of education 
for Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islanders is the current 
apparent Year 12 retention rate. Nationally, just over 25 per cent 
of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students who started 
Year 7 or 8 were enrolled in Year 12 in 1993 ...Despite the 
concerted efforts of the last decade to raise Year 12 retention 
rates for all Australian students, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students' current Year 12 retention rate is now what it 
was for all Australian students more than twenty years ago. 

(DEET 1994:23) 

The findings of the NREATSIP included 44 recommendations to the Commonwealth 

Government designed to examine what worked and did not work in education for 

Aboriginal students and how to improve future educational outcomes for Aboriginal 

students (DEET1994: 1). Subsequently, the monitoring of the educational outcomes of 

Aboriginal students became a focus for the Commonwealth Government and since 

2000 such data have been included in annual reports to Parliament. 



Finding the most successful way to improve the retention of Aboriginal students in 

Years 11 and 12 is indeed a challenge. The Commonwealth Government has 

instigated initiatives to discover the best way possible to change the current status of 

Aboriginal student outcomes to at least equal that of other students. Two programs 

that have been successful in achieving targeted outcomes will be discussed. First, key 

findings from the final report of the What Works - Explorations in Improving 

Outcomes for Indigenous Students project (2000) have revealed that: 

....the learning outcomes for Indigenous students can be 
accelerated when educators combine commitment with high 
expectations and with what is generally regarded as good 
teaching and learning practice. It demonstrates that educational 
equality can be achieved, in a short period of time, through hard 
work and the means already at our disposal. (DETYA 2000:iii) 

The main objective of the What Works (2000) initiative was to encourage schools to 

design and 'explore how improvements in achievement might be made relatively 

quickly through dedicated resources and effort' (DETYA 2000: 1). The terms of 

reference for this initiative concentrated on what was achieved and not what should be 

achieved. 

One of the sponsored projects involved employing an Aboliginal school-community 

support worker, who networked closely with students, parents and community 

organisations. The project incorporated an intensive literacy and numeracy program to 

improve outcomes in these areas, and educated Aboriginal students on how to access 

post-school work opportunities (DETYA 2000:205). The main aim was to improve 

retention and encourage and support Aboriginal youth to find employment. The 

outcomes of the project resulted in changing retention of Year 10 students from 50 

percent to 100 percent (DETYA 2000:34). 

The final report on this initiative found that if Aboriginal students were to achieve 

successfully, Aboriginal cultures and their implications must be respected, there 

should be a focus on good teaching practice, and attendance should be consistent 

(DETYA 2000: 180). Consideration of Aboriginal culture in the learning environment 

has been identified by the NAEC (1984 & 1985), Report ofthe Federal Committee of 

Review ofAboriginal Employment and Training Programs (1985), and the Report of 



the Aboriginal Education Policy Task Force (1988) as a motivator for Aboriginal 

students to achieve in learning. It was believed that partnerships between the 

Aboriginal community and school would achieve sustained retention, increased 

attendance and would improve outcomes for Aboriginal students. There was a clear 

indication from the final report that 'high levels of involvement of Indigenous people 

in the management and delivery of project work' (DETYA 2000:8) resulted in 

successful outcomes for the project. 

Since the completion of the What Works (2000) projects the Comnlonwealth 

Government has initiated special programs such as the National Indigenous English 

Literacy and Numeracy Strategy (NIELNS) 'to achieve literacy and numeracy for 

Aboriginal students at levels comparable to those achieved by other young 

Australians' (DEST 2000:6). Aboriginal students, enrolled in Kindergarten to Grade 6 

from 2001, have accessed this program. This was a national program hence there was 

a collaborative approach between the State and Commonwealth Governments to 

improve the literacy and numeracy for Aboriginal students. For example, the NSW 

DET submitted for funds to implement a four year literacy and numeracy plan for 

Kindergarten to Year 12. The program, which began in 2000, took into consideration 

teacher training, employing Aboriginal staff wherever possible and exploring new 

technologies to enhance its effectiveness (NSW DET 2001 b:3). Results were ongoing 

insomuch as schools are still developing programs that will identify strategies to 

improve the literacy and numeracy outcomes. 

Consequently, the What Works (2000) initiative and the NIELNS indicate that State 

and Commonwealth Governments are implementing ways to improve outcomes for 

Aboriginal students. Unfortunately, achieving the same results as other students has 

become a complicated and difficult issue, as statistics from national data reflect an 

imbalance between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal educational outcomes. 

The next section of this chapter explains the differences between Aboriginal and non

Aboriginal student retention rates for those in Years 11 and 12. The reporting of 

national statistics can be directly linked to the national AEP because programs 

associated with the AEP are monitored and evaluated on an annual basis. Following 

are statistics which are centred on key reports about the educational outcomes of 



Aboriginal students including the 2001, 2002 and 2003 National Reports to 

Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training, and the 2004 NSW DET Report 

ofthe Review ofAboriginal Education. 

2.9 2001-2003 Retention Statistics 

2.9.1 2001 Statistics 

From 1972 Aboriginal education policies have aimed to improve the educational 

outcomes for Aboriginal students. Despite the development and implementation of 

these policies, it can be demonstrated from various reports that a disproportionate 

percentage of Aboriginal students leave school by Year 10, and even more alarmingly 

very few go on, or are retained to Year 12 studies. For example, Table 2.2 illustrates 

that generally less than 50 percent of Aboriginal students enrolled in Year 10'progress 

to Year 12. 

Table 2.2 Year 10 to Year 12 Retention Rates for Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal Students by 
S IT .tates erntory 

Staterrerritory Indigenous (%) Non-Indigenous (%) Gap (% points) 

New South Wales 37.1 71.0 33.9 

Victoria 44.0 81.8 37.8 

Queensland 59.1 80.6 21.5 

South Australia 42.8 70.1 27.3 

Western Australia 26.9 73.9 47.0 

Tasmania 41.2 72.1 30.9 

Northern Territory 42.9 68.7 25.8 

Australian Capital Territory 53.8 93.7 39.9 

Australia 43.6 76.2 32.6 

(Ref: DEST 2002:57) 

The 2001 National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training 

stated that although 'some improvements occurred in Indigenous students' outcomes', 

(DEST 2001:63) nationally, 'the Indigenous enrolments in Year 12 in 2001 were less 

than half of the Indigenous Year 10 enrolments in 1999' (DEST 2001:57). These 

findings reflected that Aboriginal retention rates to Year 12. in 2001 were similar to 

those of non-Aboriginal students in the 1980s. For exanlple, it was revealed 'some 

48.7 percent of Australian secondary school students were staying at school by 1986, 

...and only 17 percent of Aboriginal students' (DEET 1988:11). Even though 



enrolments increased across all levels and more students were renlaining at school for 

Years 11 and 12 (DEST 2003:41), the annual national report illustrated that 

educational outcomes for Aboriginal students were well below other students, and did 

not fulfil the expectations of educational support programs in place for Aboriginal 

students (DEST 2001 :xviii). The national average in attendance for secondary 

Aboriginal students ranged from 70 - 86 percent, but for non Aboriginal students the 

range was from 86 - 92 percent (DEST 2002:60). The final report noted that literacy 

and numeracy outcomes for Aboriginal students are well below those of non

Aboriginal students (DEST 2002:63). 

2.9.2 2002 Statistics 

The AEP up to this time had been operating since 1990, hence 12 years of extra 

support had been directed to Aboriginal students by the time 2002 statistics were 

reported. Unfortunately, the statistics in the 2002 National Report to Federal 

Parliament on Indigenous Education were similar to previous years and suggested 

that progress had stalled or stagnated. The retention of Aboriginal students to Years 

11 and 12 was again an issue and acknowledged by the 2002 National Report to 

Federal Parliament on Indigenous Education report. The report stated that: 

The greatest fall in retention occurs at the Year 10 to Year 11 
transition point from compulsory to non-compulsory schooling. 
At this point three out of ten of the Year 10 Indigenous students 
remain at school. Retention of students at the end of Year 10 
remains a most important policy and strategic issue to be 
addressed by schooling authorities. (DEST 2003 :46) 

In 2002, 86.4 percent of Aboriginal students enrolled in Year 10 compared to 98.5 

percent of non-Aboriginal students. In the same year 69.0 percent of Year 10 

Aboriginal students compared to 90.0 percent of non-Aboriginal students progressed 

to Year 11, while 67.8 percent of Aboriginal students compared to 87.1 percent non

Aboriginal students progressed to Year 12. Consequently a marked difference 

appeared during the transition phase from Year 11 to Year 12 for Aboriginal students, 

where 59.1 percent were in Year 11 and only 38.0 percent enrolled in Year 12. In 

comparison 88.6 percent of non-Aboriginal students were in Year 11 and 76.3 percent 

enrolled in Year 12 (DEST 2003:41). In NSW the retention rates for Year 10 to Year 

11 were 38 percent (DEST 2003:42) which is 1.1 percent more than the 2002 national 



statistics. The Commonwealth Government concluded that, though there was 

improvement, the gaps between both groups were still too large (DEST 2003:46). 

2.9.3 2003 Statistics 

The 2003 National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training 

indicates that 'about half as many Indigenous students finish secondary school as do 

non-Indigenous students' (DEST 2005:41). In 2003, 70.0 percent of Aboriginal 

students compared to 92.0 percent of non-Aboriginal students enrolled in Year 11. 

During this year in NSW there was a decline from 481 to 400 of Aboliginal students 

who received the NSW HSC (DEST 2005:45). Consequently Aboriginal students had 

minimal chances to gain a University Admissions Index (UAI) and more were likely 

to access VET courses. 

The 2003 national data reveal that the Year 12 Aboriginal student enrolment is 'at 

record levels' (DEST 2005:xix). However the transition period from Year 10 to Year 

11 is critical as only a third of Aboriginal students progress to Year 11. In comparison 

to the 2002 statistics, 45.8 percent of Year 10 Aboriginal students progress to Year 12, 

whereas 77.8 percent of non-Aboriginal students progress to Year 12 (DEST 

2005:29). Within 12 months there is a decrease in the retention of 10.8 percent. The 

overall apparent retention rate for Year 12 is low and there 'renlains a 37.4 percentage 

point gap between it and the non-Indigenous rate of 76.5 percent' (DEST 2005:41). 

Consequently, retaining Aboriginal students was still a problem in 2003 with little 

change from previous years. 

2.9.4 NSW Review of Aboriginal Education - 2004 

As well as contributing to the annual reports of the Commonwealth Government, in 

2004 the NSW DET completed a review of Aboriginal education. Findings of The 

Report ofthe Review ofAboriginal Education reveal a similar story to that reported at 

the Commonwealth level. Poor attendance, high attrition and poor academic 

performance are cited as the expelience for Aboriginal students. For example, at Year 

3 the difference in literacy ability between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students 

can be up to nineteen months (NSW DET 2004:21). In some cases the Report of the 

Review ofAboriginal Education Team found Aboriginal students in Year 7 to be 58 to 

60 months behind in writing and language skills (NSW DET 2004:23). As stated 

earlier, and as established by the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in 



Custody, educational experiences such as these have a huge impact on the future 

schooling and life experiences of Aboriginal peoples. Statistics reveal that Aboriginal 

students may never be at a level to match the syllabus or learning levels of other 

students. 

Themes such as problems associated with suspension, attendance and retention, which 

were identified by the Report of the Committee ofReview ofAboriginal Employment 

and Training Programs (DEIR 1985), the Report of the Aboriginal Education Policy 

Task Force (DEET 1988), and the National Review ofEducation for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Peoples (DEET 1994), are repeated throughout the NSW 

Review. Poor attendance has always been a factor identified as having major 

implications for the educational outcomes of Aboriginal students. Scholars such as 

Bourke, Rigby and Burden (2000), Gray and Beresford (2001), and Herbert (2002) 

provide research that explains why Aboriginal children do not attend school. Bourke, 

Rigby and Burden (2000) have found that, while Aboriginal students' non-attendance 

is influenced by family and community issues, school-based issues have more of an 

impact on attendance. 

Bourke, Rigby and Burden (2000) indicated that schools need to change how they 

implement strategies to improve attendance because non-attendance is not just about 

blaming the student. Indeed, the authors argued that: 

While there are many children attending school regularly, a 
significant number of Indigenous students are unhappy with their 
school and its teachers, and are avoiding attending whenever 
possible. (Bourke et.al. 2000:53) 

Bourke, Rigby and Burden's (2000) research emphasised teacher responsibility 

particularly in terms of the student/teacher relationship, teacher attitudes and 

expectations, identification of individual learning needs, and relating classroom 

learning to the environment external to the school as affecting Aboriginal student 

outcomes. It was pointed out that 'curriculum initiatives need to be encouraged so that 

schools offer an educational diet which Indigenous. students find meaningful and 

useful' (Bourke et.al. 2000:52). 



Figure 2.2 highlights major differences in attendance between Aboriginal and non

Aboriginal students from Years 1 to 12 in NSW. 
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Figure 2.2: Attendance Rates for Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal Students from Kindergarten to 
Year 12 

(Ref: NSW DET 2004:25) 

National data reveal there is an approximate 10 percent difference between the 

attendance of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal primary school students. The Report of 

the Review of Aboriginal Education (NSW DET 2004), (as shown in Figure 2.2) 

revealed that a marked decrease in attendance occurs for Aboriginal students from 

junior high school. An analysis of data suggests that in Year 11, 46 percent of 

Aboriginal students are affected by poor attendance in comparison to 18 percent of 

non Aboriginal students. In Year 12, 37 percent of Aboriginal students in comparison 

to 24 percent of non-Aboriginal students are affected by poor attendance (NSW DET 

2004:140). This means that non-attendance at school has an adverse effect on 

Aboriginal students' education. 

As well as highlighting that attendance is an issue, data from The Report of the 

Review of Aboriginal Education (NSW DET 2004) also pinpoints its impact on 

retention. Figure 2.3 highlights the decrease in the progression from initial enrolment 

in Year 7 to Year 12 as a critical issue for NSW Aboriginal students. 
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Figure 2.3: Apparent Progression Rates for NSW Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal Students:2001
2002 
(Ref: NSW DET 2004:29). 

There is approximately a 16.5 percent difference in the progression from Year 9 to 

Year 10 between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students and 21.0 percent difference 

between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students who progress from Year 10 to Year 

11. The rate of progression from Year 11 to Year 12 is similar to that of Year 10 to 

Year 11 for the two groups of students. Consequently, data highlight the transition 

period from Year 10 to Year 11 as a problem area. 

Not only were Aboriginal students faced with attendance issues and a decrease in 

progression they also had to contend with suspension. In terms of Years 11 and 12, 

findings of The Report of the Review of Aboriginal Education (NSW DET 2004) 

revealed that suspension rates were higher than for other students and this has a major 

impact on the attendance for this cohort of Aboriginal students. Table 2.3 is data 

based on suspension rates in NSW from this Review. 



Table 2.3: Suspension Rates (annual number of suspensions per 1000 students) 

K-2 3-6 7-10 11-12 

Short Suspensions 

Aboriginal female 18 60 251 46 
Non-Aboriginal female 2 8 62 17 

Aboriginal male 106 378 629 126 
Non-Aboriginal male 25 67 188 61 

Long Suspensions 

Aboriginal female 1 3 37 3 
Non-Aboriginal female 0 1 11 3 

Aboriginal male 5 47 168 33 
Non-Aboriginal male 3 11 43 9 

(Ref: NSW DET: 2004:27) 

The above data demonstrate that suspensions impact on all Aboriginal students from 

Kindergarten to Year 12. In addition The Report of the Review of Aboriginal 

Education (NSW DET 2004) found there is a significant difference between male and 

female suspension rates, and Aboriginal boys are more likely to be suspended than 

girls. There is nlinimal difference in the long suspension rates between Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal students in K-2, however, numbers rise dramatically for both 

Aboriginal girls and boys in Years 7-10 and 11-12. 

Aboriginal student attendance has become a regular component of national data and 

researchers are attempting to find those indicators which cause non-attendance. For 

example, Herbert (2002) defines non-attendance as 'forced absenteeism' particularly 

as a result of the school welfare disciplinary policies. Suspensions can be short or long 

term and in the process have implications for students as they progress through the 

learning stages of a unit. Data suggest that suspensions affect Aboriginal students 

more than non-Aboriginal students. Herbert (2002) argues that schools are not 

providing an equitable learning environment and one which suits the needs of 

Aboriginal children. She points out that 'if children are not in school, they cannot be 

taught and neither can they learn what the education system wants them to learn' 

(Herbert 2002:5). Further she believes that non-attendance creates a culture of low 



expectation from teachers because they believe Aboriginal students do not want to 

achieve. 

Change in the learning environment of Aboriginal students such as that recommended 

by Herbert (2002) is dependent on school leaders. An example of positive school 

leadership in action occurred at the school at Cherbourg Queensland. Chris Sarra, an 

Aboriginal educator, was appointed as Principal to the school and changed the 

parameters of learning in the school which had becon1e a school of non-achievers. 

Sarra's leadership in improving the educational outcomes of the students focused on 

changing the 'mindset that seemingly accepted Aboriginal under-achievement as 

normal to one in which we all had to believe we could get better' (Sarra 2003:4). In 

other words, teacher expectations of Aboriginal students' capability had to change to 

cultivate a change in student behaviour towards learning. Sarra identified teacher 

expectations as an important way of improving the educational achievements of 

Aboriginal students at the primary school level. Raising expectations of staff had an 

impact on student attendance and acaden1ic performance (Sarra 2003:7-8). 

Sarra's philosophy on improving attendance and participation focused on the self

esteem of the students. Upon his arrival there was minimal motivation to attend 

school. He observed that there was 'lack of student pride' and 'poor attendance rates' 

(Sarra 2003 :2) and he knew there would have to be change in those areas to improve 

the educational outcomes. He did simple things such as including Aboriginal 

community in the decision making process about the school and the students, and 

employing Aboriginal people to work in the school which offered a culturally 

appropriate learning environment. It may be argued that because the Cherbourg State 

School was an Aboriginal school it would be easier to implement the above strategies, 

but issues identified by Sarra would be prevalent in most other government schools 

with an enrolment of Aboriginal students. 

A review conducted by Mellor and Corrigan (2004) on contemporary research on 

Aboriginal student education outcomes has argued that past research has not provided 

strategies to improve educational outcomes for Aboriginal students. They suggested 

that 'Indigenous education policy decisions must be based upon real research 

findings, and where these findings necessitate policy action, those actions must be 



taken' (Mellor & Corrigan 2004:2). Findings from their study revealed that past and 

current research has 'focused predominantly on problems' (Mellor & Corrigan 

2004:3). For example, previous literature such as education reports and information 

gathered from advisory groups and committees continues to emphasise issues such as 

suspension, retention, attendance, participation, and the effects of the socioeconomic 

status of Aboriginal people as factors associated with the educational outcomes of 

Aboriginal students. However, findings similar to that of Sarra (2003) and Herbert 

(2002) focus on investigating solutions to issues affecting Aboriginal student 

outcomes. To be able to improve educational outcomes more strategies are needed to 

have an impact on non-attendance, high suspension, and low retention rates for 

Aboriginal students. Herbert's study in 2002 raised the issue of suspension but also 

recommended that schools should consider other ways to deal with behaviour 

management. 

The next section of this chapter discusses the way forward in Aboriginal education. 

The Federal Goven1ll1ent has maintained support programs for Aboriginal students, 

and has implemented a long term strategic plan to improve outcomes. 

2.9.5 2004 Onwards 

Despite negative outcomes, the next phase of the Federal Government's Aboriginal 

education funding and policy framework is underway for the 2005-2008 quadrennium 

(DEST 2003:iii). Up to this stage, both State and Commonwealth levels of 

government have been unable to devise policies that can achieve equitable outcomes 

for Aboriginal students; this is in spite of the fact that various support programs have 

been in place for many years. In recognition of this reality the Commonwealth 

Government implemented changes in 2005. For example, the ASSPA program, which 

used to be managed by parents, has been replaced by the Parent School Partnerships 

Initiative (PSPI) program where parents, in conjunction with principals, implement 

outcome based programs for Aboriginal children. Partnerships between the school, 

Aboriginal parents and communities will be formed to implement a 'Whole of School 

Intervention Strategy' (DEST, 2004). 

In conjunction with funding and changes to Aboriginal student support programs, the 

Australian Education Systems Officials Committee (AESOC) Senior Officials 



Working Party on Indigenous Education has formulated the new directions in 

Aboriginal education. The terms of reference of this committee are to 'develop 

mechanisms of closer collaboration, improved funding arrangements and effective 

programs to improve outcomes for Indigenous students' (AESOC 2005:ii). This 

Committee has recommended change in five key areas. They include early childhood 

education, school and community educational partnerships, school leadership, quality 

teaching, and pathways to training, employment and higher education. There is an 

expectation that State and Territory Ministers show a commitment towards 

implementing change in those five key areas. 

First, it is accepted that early childhood education is essential for later learning, 

particularly for Aboriginal children. It was recommended by the AESOC that: 

Ministers commit to make progress towards providing all 
Indigenous children with access to two years of high quality 
early childhood education prior to participation in the first year 
offomlal schooling. (AESOC 2005:6) 

Second, the AESOC also highlights school and community partnerships as having a 

positive impact on attendance, participation and productive engagement. To effect this 

change Ministers need to 'phase in by 2010 agreements between schools with 

significant Indigenous student cohorts and local Indigenous communities' (AESOC 

2005:7). Third, partnerships can only be developed between the community and the 

parents if school leaders direct and coordinate the establishment of genuine· 

partnerships. AESOC (2005:8) believes that: 

The need for strong, proactive and informed leadership at the 
school level is fundamental to establishing and maintaining a 
culture of learning that is inclusive of Indigenous students and 
enables their engagement and successful participation. This 
culture will not emerge unless there is a shared commitment by 
all staff, engendered by school level leadership. 

Improving the educational outcomes of Aboriginal students has been linked to the 

concept of quality teaching which is the fourth area identified. AESOC (2005 :9) 

stated that: 

Many researchers working in Indigenous education have 
continually highlighted the importance of the quality of 
engagement between the teacher and the student as having the 



most profound effect on success. If we are to improve the 
educational outcomes of Indigenous students we must ensure the 
school is in a position to positively engage with them. 

AESOC believes that quality teaching is about training teachers to understand 

Aboriginal culture, to teach explicitly to Aboriginal students and to adopt teaching 

practices that will encourage high expectations of the student. There is an expectation, 

too, that changed teaching practices will improve outcomes for Aboriginal students, 

and improved outcomes will result in better employment opportunities. 

The final area identified by AESOC links what has become a key indicator In 

validating reasons why completion of the NSW HSC by Aboriginal youth IS 

important. Pathways to better employment and further education are 'pivotal to 

improving post-school transitions and breaking intergenerational cycles of poverty 

and disadvantage' (AESOC 2005:12). It is recommended by AESOC that directions 

in this area concentrate on 'strategies that aim specifically to improve transitions for 

Indigenous students' (AESOC 2005: 11) by directing then1 to appropriate school to 

work and school to higher education programs and not into 'lowest entry options, 

such as Community Development Employment (CDEP) projects or preparatory VET 

courses' (AESOC 2005: 11). Future directions for schools are to consider offering 

n10re support to Aboriginal students in the areas of employment and higher education. 

2.10 Conclusion 

The purpose of the literature review was to form a framework to research why 

Aboriginal students leave school during Years 11 and 12. To do this, literature 

relating to Australia's colonial past was examined to explain the low socioeconomic 

status of today's Aboriginal people, and why educational outcomes were below those 

of other Australian students. The literature revealed the impact of segregation and 

assimilation and how the two policies established an inequitable living platform for 

Australia's Aboriginal people. This section included information about political 

events such as the 1965 Freedom Rides and the 1967 Referendum and the background 

work done on the establishment of the National and NSW State Aboriginal education 

policies. 



Documentation on Aboriginal education policies, programs and strategies was sought 

to understand the State and Commonwealth Governments' attempt to improve the 

educational outcomes of Aboriginal students. The literature in this section explained 

the process of implementing education support programs that gave Aboriginal 

students more equitable access to schools. The introduction of the National AEP 

brought with it specialist programs that offered financial assistance for resources, fees 

and uniforms as well as tutorial and career advice. 

Furthermore, relevant data on Years 11 and 12 Aboriginal students were included to 

measure where these students were historically and currently placed in terms of 

progression and retention rates. The literature revealed a major difference between 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students' retention rates. Data were extracted from 

reports commissioned by the Commonwealth and State Governments from 1985 to 

2004 and all revealed a consistent flow of low retention rates for students. 

Consequently, more strategies are needed to improve the progression rates from Year 

10 to Year 12, with an aim to sustain retention at the NSW HSC level. 

The next chapter outlines my approach to researching retention rates for Years 11 and 

12 Aboriginal students in two high schools in the New England Region. 



CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
 

3.1 Introduction 

The previous chapters have identified how and why the research project began. 

Examination of Aboriginal education policies (Chapter 2) provided an opportunity to 

do an in-depth study of those factors affecting the retention of Aboriginal students. 

This chapter will outline the qualitative research methods utilised to conduct research 

on the retention of Aboriginal students who were studying for the NSW HSC in two 

high schools in the New England Region. 

3.2 Why Use a Qualitative Approach? 

A qualitative research nlethod for this study was chosen in order to explore the 

personal thoughts and experiences of the participants involved in the research. The 

key foci of the research were the issues that influenced Aboriginal students to 

disengage from completing the NSW HSC. In addition, reasons for success in the 

NSW HSC will also be presented. These viewpoints will be explored through what 

Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2001) define as the interpretivist paradigm. The main 

objective of this school of thought is to: 

understand the subjective world of human experience. To retain 
the integrity of the phenomena being investigated, efforts are 
made to get inside the person and to understand from within. 

(Cohen et.a!. 2001 :22) 

The aim is to investigate, through having dialogue with various people, the key factors 

affecting Aboriginal students' retention. 

The selection of dialogue to gather data is open to flaws in the way that data are 

interpreted, however there will be an inductive approach to data analysis that will 

ensure that it is fairly examined and worded to fit the responses of the participants. An 

inductive approach ensures that 'the area under investigation without any 

preconception or theoretical stances' (Gerber & Moyle 2004:39), will be presented. 



This study will be linked to key characteristics associated with a qualitative method. 

For example: 

Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer 
in the world. It consists of a set of interpretive, material practices 
that make the world visible. These practices transform the world. 
They turn the world into a series of representations, including 
field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, 
and memos to the self. At this level, qualitative research involves 
an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world. This means 
that qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, 
attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, phenon1ena in terms 
of the n1eanings people bring to them. (Denzin & Lincoln 
2003:4-5) 

From a personal perspective it is a challenge to combine lived experiences and 

knowledge of Aboriginal student issues because Aboriginal education is a complex 

area. The complexity of Aboriginal education has prevailed because poor outcomes 

continue even though significant amounts of money have been allocated to implement 

programs and strategies to improve those outcomes. In terms of the HSC 'in n1any 

parts of Australia, it is considered 'normal' for Indigenous Australians of schooling 

age not to successfully complete twelve years of schooling' (Ministerial Council on 

Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) 2000: 15). 

However, engaging the full range of participants in the education experience under 

review, there is an opportunity to investigate an issue that has been a concern for 

many years. Perspectives from these diverse stakeholders will provide a more holistic 

perspective of factors influencing Aboriginal students' decision to leave school. 

Patton (1990:40) defines a holistic perspective as: 

The whole phenomenon under study is understood as a complex 
system that is more than the sum of it parts; focus on complex 
interdependendencies not meaningfully reduced to a few discrete 
variables and linear, cause-effect relationships. 

Such a holistic approach provides opportunity for recognition of Aboriginal voices. 

As an Aboriginal researcher, the qualitative approach provided the opportunity to 

explore the personal experiences and opinions of Aboriginal students, their parents, 

and others involved in the education of Aboriginal students. 



Furthermore, it is believe that qualitative research best suits research conducted about 

Aboriginal education because it can provide in-depth investigation of important 

variables. Mellor & Corrigan (2004:47) identified that: 

Qualitative and case study research can provide richer and more 
personalised data than other methodologies, thus leading to a 
more complex understanding of the many ways in which the 
factors impact and interconnect in the real lives of Indigenous 
people. 

A qualitative approach allows for in-depth discussions with participants on, for 

example, their personal school experience, knowledge of specialist programs to do 

with Aboriginal education, their feelings about schools and the staff including 

teachers and principals. Similar research has been conducted by McGinty, Anderson 

and Price (2003), and Eckermann et.a!' (2000). 

A case study of a group of students informs the design for this research. This type of 

design 'provides a unique example of real people in real situations' (Cohen, Manion, 

& Morrison 2001:181). In support of this Merriam (1998) cites Miles and Huberman 

(1994) define a case study as: 

a phenomenon of sonle sort occurring in a bounded context, 
presenting it as a circle with a heart in the centre. The heart is the 
focus of the study, while the circle defines the edge of the case: 
what will not be studied. (Merriam 1998:27) 

Further a case study 'aims to understand the case in depth, and in its natural setting, 

recognising its complexity and its context' (Punch 2001: 153). Participant opinions are 

supported in this study by those of teachers and Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people 

employed by the NSW State and Commonwealth Education Departments. This 

information is enhanced by reference to curriculum, policies and reports based on the 

educational outcomes of Aboriginal students. 

3.3 Location and Demographics 

This research was conducted in the New England Region of New South Wales, which 

is an area located approximately 'midway between Sydney and Brisbane on the New 

England Highway' (New England Regional Visitors Guide 2006). Key attractions to 

the region are the education facilities including a university, a TAFE, as well as 



private and public schools. The two government high schools approached to 

participate in the study were established in 1920 and 1974 and between them enrol up 

to 1500 students. According to the 2001 Australian Bureau of Statistics 'on a regional 

basis, the Indigenous population in New England is one of the highest, on a 

percentage basis, of any region in NSW'(Armidale Dun1aresq Council 2004:83). On 

average some 370 Aboriginal students attend school from Kindergarten to Year 12 

every year. In the location where the research took place, state government schools 

consist of five primary and two high schools. The primary school enrolment is 

approximately 195, and the high school enrolment is approximately 175. Four full

tin1e Aboriginal Education Assistants are employed in schools. Additional Aboriginal 

staff are employed to assist in in-school tuition and numeracy and literacy programs. 

3.4 Participants Profiles 

The 42 participants fall into four groups including parents, teachers, departmental 

staff and students. Table 3.1 records the number and type of participants in this case 

study. 

Table 3.1: Partners in Aboriginal Education 

Type of Participants Numbers of Participants 
Successful Aboriginal Students 4 
Unsuccessful Aboriginal Students 8 
Aboriginal Parents 10 
Grandparent 1 
Teachers 8 
Aboriginal Education Assistant 3 
Aboriginal Community Liaison Officer 1 
Aboriginal Education Field Officer 1 
Aboriginal Education Regional Manager 1 
NSW Board of Studies 1 
Aboriginal Programs Unit 1 

School District Office 2 
NSW Aboriginal Education Consultative Group 1 
TOTAL 42 

3.4. 1 Aboriginal Parents 

Ten parents and one grandmother participated in the research. They were the parents 

of the students who left school during Years 11 and 12, and who completed the NSW 

HSC. The parents were employed in a range ofpositions from Director of a preschool, 

primary/infant teacher, to service coordinator, domestic duties and health educator. 

Parents possessed a range of education qualifications including a Masters in 



Education, Graduate Diploma in Education, Associate Diploma in Community 

Management and Certificate IV in Community Health. Overall, parents have reached 

a high standard in education and employment. All of the parents had links to the local 

Aboriginal community through family association, and a broad range of knowledge 

about the school and issues to do with the education of their children. 

3.4.2 Teachers 

The teachers were employed by the NSW Department of Education and have 

experienced teaching those Aboliginal students who have participated in this research. 

The inclusion of teachers presented an opportunity to explore the core learning 

environment of the students. Eight teachers responded to an invitation to participate in 

the research. Their teaching experience ranges from 9 to 36 years. They taught Textile 

and Design, Science, Marine Studies, Aboriginal Studies, Social Science, Business 

Services, Home Economics and Sport Recreation Lifestyle. The majority were located 

in schools where they taught for most of their professional lives. 

3.4.3 NSW DET and Commonwealth Government Educationalists 

Personnel from the State and Commonwealth Governments comprise eight people 

who have a responsibility to deliver specific Aboriginal education programs were 

interviewed. This group consists of a Regional Manager and an Aboriginal Senior 

Education Officer who are employed at a Commonwealth level. NSW DET 

employees include Aboriginal Education Assistants, an Aboriginal Community 

Liaison Officer, an Aboriginal Programs Unit manager, a School Education Director, 

a Home School Liaison Officer and a Board of Studies NSW representative. In 

addition, a representative from the Aboriginal Education Consultative Group (AECG) 

provided input as an elected educational representative of the Aboriginal community. 

3.4.4 Aboriginal Students 

Nine female and three male students participated in this study. Ten out of the 12 

attended preschool, and three experienced mobility at high school level. The students 

had diverse interests in subject electives including Business Studies, Aboriginal 

Studies, Legal Studies, Science, Mathematics, Economics, Food Technology, Society 

and Culture, Textile and Design, Information Process and Technology, Personal 

Development, Health and Physical Education. VET curriculum frameworks included 

Retail, Tourism and Hospitality. The majority of the students excelled in sports both 



at school and away from school. Four of the students who were interviewed 

completed the NSW HSC and eight left school during Years 11 or 12. 

3.5 Data 

Interviews were the major tools used for gathering data. Other sources of data 

consisted of Aboriginal Education reports and policies, school statistics, curriculum, 

and the Year 11 assessment schedule. The next section discusses why in-depth 

interviews were chosen and how the process of yarning was employed to engage 

Aboriginal participants in a culturally appropriate manner. 

The use of interviews to collect data is supported by writers such as Cohen, Manion 

and Morrison (2000), Punch (2001) and Merriam (1998). Cohen, Manion & Morrison 

(2000) who cite Tuckman (1972), point out that interviews provide insight about 

'what is inside a person's head, which makes it possible to measure knowledge, likes 

and dislikes and attitudes and beliefs' (Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2000:268). The 

decision to use this data collection method gave all of the interviewees an opportunity 

to express personal views on Aboriginal education and those factors affecting 

retention. As Patton (2002:340-341) demonstrated: 

We interview people to find out from them those things we 
cannot directly observe ...We cannot observe feelings, thoughts, 
and intentions. We cannot observe behaviours that took place at 
some previous point in time. We cannot observe situations that 
preclude the presence of an observer: We cannot observe how 
people have organised the world and the meanings they attach to 
what goes on in the world. We have to ask people questions 
about those things. The purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow 
us to enter into the other person's perspective. 

Thus qualitative interviews in this research have the potential to disclose a wide range 

of perspectives on the issue of retention for Years 11 and 12 Aboriginal students. The 

approach gives the participant time to reflect on the question. 

3.5.1 Interview Styles 

All interviews conducted in this research were based on the recursive method of 

interviewing which 'encourages informants to offer relevant data through a 

conversation' [in order] 'to collect detailed and richly textured person-centred 

information' (Minichiello et.al. 2004:412). An interview guide was used to stimulate 



discussion (see Appendix 1) and was a reminder about 'topics relevant to the 

research' (Minichiello et.al. 2004:417). The types of questions were 'unstructured and 

interactive' (Morse & Richards 2002:93), which created personal space for the 

respondents to think about what they wanted to say without being interrupted. 

Three styles of interviews were used in this research: in-depth interviews, phone 

interviews and focus group interviews. These interview styles accommodated the 

diversity amongst the participants (see Table 3.1), Aboriginal cultural identity, and the 

location of the participants. Each interview style will be discussed in tum. 

3.5.2 In-depth Interviews 

In-depth interviews were conducted with individual students who did not complete the 

NSW HSC, (those students who completed the NSW HSC are included in the Focus 

Group Interviews), parents of Aboriginal students who did and did not complete the 

NSW HSC, and Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal NSW State and Commonwealth 

Governments education employees. In addition, two interviews were conducted where 

both students and parents were present. This type of interview occurred because the 

students requested their parents be present or the parents wanted to be present when 

their child was interviewed. Though the style was different, it was a good opportunity 

to gather data based on the perspective of an adult and child at the sanle time. In 

comparison to the one-on-one interviews, these combined interviews generated more 

discussion amongst the participants. 

To get the best out of an interview it was important to form a relationship that rested 

on trust between me and the interviewees. The interviews were informal and the 

participants were encouraged to express their thoughts without a concern about 

information being misinterpreted. 

Minichiello et.al. (2004:413) describe in-depth interviews as conversations that are: 

informal in style and intellectually engaging. They are an 
invitation to recall, reveal and construct aspects of subjective 
experiences and interpretations and to make that discussion 
coherent and meaningful. 

The opportunity to gather information which took in as many components as could be 

raised by people who lived the issue daily could only be done by conducting 



qualitative interviews. The informants had the option to discuss freely what they 

thought of an issue without a rigid format that may have stifled their ideas or 

opinions. In-depth interviews are described as 'conversations that are informal' 

(Minichiello 2004:415), which suited the cultural preferences of participants involved 

in this study. 

At this point a comment on the importance of engaging in positive communication 

with Aboriginal people is appropriate. Traditional Aboriginal communication styles 

include telling stories. Daily activities such as gathering food, and sharing dreamtime 

stories with the young are communication foci between family members, clans and 

tribal groups (Berndt & Berndt 1988:387). Today, yarning remains a comfortable way 

of communication for Aboriginal people. In support of this Mellor and Corrigan 

(2004:49) state that: 

The rich oral tradition in Indigenous cultures makes talk an 
important formal exchange. It is not a tradition that easily 
connects with, or gains prominence in, a written culture, 
especially one as formal as that of the scholarly academic or 
policy research community. 

Aboriginal voice provides an opportunity to include a perspective from those whose 

relatives are affected the most by poor educational outcomes in Australia today. 

Aboriginal voice can emphasise 'Aboriginal knowledge' (Corrigan & Mellor 2004:1) 

that is present in an Aboriginal community. The interviews generated valuable 

discussion which created an in-depth view of issues affecting Aboriginal students 

studying at the senior level. All of the interviews were conducted in the homes or 

work places of the participants. 

3.5.3 Telephone Interviews 

Telephone interviews were conducted because it was difficult to plan face-to-face 

interview times to suit the representatives from the Aboriginal Education Consultative 

Group (AECG), and the Aboriginal Programs Unit (APU). Both participants were 

based in Sydney (NSW). Prior to the interview they were informed in writing (see 

Appendix 2) that the conversation would be taped. These interviews were similar to 

the person-to-person interviews. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2001:291) cite Sykes 

and Hoinville (1985) and Borg and Gall (1996) who believe that telephone 

interviewing: 



reaches nearly the same proportion of many target populations as 
standard interviews, and that it obtains nearly the same rate of 
response, and produces comparable information to standard 
interviews, sometimes at a fraction of the cost. 

Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2001 :291) suggest that, though telephone interviews 

are similar to other styles of interviews, they can have problems. Cohen, Manion and 

Morrison (2001 :291) cite Harvey (1988), Oppinheim (1992) and Miller (1995) who 

highlight issues to be aware of when conducting interviews by telephone. These 

include the risk that respondents may hang up the telephone and not disclose 

information because of concerns about confidentiality. This was established through 

mutual agreement. The telephone interviews in this research ensured that participants 

felt their interview would be conducted in a secure environment with minimal 

distraction. To do this the telephone interviews were carried out from an office at the 

University of New England. The two participants did not have any concerns with 

telephone interviews because it suited their busy work schedule. 

3.5.4 Focus Group Interviews 

Focus group interviews were conducted with students who completed Year 12. The 

reason for including this style of interview was to investigate those factors which 

encourage them to complete the NSW HSC. It was an opportunity to explore the 

diversity of their ideas about the school environment, teachers, their peers and what 

worked for them to complete the NSW HSC. Patton (1990:335) described this as a 

'highly efficient qualitative data-collection technique' because there is more than one 

unit from which to gather information. 

Writers such as Fontana and Frey (2003), Punch (2001), and St. John (2004) 

recognise focus group interviews as a means of providing extra data associated with a 

social problem. The inclusion of this style of interview is an opportunity to gather data 

on the learning journey of a cohort of Aboriginal students who completed the NSW 

HSC successfully. These interviews provided extra information because more than 

one student participated, hence the interaction between students created an in-depth 

view of the topic. Fontana and Frey (2003:73) describe this result: 

Group interviews have some advantages over individual 
interviews: They are relatively inexpensive to conduct and often 
produce rich data that are cumulative and elaborative; they can 



be stimulating for respondents, aiding recall; and the format is 
flexible as is appropriate to case study research. 

3.5.5 Documentation Data 

The information gathered by interviewing parents, teachers, students and Department 

of Education staff were complemented with extensive documentation analysis. 

Included were the enrolment statistics for Aboriginal students in Years 11 and 12. The 

subjects studied were identified and examined to ascertain where the students were 

placed in terms of accessing tertiary studies. In addition, Year 11 assessment 

schedules were analysed to assess the completion timeframe of assessment tasks. To 

gauge an appropriate understanding of where Aboriginal students were placed in the 

'bigger picture' of general education, it was necessary to include data on Aboriginal 

education policies and support programs, as well as the roles and responsibilities of 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal educators. This was an opportunity to validate what 

the participants said about Aboriginal education support programs, and the availability 

of those programs. 

The inclusion of information from reports, research, Aboriginal education data and 

interviews provided an extra means to investigate the expectations of studying at the. 

Years 11 and 12 levels. As Patton (1990:245) pointed out: 

By using a variety of sources and resources, the evaluator
observer can build on the strengths of each type of data 
collection while minimizing the weaknesses of any single 
approach. A nlultimethod, triangulation approach to fieldwork 
increases both the validity and the reliability of evaluation data. 

Through incorporating more than one way to collect data this research utilised 

triangulation (St. John 2004:449), which has been defined as 'the use of two or more 

nlethods of data collection in the study of some aspect of hunlan behaviour' (Cohen, 

Manion & Morrison 2001:112). 

3.6 The Interview Process 

The interviewing process in this research included a plan that considered the 

availability of the participants by ascertaining where the interviews would take place, 

and a timeframe to carry out the interviews. It was essential to set the rules for this 



component of the research at the initial stage of planning. The research participants 

were established by contacting the two schools for the names of students and teachers 

(see Appendix 3). The schools, on my behalf, contacted the proposed participants. 

Those students who had already left school and their parents were approached by the 

researcher. A consent foml was arranged for the parents to sign on behalf of the 

students who agreed to participate in the study (see Appendix 4). 

The planning of the interviews involved a consultation process with intending 

participants. The first visit with all of the participants entailed providing personal 

information about me and the research topic (see Appendix 6). The representatives of 

the Department of Education and the AECG were contacted by telephone and 

correspondence detailing the project, its aims and objectives was sent to them. A time 

to suit those who agreed to participate in the research was arranged, and then the 

interview took place after consent forms were signed (see Appendix 5). The 

organisation of this process was time consuming because a majority of the parents 

worked full-time, teachers were busy, and those people employed in Aboriginal 

education covered the New England Region. Consequently, having pre-arranged times 

to meet was important for everyone. 

In summary, in order to conduct the interviews successfully it was necessary to 

identify the participant - consult - organise the interview. Figure 3.1 presents a visual 

concept of the interviewing process. 

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3
 
Participant selection Consultation process The Interview
 

1.	 Identify 1. Introductory 1. Prepare tools for 
participants meeting including; interview 

2.	 Ascertain location explanation of 2. Repeat reason for f---+	 f---+
3.	 Contact research and interview to 

participants	 invitation to participants 
participate. 3. Participant informed 

2.	 Organise meeting to cease interview 
whenever necessary 

Figure 3.1: Interviewing Process 

The hands on aspect of conducting interviews have been described by Punch 

(2001:180) as the 'practical aspects of interviewing'. For example, during the early 

developmental and planning stages of this research, that is, when the methodology 



was chosen, consideration of knowing how the interviews would take place, what the 

interview timeframe would be, how the data would be transcribed, awareness of 

ethical issues and other issues such as participants wishing to withdraw from the 

research were dealt with. Each will be discussed in tum. 

3.6.1 Data Collection 

During the initial stage of the consultation process, and prior to the interview, all of 

the participants were informed that the interviews would be recorded with a tape 

recorder. Although participants were notified about the tape recorder, it was essential 

they felt comfortable with the recording of the discussion as it would be transcribed 

verbatim later. In addition an interview guide was organised. 

3.6.2 Interview Schedule 

Establishing the interview timetable required various stages of planning and 

negotiating with 42 people. The interviews began in June and were completed by the 

April the following year. The schedule had to consider school holidays which affected 

the teachers and other government employees. Participants were also given the 

opportunity to select a time that would suit them. It was important that appointment 

times were adhered to as all participants' decision to participate in the interview was 

greatly appreciated and punctuality was an essential criterion on my part. The 

interviews lasted between 30 minutes and an hour. 

3.6.3 Managing Data 

The data collected for this research evolved from interviews with all of the 

participants. First the interviews were taped and transcribed then identities were 

provided. In addition the students were given pseudonyms in the thesis. Interviews 

were categorised into four groups: the students, the parents, the teachers and the 

representative of State and Commonwealth Governments, such as NSW DET, DEST 

and the NSW AECG. Thenles were identified and extracted from the data. 

The transcribing of data is a 'crucial step' (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2001 :281) 

because this is the main element that will provide the evidence for delivering the 

findings at the end of the study. The interviews were transcribed verbatim, registering 

everything that was said by the interviewer and the interviewee. There were other 

factors during the interview that could not be recorded in the transcript such as 'the 



tone of the voice', 'the mood of the speaker', and 'pauses and silence' (Cohen, 

Manion & Morrison 2001 :282). Nevertheless, to capture the extra dynamics of the 

interviews they were noted separately as the interview progressed. In order to 

triangulate data, previous reports about the educational outcomes of Aboriginal 

students were analysed" In addition assessment schedules for Years 11 and 12 were 

examined. 

3.6.4 Analysing Data 

Analysing the data required a nUITlber of steps before reaching a conclusion about 

what issues were associated with the retention of Years 11 and 12 Aboriginal 

students. First, multiple readings of the interviews were done. Second, significant 

themes were identified. Third, those themes were matched with the respondents. The 

three stages of analysing data will be discussed. 

After transcribing the interviews each interview was printed and read a number of 

times. The first reading was to get a general sense of what was discussed and readings 

after the first one involved analysing the content of each interview. Patton (1990:381) 

defines this style of analysis as 'the process of identifying, coding and categorising 

the primary patterns in the data'. The emerging themes across and within the four 

groups of respondents which included the parents, teachers, NSW DET and 

Commonwealth Government educationalists, and the students were considered. The 

comments were grouped under headings. This system of analysis is defined by Patton 

(1990:376) as 'grouping together answers from different people to common questions 

or analysing different perspectives on central issues'. From such exploration of the 

data and checking and cross checking of themes, a number of issues and concerns 

identified by participants about factors which influenced students to leave school and 

those which encouraged them to complete the NSW HSC were identified. 

3.7 Ethical issues 

As an Aboriginal woman with natural links to the local Aboriginal community the 

importance of my relationship with the participants w.as valued. I realised during the 

planning and developmental stage of this research that I would need to consider where 

I was placed in my community. Although I am an accepted member of the Aboriginal 

community and acknowledged as an Aboriginal person, I felt that carrying out 



research within my community In fact placed me 'one step away' from my 

environnlent. For example, my other roles in the community includes being a teacher, 

who has taught local Aboriginal children, a government employee, and a researcher at 

postgraduate level. As a researcher I am classed as an 'outsider' (Smith 2003: 135) 

because my professional role is not linked to my community role. As an Aboriginal 

community meInber/friend and Murri Mother, I am classed as an 'insider' (Smith 

2003: 135) because my links to the community are similar to those of other local 

Aboriginal community people and includes family and socialisation aspects. These 

personal attributes are inlportant for me to acknowledge because I believe that, 

although I am a local Aboriginal community member, I also appreciate my role as an 

Aboriginal academic situated in an Anglo-Saxon society. 

I believe it is important to consider two factors when research involves Aboriginal 

issues and Aboriginal people. First, offering Aboriginal people a 'voice' (Mellor 

&Corrigan 2004:2) creates productive engagement with both parties. Second, 

recognising the cultural beliefs of Aboriginal Australians establishes respect and 

understanding of Aboriginal people way of life. This factor is important as the 

interviews with the Aboriginal parents and students were conducted in their homes. It 

was always a challenge for me to acknowledge that I may have been classed as an 

outsider by the Aboriginal parents, though I was researching issues that impacted 

greatly on the socioeconomic standards of my own community. 

Universities throughout Australia have established committees to monitor and oversee 

research conducted on Aboriginal Australians. The Aboriginal Student Support and 

Parental Awareness (ASSPA) Committee and local Aboriginal Education 

Consultative Group (AECG) were approached to support my research. The ethical 

standards of the University of New England required that local Aboriginal people 

were informed about the research. 

The program for this research maintained collaborative respect between all of the 

participants involved. In addition, the guidelines pertaining to the ethical standards of 

the University of New England and the NSW Department of Education and Training 

were adhered to at all times. 



3.8 Conclusion 

The methodology for this research has been discussed In five sections. First, I 

indicated why a qualitative approach was preferred for this study. Second, 

demographic information about the participants was presented including the site 

where the research took place. Third, the system used to manage the data and how 

they were collected and analysed were explained. Fourth, I mentioned the importance 

of 'Aboriginal voice' because the research is about a national education issue that 

affects Australia's Aboriginal students. Finally, the compulsory ethical standards of 

the University of New England and the NSW DET were acknowledged. 

In the next chapter I present and analyse the data collected from my research. 



CHAPTER 4: THE INTERVIEWS
 

4.1 Introduction 

The question for this research is: 

'What factors contribute to Aboriginal students leaving school in Years 
11 and 12 and what factors assist them to complete the NSW HSCT 

This chapter reveals the themes which have been identified within the context of the 

interviews. To manage the data the 42 interviews were organised into four groups. 

These groups include the parents, the teachers, Commonwealth and NSW State 

educationalists and Aboriginal students. A guide was put together which assisted the 

flow of the interviews and ensured the discussion remained with the key focus 

question (see Appendix 1). 

Aboriginal students, their parents, teachers and Aboriginal Education Assistants 

(AEA) network daily in the school environment and they provide an insight into 

issues associated with the retention of Aboriginal students studying the NSW HSC. 

Other participants in this study oversee and implement Aboriginal education policies 

in the New England Region. I will firstly discuss the parent themes, second the 

teachers, third government educationalists and finally the students' voices will be 

heard. 

4.2 Parents 

We need more assistance, more understanding ofhow the system 
works - Ifwe don't understand how the system works, well that's 
why our kids are not surviving at school. 
(Aboriginal Mother ofan unsuccessful student) 

It's providing all those things they need to make it easier for 
them at school. 
(Aboriginal Father ofa successful student) 

The parent interviews are categorised into four themes. These are Personal and Study 

Resources Support, Introduction to Senior Years Study, Academic Support and 

Parent/School Conflict. Two viewpoints were put forward in the parent responses and 



consist of those parents of the students who achieved the NSW HSC and the parents 

of the students who left school during Years 11 or 12. 

4.2.1 Parents: Personal and Study Resources Support 

All respondents, including a grandmother, agreed that education is important and that 

achieving the NSW HSC would give their child more opportunities. A parent of a 

successful student stated: 'it's the only way they're gonna get anywhere in the world 

today - it's the best way, go to school and do it'. A parent of an unsuccessful student 

said 'I think it's very important - they really need that education'. The major 

difference between the two groups was how they supported their child. One group of 

parents provided sufficient support whilst the other group could not. 

Parents of successful students believed involvement in the school and preparing 

children for school to be crucial for students to achieve the NSW HSC. They believed 

it important to 'be there and make school life as pleasant as possible for them'. Those 

parents discussed their experience in primary school and how the Aboriginal 

Education Assistant (AEA) motivated Aboriginal parents to participate in school 

activities. One parent pointed out this helped because 'we got to know the teachers as 

well'. Throughout their child's schooling they ensured they participated in school 

activities such as sporting events, regularly attended school meetings, and visited the 

classroom. A parent commented: 

I always went to the parent/teacher interviews regardless of the 
fact that I had other kids ahead - I went every year to every class 
for each of them. 

One of the successful students' parents who worked in a school mentioned that very 

few Aboriginal parents visited the school. She pointed out that all parents, whether 

they were Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal appeared to be apprehensive about visiting or 

becoming involved in the school generally. Her advice to other parents was: 

If you need any help there's other parents that like to get 
involved, talk to them, get together, come to school and ask how 
and help out. ..we need more parents to come and talk to each 
other, that's the trouble today, they just won't come around 
you've got to try and push then1 to get them there. 



Other parents introduced their children to books at preschool/kindergarten age 

because they believed this would encourage an appreciation of reading. A parent said: 

Teaching them from when they're in primary school the respect 
for books, and the knowledge you can get fronl books. 

These parents encouraged their children to use the local library and as the students 

progressed through school they would access other resources for them such as the 

local university library. They felt it essential that parental involvement included 

preparing a child for learning, to provide study resources and to understand the 

reasons why students were studying. Comments include: 

...knowing how to read and comprehend what they're reading, 
and put it into their own words because that's what say Year 9 
wants - when you start to do essays you really need to have that 
skill, and if you haven't got it then it is an uphill battle, they 
won't want to stay at school. 

and 

We've always had computers at home so I suppose having all 
those little infrastructures set up as well, and a place to study. 

In terms of why they were studying, parents of the successful students felt it necessary 

to 'know your child's aspirations so you are aware of the best options when they 

select subjects'. 

The parents of the successful students believed that sharing employment and 

education experience with your child created encouragement to succeed at the NSW 

HSC level. They emphasised that achieving the NSW HSC was a good place to start 

any selected career path. A parent emphasised that: 

You need that piece of paper, what you do with it afterward 
there are many pathways to tum, but you need it to make 
yourself employable - because when you go for a job I think any 
employer will look at a list of applicants and if you've got your 
NSW HSC you've got sustainability, you've got achievement, 
you've got determination. 

These parents thought it was important to provide moral support for their child so that 

difficulties could be dealt with as they arose. Reassurance was by: 



Just being there when they wanted questions answered and 
provide, you know, each of them had their own room and had 
their own study area, that sort of thing at home. As well as you 
know being able to, anything that they, sort of being able to get it 
one way or another for them - so it's providing all those things 
they need to make it easier for them at school. 

Another parent also highlighted the importance of being there for her child. On a 

personal level she said: 

We gave her everything we could - you know the support she 
needs we were always there for her. We've supported her right 
through everything - sport and education and it shows as our 
child has gone a long way. 

According to parents of successful students, simple advice such as saying 'look you're 

doing well, ask for any kind of help from the teachers' proved an encouragement. 

Consequently parents commented: 

Get behind them and give them everything they want you know 
try and help them and we've got to be there for them try and 
encourage them, that's the only way. 

To this point I have focused on the parents of those students who completed the NSW 

HSC. A grandparent and the parents of those students who dropped out during Years 

11 and 12 had similar views about supporting students studying for the NSW HSC. 

For example, a grandparent felt it important to liaise closely with children. She 

emphasised: 

We have to walk with our children at all times to be able to 
overcome the problem that they are meeting and we need to talk 
with them and try to work it out. 

Another parent conlnlented 'you need to really motivate your kids, tell them you 

know, schools are for a reason'. This parent explained she should 'have done 

things differently and taken more time to push him through', to keep him engaged 

in school. 

Though there were similarities between both parent groups regarding the need to 

support their children, the parents of the unsuccessful students experienced 

different issues to do with their children and their education. Those parents 

revealed a more apprehensive approach towards the education system, including 



teachers and principals. They identified five factors, as impacting on their child's 

retention. These included the introduction to senior years study, (transition period 

from Year 10 to Year 11), assignment preparation, managing assessment 

schedules, academic support and the effect of parent/school conflict. I will now 

explore these five factors. 

4.2.2 Parents: Introduction to Senior Years Study 

The data highlight that Aboriginal parents of the unsuccessful students have concerns 

regarding the transition from Year 10 to Year 11, and suggest that more support 

should be forthcoming for the students studying the NSW HSC. For example, three 

parents of the unsuccessful students believed that students should be prepared for the 

transition period as early as the fifth term of Year 10. Term Five is the final term of 

the year, and NSW schools have organised activities that do not involve normal 

curriculum based subjects. A parent suggested that students who would be new to 

Year 11 should know what is involved in the NSW HSC courses, including 

preparation for major projects, assessment schedules, and the type of academic 

support available. Misunderstanding of the rigour involved in studying for the NSW 

HSC had an impact on their whole preparation. There was also an indication from 

these interviews that the parents wanted more information about how courses work. 

Term Five would be a good time for this to happen. One mother suggested that: 

Any Aboriginal kid who wants to go onto Year 11 and 12, I 
recommend that they get their parents involved in the workshop, 
show them what the subjects are, what's involved in that subject, 
the work they've got to do, the assessment tasks they've got to 
do, what their major projects are. Then in the same token outline 
who they can get support off, ABA's, ATAS, the school, any 
teacher that wants to help them and parents. I really believe that 
if that happens maybe some of our kids will stay on and do Years 
11 and 12. 

4.2.2.1 Assignment preparation 

Other parents believed that more explanation was needed from teachers in relation to 

assignments. One father's comments demonstrated the frustration of not knowing 

more about the students' assignments. He explained: 

They [students] take these courses on what they think are going 
to be easy, and I think it should be explained more about what's 
involved rather than write on a piece of paper and say yeah I'll 
do this course and when it comes to the course they shy away 



from it because they get that far behind that its too hard to catch 
up. 

Students studying at this level are required to complete major projects by a certain 

deadline, and this parent believed that his child would have needed support and 

assistance to complete set tasks, particularly if extra resources were needed. His child 

left, or was advised to leave, because he did not complete a major project that was a 

compulsory assessment task. The parent was unaware that his child had not completed 

assessment tasks because there was no communication from the school. This created 

an illusion that everything was okay when, in fact, the student had to leave school for 

not submitting compulsory tasks. In another context a parent identified that her child, 

who had taken Textile and Design as a subject, could not sew garments at home and 

consequently, due to time constraints, was unable to submit on time. The parent 

concluded that: 

She couldn't get her work in on time because she never had a 
sewing machine at home to keep up with her work. 

Another issue identified by the same parent was the workload her child had when 

more than one assignment was due at the same time. She explained: 

It makes it really hard for them if they have to do up to three 
assignments - it would be hard on anyone. 

As one grandmother pointed out: 

We have to put our thinking caps on and find out what the best 
method is to help these children - how can we do that? 

Similar comments aimed at assignments included: 

He had so many subjects, and just with all the different tasks to 
complete, he sort of couldn't complete assignments. 

This same parent requested help from the teacher, which didn't happen, so the parent 

tried to organise a tutor and that didn't work either. The student hit a barrier and the 

consequences meant that he continued to struggle with classroom learning and the 

expectations of completing assignments on time. 



4.2.2.2 Managing assessment schedules 

Six parents and a grandmother identified the assessment schedule as a component of 

the introductory stage to Year 11 study that needs attention. A grandmother's 

experience included: 

There is never any contact from the Department to inform 
parents that students had not put in assessment tasks until it was 
too late - student is set up to fail. 

She also believed that Aboriginal families would never take on the responsibility of 

finding out about assessment schedules as it is left to the teachers stating: 

You go and ask an Aboriginal mum what her thoughts are on 
education and she would say - well you're the teacher you 
should know it. 

The above statement came from someone who was educated in a small community 

school during the assimilation era by unqualified people until Grade 6 (see Chapter 

Two). Her parents insisted on the Department employing a qualified person so the 

students could attend high school with at least basic numeracy and literacy skills. At 

the high school Aboriginal students had to endure what she calls 'rubbish racism'. It is 

known that the more dominant culture controls the Australian education system 

(Partington 2002:10) and, during this era, anything to do with school and teaching was 

seen to be the responsibility of the Education Department. Consequently, parents left 

their child's learning up to the teacher. Teachers were considered the experts and 

parents did not interfere in that domain. 

However, comments in the interviews suggest parents want to be involved in their 

children's education. Thus a grandmother indicated that there was a lack of 

communication between the school and the parents because the family was unaware 

that the student was having problems with assignments. Further the family realised 

that they were unaware of absenteeism and late assignments. The latter forced the 

student out of school. Her comment reflected the need for parents to know more about 

the system as she believed: 

We need more assistance, more understanding of how the system 
works - if we don't understand how the system works, well 
that's why our kids are not surviving at school. 



Aboriginal parents believe meeting deadlines, especially for compulsory assessable 

projects, is problematic and a reason why Aboriginal students leave school too easily. 

Parents' responses suggested there was a need for more encouragement for Aboriginal 

students to remain at school. One parent claimed 'if there is no encouragement there, 

no push, then they've got a free hand to basically walk out'. Another noted that 'her 

grandchild was winning the game' because there was no pressure to engage, and 

leaving school became an easier option. There was a similar comment from another 

parent: 

He completed probably two assignments and then more just kept 
piling up and he'd start them and never finish them so he failed 
himself in that. 

However data suggest that three of the students had no pressure from home either. For 

example, one mother said: 

Oh well if you really feel the need - I'm not gonna stop you. 

and another indicated: 

Why push him? - because he's behind he thought he couldn't 
catch up so it's no use forcing him to stay. 

Identifying the need for more support a parent enlphasised: 

Some of these kids will fall by the wayside - we need to have 
someone there to pick them up, someone to explain how. 

Parents' comments have highlighted their concerns about the completion of 

assessments affecting the retention of Aboriginal students. These concerns include 

knowing what assessment was due, understanding subjects studied so resources could 

be provided and knowing how the NSW HSC system worked including such 

processes as notification of non-completion of assessnlent tasks. There is a great need 

to improve communication between teachers and parents ofAboriginal students. 

4.2.3 Parents: Academic Support 

The following section concentrates on the type of academic support to which the 

Aboriginal NSW HSC students had access, such as the Aboriginal Tutol;al Assistance 

Scheme (ATAS), and how Aboriginal parents organised that type of support for them. 

First, parents of the successful students highlight the kind of support their child 

accessed during Years 11 and 12. Second, factors which hindered progress to organise 



tutorials by the parents of those students who left school during Years 11 and 12 will 

be discussed. 

In terms of academic support, the parents of students who completed the NSW HSC 

provided appropriate resources such as reference material. If their child needed extra . 

tutorial assistance they accessed the Aboriginal student support programs funded by 

the Commonwealth Government of Australia. The parents of the successful students 

knew where their child was placed in terms of academic support. For example one 

parent said, 'tutors were arranged' when needed, and 'I always asked for help when 

she needed it'. Two successful students accessed the ATAS during Year 12. A parent 

of a successful student had tutoring during her last year at school for mathematics. 

Another parent pointed out that her child: 

actually picked up a lot of tutoring through primary and high 
school. She always, whatever subject, wanted to try and help 
herself in and she always asked for tutoring that's one thing that 
was really good - she always got on well in primary and high 
school so she always asked for help when she needed it. 
(Parent of successful student) 

In addition, a group of successful students from one school participated in group 

tutorial sessions, and excelled in the NSW HSC. All of the successful students had at 

some time during their schooling utilised the ATAS, whether it was junior high or 

during Years 11 and 12. A parent emphasised that: 

We gave her everything we could - you know the support she 
needed. 

On the other hand, the parents of the unsuccessful students had very little success with 

organising ATAS support. 

Four parents experienced frustration with acquiring tutorial support for their child. 

One parent stated: 

I used to ask for the form every day, my child asked for it and 
they had other things to fix up and it was like it was just going 
around in circles for months so she just got sick of it. 

Another parent discussed problems associated with her child returning the ATAS 

form after the teacher had signed it stating that her child 'never ever brought it home'. 



One parent misunderstood how often forms had to be submitted to DEST. Sin1ilarly a 

parent misunderstood the systen1 by thinking she only had to apply once a year. She 

explained: 

I used ATAS when my son got behind, and I don't know, I had 
to keep filling in forms for each term, I just thought they were 
right for that year. 

A grandparent reinforced the need for a more coordinated approach: 

The teachers and the mums and the student, the three of them 
need to find a pathway that's going to be helpful to them. 

A parent was aware her son had needed extra academic assistance at the early stage of 

Year 11 as she pointed out: 

My son failed the first assignment in Year 11 so we should have 
had the right kind of tutors to walk with him in understanding 
what was expected of him. 

Comn1ents from this group also highlighted the lack of academic support from the 

teachers. Four parents knew their children needed more academic support, but the 

data suggested that it was not provided in the way it was needed. For example: 

When my son would put up his hand and say "look I'm in a bit 
of trouble here can you help me out", they wouldn't suggest any 
avenues and things like that for him. 

This parent sought help from DEST for tutorial support which was unsuccessful 

because the tutor was a teacher who her son 'felt that instead of helping him she 

didn't really understand him'. The lack of academic support for senior students 

emphasised the need to increase support for those students studying Years 11 and 12. 

A parent suggested: 

I think there should be someone there to help them, perhaps then 
they would be able to pass their NSW HSC. It was, from what I 
gathered it's really hard and I think that's where they need a lot 
of help. They need a lot of help fron1 Year 7 all the way through, 
but they need more when they get to Year 11 and Year 12 
because there seems to be all this work that they've got to do. It's 
a lot of pressure on them and I think that's why a lot of them 
drop out too, because there's too much pressure. 



One parent worked in a high school and had noticed that Aboriginal students 

struggled with completing assessment tasks on time and acknowledged there was a 

need for more academic support for Aboriginal students studying at the senior level. 

She observed: 

There were two kids in Year 11 that couldn't handle the work, 
they were way behind in a lot of their assignments, they had no 
choice but to leave. This is what happens to Aboriginal kids who 
are in Year 11, they get behind in their work once it comes to the 
end of term three, if they're not up to date with their 
assignments, then they're asked to leave. If they're not asked to 
leave they'll leave on their own accord - because they don't 
know how to ask for support or who to go to and ask for support. 

She noticed that: 

Aboriginal kids are shy and ashamed about asking people for 
help - they get this little thing where they sit in the back of the 
classroom and they think yeah I can do this, and at the same time 
they can't and they're too frightened to put their hands up in the 
air to ask for help because they're ashanled. 

Another parent compared younger children's needs to the needs of the senior student. 

She said: 

Parents with these teenagers - how do we cope with them? Is 
there a place where the young kids can go for a couple of hours 
so the older kids can have somewhere to study - that's home or? 

Similarly, another parent commented: 

We should have the right kind of tutors to walk with a student 
to help them understand what is expected and besides tutors 
we need input from the school too. There are kids there who 
need extra help and we need to design a program that is going 
to be helpful. 

Consequently, parents have identified a need to complement classroom learning with 

external academic support. Comments from the parents suggest there is a breakdown 

in bureaucracy in the ATAS system which has caused not only frustration for the 

parents but also the students who miss out on accessing a program which has proven 

to be successful for those students who completed the NSW HSC. 



4.2.4 Parents: Parent/School Conflict 

The parents' comments highlighted the impact that conflict had on their relationship 

with the teachers and principals when conflict between Aboriginal and non

Aboriginal students, and teachers and students, occurred. For example, one parent 

spoke about her child's problems with other students in the school from Years 7 to 

Year 11. Her child was different, quite talented and had a preference for the arts, 

music and dance. This mother tried desperately to protect her child against 

confrontation with other students. The following scenario was presented: 

An incident happened last year when I pulled my son out of 
school. There was about two or three boys and maybe four or 
five girls who constantly kept picking and picking so my son 
retaliated and picked back, back and forwards, tic for taco 
Anyway after the last incident the Deputy Principal called me in. 
I said okay Deputy you tell me now, you're suspending my son 
for last term, he said yes, I said why. So we sat down and talked 
about it, and I said well okay Deputy I want this to stop and I 
want it to stop now. I said every time this little group and my son 
is in a row my son is the only one who's endin' up in your office 
and getting' suspended. 

The student involved in the above incident was suspended for the last term. The 

parent removed him from the school because of the way in which conflict between her 

child and others was resolved. Anger and frustration were revealed in this comment: 

I got so frustrated, that was the day I walked in and had a 
meeting with the deputy and the principal - I had to put a stop to 
it, and that's the day I took my son out of the school. I said that's 
it, you don't need this we're going. I didn't even bother to sign 
him out of the school or anything - it's not just with my son, I 
see it with a lot of kids. 

In a similar context, another parent mentioned that: 

Aboriginal kids could get put down because they (the teachers) 
don't believe them - you know it's a two way street and I don't 
think they should just punish one person, why not punish them 
both? 

Further a parent indicated that her child would: 

go and tell the teachers that other students were tormenting him 
(racial taunts), but when they (teachers) wouldn't do anything, 
the other children keep going and he retaliated and he was at 
fault. 



The same parent commented that on a few occasions she found it very difficult to 

communicate with the principal. The parent had walked out of a meeting after the 

principal had 'left the room to go to attend to something else' in the middle of a 

discussion. The parent finished off the discussion with the school secretary and left 

the school. 

One parent noted that her sons had conflict with the same teachers. There was a sense 

of hopelessness because her younger son was experiencing conflict with the same 

teachers as his brother. She explained: 

Well that's it, if he's in Year 7 and he's going to get hassled 
now, well that's the end of it. 

Attempts were made by the parent to discuss the issue, however she believed 'the 

teacher will now have a grudge against him' . 

The parents' comments suggest that it is often difficult to nlake contact with an 

appropriate person employed in the NSW DET to assist them. As one parent stated, 

'I'm an independent person but there should be someone to go to'. This parent 

realised that the geographic area covered restricted the availability of an Aboriginal 

support person at any given time. However, it became quite 'frustrating because the 

Aboriginal parents do not know who they can go to for support'. At the same time 

'the teachers and the principals need to show that they can support the Aboriginal 

parents and the students'. She believed it would be good to have someone to 

'communicate with parents, if they've got to have a morning or afternoon tea - and 

maybe just have a yarnup'. This parent emphasised 'there is a need to work out 

strategies to help them' . 

Finally the parent interviews indicated that conflict between Aboriginal students and 

non-Aboriginal students was an issue related to their child's achievement in the NSW 

HSC. Though the issue concentrates on the students, relationships between the parents 

and executive staff, including the principal, were also affected. 

This first section of this chapter has focused on those issues perceived by Aboriginal 

parents as having an impact on the retention of their child studying at Years 11 and 12 



levels. Themes recognised in these interviews include the level of parental awareness 

about personal and academic support, introduction to Senior Years 11 and 12 study, 

assessment schedule and student/student and parent/school conflict. The parents 

believed the transition phase to be a critical point of entry to Year 11. They 

emphasised they want change in the way schools prepare Aboriginal students for the 

NSWHSC. 

The next section reports on the results of interviews carried out with teachers who 

taught those Aboriginal students who completed the NSW HSC, and those who left 

school either during Years 11 or 12. 

4.3 Teachers 
It's always nice to know I think, education's role is to make sure 
that people fill their potential and I don't think Aboriginal kids 
are for numerous reasons and I just think that's sad. 

(High School Teacher) 

The teacher interviews provide an in-school perspective on issues affecting the 

retention of Aboriginal students studying the NSW HSC. These interviews also 

provide an opportunity to explore the students' learning environment from a teacher 

perspective. The themes from the teacher responses were attendance, peer pressure, 

assessment schedule, introduction to senior years study, and Aboriginal Education 

Assistant support. 

4.3.1 Teachers: Attendance 

Teachers identified distinct reasons why Aboriginal students leave school during 

Years 11 and 12. Attendance was recognised as having a major impact on completing 

assessment tasks: 

If you miss a few days in Year 11 then you can get behind - once 
you get behind then it sort of compounds - all of a sudden 
you've got an assessment that you haven't prepared for and it 
just builds up and a lot of those students will leave at that point 
in time. 

Similarly, another teacher mentioned that: 

I honestly think the biggest problem is attendance - they're 
going to miss so much in class anyway and they'll stay behind 
and get further behind. 



A third teacher linked junior school attendance to senior level and said: 

There's no doubt about it that those kids who attend school 
regularly are going to have a better chance of success, whereas 
those students who get into the bad habits of not attending 
regularly in junior school they're the other ones who seemed to 
be able to drop out - It's easy. 

However, in contrast, another teacher stipulated: 

The majority of the kids here are very good attendees, I think it's 
a minority of the Aboriginal kids who don't come - you know 
you'll have kids who every single day they're here, but people 
don't notice them, they notice the ones who don't come, you 
know because their names are always on the list. 

The above teacher taught Aboriginal Studies and teaching this subject created a 

comfortable learning environment for Aboriginal students which encouraged regular 

attendance. It was also an opportunity to learn more about Aboriginal people and 

issues. For example, she believed: 

I think all kids should be doing Aboriginal Studies, because it is 
something as Australians that we all need to know and be made 
aware, and you know so that we get rid of this ignorance in our 
society about young people's attitudes to aspects of society... if 
we want social justice then kids need to be aware of other issues, 
you know to become better people and for society to improve. 

Her insight revealed strategies that could improve attendance. For example, she knew 

that in Aboriginal Studies classes, Aboriginal students were confident and 

participated in class discussion. However in other classes she had noticed: 

That they're just really really quiet, so that's another aspect of 
why Aboriginal Studies is good, because it gives them a voice in 
the classroom where they don't get that, or not confident enough 
you know sitting in the class with 30 to open their mouth and 
voice an opinion about things. 

She believed that Aboriginal students held back in the classroom because they did not 

have the confidence to attempt tasks. The teacher remarked that: 

I tend to find that kids, the Aboriginal kids I'm talking about, if 
they're given a task, they look at it and quite often they'll go 
'can't do it', and then they'll sit back and when you go over to 
them and you say, 'just have a look at the question, its you know, 
what's it asking you to do', they need that extra, its that thing 



that they don't like to be wrong so they'd rather not do it then be 
wrong. 

One incentive for attendance included Aboriginal students' involvement in sport, 

especially rugby league. For exanlple, one teacher noticed: 

If the boys have been involved in sport, seems to be that their 
attendance picks up because they're going to be achieving in 
something, if they're here and they're not achieving in sport or 
anything else then they tend to drift away. Kids need to achieve 
in something whether it's out on the footy field or in the 
classroom or down at Woolworths or whatever, they need to do 
something to achieve. 

On the other hand another teacher believed that too much enlphasis 011 sport did not 

provide: 

Real life skills which will take them through life for the rest of 
their lives, in fact sports can set them up to fail. 

Some teachers believe that Aboriginal students are encouraged to remain at school for 

their sporting ability. A sport focus can affect the educational outcomes of those 

students. Consequently, one teacher pointed out that there should be more emphasis 

on the academic component because 'there are only a very small handful of people 

who can make a living out of it (sport) and be successful'. 

According to teachers, subject choice is another area that has an impact on attendance 

for Aboriginal students. The VET in particular received attention from teachers where 

Aboriginal students struggled to complete mandatory assessment tasks. VET is a 

school-to-work program which enables students to participate in 'on the job' training 

experience with a view to permanent placement when they finish the NSW HSC year. 

Data suggest there is concern about Aboriginal student attendance. One teacher stated 

that: 

We can't get Koori Kids into Vocational Education and Training 
(VET) Courses very easily, and then when we do get them, we 
can't retain them. 

Another teacher identified two Aboriginal students who were capable and fitted in 

with other students in the class. She thought 'yes I'm gonna get them through'. 

However, 'the first trouble I had was with one of them at the first work placement' . 



Work placement attendance has been identified as a huge problem for Aboriginal 

students. As one teacher explained: 

That's the way the commercial world works, and they won't 
tolerate people who don't fit into their routine. 

Another teacher had similar views: 

The trouble is the people in the workplace won't put up with 
that, it's like ajob you've got to tum up to your job. 

The VET teachers believe that cultural difference may be the cause for poor 

attendance at work placements. When cultural learning differences were explored in 

the interviews one comment included: 

I think it's a lack of an appreciation of routine and commitment, 
and I think there's got to be a cultural change. I think if there was 
a commitment I think Aboriginal students would find that a lot 
would be done for them. 

The teacher also mentioned that Aboriginal students really have to want to succeed 

and stated: 

I'm not quite sure whether a lot of, or some, Aboriginal students 
don't appreciate, none of that long term horizon or vision, of 
where they're heading. And I think a lot of them just expect that 
things will be done for them, and if we're not careful we'll 
entrench that mentality rather than assisting those who clearly 
know where they are going and make opportunities available for 
those people who take up the offer. 

Though there was criticism about commitment from Aboriginal students, another 

teacher recognised that cultural identity may have caused non-attendance in the 

workplace. She noticed: 

The shyness, it's the shyness. The work placement, see one of the 
students found she just couldn't go to the work placement and do 
that, that was too scary for her. 

The same teacher provided extra support for the Aboriginal students to get to and 

from work placement venues, assisted them to make phone calls and continually 

encouraged them to participate in the course. 



Another VET perspective put forward by a teacher suggested that school timetables 

do not accommodate VET courses. She found that: 

A lot of the vocational courses are timetabled before school, 
lunch time, after school and it should be the other way around. 
Kids who are choosing that type of stream or subject should have 
that subject on the timetable. 

4.3.2 Teachers: Peer Pressure 

Peer pressure has been identified as another factor that can be linked to attendance. 

The teachers believe this is an issue for Aboriginal students as outlined in the 

following section. 

Peer pressure is believed to have a very negative impact on Aboriginal students' 

retention. One teacher noticed that: 

There is certainly peer pressure on the boys not to perform, and 
you do see examples of boys in Years 7 and 8 who are very keen, 
and then they do get turned around under peer pressure as they 
get older and can become negative. 

Another teacher observed: 

Once their friends leave school its more interesting to spend time 
driving around town in a car than coming to boring old school 
where teachers just stand there and talk at you, and ask you for 
your assessment tasks, and ask where were you last lesson 
nobody wants that every time they tum up. 

Another teacher noticed that two Aboriginal students were doing quite well in Year 

12, however: 

Attendance dropped off dramatically and the reason for one of 
the students leaving was that peer pressure had been put onto her 
not to succeed. 

Peer pressure can also be present in the classroom as one teacher pointed out: 

Seeking help in front of peers means that you've got a problem 
and they see it as a sign of weakness and it takes a strong person 
to ask for help than not to. 

Further, peer pressure affected students from early high school years. Thus Year 9 

males were identified as particularly vulnerable. As one teacher indicated: 



That generally the kids want to do well, but unfortunately with 
some of them I think outside pressure takes them on a different 
path and I know that, you know, Year 9 boys especially seem to 
go through a bit of a turmoil in Year 9 and I'll kind of see these 
kids and think well if you can just hang on to the end of Year 9 
and get into Year 10 everything will be okay. 

4.3.3. Teachers: Assessment Schedule 

The management of assessnlent tasks was highlighted as an issue for Aboriginal 

students. One teacher believed that: 

Years 11 and 12 Aboriginal students have difficulty coming to 
grips with assessment tasks and major works - there's no doubt 
about it they need extra help with getting those major 
assignments done in Years 11 and 12. 

The change in how the curriculum is delivered at this level makes it difficult for 

parents to assist. One teacher stated: 

As in lots of families, maybe the parents are not in a position to 
support, especially seniors because you know even taking home 
the assessment task is.. the wording too difficult? 

A teacher highlighted that the majority of students cope with assessment tasks 

however: 

It's the minority that we actually should be concerned about, 
because the majority will always cope - we're here to make sure 
everybody copes. 

This teacher thought the education system could be more flexible in the delivery of 

courses, in particular assessment tasks. She would like to see faculties accommodate 

the individual needs of students and believes that teachers have a responsibility to: 

make sure that kids can show what they actually can achieve 
because everybody here can achieve something. They just need 
to have the task that will bring that out of them, and the support I 
suppose. 

Another teacher had similar views and structured assessments to suit the students. He 

explained: 

[I] keep them motivated by not having the assessment task put 
them down - my tasks have always been fairly hands on, 
practically orientated, in a lot of cases where they will be 
successful. 



It should be noted that schools control assessment schedules hence the Board of 

Studies does not set those parameters, although the completion of assessment tasks are 

a key factor of Years 11 and 12. Students are expected to take on an individual 

learning mode which means more responsibility to organise a schedule to complete 

tasks on time. The next section draws on comments made by teachers about the 

change in pedagogy from Year 10 to Year 11. 

4.3.4 Teachers: Introduction to Senior Years Study 

The transition period from Year 10 to Year 11 has been identified as having a major 

impact on the retention of Aboriginal students. Some teachers acknowledge that 

during this phase life can be quite difficult and unless students receive extra support 

they will leave school. 

Another teacher commented on the difference between assignment expectations for 

Years 10 and 11 stating that 'it's such a big job from what's expected of them in 

Years 10, to 11 and 12'. Another said: 

The transition from Year 10 to Year 11, I think what happens 
generally is that kids cope in Years 7 to 10 by sitting in class 
doing what they've got to do, be good, hand in the odd 
assignment, gets to Year 11 and they're expected to suddenly 
voice opinions, write essays, do quite complicated assessment 
tasks, that type of thing and unless a student is able to say to 
somebody, whoever it might be, 'I need help' it snowballs, and if 
it does it becomes very very, well, becomes a weight, I would 
imagine, on their shoulders, and it gets to the point where it's not 
easy. 

Respondents acknowledged there is a big difference between Years 10 and 11. One 

teacher explained that: 

There's a big jump from Year 10 to Year 11, and it comes to 
things like assessment tasks, attendance - if you miss a few days 
in Year 10 well you know the world's not going to end. If you 
miss a few days in Year 11 then you can get behind and once you 
get behind then it sort of compounds. 

One teacher believed that schools should implement strategies for students 

progressing from Year 10 to Year 11 to make it easier. She stated: 

I'd like to see a bit more go into that jump between 10 and 11. A 
lot more could be done to smooth that transition. I don't think 



they need to be, you know, spoon fed, I don't know it's a huge 
issue, but I suppose it just takes ... 

Another teacher likened the transition period to a time when students either engage in 

the new way of learning or leave. Her conlments included: 

It's quite sad that you'll see some kids and, it's all across the 
board, that you when you look back school is supposed to be the 
best years of your life, and you look at them and you think 
you're not having a good time. 

She added: 

It's always nice to know I think, education's role is to make sure 
that people fill their potential and I don't think Aboriginal kids 
are, for numerous reasons, and I just think that's sad. 

The regulations of the NSW HSC are set by the NSW Board of Studies, and all 

students have to comply with submitting assessment tasks, attending school and 

carrying out various responsibilities. One teacher commented that: 

In Years 11 and 12, and even in Year 10 now it becomes very 
structured, very almost legalistic that teachers sign for it [the 
assessment] to acknowledge they received it. 

One teacher suggested that maybe schools could work more with parents and make 

them more aware of issues involved in studying in Years 11 and 12. She indicated that 

schools could consider: 

Ensuring they're [parents] aware of how the system works, and 
in fact if Aboriginal parents are not comfortable coming to 
school then it would be nice to see that we actually did make the 
initiative to go out to the parents. 

She believed that parents should 'know how the system works' so they could assist 

their child. She stated: 

It would be nice to see if parents aren't happy or aren't 
comfortable coming to school then it would be nice to see that 
we actually did make the initiative to go out to the parents. But 
you know... 



Consequently, comments from the teachers revealed that the transition period was a 

difficult stage for Aboriginal students. Internal support such as that provided by 

Aboriginal Education Assistants (AEA) was raised by all respondents. 

4.3.5 Teachers: Aboriginal Education Assistant Support 

The teacher interviews indicate that AEAs are regarded as an important support 

mechanism for teachers and Aboriginal students in the schools involved in my 

research. 

All of the teachers interviewed discussed the role that AEAs have in their schools. 

Students are referred to the AEA for academic assistance and, as one teacher 

indicates, he would like 'to see one AEA per year' because students are referred 

regularly to them to assist with assignments and homework. Teachers from both 

schools appreciate the input from AEAs. As one teacher points out 'I would say the 

best thing with assessment tasks is to try and work through the AEA'. However, 

another teacher in a high school with 107 Aboriginal students highlights that: 

AEAs spend a lot of their time with the younger students and the 
older ones are supposedly to be more responsible and to look 
after themselves a bit more. 

One teacher pointed out that the AEA is: 

run off his feet with the juniors. When we're talking about the 
seniors and retaining them through to Year 12 he wouldn't have 
time to support them, he's in there helping the teachers with the 
Years 7 and 8 because that's where the discipline problem is and 
just trying to survive with some of the problems... 

Another teacher pointed out that the AEA was utilised to assist with managing classes 

with a high number of Aboriginal students. This same teacher believed that 

Aboriginal students worked better when Aboriginal people assisted in the classroom. 

She supported the concept of the employment of more Aboriginal teachers and 

suggested: 

We need Aboriginal teachers, you need people they [students] 
can relate to, you know it just helps because otherwise they feel 
alienated in the school. 

Similar viewpoints came from another teacher who stated: 



At this stage, until we have more Aboriginal teachers in the 
school, then we need AEAs because otherwise the kids are in a 
sea of 800 or 1000 faces and there's nobody there for them to 
relate to - it's all well and good to have a teacher to keep saying 
to you 'come on you've got to do this', but its very different if 
you have, you know, an Aboriginal face. 

One teacher commented on learning differences between Aboriginal male and female 

students, and believed that to complement the support needed, a male and female 

AEA should be employed in the school. There was acknowledgement that Aboriginal 

males preferred male support. 

Finally, though the majority of teachers supported the presence of an AEA in schools, 

one teacher commented that AEAs were not employed to do assigruilents for 

Aboriginal students. The teacher emphasised: 

An AEA should be supportive to the kids and they should be 
directing them to complete work, not do the work for them. 

The same teacher supported a proposal for Aboriginal students to have their own 

space in school to do their homework He believed resources should match the number 

of Aboriginal students and he indicated there should be an improvement to what is 

currently available in the school. He said: 

I think AEAs are essential. It also gives some of the kids who 
might be a bit shy, it gives them a place to go and get their 
confidence. You know they have computers if they've got any 
problems they can talk to the AEA, then the AEA see us and we 
can be aware of the situation. 

Consequently, the teachers have identified certain aspects that affect retention. These 

include attendance, subject choice, peer pressure and assessment tasks. The teachers 

highlighted the transition from Year 10 to Year 11 period as a critical time for 

Aboriginal students. In addition they acknowledge the work of AEAs and appreciate 

the support provided by them for Aboriginal students. 

The next section consists of data from interviews conducted with State and 

Commonwealth Aboriginal education employees, and the New South Wales 

Aboriginal Education Consultative Group. 



4.4 NSW DET and Commonwealth Government Educationalists 

The learning outcomes for Aboriginal students are certainly high 
on everybody's agenda - it's not something that people just say 
that's not important, because it's one of the most important 
things that we can do - it's just critical that we get these results 
improved, just critical. 

(School Education Director) 

The interviews also involved Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people employed to 

implement Aboriginal education policies, monitor the management of schools, and 

assist with issues affecting Aboriginal students in the schools. They included 

Aboriginal Education Assistants, a Senior Aboriginal Education Officer, a Regional 

Aboriginal Education Manager, a manager of an Aboriginal Programs Unit, a School 

Welfare Officer (non-Aboriginal), a School Education Director (non-Aboriginal) and 

a representative from the NSW State Aboriginal Education Consultative Group. This 

group will be described as 'government employees'. The interviews indicated themes 

which focused on parental involvement, partnerships, introduction to senior years 

study, attendance and teacher training. 

4.4.1 Government Employees: Parental Involvement 

Respondents have highlighted parental involvement as a factor contributing to the 

success of Aboriginal students. For example, an Aboriginal Education Assistant 

(AEA) has noticed that: 

You can tell which kids are doing well at school from their 
parents' involvement, and the kids that are not doing well, there 
is no involvement from their parents - if all the parents were 
involved with their kids, we wouldn't have all these problems. 

In addition, a Senior Aboriginal Education Officer who was employed by the 

Department of Education Science and Training (DEST) acknowledged that Aboriginal 

parents should be involved and concluded: 

I understand they've got other kids and other things on, but we're 
not going to know what they want unless they come to the 
meetings. 



Similarly, an AEA indicated that 'the school does not get the support off the parents 

and this will affect the kids in some way' and that 'Aboriginal education will go 

somewhere if the parents would settle down with their kids and support them'. 

The NSW AECG representative believed it is important for schools to forge links with 

the local AECGs because this organisation represents parents on a local, regional and 

state level. He emphasised: 

I haven't met an Aboriginal person yet that doesn't want their 
children or their child to get the best education. 

He added: 

The strength of the NSW AECG is with the comnlunity - it's 
about empowering the community and giving the community I 
guess enough courage and confidence to speak up for them and 
the kids. 

The NSW AECG representative who participated in this research has direct access to 

the Minister and has indicated that: 

The only way they [the NSW DET] are going to improve the 
outcomes for our kids is to have parental involvement, and to 
have parent involvement they have to listen to the AECG. 

A DEST Senior Education Officer believes that good school leadership attracts parent 

participation. Consequently: 

If you've got a good principal at the school then education for 
Aboriginal kids will be one of the main agenda items for him/her 
and that just flows down in terms of relationships with the 
communities and parents having their input - when I visit there's 
always one or two Aboriginal parents in the school, there's a 
very visible Aboriginal face there. 

To further enhance a link between home and school, comments from this group 

favour a partnership approach between schools and others. This could be via a general 

agreement with representatives of the Aboriginal community, but importantly with 

parents. 

4.4.2 Government Employees: Partnerships 

Respondents pinpointed that partnerships were needed to be formed so that 

educational outcomes for Aboriginal students improved. For example, an AEA 



believed there are external influences which impacted on the learning of Aboriginal 

students. She said 'there are lots of things happening in homes that kids are dealing 

with' and those issues should be: 

taken to the community to fix up - it's just like having the 
conununity deal with their own problems instead of some other 
organisation doing it. 

Further, a school education director emphasised the value of partnerships and 

indicated that: 

Families and the school need to work together and that's why I 
think that schools have got to be more welcoming for Aboriginal 
families and I think that Aboriginal families have got to be more 
prepared to go to schools as well. 

Other comments emphasised that: 

The school community and the Aboriginal community have to 
know how to work with one another, and how to value what one 
another have, and in doing that respecting and then moving 
forward. (Manager NSW DET Aboriginal Programs Unit) 

and 

The most successful teachers of Aboriginal students are those 
who are able to set up a good personal universal relationship 
with the Aboriginal students, but I also think that schools that 
achieve best for Aboriginal students are the ones that have got a 
good relationship with the Aboriginal community. If there's a 
good relationship with the Aboriginal community then often the 
learning outcomes for the kids are enhanced. (School Education 
Director) 

A similar view was put forward by a regional DEST Aboriginal education manager. 

This person monitored the implementation of Aboriginal education support progranls 

funded by the Commonwealth Government. He recognised that, to be able to meet the 

educational needs of Aboriginal students, the schools should consider partnerships 

with students, parents, teachers and the general Aboriginal community. This concept 

can be linked to the new support programs that have recently been implemented by 

the Commonwealth Government. These programs have a whole of school approach 

whereby all key stakeholders meet and identify key learning difficulties for 

Aboriginal students. It was hoped that a collaborative approach will enable schools to 

implement appropriate strategies to support Aboriginal students. He indicated: 



It really puts the focus back on it being strategic in nature and 
identifying the real issues, not the fact that we're going to buy 
another computer or another digital camera for the school. 

The concept of forming groups to plan and develop strategies to inlprove the 

educational outcomes of Aboriginal students has also been highlighted in interviews 

with AEAs. One AEA believed there has been a lack of input from Aboriginal 

community people into the regional Aboriginal education professional development 

plan. She understood: 

There was no outside representation from other Aboriginal 
people - I think community support on policy writing and 
anything needs to be addressed, I think it's something that hasn't 
been addressed in the past and it needs to be. 

Another perspective raised suggests that partnerships could be formed with other units 

within the NSW DET. A key aim of the partnership would be to assist schools to: 

look at what they're doing and then they might look at what 
they're wanting to do and they might say okay this activity here, 
lets go to the parent/school partnership in DEST and see if we 
can use some of their money to do this particular activity. Well 
you know funds are provided through the region for that, so lets 
go back to them, or this particular activity is part of the school's 
local budget so we need to be taking it into consideration there. 

(Manager NSW DET Aboriginal Programs Unit) 

Other respondents also believe that a more whole of government approach is needed 

to deal with external issues affecting the learning of Aboriginal students. These 

participants maintain that partnerships would permit schools to concentrate on their 

core business, which is educating students. 

A Regional Aboriginal Education Manager employed by DEST suggests there is a 

need for more accountability from those responsible for the education of Aboriginal 

students and for issues that affect retention. He believes that schools should identify 

other agencies that could work together on issues affecting students which could 

include partnerships with agencies such as 'TAFE, Juvenile Justice and Aboriginal 

Medical Services'. He suggests: 

Instead of asking DEST for all of the money to do a particular 
project we would say, well, who else should be a part of this? 
Identify some other stakeholders who could contribute in kind or 



in dollar sense. I guess we're now pushing, and other 
organisations are accepting the fact, that things need to be done 
in a collaborative way through partnerships. (Senior DEST 
employee) 

Another participant highlighted that the ABCG has formed a collaborative 

relationship with other education institutions and stated that: 

We work closely with the APU because when you are looking at 
the Aboriginal Programs Unit, even the Catholic Education or 
universities, when you really think about we're all working for 
the same goals, to improve the educational outcomes for all our 
people. We're talking about forming partnerships with 
everybody so we're working together so if we keep going 
separately we'll never improve outcomes. Relationships 
between, you know, the peak bodies in education fronl AECG to 
DEST to the universities to the Catholic system, is that we're 
working much closer. (NSW AECG) 

Government employees were asked to identify what they thought had the most effect 

on the retention of senior Aboriginal students. They identified the transition period to 

Year 11, relationships, suspension, teacher responsibility and systemic equity. 

4.4.3 Government Employees: Introduction to Senior Years Study 

An ABA who works in a high school outlined factors that impacted on the retention of 

Year 11 Aboriginal students. This worker has been employed for 10 years by the 

NSW DET in an administrative and supportive role for Aboriginal students. The 

transition period from Year 10 to Year 11 was identified as a difficult stage for this 

cohort of students. She had noticed that: 

Up until Year 10, really, school is simplified, you have basic 
exanlinations, basic assessment tasks and then all of a sudden at 
the end of Year 10 you do a couple of exams and then, Year 11, 
the students are just pushed into constant assessment and testing. 
I think it's a huge transition for them. 

Comments from the AEA suggest that is too much pressure is put on students at the 

very early stage of Year 11, and well before they are given the skills to achieve at this 

level. For exanlple she asserts: 

They get the lecture to say you're a senior and you've got to do 
this and you've got to do that, and the pressure builds - they 
wonder whether they should be here because if they get one or 
two assignments behind that's it you know - so that's why they 



drop off - a lot of the very good students that have come through 
from Year 10 are struggling with assessment tasks. 

The same AEA commented that individual support mechanisms needed to be 

implemented for those students. She thought: 

Individual tutoring is a must because the language and even the 
assessment tasks, and how they're written from the curriculum, 
are very different. 

A School Education Director, who monitors schools on a regional level, also 

identified the transition period as a difficult stage for students. He believed that 

schools should provide individual support for students. He argued that: 

Sometimes school expectations don't match the students' 
expectations, that is, they're expected to become almost adult 
learners over the Christmas holidays between Year 10 and Year 
11 and that's a concern and I think that there probably needs to 
be systems put into place that allow students to be, you know, 
supported individually as they move from Year 10 to Year 11 
and have their individual needs met. 

The next themes revealed in the Government employees' interviews were factors 

which affected attendance for Aboriginal students. 

4.4.4 Government Employees: Attendance 

Another retention factor was the influence of racism on attendance. An AEA who has 

been employed in a school for 17 years has identified racisnl as leading to suspension 

for Aboriginal students. For example, she said: 

Racism is a big thing - always will be a big issue within schools. 
It's either dealt with or its covered up - probably dealt with but 
not dealt with in the right way. 

She linked racism to suspension which led to non-attendance because: 

Aboriginal children have retaliated against somebody calling 
them names - so the name calling doesn't get dealt with, all they 
dealt with was the kids' behaviour. 

The AEA believed that more training should be offered for school staff In 

understanding the Racism Policy. 



In addition the schools' discipline policy does not include an alternate way to deal 

with suspension, and she queried this by stating: 

We don't seem to be going anywhere as far as attendance and 
retention. There are still a lot of Koori Kids being suspended in 
schools, which is ridiculous. I've had fights galore with staff in 
school about suspensions - I said you never sit down and try and 
put anything in place - all they want to do is just jump up and 
down - and you know if somebody came along and had a look at 
the suspension rates, some of the decisions that schools make, 
they ought to be under investigation. 

This worker believed that welfare committees should implement programs so schools 

have alternate strategies to deal with suspensions. She suggested that schools: 

develop plans and follow their plans - if they've got some. 
program to deal with kids, do it, instead of getting them out of 
the schools all the time. 

She emphasised that suspension affected attendance as early as Kindergarten and she 

said: 

I've found out that some of the Kindergarten kids are being 
suspended - my God Kindergarten kids. I mean if you can't deal 
with Kindergarten kids' behaviour as a teacher, where does it go 
from there? 

A DET Welfare Officer's role is to monitor suspension rates, liaise with schools and 

sometimes parents when suspension issues occur. In his experience suspension affects 

more Aboriginal students than non-Aboriginal students. The Commonwealth and 

State Government statistics are reflected in his statement. He recognises that the effect 

of suspension impacts greatly on attendance and 'the clientele was very heavily 

represented by Aboriginal students - at least 80 percent of my clientele as kids with 

attendance issues'. Issues such as racism have been identified in these interviews and 

can be the cause of suspension which affects attendance. Hence data reflect that 

suspension and attendance go hand in hand, and unfortunately have an impact on 

attendance for Aboriginal students. School discipline policies and suspension rates are 

reminders of factors affecting the learning environment of Aboriginal students. 

A theme highlighted in the data centred on the responsibility of schools to playa part 

in improving the overall education status of Aboriginal students. Respondents 



identified teacher awareness about the NSW AEP and Aboriginal communities as 

more or less essential criteria for teachers. 

4.4.5 Government Employees: Teacher Training 

Comments from the interviews suggest there is lack of teacher development In 

Aboriginal education issues. 

A NSW DET welfare officer believed teachers lack awareness and understanding 

about Aboriginal people and those issues affecting educational outcomes. He claimed: 

If we've got teachers who know a little bit more about the 
contemporary Aboriginal community, you know we all hear lots 
and lots about the historical stuff and that's wonderful but as far 
as when I talk to people in general about the Aboriginal 
community they refer to the historical, the traditional and that's 
good that they know about it, that's very important, but what 
they've got to realise is that we have a contemporary modem 
society, an Aboriginal society of modem kids who just want to 
be like every other modem kid - it's not about nulla nullas 
anymore. 

The NSW AECG representative had a similar VIew and believed that as each 

Aboriginal community was different, teachers needed to enhance their knowledge 

about local Aboriginal people. He claimed it was important for more developnlent in 

this area stating: 

Educating and training our teachers is not happening - they've 
got to realise that, you know, all of the Aboriginal people out 
there are contenlporary Aboriginal people. 

An AEA also highlighted the need for more training for teachers. This AEA 

emphasised that, in order to keep Aboriginal students at school, teachers needed to be 

appropriately trained in Aboriginal education. She said: 

I ask the question all the time how much training did these 
people have to deal with Aboriginal parents, with Aboriginal 
communities, with Aboriginal kids before they come into schools 
and teach? - We need to look into it and find out how much 
Aboriginal education did they do - when they did their training 
and what did they do? They come into the schools and some of 
them are really good workers some of them want to work with 
the kids, sonle of them have racist attitudes too. 

The NSW AECG representative supports this comment by stating: 



You have to start to look after educating and training our 
teachers much better and that's not happening. 

The above participant has 17 years experience in the school system and also believes: 

Aboriginal education will go somewhere if staff are trained in the 
school - I mean staff from the principal down to their staff, 
because you can't have a principal sitting in a school and not 
knowing anything about Aboriginal education and expecting the 
staff to know. 

One respondent has worked for 27 years in the NSW education system, and 22 of 

those years in Aboriginal education, and hence is well infonned about the educational 

issues affecting Aboriginal students. One area identified as affecting Aboriginal 

student outcomes was the inlplementation of the Aboriginal Education Policy into the 

school management plan. For example this participant highlighted: 

The policy's okay, but it hasn't necessarily been implemented 
very well - schools have relied on Aboriginal staff and the 
Aboriginal Programs Unit to be the nlajor driver rather than 
seeing that they actually had a role to play. 

She believed 'that the needs of Aboriginal students and Aboriginal education actually 

had to be brought into that strategic plan'. Her experience in this issue suggested that: 

Where schools have a really strong leader in the principal and 
other executive staff they're aware and understand the issues and 
then build those things into the school's strategic plan and, 10 and 
behold, things start to happen for Aboriginal kids, but where they 
don't see it as a whole of school operation things don't start to 
happen. 

A key area of concern is the failure of NSW DET to produce equitable outcomes. An 

AEA commented: 

I don't care what anybody says it's the school's responsibility to 
teach our kids, but it just doesn't happen, hey. 

Another AEA reiterated the above comment and stated: 

Look at how they teach the kids, look at what they're teaching 
and keep the kids at school - keep the kids and teach them. 

Comments by the NSW AECG representative also question the commitment of the 

NSWDET: 



The Department, the system is letting down our kids. For a long 
time they've said our kids are failing the system. I totally 
disagree with that, the system has let down our kids and it's 
about time that principals, teachers and even community and 
Aboriginal parents started to become accountable for the 
education of our kids. 

Unfortunately the AECG representative indicated NSW DET was not meeting its 

funding responsibility and claimed that: 

The NSW Department of Education really haven't been 
supportive of Aboriginal education. If you look at the way 
they've failed our kids they rely on Federal funding to educate 
our kids, where in fact that's a State responsibility and it comes 
down to teachers and principals failing to do their job. 

Sinlilar viewpoints were reiterated by an Aboriginal education regional DEST 

manager who maintained that 'Commonwealth money is supplementary' and also 

believed the responsibility rested with the NSW DET. He emphasised: 

What we're [DEST] trying to do is to say to schools the 
Commonwealth money is supplementary, it's not there to do the 
job you are supposed to be doing. Your job is to teach kids, you 
know, literacy and numeracy skills and other subject knowledge. 

The AECG representative added 'they don't need black money, they just need 

dedicated teachers'. Another respondent commented: 

The Aboriginal Education Review which I think for the first time 
had given us a warts and all documentation of how, in many 
ways, we're failing Aboriginal students in education. 

Achieving equitable outcomes has been linked to flexibility in the school system. 

Themes from the government employees' responses reveal their belief that the 

education system has to change to accommodate the needs of Aboriginal students. A 

School Education Director has observed that: 

The education system seems to be fairly static, and we expect 
people to bend themselves to fit into it - I think the time will 
come if we're really fair dinkum about this where the system will 
have to actually be flexible as well. 

Another participant believed: 



The delivery of education itself, it's people like DET 
organisations that have got to change, you know, and/or make 
changes to accommodate the needs of these Koori Kids. 

A senior educator emphasised: 

The learning outcomes for Aboriginal students are certainly high 
on everybody's agenda - it's not something that people just say 
that's not important, because it's one of the most important 
things that we can do - it's just critical that we get these results 
improved, just critical. 

The failure of teachers to acknowledge the talents of Aboriginal students was 

highlighted by an AEA who believed that Aboriginal students were automatically 

linked to the negative aspects of Aboriginal education outcomes. She claimed: 

I still don't feel the Department looks at Aboriginal students in 
the mainstream. I really feel that they are a stand out factor 
within the Department which I feel's a bit ofa worry. 

She believes this generates a biased opinion about the ability of Aboriginal students. 

For example she states: 

There's the assumption that every Aboriginal student may have 
low literacy and numeracy rates - they're not expected to excel, 
they're not expected because they're Aboriginal, they're not 
expected to have a high attendance rate, they're not expected to 
be academic, they're not, you know, there's not that expectation 
because they're Aboriginal. I even find it simply even down to 
the office staff. 

The effect of such deficit thinking creates a barrier for gifted and talented 

Aboriginal students, emphasising that teachers do not consider the individual 

needs of Aboriginal students. The same AEA understands: 

They've [NSW DET] got huge programs, the Department, for 
gifted and talented [students], but nobody's picked up the 
Aboriginal kids - why is that? You know what I mean when we 
know that the kids are out there, and the gifted and talented 
Aboriginal kids only come under are sport. There's that 
perception they're good sports people, you know we've got kids 
here that are exceptional at everything. 

Another view from the manager of the NSW DET Aboriginal Programs Unit 

associated the current Aboriginal education programs to that of a 'deficit model where 



the focus was on supporting kids who were in the lower band'. This participant 

believed: 

The programs available to us from the Department of Education, 
Science and Training, it's really based on a deficit model and the 
focus is on supporting kids who are in the lower band. What does 
this mean for us as an Aboriginal community when we're talking 
about education being used to build on community capacity 
building? What it means is there is no focus on borderline kids or 
the gifted and talented kids. So, if you're talking about 
community capacity building and all your effort is going into the 
kids who are in the lowest of bands then we're not going to be 
able to support those other kids so that they can go on and 
achieve. 

Consequently, the government enlployees' comments relating to teacher responsibility 

are geared towards teachers taking more responsibility to improve the educational 

outcomes of Aboriginal students. This would include training for teachers in 

Aboriginal contemporary society and recognition of those Aboriginal students who 

can excel in academia. These participants believe that a more flexible approach has to 

be sought by teachers, in addition to focusing on those students who have the potential 

to participate in gifted and talented classes. 

The NSW state employees highlight specific areas that affect Aboriginal students 

studying at the NSW HSC level including the transition from Year 10 to Year 11, 

suspension issues which affect attendance, and the level of teacher responsibility. 

Those participants employed by DEST and the AECG provide a more whole of 

governnlent view on issues that affect the retention of Aboriginal students including a 

collaborative approach to improving the educational outcomes through implementing 

partnerships between relevant agencies. In addition, employees of both State and 

Commonwealth Governments identify the importance of the inclusion of Aboriginal 

education into schools strategic plans. 

The next section will introduce the students and their perspectives on studying the 

NSW HSC. Two year levels are discussed, one is Year 11, and the other is Year 12, 

the final year at school. 



4.5 Students 

I was okay with all the class work but it was just assignments 
at the start of the year I was getting everything done but I kept 
doing them and I was still finishing other ones. 

(Student who did not complete the NSW HSC). 

What you really want in life you have need to show initiative and 
go out there and get what you want. 

(Student who completed the NSW HSC). 

There are two groups of students involved in this study and they shared personal 

experiences about their NSW HSC learning journey. Four students left school during 

Year 11, which is the Preliminary Year to Year 12, and a pre-requisite to sit for the 

NSW HSC. Another four left during Year 12. However, four students completed the 

NSWHSC. 

The interviews were able to compile a range of issues that affected the retention of 

this cohort of students. There were two major themes prevalent in the data including 

Aboriginal Education Assistant support and relationships. These, and other issues 

raised by individual students are then amalgamated to present 12 student profiles. 

4.5.1 Students: Aboriginal Education Assistant Support 

Seven of the students commented on the support role of the AEA and their personal 

experience with utilising AEA support. 

Among those students who did not complete their NSW HSC few had support from 

AEAs. They commented: 

The AEA was mainly there for the Year 7 kids. Every time I saw 
her she was with Year 7s. 

and 

They're supposed to help the Aboriginal kids, but they never did 
anything because I think the seniors need more help than what 
the juniors actually do. 



Other students knew the AEAs were available but had limited contact fronl them. For 

example, one student said she 'didn't really talk to them about much'. Another met 

with the AEA during her free periods. 

In contrast, those students who completed the NSW HSC had a more positive 

approach to AEAs. All of them formed good relationships with the AEA who, they 

believed, assisted and supported them right throughout their school years. One student 

remembered: 

Ever since I went to school I got a lot of support from the AEAs 
- they supported me, like they helped me with my assignments 
and sort of it was good - the AEAs helped me a lot. 

The successful students believed the AEAs provided much more than academic 

support. AEAs working side by side with Aboriginal students created a cultural 

comfort zone for some Aboriginal students. As one successful student pointed out: 

Having an Aboriginal adult in the classroom with Aboriginal 
students they learn better. Teachers would say something and in 
Year 7 I'm just like, what are you on about? I want to talk about 
it, and they'd say it's easy to understand, but we can't really 
relate to it that much - so when the AEA was there she'd sit 
there and I'd say 'oh what does that mean'? and she would 
explain it and that's an easier way for me to relate to the subject 
and like understand it and stuff, there's not like a language 
barrier - it's easier like that connection when they're in the 
classroom. 

Another successful student commented: 

With teachers I reckon you've got some, like up there, who 
would go out of their way to help you and others just say, look 
its there do it yourself. Others would give you all the help you 
needed, like the AEA. 

This cohort of students also believed that schools should employ male and female 

AEAs. A successful student stated: 

They need to have an AEA but both male and female because it's 
easier to talk to your own gender. 

Another successful student agreed and pointed out that, as well as an AEA, there was 

a need for Aboriginal mentors in the schools. The successful students identified areas 



where a mentor could support Aboriginal students in the school environment. One 

student suggested: 

1 think it would be a good idea to have mentors up there for 
many boys and girls especially for the junior boys. 

Mentors would provide another support mechanism for Aboriginal students as one 

successful student stated: 

If you've got problems at home and stuff, you can't concentrate 
on anything at school. 

Another student believed that: 

There still needs to be more because 1 think Aboriginal students 
feel easy if they talk to Aboriginal mentors. 

The cultural aspects of relationships were further elaborated as one student indicated: 

I think without AEAs, and like ASSPA Committees and stuff, a 
lot of the students just wouldn't even bother going to school 
they'd be so lonely and like, they'd just feel not even worth 
going there because they couldn't relate to anybody. 

Consequently AEAs are recognised as a support mechanism by all Aboriginal 

students. Some students chose to seek support from them and others did not. 

The next section discusses the students' comments on relationships with their peers 

and the teachers. 

4.5.2 Students: Relationships 

This section includes responses made by the students on their relationships with other 

students and teachers. First, I will discuss peer relationships and the effect they had on 

the students. 

The successful students provided an insight into how they dealt with peer friendship 

and pressure as they worked through the school system to achieve the NSW HSC. 

Their comments suggested they formed positive relationships with Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal peers through sporting activities at school and away from school. 

Sport was seen as something which provided not only friendship but it offered a break 

in school routine. A student indicated 'I think it's good to have a break, you need to 



branch out and make more friends'. Another component of forming relationships 

through sport was that it created a comfortable learning environment, which entered 

into the classroom. On student pointed out that 'having mates in the classroom and 

stuff, you feel more comfortable in doing your work '. She also believed that other 

Aboriginal students were shy in the classroom, but they should 'realise there's no 

shame in asking for help' . 

This group commented that they experienced hostility from their Aboriginal peers. 

For example, pressure would be applied to this group to choose between Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal friends. One student stated: 

Aboriginal girls and boys just hang around Abol;ginals, and they 
don't really like other groups and stuff. They're like pretty sad 
because they think I can't go there because there's too many 
whites. 

Though a successful student knew how other Aboriginal students felt, she 

nevertheless believed it important to remain focused on her study. She pointed out: 

That's when you set priorities like we're the main priority but 
we're not trying to be better than the others. 

Another student agreed and indicated that if her Aboriginal peers accused her of 

being white she would say: 

I spend just as nluch time with my white friends as I do with my 
black friends so it doesn't really matter as most of them 
[Aboriginal peers] are your cousins so you spend time with them 
out of school anyway. 

However not only was hostility prevalent within their cultural group, it was also an 

issue they had to deal with in the classroom environnlent. A student indicated that 

'racist sort of stuff begins in primary school'. Another pointed out that she always got 

into trouble if she responded to the racist taunts 'you black bitch'. In high school they 

had to deal with comments from other students aimed at Aboriginal Studies and 

history classes. Comments such as: 

What do you do in Ab Studies - they just thought it was the 
biggest bludge ever, they just thought we didn't do any work. 

Non-Aboriginal students would also question and ridicule the beliefs in Aboriginal 

totems. One student stated 'but there's a way to say or ask a question, but they just 



say it like negative'. Though their Aboriginality was often questioned, one student 

believed that movies like Rabbit ProofFence and Yolngu Boy encouraged discussion 

about the past history of Australia amongst non-Aboriginal students. 

The successful and unsuccessful students had good relationships with their parents, 

and both groups believed that family support was essential for engagement. The 

successful students remembered their parents having regular involvement in school 

activities such as 'ASSPA meetings' and 'sports events' and being there for them. 

Another said, 'I thought the moral support that they gave me was a lot for sure' . 

Good rapport between students and teachers were developed through sports and 

students believed that if a student misbehaved, then a teacher who was involved in 

coaching at school or in a local club was more likely to get through to the student. 

One student explained: 

I remember when Robert use to get into trouble all the time, he 
wouldn't listen like, he would talk to the deputy principal, but if 
the sports coach would say 'oh come on snap out of it or you 
wont get into touch or whatever, he'd listen. 

Consequently: 

If they [teachers] were coach and your teacher, then you could 
talk to them more like, but it would be more as a coach and a 
friend not a coach and a teacher. 

Another successful student observed that: 

Some [teachers] were better than others. They'd just connect 
with the kids better I suppose cause they were able to 
communicate better and set out work so that it was easier to 
comprehend in class, yeah. Some had favourites and they'd 
always be annoying and that was always bad with some teachers. 

The unsuccessful students had formed a rapport with some of the teachers. One 

student commented: 

Miss was a good teacher and I spoke to her about a lot of things 
and she said if I ever needed anything to gO,and see her. 

Another student said Year 7 was 'pretty good and I got to meet new friends so it was 

okay'. Similarly, one of the students made 'a lot of friends and I mixed not just with 

Aboriginal students'. 



Some of the unsuccessful students admitted that other Aboriginal students could 'get 

you into trouble like, when there's a lot of Aboriginal students around - too loud'. 

Another mentioned that she found school difficult at times stating: 

Oh just the people that are there, they make it a lot harder for you 
- that's pretty much what make it negative, just that people that 
you're surrounded by and the students. 

The next section is based on comments made by the students about their classroom 

expenence. 

4.5.3 Student: Profiles 

First, I will discuss data linked to those Aboriginal students who left school during 

Years 11 and 12. Second, I will present the data for those students who completed the 

NSW HSC. Included in this section will be a snapshot of each student's teaching and 

learning experiences. 

4.5.3.1 Unsuccessful students 

Adam 

This student enjoyed primary school, but noticed the difference in teaching style from 

Year 8. He felt that: 

Teachers weren't there as much as you needed them, so work 
became harder but Years 9 and 10 were alright, because my 
subjects were in then, my favourite subjects. 

His parents knew he was having difficulty and organised tutorial support in Year 10. 

Adam passed Year 10, enrolled in Year 11 and shared what he experienced during the 

transition period: 

It was pretty rough for nle at times. It was just hard to understand 
and when I'd go up and ask the teacher they would say, 'oh the 
instructions are there read them' and stuff like that. 

And 

You had, like, a bit more work to do, and heaps nlore, like, 
different things that you haven't tried before. You know a couple 
of things that you wouldn't have done previously in Year 10 or 
9. Yeah stuff like that I just didn't understand real well. 

His comments on the teachers include: 

The teachers, like, they weren't bad and they weren't good. 
Sometimes they helped us when we really needed it - we kept 
askin' them instead of just helping us straight away. Overall they 



pretty much were ok - just sometimes when they were doin' 
some other work that they had to do instead of focusin' on what 
we needed to do. 

Again, the parents organised tutorial support and his comments include: 

Tutors dropped off slow, you know they'd come in too late and 
ask you where you were up to in your work and you were just 
starting - it got hard and stressful for me. 

By this stage he was well behind in assessment tasks and due to non-submission his 

Year 11 enrolment was suspended. 

Adam re-enrolled the following year but left during the first ternl. He struggled to find 

the acadenlic support needed to complement classroom learning. He was an excellent 

sportsman and took great pleasure in participating at the representative level. His 

comments included: 

It was pretty rough and pretty hard at some stage there - I'd be 
just starting one set of homework then all of a sudden you've got 
this other big pile on top of you which you'd have to pretty much 
hand in at the same time as your other one. 

And 

It was going good there for a while, but that's when I thought 
you know school's just not for me. 

John 

John was very shy, though he excelled in the curriculum and sports at primary school. 

Primary school to him 'was pretty good', so too were Years 7 to 10. He enrolled in 

Year 11. John completed Year 11 and left school during first term of Year 12. He was 

aware of support for Aboriginal students, such as that from AEAs and tutorial support 

and he received support from the teachers, particularly the deputy principal, but had 

difficulty in completing tasks for a major works project. Major works projects begin 

during the last term of Year 11 and continue into Year 12. Many students spend time 

on this unit during the end of school term. John got behind in his major works project 

and managing both the project and assessment tasks was difficult. It has to be 

remembered that there are assignments for another four or five subjects as well. He 

said: 



I got behind in a few subjects and all the assessn1ents and stuff. I 
had a lot to catch up on and I didn't think I would, thought I'd 
get out and work. 

The time limit to do the work was a problem for John which had an impact on 

submitting the assessment task for the n1ajor works project. 

Mary 

Mary left school at the end of first term in Year 12. This student experienced two high 

schools, moving from the first one because 'I didn't really like the teachers' and she 

thought: 

Some of the teachers that you get are, like, kind of the reasons 
why you leave school, like that was one of the reasons why I left 
my other school. Sometimes the way they talk to you, you know, 
I got along with my teacher - just the attitude of some of the 
teachers, just.... 

There was a sense of being treated different to other students, and after changing 

schools she said 'it was like a little bit better'. However, this student pointed out that 

'you go in there to learn and they should have time for everyone in the class' . 

She thought Year 11 was good and she completed all tasks and continued to Year 12. 

However, her mother became ill, and because there was no one else in the family that 

could be with her during the day, (others had to work, including her father and older 

sisters) she had to do it. Her comments include: 

I remember mum had her operation and my nephew (who lived 
with the family) wasn't at school and my niece finished 
preschool during the day. My mum was here by herself cause 
dad and my sisters were working so I stayed with mum, and then 
when I went back to school I was too far behind to catch up. 

From personal experience the above scenario is a prime example of 'Aboriginal 

fan1ily commitments' which have priority over education. The down side to this is 

that the student had the ability to finish Year 12. In fact teachers believed she had the 

potential to achieve a good result in the NSW HSC. 

Unfortunately, keeping up to date with assessment tasks was a problem for Mary as 

she pointed out: 



I got too far behind - I got behind in English and Hospitality, 
because in Hospitality every two weeks you get assessed on 
preparation and your notes that you do. 

This student attempted to combine home commitments with studying but the rigour of 

the NSW HSC does not allow for a lengthy time away from school. Mary coped with 

the academic level, but assignments accumulated and it became impossible to submit 

tasks on time. 

Vicki 

Vicki left school during Year 12. As with Mary, the teachers believed she had the 

potential to achieve a good result in the NSW HSC. Year 11 seemed 'like a breeze' 

for this student because she had no problems with assessment tasks and got on well 

with teachers. When asked what happened in Year 12 she replied: 

There were a couple of things that I didn't do and every time I 
went to ask for help some of them said that they were busy, or 
they'll do it, but they never got around to doin' it. 

The students were working on more than one subject at a time, and she stated 'it all 

just kept coming up, all at once'. When students hit a barrier such as this they can't 

move to the next stage ofleaming for that subject. 

Unfortunately, this situation had a n1ajor in1pact on retention, and in this case the non

submission of assignments triggered disengagement. Her final comments were: 

I was okay with all the class work but it was just assignments, 
like there could have been about three or four at once, but at the 
start of the year I was getting everything done. But then as it 
keeps going to the later part of term it was alright, I just kept on 
doing them and I was still finishing other ones. 

Vicki worked alone, and didn't seek extra tutorial assistance but if she had her time 

over again she would: 

go around and ask for help and do all of my assignments so then 
I would have been at school. I wouldn't have had to worry about 
it. But, like I said it kept on building up and there wasn't much 
help around. 



Teresa 

Teresa excelled in primary and the transition to high school was good. Years 7 to 10 

were fine, however she noticed a change in the teachers from Year 10. Teachers 

'weren't very helpful', but at the same time she believed teacher expectation changed 

and that 'might have been because they wanted us to study more because of the 

School Certificate. I don't know but, I think I was just nervous'. On a number of 

occasions throughout the interview this student mentioned that she had no 

'confidence' in herself, and 'was nervous' about doing work. 

In similar circumstances as Mary and Vicki, she had the potential to do well in the 

NSW HSC. However, disengagement began with missing class because she realised 

there were only a few classes on the TAFE course day combined with free periods. 

Her comments include: 

Yeah because some days I would only have two classes [face to 
face teaching] a day so I thought 'oh well no use going', and 
that's when I got really far behind. I started TAFE in a Tourism 
course and because that was only once a fortnight I missed two 
weeks of it so I really got behind then. I had to catch up with 
TAFE, plus school work and then I think it was getting too much 
for me - I think the frees [free study periods] caused me heaps. 

She also related peer group pressure to missing class. She said 'when we'd have our 

frees we'd go, and then wouldn't go back to class'. The interview focused on whether 

or not she tried to get support to complete work and she explained that teachers 

realised she was behind and would let her 'sit in the AEAs room - yeah I don't know, 

and I kept getting more assignments, it was too much'. She had difficulty working 

with the TAFE and English teachers. The TAFE teacher was 'a bit growly and I think 

that turned me away' and she said, 'I always had trouble with my English teacher - I 

didn't get along with her very well, but I ended up getting changed which was a lot 

better'. The student added: 

Her attitude - she was, but she was like that with all of us, she 
just really got to me so I argued back, which made it worse - I 
shouldn't have, I should have went and seen somebody. 

This student was enrolled in a VET course which required attending TAFE and found: 

One of the teachers at TAFE was really, I don't know, she was a 
bit growly and that turned me away as well. 



She felt that when she sought help from the teachers they would: 

say go see them and things, but then when you would ask, like to 
me I thought they were thinking, oh this is a simple question, like 
you should know this. I think that's how come I didn't really ask 
the teachers much, and ask questions in front of, you know, other 
people. 

Teresa did not have the confidence to approach teachers for support and this affected 

the assessment schedule. She concluded: 

I don't know, I don't think I have a lot of confidence in myself 
with the assignments and things, yeah, and that's when it started 
getting harder because I'd leave it until the last minute. 

Teresa's advice to other students would be to: 

probably plan, like when they get their assignments to plan them, 
or set it out somehow. Yeah, cause at first I did start it, but then it 
all just, cause I kept getting more, so yeah it all just fell through. 

Elizabeth 

Elizabeth had experienced a lot of mobility during her school years. She attended two 

primary schools and three high schools. However, she began school when she was 

four, excelled in junior high school and was in the top classes for Maths and English. 

Consequently her numeracy and literacy levels were high. Movement between 

schools caused a problem with selected subjects because timetables were different 

and some subjects were offered in one school and not another. She decided to leave 

but re-enrolled the following year, had no problems with Year 11, but then left during 

Year 12. Her reason for leaving was 'the workload was a lot for me and because of 

personal reasons' . 

Movenlent between schools affected her relationships with peers and teachers. Her 

comments include: 

The school was good. It was just different - I found it a lot 
harder as well because I really didn't know the teachers and most 
of the students. I just went down to a place that I wasn't familiar 
with so it made it a lot harder as well. 

She compared teachers in one school to those in another that she had attended. She 

stated: 



At school 'A' it was really bad, if you didn't want to do school 
work they wouldn't make you. They just probably thought 'oh if 
you don't want to learn then I'm not gonna teach you'. Whereas, 
in school 'B' they really pushed you - they made you do your 
work and explained things to us a lot more. 

Elizabeth's carer had passed away, and to cope she moved with other relatives to 

unknown schools, which is something she regrets. 

Lisa 

Lisa was very charismatic and I could understand her love for the arts, including 

music and dance. Up until Year 10 she had had no problems with school. However, 

she found it difficult to cope with a personal issue, and this affected Year 11. She left 

during second term of Year 11, but then re-enrolled the following year. She spoke 

about the size of her family and the difficulty her parents had in providing support. 

She indicated: 

There's a lot of kids in my family so I couldn't get a lot of help 
from mum and dad. I fixed up for a tutor and got my form in but 
nothing was done even after that. 

Support was needed because this student had difficulty deciphering handouts given to 

her by teachers. The student explained how some of the lessons would be delivered to 

students: 

It was paper after paper every day - even after one class you 
would get all this paper there was heaps, yeah it was more than 
in Year 10. 

Further: 

I just got all this paper handed to me. It was my first day and I 
didn't even know what it was all about - there was just heaps. 

And: 

I wasn't there for a few classes before and so he gave me all this 
paper because I missed a class, then he gave everybody else 
paper and then me more paper for that lesson - so I was just 
given a lot of papers, but that was in a lot of classes not just for 
this class. 

Unfortunately, assessments increased and the workload became too difficult to 

manage. She believed also that taking the year off affected her concentration. 



Paul 

The interview included the parent. Paul was shy and really took his time answering 

questions during the interview. He said 'Year 8 was when problems started 

happening'. He was very talented and interested in music and dance. Unfortunately, 

peer group pressure caused from conflict became too much so he left school. He said 

'it all fell apart in term two', meaning second term of Year 11. Relationships with 

other students began to impact on his study and disciplinary procedures affected 

attendance. Paul experienced conflict with non-Aboriginal students which led to 

suspensIons. 

The family had difficulty in finding solutions to the conflict though they liaised with 

the school about it. He said the teachers were 'very arrogant and they always like to 

think of me as a really bad kid, but they didn't know nothin'. He completed all tasks 

up until the time he left school, and seemed to manage the workload without any 

problems, though he said 'it was hard work'. 

Unfortunately, high school for this student was an unhappy tinle, though he managed 

the Year 11 work load quite well. 

4.5.3.2 Successful students 

Four successful students were interviewed. One student had her parents present 

during the interview, and three students participated in a group interview. 

Cheryl 

The student who was interviewed with her parents applied herself to coursework with 

diligence and determination to succeed at a high level. From a very early age she 

enjoyed reading and was described by her parent as 'totally academic' in comparison 

to her siblings. Her thoughts on the NSW HSC include: 

I just saw it [the NSW HSC] as a goal that I had to do. I didn't 
mind the work till the last bit of work before the exanlS which 
was a bit stressful, but I didn't mind the work I just stayed. 

Her commitment to achieve the NSW HSC was demonstrated by the study systems 

she put in place during Years 11 and 12. Her preparation for the NSW HSC included: 



I found it easier to work if you took advice from the teachers and 
sort of you have to be aware of everything that's going on - if 
they give you a curriculum to read then read the curriculum. 
Preparing for the exams was really hard for me because I didn't 
quite know the techniques of study so I just read and wrote - to 
prepare for it I just had to go over all the work - leading up to it 
[NSW HSC] there was that two week gap and I just studied 
every day really as much as I could. 

This student's study environment included working alone because nlost of her 

classmates: 

weren't real interested in studying anyway so I really didn't have 
an option to ask someone to come over and say 'can you go over 
this with me' - I just did it by myself anyway. 

In relation to free periods she would: 

stay at school because there was only 50 minutes between each 
period when I had frees. They didn't have many frees where I 
could come home early so I just stayed at school and studied in 
the library and used the resources at school and textbooks. 

She had a very good understanding of the curriculum and knew what subjects to 

concentrate on for entry to university, which was her goal. She stated: 

If you fall behind in Year 11 it's really hard to catch up in Year 
12 because some subjects.. .I did economics and I didn't 
understand this one section. It's really hard to build on your 
general knowledge about it, so it's really important to stay 
focused on the Year 11 work. That's what I found anyway. 

This student's whole perception of studying for the NSW HSC demonstrated a style 

of learning that resulted in productive engagenlent and she thought that 'advance 

courses seemed more challenging'. Communication was great with her parents 

because she consulted them about the elective subjects and through their 

encouragement she studied advanced level courses. In addition she mentioned that: 

I always knew I wanted to go to university, but I never knew 
quite what I wanted to do even up to the last minute, but I 
thought the moral support that they [parents] gave nle was a lot 
for sure. 

When asked how she felt about achieving the NSW HSC she replied 'really relieved 

- yeah I feel good that I accomplished something out of all the work'. Cheryl did 

very well and was accepted into university. 



Similarly, the three students who participated in the focus groups had a goal to 

achieve the NSW HSC, with an aim to go to university, and work for a while. All 

three students achieved their goals. The students in the group interview attended the 

same high school from Year 7 to Year 12. 

Debra 

Debra had a high profile in her school. She was elected as a school representative, 

hence represented all of the students at the school on fonnal occasions such as school 

asseInblies and special meetings. Debra set long tenn goals from junior high that 

sustained a focus for her to do well in the NSW HSC. Her sporting abilities were of a 

high standard because she represented the school on a local and regional level. She 

remarked 'if I didn't have sport at school I don't think I would have continued'. She 

was committed to her study and acknowledged that her parents were an important part 

of her learning journey. She commented 'they wanted me to have more than they did, 

and you know better options' . 

The group was asked about their experience in Year 11 and they made comments 

about the free periods and curriculum choice. The free study period system at school 

was time away from the classroom and there was an expectation that the students use 

this time to research and write assessment tasks. Debra's comments about studying at 

this level included, 'my frees were alright - Oh I thought they were deadly'. In tenns 

of study management she revealed: 

I don't think I would have done what I've done without us three. 
I don't think I would have gone it [completed the NSW HSC] by 
myself, like I don't think I would have done that (the other two 
students agreed). 

Group tutorial sessions were organised during the students' free period. In fact Debra 

played a key role in organising the times for the tutorial sessions and motivated other 

Aboriginal students to participate in them. Her comments suggested that the tutorials 

assisted her to remain focused on studying: 

I think without the tutoring I wouldn't have done as well. If we 
didn't have those and if we didn't have the two tutors, like, 
without that I wouldn't have done as well, because I did better in 
my English than I even expected. 



Debra liked the idea of selecting subjects stating 'you got to select your own subjects, 

like you didn't have to be in classes that you didn't want to be in'. She was assertive 

in her approach to learning and claimed that: 

I think we actually said, 'look we need help' - I think that's the 
problem Aboriginal students face, they don't stand up and say 
'look we need help and realise there's no shame in asking for 
help. 

Debra was asked about how she felt about achieving the HSC and she said' Yeah it's 

good now - it's done and we've got it and we can say that we did it and achieved it'. 

She gained entry to university and planned to study business management. 

Christopher 

Christopher was a quiet and unassuming student. From a very young age he set goals 

to achieve the HSC and join the public service. He mentioned that he 'struggled and 

was going to drop out', and he added 'without support, without nlum and dad helping 

me, I probably would have dropped out a long time ago - they sort of kept me in 

there'. His mother worked closely with the school and organised group tutorials for 

him and other Aboriginal students. These tutorials lasted during Years 11 and 12. He 

fonned a regular study routine with other Aboriginal students in his class and through 

that gained support and encouragement from them as well. 

Christopher mentioned 'I had a lot of fun all the way through school' and like Debra 

he became a role model for junior males and often mentored them when needed. He 

represented the school in sports and played for local teams as well. He selected 

subjects and particularly enjoyed working on the major works project for Aboriginal 

studies. 

His comments about achieving the NSW HSC included 'yeah it feels good - it's 

mad'. He passed all of the subjects. 

Marilyn 

Marilyn was an assertive student who knew what she wanted and was quite clear 

about how she prioritised her study time. She had very supportive parents who 

monitored her study routine. She said 'if I hung around doing nothing mum would 



say, 'you could be studying, you could be doing homework or revision'. She would 

compron1ise with her parents by working through the week and then 'I could do 

whatever I wanted on weekends so I could have a break'. She also said 'I really didn't 

have a choice I had to, but I wanted to [do the HSC] anyway. 

In terms of Marilyn's study routine she too participated in the group tutorials and she 

believed studYing with a group helped and she probably would not have done it 'if 

there would have just been one of us'. She was critical of other Aboriginal students 

she pointed out that her original Year 11 class had 10 Aboriginal students although 

only four completed the NSW HSC (one did not participate in this research). She· 

compared herself to other Aboriginal students who left school stating: 

They [other Aboriginal students] just expect that it's going to 
come along - they think that it's just out there, but for them to 
approach teachers. What you really want in life you need to show 
initiative and go out there and get what you want. 

She believed n10st Aboriginal students assun1ed: 

it's going to be heaps hard, like if you just get in and do the work 
then it's not that hard. That's what I say to everybody. If you do 
your work then it's not that hard. 

Marilyn used her free periods sensibly and knew that if she did not stay on top of her 

work load from the early stages of Year 11 she risked falling behind in her studies. 

Like Cheryl and Christopher, she enjoyed her electives. She commented 'the more 

you got to choose your topic the more you became interested, the more you wanted to 

know more about it'. Her thoughts on completing the HSC included 'I'm glad 'we 

stuck to it and accomplished it'. Marilyn passed all ofher HSC subjects. 

In conclusion, the comments from the students focused on how they remained 

engaged, and what hindered engagement. There were contrasting opinions between 

those students who completed the NSW HSC and those who left either during Years 

11 or 12. For example, some of the students, particularly the successful students, 

embraced the support of the AEA. They not only saw the person as someone that 

assisted and supported them academically, they welcomed the 'Aboriginal presence' 

that the ABA represented. The students who left school were certainly aware of the 

ABA, however did not use the ABA in the same way. 



Another important point was teacher/student relationships. Different viewpoints about 

the teachers depicted a totally different relationship between the successful and 

unsuccessful students. The successful students had the confidence to work with 

teachers, including approaching them for assistance. On the other hand the 

unsuccessful students had difficulty in getting the response they required. 

The teaching and learning environment for both groups again was quite different. The 

successful students sustained engagement, and when they had problems they solved 

them. For example, if they needed to complement classroom teaching, their parents 

organised a tutor. One student worked alone because that suited her, while the others 

worked as a group during Years 11 and 12. These students moulded their style of 

learning to fit the expectations of the NSW HSC. The students who left school found 

it very difficult to get fron1 'A' to 'B'. They struggled to adapt to a more independent 

style of learning. For example, they did not use free periods constructively, nor 

manage the assessment schedule appropriately. 

Years 11 and 12 became an extraordinary challenge for some of the students in this 

study. Twelve students enrolled in Year 11 in 2003, and four completed the NSW 

HSC in 2004. Their comments have provided an insight into what factors affected 

their NSW HSC retention. 

4.6 Conclusion 

The interviews were conducted with people who have face to face contact with 

Aboriginal students on a daily basis. Some interviews were with those who visit 

schools once, twice maybe three tin1es a year, and who operate from a Departmental 

level, always looking for ways to improve the educational outcomes of Aboriginal 

students. The parents relived their experience of either joy or sadness that they felt for 

their child. Finally, I interviewed Aboriginal students who experienced school from 

Kindergarten to completion of the NSW HSC, and some who walked away sometimes 

a third, or half way through Year 11, and during Year 12. 

It wasn't easy for some parents to share their experience and personal thoughts, and 

the information gathered provides direction of the way parents want to become 



involved in their child's education. Some parents shared with me their feelings about 

an education systenl that caused frustration, anger and anxiety. They emphasised the 

importance of communicating the rules and regulations on assessment schedules and 

subject choice. Other parents shared what worked for their child to succeed in the 

NSW HSC. They discussed the type of study resources they provided and how they 

ensured the well-being of their child during their time at school. 

The interviews with the teachers indicated that they acknowledged there are problems 

with the retention of Aboriginal students. Their conversations centred on non 

submission of assessment tasks which are linked to attendance, peer pressure to 

achieve, how schools used AEAs and difficulties associated with the transition from 

Year 10 to Year 11. These interviews highlighted that teachers do care about 

Aboriginal students and want to see an improvement in outcomes. Though 

understanding how to do this was a mystery for them, they pinpointed factors 

affecting retention, but were unable to suggest solutions. 

The interviews with the State and Commonwealth educationalists demonstrated that 

there were many people associated with education that wanted change in Aboriginal 

student educational outcomes. There was a sense of unity when participants spoke 

about forming collaborative partnerships. In addition they illustrated the importance 

of including the educational needs of Aboriginal students into school strategic plans. 

This was an excellent opportunity to bring together ideas and lived experiences from a 

group that had an enormous amount of knowledge about Aboriginal people, the 

education system and Aboriginal students. 

Finally, the students contributed to the study by retelling short stories of personal 

experiences in the classroom, with fanlily, and their peers just as their mums and dads 

had always done in the past. The shYness of some was evident in their voice and their 

mannerisms, and the assertiveness in others certainly enlivened the conversation. The 

students generated a lot of discussion about teacher and AEA relationships, how they 

worked the system to achieve the NSW HSC, and how the system didn't work for 

them. Two contrasting stories unfolded during the course of the interviews, both 

providing an in-depth view of their lives at school. 



The next chapter will present an analysis of the data presented in Chapter Four, 

including an explication of these two contrasting stories. 



CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION
 

5.1 Introduction 

This study concentrated on a group of Year 11 and 12 Aboriginal students who were 

enrolled in two government high schools in the New England area of NSW. The 

purpose of the study was to identify the issues that impacted on student decisions to 

leave school, and those which influenced them to remain. Study at this level was by 

choice as students progressed from the compulsory to non-compulsory years of 

schooling. 

A key theme that emerges from the data was that all of the participating parents 

expected their children to complete the NSW HSC. Why is it so important for 

Aboriginal students to complete the NSW HSC? Put simply, and as revealed in the 

literature supporting this study, achievement at this level offers more opportunities for 

Aboriginal youth to access enlploYment and further education. In support of this, the 

AESOC Senior Officials Working Party on Indigenous Education points out that: 

Engagement in learning is critical to academic achievement and 
providing students with the understandings, knowledge, skills 
and confidence to move on into training, enlploYment and higher 
education.(AESOC 2005 :4) 

AESOC's planning initiatives would see all national and state education authorities 

working collaboratively to achieve equitable outcomes for Aboriginal students. 

AESOC (2005: 11) also establishes priorities for senior Aboriginal students over the 

years 2005 - 2008. In the past there has been a significant emphasis on implementing 

strategies for those Aboriginal students enrolled in Kindergarten to Grade Six and 

junior high school. Hence, the decision by the AESOC to focus more on retention 

strategies at senior level is a welcome one. This research supports that concept and in 

so doing highlights the factors affecting the retention of Aboriginal students in Years 

11 and 12. 

In addition, Aboriginal students should, if they wish to, experience the completion of 

Year 12 level because it is the pinnacle of school learning. As indicated by the DEIR 



(1985), DEET (1988), and Burney (2000) the standard of living of Aboriginal 

Australians will improve if educational qualifications are obtained at an equitable 

level to those of other Australians. 

5.2 Themes 

Seven themes emerged from the data and four of these have been presented in 

previous research conducted on the educational outcomes of Aboriginal students. 

These four themes included relationships, partnerships, teacher training and parental 

involvement. In addition, a further three themes,which focused on key indicators that 

influenced the success or failure of Aboriginal students studying the NSW HSC, were 

identified in the data. These areas included the introduction to senior years study, 

Aboriginal Education Assistant support and VET course non-attendance. 

First a comment on those findings that were similar to previous research will be put 

forward. 

5.2.1 Relationships 

This theme evolved from investigating whether or not relationships between the 

school and the parents, teachers and students, and peer groups affected Aboriginal 

students' outcomes. Respondents in this study have identified poor relationships 

between teachers and students, and with parents and principals, as issues that affected 

disengagement in school. In addition, positive outcomes from good relationships 

between students and their peers, teachers and students, and parents and school 

community have been included. 

The parents of the successful students developed a good rapport with teachers during 

the seven years their children attended high school. They created positive 

relationships with the school community and made themselves known to the teachers 

and principal; this began in infant/primary and continued to high school. Positive 

relationships encouraged participation in school activities, while at the same time they 

learned about the various learning levels of their child. Data revealed that positive 

relationships with the school also encouraged the parent to approach teachers if their 

child needed assistance. Previous research by Eckermann (1994: 190) indicated that: 



Most schools have found it easier to attract the parents to visit 
functions at the school than to involve them directly in school 
activities, at least as a beginning. Such visits help parents to 
identify with the school, to enjoy social occasions, in some cases 
to contribute to the event and may also, importantly, help them to 
achieve feelings of confidence which will permit them to engage 
directly with the classes and teachers. 

Parents of the successful students maintained regular contact throughout their child's 

schooling and it created a comfortable zone for parental involvement. 

Some of the parents of the unsuccessful students experienced poor relationships with 

the school community because of the conflict their child experienced with other 

students. Comments revealed that conflict between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

students, and how the school managed it, had a disastrous effect on the 

parent/principal relationship. The 2004 Report of the Review of Aboriginal Education 

in NSW found that: 

Most consultations expressed the need to improve the quality and 
consistency of the implementation of the Discipline and Welfare 
Policy and the need for greater communication consultation 
about school policies and practices with Aboriginal 
parents/caregivers and the wider Aboriginal community. 

(NSW DET 2004:125) 

Parents of the unsuccessful students believed that student conflict issues were dealt 

with in a biased way, because too much emphasis was on the behaviour or reaction of 

the student and not enough attention given to the cause of the event. Herbert (2002) 

related student behaviour management to the provision of an inequitable learning 

environment. Negative interaction such as when a student had conflict with either a 

teacher or another student unfortunately impeded regular parent contact and affected 

good relations with the school. 

The second perspective in the data related to teacher and student relationships. The 

successful students formed positive relationships with teachers. Data suggested that 

this group of students approached learning in a confident manner, worked with 

teachers and maintained positive engagement. Through school and local sport 

involvement they formed friendships with both teachers and students from their 

school. The students said that such friendships gave them confidence to participate in 



classroom activities. In 1999 the NSW DET commissioned research on best practice 

in teaching the NSW HSC. One of the findings of this report highlighted that 'relating 

to students as people, including the importance of interacting with students outside 

class, such as through sports coaching, or just conversation in the playground' (NSW 

DET 1999b:7) created positive classroom relationships. 

Unfortunately, five out of the eight students who dropped out of school during Years 

11 and 12 had poor relationships with certain teachers. They emphasised that they 

could not get on with teachers and at times this influenced how they approached a 

teacher for assistance. This issue impacted greatly on any follow-up that had to be 

done on unit work. Previous research by Bourke, Rigby and Burden (2000) 

highlighted teacher/student relationships as important for effective student outcomes. 

Similarly, Eckermann et al. (2000:35) indicated that a student/teacher relationship 

influenced academic attainment. The unsuccessful students needed extra assistance, 

and having a good rapport with their teachers would have opened the way for seeking 

more academic advice. 

Finally, two perspectives were revealed in the data about peer relationships within the 

school environment for Aboriginal students. Teachers claimed that negative peer 

influences stifled the educational growth of Aboriginal students. For example, 

teachers assumed that some Aboriginal students who were capable of achieving the 

NSW HSC were persuaded by other Aboriginal youth to leave school. Another 

negative indicator related to pressure from Aboriginal students towards other 

Aboriginal students that encouraged non-performance. This happened particularly 

amongst Aboriginal males at Year 9 level. Comments suggested that during Years 7 

and 8 Aboriginal males did quite well, but they were influenced by other Aboriginal 

males to disengage. Year 9 was the level identified in the data as a critical time for 

male students in education. In addition, students who left school during Year 11 were 

influenced by their peers to miss class, which affected curriculum instruction and 

encouraged improper use of free study time. 

Students who completed the NSW HSC from one school indicated they experienced 

peer pressure from both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students. These students had 

placed themselves in two locations within the school. The first was with the general 



NSW HSC population (other Years 11 and 12 students in their school), and the second 

was with other Aboriginal students. Their comments demonstrated there was an 

expectation from other Aboriginal students within the Aboriginal student circle that 

all Aboriginal students remained within the one group. However, the NSW HSC 

achievers more or less negotiated their time with other Aboriginal students and 

concentrated on their study commitments. They were aware of the criticism, but 

persevered and maintained a focus on the NSW HSC. 

As well as pressure from other Aboriginal students the successful students 

experienced pressure from non-Aboriginal students who openly criticised their 

Aboriginality. Three Aboriginal students in this research studied a NSW HSC 

Aboriginal Studies Course and they understood Australian history and Aboriginal 

cultures from both a family and an acadenlic perspective. Their knowledge enabled 

them to respond confidently to antagonistic remarks from non-Aboriginal students. 

In conclusion, this study revealed that relationships within a school environment can 

have major repercussions on Aboriginal student retention. Consequently schools 

should be aware that relationships between peers and with teachers can be detrimental 

to the educational outcomes of Aboriginal students. In addition, it was acknowledged 

that positive parental involvement in a child's education will produce good 

educational outcomes for Aboriginal students. Findings from this study revealed that 

the level of parental involvement relied on the type of relationship that existed 

between a parent and a principal. To enable parents of Aboriginal children to have 

positive involvement with the school, school leaders must be conscious of issues 

which affect that relationship. 

5.2.2 Partnerships 

The theme of partnerships evolved from questions about the future for Aboriginal 

students enrolled in the NSW Government school system. The participants spoke 

about education generally and not just about Years 11 and 12 Aboriginal students in 

this context. Consequently, the respondents recognised that all Aboriginal students 

could benefit from partnerships between schools, community and government 

agencies. 



A partnership approach between schools and the Aboriginal community has been on 

the Aboriginal education agenda for many years. The initial developmental stages for 

planning the National and State AEPs which included Report of the Committee of 

Review ofAboriginal Employment and Training Programs (DEIR 1985), the NAEC 

(Commonwealth Government 1984 and 1985), and the Report of the Aboriginal 

Education Task Force (DEET 1988), identified input from Aboriginal community 

people as vital for Aboriginal student education outcomes. It was believed that a 

partnership approach would encourage various groups to work on strategies to 

improve the educational outcomes of Aboriginal students. Key Aboriginal educators 

involved in this research suggested formal partnerships between schools and 

community, and schools and government agencies as a strategy to improve education 

outcomes. 

Data suggested that partnerships between schools and other agencies such as youth 

support services and local Aboriginal organisations such as Aboriginal Medical 

Services could support schools when non-education issues arose. Key government 

agencies such as NSW Health, Juvenile Justice, and TAFE were identified as 

organisations that could work closely with schools. Furthermore peak bodies In 

education including AECG, NSW DET, DEST, universities and the Catholic schools 

system were identified as institutions that have formed partnerships to solve ongoing 

Issues associated with Aboriginal education. The key purpose of the 

school/government agencies partnerships was to pool resources and expertise to 

implement strategies for improved outcomes at a whole of government level 

approach. 

Aboriginal Education advisory groups such as the AESOC have recognised the 

importance of partnerships between Aboriginal communities and schools. For 

example, the recommendations from the report Australian Directions in Indigenous 

Education 2005-2008 supported the inclusion of school and community partnerships 

and stated: 

Engaging the local community in the future of Indigenous 
education is vital if there is to be a significant shift towards 
equality of education outcomes. (AESOC 2005:6) 



In conclusion, the findings in this study and previous research supported the concept 

of partnerships and responses indicated that this type of approach enhanced a more 

collaborative way of solving problems, sharing costs and creating awareness about the 

parties involved in the partnership. School/community and school/government agency 

partnerships have been identified as strategies that could see improved educational 

outcomes for Aboriginal students in the future. Such partnerships link schools to 

community and the school to educators with the expertise to formulate appropriate 

strategies to improve Aboriginal education outcomes. 

5.2.3 Teacher Training 

Respondents identified a need for teachers to take responsibility for poor outcomes. 

This issue was raised by people who had been involved in the education system for 

many years. Comments such as 'the system is failing our kids' and 'your job is to 

teach kids' focused on teachers in the NSW DET education system. Although 

respondents identified a need for teachers to take responsibility for poor outconles, 

they also acknowledged that teachers should be provided with the option to develop 

the skills to do this. 

Their comments reinforced that improvement of Aboriginal student educational 

outcomes were not just about the availability of more funds, or issues such as 

attendance and suspension (which have been factors continually identified with poor 

outcomes for Aboriginal students for many years), but also about teachers being 

responsible for positive outcomes. 

The question of teacher training has already been identified in past research by 

Bourke, Rigby and Burden (2000) and the NSW DET (2004). In addition, in 2005 the 

NSW State and Commonwealth Ministers acknowledged that professional 

development for non-Aboriginal staff 'on increasing awareness of their roles as 

educators of Indigenous students' (DEST: 2005:49) was to be considered. Similarly 

one of the recommendations of The Report of the Review of Aboriginal Education 

(NSW DET 2004:191) stated: 

That a professional development program be introduced for 
school teachers currently employed in DET, based on the Quality 
Teaching Framework and focused specifically at improving 
learning outcomes for Aboriginal students. 



It is well known that the low standard of Aboriginal students' educational outcomes 

have been consistently highlighted in National and State Aboriginal education reports 

for many years. The NSW DET hopes to change these outcomes by supporting 

teachers 'to make changes in teaching methods that better engage students, 

particularly Aboriginal students, with learning' (NSW DET 2004: 190). The data 

recognise that teachers should be more accountable for the standards reached by 

Aboriginal students in comparison to other students. Similarly, the AESOC 

acknowledges that teachers need appropriate training and development in 'cultural 

understanding ...and to enable teachers to adopt pedagogical approaches that result in 

high levels of academic expectation and achievement' (AESOC 2005: 10) of 

Aboriginal students. 

In conclusion, the fact that teachers have been included in future strategies by the 

AESOC creates a sense of hope for the future learning environment of Aboriginal 

students. This issue was raised by Aboriginal educators in this study because 

Aboriginal students have been low achievers for too long in the NSW Government 

education system. There is support for teachers to take a lead role in changing 

outcomes by implementing teaching and learning strategies that will improve 

education outcomes for Aboriginal students. 

5.2.4 Parental Involvement 

Literature included in this study suggested that Aboriginal parent involvement in 

schools has been raised by Aboriginal educators, State and Commonwealth 

Government policies and individual researchers for many years. Recent literature such 

as the Report of the Review of Aboriginal Education (2004), Mellor and Corrigan 

(2004), McGinty et. al. (2003), and Bourke, Rigby and Burden (2000), also 

emphasises that parental involvement improves the educational outcomes of 

Aboriginal students. A theme ofparental involvement was also prevalent in my study. 

It was found that the parents of the four students who completed the NSW HSC were 

skilled in understanding the school system, and could pinpoint the academic and 

resource needs to complement their child's learning. Their children had access to 

computers, personal study space and the parents knew that being there for their child 

was important during the NSW HSC. Regular parental involvement had a positive 



effect on the educational outcomes of Aboriginal students. Participation in school 

events enhanced the confidence of parents and allowed them to know what was going 

on in their child's education. They understood the type of support needed, whether it 

was academic or personal. Thus parents of the successful students were able to match 

the practical support needed to complement the theoretical component of study for the 

NSWHSC. 

Unfortunately, some of the Aboriginal students who left school struggled to obtain 

appropriate resources to complete assessments. Gray and Beresford (2001: 18) 

acknowledged that 'for those students staying on in school, cost can be a factor in the 

subjects to which they gain access'. This was also the situation in this study. Some of 

the parents were concerned about the subjects the students chose because of the costs 

involved in resources. One parent believed that the system was setting the student up 

to fail because unrealistic goals were established for the student who had minimal 

chance of complying with the expectations of the course. 

The strategies implemented by the parents of the students who completed the NSW 

HSC worked well for their children. The parents of the students who did not complete 

the NSW HSC were mindful of the needs of their child but were unable to establish an 

appropriate study support framework for their child. These parents focused on factors 

which hindered their child's engagement in studying for the NSW HSC. They raised 

important issues to be considered by the parents of future NSW HSC Aboriginal 

students, such as parent understanding of the HSC and relationships between schools 

and parents. 

The parents of the unsuccessful students were always 'one step away' from where the 

other parents were placed. Craven, Parente and Marder (2004), and McGinty, 

Anderson and Price (2003) found that parental involvement was limited if parents 

lacked the knowledge to assist and support their child in academic and career 

development. This observation has also been raised by the parents in this study. The 

parents admitted they had limited knowledge, however they indicated that they would 

like schools to educate them about the expectations of the NSW HSC. In The Report 

of the Review of Aboriginal Education (NSW DET 2004) also highlighted parent 

frustration at their lack of knowledge about schools generally, and supported the 



observations in this study that more work is needed by schools to alleviate the 

misunderstanding of the NSW HSC system. 

In conclusion, both groups of parents were well informed about the needs of their 

children. There was a difference in the type of support and assistance the students 

received from their parents. Accessibility to appropriate home-based resources was a 

major difference and this affected engagement for some students. Some parents 

focused on school disciplinary procedures, whilst others concentrated on getting the 

best tutorial support. Overall, the parents involved in this study provided information 

that would add to improving future parental involvement in school activities, and in 

understanding the level of support needed for senior students. 

Unfortunately there is minimal data available that provides an insight into why 

retention is such an enormous problem for senior Aboriginal students. Finding an 

answer to an issue that has prevailed for decades requires more research into 

identifying at what point and why Aboriginal students disengage. To add to current 

research this study has found that there are certain 'pressure points' for Aboriginal 

students studying the NSW HSC. The next section includes the extra three themes 

which highlight issues impacting on student success or failure. 

As specified in Chapter Two the National Report to Parliament on Indigenous 

Education and Training has raised, annually since 2001, the issue of retention for 

Years 11 and 12 Aboriginal students. NSW recent findings revealed: 

Retaining Aboriginal 15 to 19 year old students in learning is a 
major challenge. Great emphasis needs to be placed on 
engagement, particularly in Years 10 and 11, when major drop
outs occur. Curriculum support, engagement strategies, better 
counselling and extensive support systems are all inlportant in 
achieving equitable outcomes for Aboriginal students. (NSW 
DET 2004:158). 

The data in this study have identified similar findings, and in addition they have 

identified three main factors that impacted on the retention of students involved in this 

study. These included the introduction phase to senior study, VET courses attendance 

and AEA support. Each will be discussed in tum. 



5.2.5 Introduction Phase to Senior Years Study 

In this research, the introduction phase to senior years study, that is, the transition 

period from Year 10 to Year 11, was signalled as one of the key factors which 

affected retention. At this level of learning senior students were expected to operate 

under a different timetable that included free periods, lessons external to the school 

were introduced to the school curriculum and there was an increased workload. 

Teachers admitted that students were unable to manage the study workload while 

AEAs noticed that Aboriginal students struggled with the change in learning from 

Year 10 to Year 11. Six out of eight students left school during Year 11. This phase 

became a 'pressure point' for the students, because Year 11 introduced new study 

routine principles. Comments from respondents suggested that there was a more 

liberated learning environment and many students struggled with this new approach to 

learning. This meant that the students had to take on more individual responsibility for 

their learning. In fact from the 12 students who participated in this study, eight did not 

cope very well at all with this new way of studying. 

Respondents indicated that students needed more preparation for the transition from 

Years 10 to 11. Such preparation could include schools providing information on the 

new components of senior study such as utilising free periods constructively, subject 

choice and compliance with assessment tasks. For some students, curriculum choice 

became an issue because of costs involved in the completion of assessment tasks. 

These students struggled with sustaining engagement because they did not have the 

resources to do tasks away from school. The introduction of free study periods did not 

help either because these students did not utilise them responsibly. 

Key issues associated with the introduction to senIor years study will now be 

discussed. These include study management, non-submission of assessments and 

strategies for success. 

5.2.5.1 Study management 

The students in this study were challenged to implement strategies that would assist 

them to monitor and coordinate Years 11 and 12 study workloads. It was evident that 

the unsuccessful students more or less worked alone and in the process missed out on 

resources such as tutorial and AEA support. One issue raised by the parents of the 



unsuccessful students was the lack of knowledge they had about the assessment 

schedule of the NSW HSC. The parents realised that the students needed support to 

sustain engagement, but because knowledge was limited about the study requirements 

of the NSW HSC they could not assist their child. Inappropriate time management 

skills hindered progression for some of the students because they could not manage 

the assessment schedule. 

5.2.5.2 Non-submission of assessment tasks 

This research revealed that the majority of the students left school during Years 11 or 

12 because of non-submission of assessments. Of the eight students who failed to 

finish the NSW HSC, seven identified the non-submission of assessment tasks as a 

major factor which influenced their decision to leave school. Interview data 

suggested that students who did not complete the NSW HSC found it difficult to 

move from 'A' to 'B' in a unit of work. They attempted to work individually and 

tried to seek advice from their teachers, however assessment tasks increased and, 

without appropriate study skills and in some cases not understanding course work, 

they remained behind in the assessment tasks schedule. Respondents indicated that 

the monitoring of assessment tasks was too difficult for some students, hence these 

students had huge problems with submitting assignments on time. 

5.2.5.3 Strategies for success 

There were, however, four Aboriginal students who did quite well in the NSW HSC, 

three were from the sanle school as those students who left school. Fortunately, they 

adapted quickly to the new way of learning and they followed well-structured study 

routines. The routine included a regular study pattern. For example, all of the 

successful students accessed tutorial support and their parents played a key role in 

organising that for them. In contrast to the unsuccessful students they established a 

rigid study routine in Year 11 and continued it during Year 12. Their regular study 

pattern provided the engagement needed to succeed at this level. Comments by the 

students who completed the NSW HSC showed they were well focused during Years 

11 and 12. 

The successful students did a number of things that assisted in their NSW HSC 

preparation. First, they ignored peer pressure and prioritised study time over social 



time with their school peers (but at the same time made sure they had time with their 

relatives who were enrolled at the same school). Second, they worked with teachers 

and sought advice when necessary. They pointed out that they knew teachers and 

other students on a social level because they participated in external activities, such as 

sports. They said it gave them a break from school work, and friendships formed with 

classmates also made their learning environment easier as it gave them more 

confidence in classroom discussions. 

The successful students were asked how they prepared for the NSW HSC exam. One 

admitted that exam preparation was difficult because she 'didn't quite know the 

techniques to study'. However, she committed her time to study every day in the lead 

up to the commencement of the NSW HSC exam. Similarly, other successful students 

implemented their own styles of study. Three students from the one school studied as 

a group. They attended a group tutorial session once a week and all agreed that it 

helped them to remain engaged. Through regular study sessions the students were able 

to monitor the assessment tasks schedule. It appeared this created productive 

engagement for this cohort of Aboriginal students. 

One of the main differences between the successful and the unsuccessful students 

was that the students who conlpleted the NSW HSC put into place strategies to 

sustain positive engagement which helped them to stay on top of the study workload. 

Their study management skills enabled them to submit assessments on time because 

their study routine was regular. The successful students knew how to seek assistance, 

and they had the confidence to approach teachers if they needed to clarify anything. 

A couple of the successful students relied on their parents to be an advocate for them, 

particularly for organising tutorial support. Otherwise this cohort of students showed 

personal commitment to maintaining regular engagement in their study. The other 

students simply needed more support to study at NSW HSC level. To do this they 

required more teacher direction in lesson delivery, and skills to maintain a regular 

study routine which included time management. In addition they needed more 

preparation in the new method of study, including understanding how to use free 

periods appropriately, and accessing extra support, such as tutorial assistance to 

complement classroom learning. Unfortunately they did not receive such support. 



In conclusion, the data have demonstrated that the practical aspect of studying for the 

NSW HSC created difficulty for some students. The students had to progress from a 

level that had a more teacher-direction focus in lesson delivery to an individual mode 

of learning (in the senior years). Major deficiencies in the delivery of what is 

believed to be an equitable education system have been identified by the unsuccessful 

students. Key areas that impacted on their study environment included the non

existence of appropriate support mechanisms to manage the rigours of the NSW 

HSC. The successful students, on the other hand, accessed key support areas such as 

tutorial and AEA support, and had the ability to shift from Year 10 to Year 11 

without difficulty. These students had relevant support that complemented classroom 

instruction. 

5.2.6 VET Course Attendance 

VET course attendance was the sixth theme identified from the data. This issue 

impacted on the retention of the unsuccessful students. The regulations of studying for 

the NSW HSC did not allow for too many days to be missed because absence 

interfered greatly with the assessment schedule. The Report of the Review of 

Aboriginal Education (NSW DET 2004: 153) found that: 

Work placement was seen as an alienating experience for many 
students. With intergenerational unemployment, many 
Aboriginal students do not have role models who can counsel 
them about work placement, and what employers expect. 
Teachers reported that students feel racism in the workplace and 
leave the course. 

Similarly to national data which indicated 'there is little evidence of improvements in 

course completions' (DEST 2005:76), this study has found that three students 

struggled with fulfilling the requirement of VET courses, particularly with work 

placement and attendance at TAFE. One of these students had a poor relationship with 

a TAFE teacher, and the other two found it difficult to participate in work placement. 

There were underlying assumptions that their Aboriginality impeded the students' 

commitment to the course. One of the teachers acknowledged that two of the students 

were 'shy' and not assertive enough to work in a non-Aboriginal work place. 

How could Aboriginal students be accommodated in their endeavour to participate in 

work placenlents? According to the NSW AEP, the NSW DET is obliged to provide a 



culturally appropriate learning environment for all students (NSW AEP 1996:8). 

Studies by Harris (1982), Eckermann (1994) and Schwab (2001) indicate that respect 

for cultural identity within a learning environment is essential in obtaining equitable 

outcomes. In addition, it has been highlighted by McGinty, Anderson and Price 

(2003) that a culturally appropriate learning environment supports the employment of 

Aboriginal people in schools, and has been a successful strategy to keep Years 11 and 

12 students in school. In this study cultural differences have been identified as having 

a significant influence in the participation of Aboriginal students in VET courses. 

Unfortunately, non-attendance in work placements hindered the retention of 

Aboriginal students and impacted greatly on their chances to gain the NSW HSC. 

In conclusion, Aboriginal students struggled with the work placement component of 

VET courses. It was found that Aboriginal students needed more preparation for VET 

subjects. There were gaps in the provision of culturally appropriate work places, and 

Aboriginal students found it too difficult to comply with the expectation of these 

courses. Student/teacher interaction was also an issue for one student who participated 

in a VET course at TAFE and this caused disengagement during Year 11. 

5.2.7 Aboriginal Education Assistant Support 

Previous research such as that included in the 'What Works' (2000) project, 

recognised an Aboriginal presence in schools as a positive influence on Aboriginal 

students. This study focused on the role of an AEA because participants were asked 

about the types of support available for Aboriginal students, and included in their 

responses were comments about the AEA. 

AEAs are employed in NSW Government schools across the State, and they provide 

support to Aboriginal students, Aboriginal community and teachers (NSW DET 

2006:47). It should be pointed out that not all schools have the support and assistance 

of an AEA, however there have been AEAs in the schools that participated in this 

study for up to 20 years. This means that the Aboriginal students involved in this 

research have experienced an AEA working in their schools from when they enrolled 

in Kindergarten. 



Sonle AEAs are located in classrooms on a regular basis to support non-Aboriginal 

teachers in managing behaviour, and others act as a support for students to complete 

assessments. All of the teachers interviewed relied on an AEA for extra support in the 

classroom and for other issues concerning Aboriginal students, such as assessment 

support. The successful students not only sought advice and support for study from an 

AEA, they also welcomed an Aboriginal presence in the school because it was 

someone with a similar cultural background. Students felt more comfortable when an 

AEA was in school, particularly in the classroom. The students mentioned the 

difference between a teacher's support and the support provided by an AEA. 

For example, students supported the concept of ASSPA committees and AEAs 

because more Aboriginal people, particularly adults, were seen in the school. In 

addition they welcomed an AEA in the classrooms because AEAs were valued for 

the one-on-one assistance they provided. One student said: 

With teachers I reckon you've got some, like up there who would 
go out of their way to help you and others just say, look its there 
do it yourself, others would give you all the help you needed, 
like the AEA. 

A similar theme was present in a study conducted by McGinty, Anderson and Price 

(2003) who found that students in a Queensland school indicated that: 

It is good to have somebody to talk to, somebody who 
understands what you are going through, someone who doesn't 
look down on you; you really need to have somebody on your 
side, someone who wants to help you. (McGinty, Anderson & 
Price 2003 :28) 

Successful students in this study formed a good relationship with the AEA. They 

appreciated the AEA, and in fact supported the concept of employing female and 

male AEAs in schools, as did the teachers. Participants believed that communication 

would be easier if there were female and male AEAs in schools. In addition, they 

indicated that AEAs were needed as mentors because of the rapport which existed 

between them and students. A student pointed out that a mentor could help students 

with personal issues because school can become secondary when there are other 

issues in their lives. 



In contrast to the successful students, the students who did not complete the NSW 

HSC had minimal contact with the ABA and they did not have regular academic 

support. Data indicated the students knew the ABA, yet did not utilise him/her for 

academic or personal support. However, one issue raised by a couple of the 

unsuccessful students was that access to an ABA was sometimes difficult because 

junior students were a priority, and this observation was verified by teachers. The two 

schools where this research took place have high enrolments of Aboriginal children. 

Unfortunately, teachers pointed out that principals have had to make decisions about 

where to best place an AEA. If there was a high enrolment of Year 7 Aboriginal 

students then an ABA would be assigned to that year level. Consequently some of the 

senior students who needed extra support hesitated to seek it due to the needs of the 

junior students. 

In conclusion this research has identified how the students acquainted themselves with 

an ABA. The successful students clearly indicated that the ABA supported and 

assisted throughout their school years, particularly in Years 11 and 12. The ABAs 

created a comfortable school environment for Aboriginal students, but unfortunately 

were limited in the amount of time allocated with senior students. One common theme 

amongst respondents was that ABAs were well received, and they should be 

employed in all schools with Aboriginal students. 

5.3 Conclusion 

This study recognises that obtaining the HSC provides a good starting point for 

Aboriginal students to access employment and further education. Studying at the 

senior level and achieving better retention outcomes has not been a priority for 

educators. However, this study has identified areas that specifically focused on the 

retention of this cohort of students. Emerging themes fronl the data revealed factors 

which influenced students to leave school and those which encouraged them to 

complete the NSW HSC. 

In this study, as well as preVIOUS research about the educational outcomes of 

Aboriginal students, student relationships with peers and teachers have been found to 

impact on engagement. This study also revealed that peer relationships can influence 



the type of involvement parents have in a school. In addition, partnerships between 

schools and other agencies have for a long tin1e been identified as a key strategy that 

would improve the educational outcomes of Aboriginal students. Data in this study 

have revealed that key agencies could share expertise and resources in a partnership 

with a school. Finally, training to develop and broaden teacher understanding about 

Aboriginal culture and what that means to Aboriginal students has been discussed by 

educators for many years. A key factor raised in this study linked teacher training and 

development to improved educational outcomes for Aboriginal students. 

The other themes identified in this study related to the introductory stage of senior 

study, Vet course attendance and support provided by AEAs. The introductory phase 

of the NSW HSC involved the transition period from Year 10 to Year 11. Data 

consistently supported that it was a critical point for the majority of the students who 

participated in this study. The lack of knowledge about this stage of learning by the 

unsuccessful students stifled what should have been a more positive entry to Year 11. 

The non-submission of assessments played havoc with these students' ability to 

sustain engagement. The unsuccessful students struggled with managing their 

workload, and their parents despaired because they knew their child was lost in a 

system that could not accommodate their needs. On the other hand, the successful 

students fitted into the NSW HSC learning system. Support mechanisms were in place 

which assisted them to maintain productive engagement. 

Attendance has been highlighted continually in Aboriginal students' educational 

outcomes data. This study has identified VET courses to be a problem area for some 

of the Aboriginal students. The students found full participation in these courses 

difficult which affected the assessment part of the course. 

Finally, AEA support was a theme which became prominent with the students when 

discussion about support was raised. The data indicated that the successful students 

accessed or liaised regularly with an AEA, whether it was for academic or personal 

support. In comparison, the unsuccessful students had minimum contact. The issue of 

AEA time with junior students was raised, however the final decision to utilise AEA 

support was up to the student. 



The final chapter analyses the major findings that affected the retention of Aboriginal 

students involved in this study. It will focus on what works and what does not work 

for the students studying the NSW HSC. 



CHAPTER 6: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
 

6.1 Introduction 

As an Aboriginal parent, teacher, member of an Aboriginal education reference group, 

and executive member of the local AECG I knew retention was low for Aboriginal 

students who had enrolled in Years 11 and 12. My knowledge of inequitable 

outcomes for Aboriginal students influenced the decision to investigate the reasons 

why senior Aboriginal students have difficulty in completing the NSW HSC. The 

early chapters revealed there has been consistent evidence relating to poor educational 

outcomes for Aboriginal students in NSW schools for many years. Previous research 

by educators and annual State and Commonwealth Government statistics on the 

educational outcomes for Aboriginal students regularly concluded that Aboriginal 

students are low achievers in comparison to other students enrolled in the NSW DET 

Government school system. 

Information from the National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and 

Training (2002-2005 DEST) and from The Report of the Review of Aboriginal 

Education (NSW DET 2004) provided progression and retention statistics about 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students for the 2000-2003 periods. These figures 

show that Aboriginal students achieve at a much lower rate than their non-Aboriginal 

peers. Literature on past Australian Government policies detailed the historical 

aspects associated with Aboriginal people and educational issues relevant to this 

study. Seven key initiatives identified in the literature review shaped the 

implementation of the State and Commonwealth Aboriginal education policies. 

In addition, data clearly indicate that Years 11 and 12 Aboriginal students struggle to 

cope in an education system that has been in operation since the early 1800s. 

Consequently, the evidence needed to do this research came from the research 

literature and NSW State and Commonwealth Gove~ent reports. 



The research question was: 

What factors contribute to Aboriginal students leaving school in Years 11 and 12 and 
whatfactors assist them to complete the NSW Higher School Certificate? 

In-depth interviews were the major tool for gathering data for this research. There was 

input from 42 participants who formed four groups. First, the group affected the most 

by poor outcomes were the students, and they provided information based on their 

school experiences. Second, interviewing parents was an opportunity to examine their 

personal experiences with school and the factors affecting the retention of their child. 

This group lived the NSW HSC experience with their children so they provided an 

invaluable insight into what worked and did not work for them, in terms of providing 

support for students sitting the NSW HSC. Third, points of view were put forward by 

non-Aboriginal teachers and by AEAs who provided data on the teaching 

environment of the students. Finally, NSW DET and the Commonwealth 

Government's DEST employees were included because Aboriginal education 

programs and Aboriginal student outcomes are monitored by them. 

The study presents various perspectives on the issue of retention for Years 11 and 12 

Aboriginal students and from these perspectives seven major themes emerge from this 

research. These include relationships, partnerships, teacher training, parental 

involvement, introduction to senior years study, VET course attendance, and AEA 

support. Although seven themes emerged from the data, the focal point for such a 

high-drop out rate has been linked to the academic environment of the students. The 

academic environments include various components that comprise studying for the 

NSW HSC. To begin with there is classroom instruction from the teacher and then 

discussion between the student and the teacher if further assistance on the topic is 

required. Additionally, the HSC academia consists of the assessment system 

associated with this level of study. Data suggested that it is a critical point for students 

studying the HSC, whether it is successful or unsuccessful transition Year 10, it was 

the central point for ultimate success in the HSC. 

The Aboriginal students involved in this study identified areas that indicated the 

difficulty associated with the HSC study routine. Data also pinpointed what could 



happen if there was a secure study environment established for an Aboriginal student, 

including appropriate study management practices. 

Although there were other components to do with the school environment, such as 

parental involvement, partnerships and relationships, the academic area of senior 

study was consistently identified as a problem area for these students. One clear 

indication from the data suggested that students had to fit immediately into a different 

way of learning to that of Year 10, otherwise they did not settle into an appropriate 

study mode for senior study. This means that preparation for Year 11 was essential for 

some of the students, if they were to understand the expectations of studying for the 

NSWHSC. 

6.2 Major Findings 

The major conclusions of this study concentrate on key indicators that were associated 

with both successful students and unsuccessful students. The introduction to Year 11 

has been pinpointed as a critical stage for the Aboriginal students in this study. The 

transition from Year 10 to Year 11 highlighted factors that affected their engagenlent 

and retention. The new study routines associated with Years 11 and 12 expected 

students to monitor assessments, use free periods to study, and participate in external 

courses organised by TAFE. 

The successful students implemented suitable strategies that formed a well structured 

study routine. Their study pattern was repetitive and regular, and involved organised 

tutorial support and proper use of free study periods. These students formed 

relationships with teachers that gave them the confidence to seek assistance, and they 

sustained a good rapport with AEAs throughout their school years. In addition, this 

group complemented classroom course work with extra tutorial assistance. This 

component of their study routine became a key strategy for success for these students. 

A student from one school worked by herself during Years 11 and 12. However group 

tutorials were another successful strategy implemented by the students at another 

school. In a sense, all four students identified their needs and did not hesitate to satisfy 

those needs to get them from point'A' to point 'B'. 



Figure 6.1 highlights the strategies that sustained regular engagement for the 

successful students. 

Figure 6.1 Successful Strategies to Sustain Retention for Aboriginal Students Studying the NSW 
USC 

In contrast to the successful students the data identified issues that impacted greatly 

on the retention of the unsuccessful students. Six students dropped out of school 

during Year 11, and two left during Year 12. 

Unsuccessful respondents uncovered an insecure learning environment. Three main 

areas were identified as impacting on the engagement of unsuccessful students. These 

included Year 11 preparation, lack of study management skills and the non

submission of assessment tasks. These three areas became pressure points for the 

students. From the beginning of Year 11 these students found it difficult to settle into 

the NSW HSC study system. Consequently they floundered, and without appropriate 

support were forced to leave school. There was clear indication that the non

submission of assessments was a major factor which affected the retention of seven 

of the eight students. Time management became a core issue for the unsuccessful 

students and influenced student disengagement more than any other factor. This 

group of students failed to link the necessity to utilise support areas such as tutorials, 



AEA assistance and utilising free periods as key resources that would compliment 

their classroom instruction. Consequently, the monitoring of where the students were 

placed in terms of the assessment schedule and how they were managing the new 

study system, such as free study periods, was not as unstructured compared to the 

successful students. 

Figure 6.2 provides an overall VIew of the key factors contributing to their 

disengagement whilst studying for the NSW HSC. 

Year 11 preparation 
Understanding: 
- new study rules 
- free study periods 
- subject choice 

--,.--- 

Figure 6.2 Disengagement Factors for Aboriginal Students Studying the NSW USC 

Recording the personal journey of the achieving NSW HSC students establishes a 

successful learning platform for future Aboriginal NSW HSC students. In addition, 

the personal experiences of the students who did not achieve the NSW HSC explain 

the key factors influencing them to leave school. Both perspectives offer ideas for 

strategies to improve the retention rates for future Aboriginal youth enrolling in the 

NSW HSC. 



The learning journey of Aboriginal students involved in this study became an 

extraordinary challenge for some of the students. From 12 students who enrolled in 

Year 11, only 4 completed the NSW HSC. 

6.3 Recommendations for Further Research 

This study has identified key factors that affected the retention of Aboriginal students 

studying the NSW HSC in two New England high schools. A major factor that caused 

disengagement was the transition period from Year 10 to Year 11, and this study has 

highlighted that students needed more preparation for this stage of learning. Common 

responses from the participants suggested that an early intervention program based on 

preparing Aboriginal students for Years 11 and 12 would be worthwhile investigating 

further. 

In addition, the non-submission of assessment tasks impeded progression for seven of 

the eight students who left school either during Years 11 or 12. Associated with 

assessment tasks were study management skills, including monitoring assessment 

schedules. Investigating what strategies could be implemented to provide students 

with the skills to improve time management skills could be further researched. 

One area linked to student success was parental involvement. The data revealed that 

the parents of the successful students established appropriate support mechanisms for 

their child. That is, the successful students complemented classroom teaching through 

accessing tutor assistance, and parents would advocate on behalf of their child if 

necessary. The major difference was that the parents of the successful students had 

confidence and were assertive with how they liaised with the school, and organised 

study resources so their child sustained engagement. They took a lead role in their 

child's education which included understanding the rigour of the NSW HSC, and 

knowing how to direct extra support to complement classroom learning. The parents 

of the unsuccessful students struggled to provide appropriate resources at home, and 

found it difficult to understand the school system. Further research into how parental 

support could complement senior Aboriginal students studying the NSW HSC would 

be beneficial for those parents who cannot provide home-based resources and 

knowledge of resources for NSW HSC study. 



A recurring theme in the study revealed that appropriate resources were essential if 

students were to succeed in the NSW HSC. In this study, reference was made to the 

presence of AEAs in schools and the support they provided to Aboriginal students and 

teachers. Research on the role of AEAs in NSW Government schools has been 

limited. This study found that AEAs have observed interaction between schools and . 

Aboriginal students and their parents for up to 30 years. They were a highly motivated 

group of people who showed commitment to Aboriginal student outcomes on a daily 

basis. Preparing Aboriginal students for Year 11 was identified in this study as 

impacting on the retention of Aboriginal students studying the NSW HSC. AEAs 

offer an abundance of knowledge about the NSW Government school system because 

they have been employed in the NSW DET system for three decades. Their expertise 

could go towards the implementation of strategies needed to improve the educational 

outconles ofAboriginal students. 

Further research into the development of intervention programs to improve the 

retention of Aboriginal students studying the NSW HSC could consider utilising the 

skills and knowledge of the AEAs. Development of new strategies with the assistance 

of the AEAs would add to previous research and further enhance this study for future 

Aboriginal NSW HSC students. 

************************* 
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APPENDIX 1: Interview Guide 

"A Case Study of Factors Influencing Retention of Aboriginal Students in Years 
11 and 12 in Two New England High Schools" 

INTERVIEW GUIDE
 

Discussion points for the student session:
 

• Positive aspects of school 

• Negative aspects of school 

• Barriers to classroom participation 

•	 Level of support from: The School 

The Aboriginal Education Assistant 

ASSPA 

DEST 

Parents 

Others? - Career Advisor 

Year Advisor 

• Favourite subject/s 

• The most difficult subject/s 

• Subject assessment schedule 

Discussion points for the parents session: 

• ASSPA/P&C/School Council involvement 

• Contact with school/AEA/DEST/Principal/Head Teacher 

• Understanding the Board of Studies compulsory assessment guidelines 

• Understanding school curriculum/university entry 

• Positive aspects of school 

• Negative aspects of school 

Discussion points for the teachers session: 

• General information regarding Aboriginal education. 
• Contact teachers have with Aboriginal parents. 
• Educational/social/sporting status of an Aboriginal student in Year 11. 



Discussion points for the Aboriginal Education Assistant session: 

• AEA Role 
• Parental involvement 
• Changes to ASSPA program 
• Issues affecting Years 11 and 12 students 

Discussion points for the NSW Aboriginal Education Consultative Group 
session: 
• Responsibility of the AECG 
• Links to the APU and DEST 
• Outcomes for Aboriginal students 
• Input into Board of Studies 
• Focus for the future 

Discussion points for the Aboriginal Programs Unit session: 
• Key responsibility 
• Aboriginal student educational outcomes 
• Years 11 and 12 retention 
• Focus for the fllture 

Discussion points for the NSW DET Employee session: 

Participant 1 
Position responsibility 
Knowledge of Commonwealth/State Aboriginal education programs 
Senior study transition 
Aboriginal student outcomes 

Participant 2 
Position responsibility 
Parental involvement 
Status ofAboriginal education/students 

Participant 3 
Statistics for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students 
Factors affecting retention 
State/Commonwealth Government commitment 
Knowledge about the school system - parents and students 
Aboriginal Education Review 

Discussion points for the DEST Employee session: 

Participant 1 
Position responsibilities 
Programs managed 
ASSPA - past and present 
ATAS 
VEGAS 
Changes to ASSPA 
Future 



Participant 2 

Position responsibility 
Understanding of Aboriginal Education support programs 
Changes in Aboriginal Education Support programs 
Senior retention 



APPENDIX 2: Government Educationalists 

Dear 

Re: A Case Study of Factors Influencing Retention of 
Aboriginal Students in Years 11 and 12 New England 
High Schools 

Please find attached copies of approval from the Department of Education and the 

University of New England to collect data for the above research project. I am 

currently enrolled in a Masters Degree with Honours in Education at the University of 

New England, under the supervision of Prof. Anne Eckermann and Dr. Neil Harrison. 

I would like to organise a meeting with you to discuss my project, and would also 

appreciate the opportunity to interview you and other n1embers of staff who have 

worked specifically in the area of Aboriginal Education. These interviews will, on 

average take no more than 40 minutes. 

Please see attached information outlining details about my research, and myself. I will 

contact you in the near future to organise a date and time for our meeting. 

Regards 

Cynthia Briggs 



APPENDIX 3: Introduction Letter to Principals 

The Principal 

Re:	 A Case Study ofFactors Influencing Retention ofAboriginal Students 
in Years 11 and 12 in New England High Schools 

Please find attached copies of approval from the Department of Education and the University 

of New England to collect data for the above research project. 

I am seeking support from your school to carry out research on the retention of Aboriginal 
students in Years 11 and 12. I am currently enrolled in a Masters Degree with Honours in 
Education at the University of New England, under the supervision of Prof. Anne Eckennann 
and Dr. Neil Harrison. Please see attached infonnation outlining details about my research, 
and myself. 

I am planning to collect data by interviewing 2003 and 2004 Years 11 and 12 Aboriginal 
students who were enrolled at your school, their parents, Year 11 teachers and the Aboriginal 
Education Assistant. These interviews will, on average take no more than 40 minutes. I would 
like to: 

access the Aboriginal student enrolment records for years 2003 and 2004, to find out 
the number of Aboriginal students who enrolled at the start of the year to compare it 
to the number who completed the year, for Years 11 and 12. 
identify and arrange interviews for those teachers who taught the students who are in 
the above category. 
have a copy of the schools Assessment Schedule for Years 11 and 12 for the 2003 and 
2004 school calendar years, to ascertain the study schedule of the focus group. This 
type of data will be used to explore the students' workload, the types of subjects 
chosen by the students and their ability to cope with them. 

Finally, I would appreciate you passing on the enclosed 'Consent Fonns' and 'Infonnation 
Sheet' to the teachers and the Aboriginal Education Assistant prior to me contacting them for 
an interview. 

I will contact you in the near future to arrange a meeting with you to discuss my research 
project further. 

Regards 

Cynthia Briggs 



APPENDIX 4: Student Consent Form 

"A Case Study of Factors Influencing Retention of Aboriginal Students in Years 
11 and 12 in Two New England High Schools" 

Cynthia Briggs 

STIJDENT CONSENT FORM 

Do you understand the nature of the research sufficiently well to make a free informed 
decision on behalf of the person under 18 (or the person with a mental or intellectual 
impaim1ent) to consent to it? 

Are you satisfied that the circumstances in which the research is being conducted 
provide for the physical, emotional and psychological safety of the person on whose 
behalf you are giving consent? 

If you are would you please sign the Consent Form set out below. 

I of fully 

Understand the Information Sheet for participants, and I give permission for my child 
to participate, realising he/she may 

withdraw at any time. I agree that my child's interview may be tape recorded, and I 
understand that research data gathered for the study may be published provided 
hislher name is not used, and that I have a right to be present when my child is 
interviewed. 

Parent/Guardian Date: 

Date: 
Investigator 

This project has been approved by the human Research Ethics Committee of the 
University of New England (Approved No. Valid to ). 



APPENDIX 5: Consent Form 

"A Case Study of Factors Influencing Retention of Aboriginal Students in Years 
11 and 12 in Two New England High Schools" 

CONSENT FORM 

I have read the Information Sheet provided by Cynthia Briggs for the research project 

'Retention of Aboriginal Students in Year 11 in the New England district and I understand 

what this project is about. 

I agree to participate in a group interview organised by Cynthia Briggs. I agree that: 

•	 The interview will be recorded and transcribed. 

•	 Confidentiality will be maintained and all data locked in filing cabinets at UNE. 

•	 The information will be used to enhance future policies and programs relating to the 

retention rates of Aboriginal students. 

•	 Participants can withdraw at any time during the interview. 

Signed:	 . 

Date: 

If you have any questions about this research you can contact: 

Cynthia Briggs 

54 Arundel Drive 
Armidale 2350 
Phone: 67 714814 
Mobile: 0421 028374 
Email: cbriggs@pobox.une.edu.au 
Or 
Prof. A.K. Eckermann 
Professional Development and Leadership 
University of New England 
Armidale 2351. 
aeckemla((ll,metz.une.edu.au 

Should you have any complaints concerning the manner in which this research is conducted, please 
contact the Research Ethics Officer at the following address: 
Research Services University ofNew England 
Armidale, NSW 2351. 
Telephone: (02) 6773 3449 Facsimile (02)6773 3543 
Email: Ethics@metz.unde.edu.au 

This project has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the university of New 
England (Approved No , Valid to ..1..1. .. .) 



APPENDIX 6: Researcher Information 

INFORMATION SHEET 

"A Case Study of Factors Influencing Retention of Aboriginal Students in Years 
11 and 12 in Two New England High Schools" 

The 'Retention ofAboriginal students in Years 11 and 12 New England High Schools' 

research project will be carried out by Cynthia Briggs who is a student at the 

University of New England Armidale New South Wales. Prof. A.K. Eckermann will 

supervise this project. Cynthia graduated in 1993 with an Associate Diploma in 

Aboriginal Studies, in 1998 a Bachelor of Arts degree, and in 200 1 a Graduate 

Diploma in Education. 

Cynthia has been involved in Aboriginal education for the past 14 years in Armidale, 

through her association with the Aboriginal and Student Support and Parent 

Awareness Program (ASSPA) at Armidale City Public School, Drummond Memorial 

Public School, Armidale High School and Duval High School. On all occasions she 

held executive positions and is the current Treasurer of the Duval High School 

ASSPA committee. She has been a member of the Aboriginal Education Consultative 

Group (AECG) for the past 12 years, and during this time has been the Regional 

Chairperson, (which involved representing the Armidale District at a state level), and 

chairperson of the Armidale committee. In 1998-2000 she was a member of the 

Armidale District Aboriginal Reference Group, and during this time initiated the 

Anaiwan Enrichment Program. This program is a mentoring program that focuses on 

positive attributes of Aboriginal children in the New England District. She also 

initiated the "Let's Go UNE" Program which involves introducing Aboriginal 

students to the concept of studying at university after completing the Higher School 

Certificate. Both programs are still operating. 

Cynthia has experienced a diverse range of teaching positions. She coordinated a 

bridging course at the Oorala Centre University of New England, she taught 

Aboriginal Studies at New England TAFE Armidale in 2001, and recently spent one 

year teaching English and History at Macintyre High School Inverell. She is a person 

who has demonstrated her fitness to teach children and will provide for the physical, 

psychological and emotional safety of all children participating in the research. 



The aim of this project is to identify the factors which assist Aboriginal students to 

complete Year 11 as well as those which encourage them to leave school in that year. 

Data collection will include interviewing Aboriginal students in Year 11, their parents 

and teachers and Principals of schools in Armidale. 

All participants will: 

• Have the right to withdraw from the interview whenever they so choose. 

• Receive a copy of the taped interview. 

• Remain anonymous and all information will be kept in confidence and used 

only for this thesis. 

• Receive advice about the time-frame of the project. 

• Have access to the final report. 

If you have any questions about this research you can contact: 

Cynthia Briggs 

54 Arundel Drive 
Armidale 2350 
Phone: 67714814 
Mobile: 0421 028374 
Email: cbriggsCaipobox.une.edu.au 
Or 
Prof. A.K. Eckermann 
Professional Development and Leadership 
University of New England 
Armidale 2351. 
aeckenn3@)metz.une.edu.au 

Should you have any complaints concerning the manner in which this research is conducted, please 
contact the Research Ethics Officer at the following address: 
Research Services University ofNew England 
Armidale, NSW 2351. 
Telephone: (02) 6773 3449 Facsimile (02)6773 3543 
Email: Ethics@metz.unde.edu.au 

HIt is unlikely that this research will raise any personal or upsetting issues but if it 
does you may wish to contact your local Community Health Centre on 6766 2555". 




