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Abstract 

This thesis is a study of the public education system of the Northern Territory 

for the period 1876 to 2010, in part through first-hand accounts of the events and 

challenges as experienced by educators who taught in the system, especially since 

1960. The study substantiates the narratives of the educator’s lives and work against 

Commonwealth and Territory reviews and reports, including Annual Northern 

Territory Department of Education Reports and explores available literature, to 

provide details of the evolving system throughout the last 134 years. The narratives and 

literature combine and reflect a view of events that shaped the public education 

system. 

The research aims to understand how the unusual characteristics of the NT in terms 

of geographical, political and demographical events have impacted on the 

development of the Northern Territory public education system during a one hundred 

and thirty three year history to 2010. In essence, this research aims to capture a sense 

of these times in a place that has seen tremendous educational change and growth 

amidst considerable political, economic and social development. By examination of 

this extended period, the historical background which informs the development 

of education in the Northern Territory can be used to illuminate contemporary 

events. 

The research finds that the Northern Territory public education system has been a 

system that has tried to adapt to changing circumstances, but in fact continues to 

reinvent itself, with little consideration and acknowledgement for corporate history. 
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Although the system has developed in terms of infrastructure; little progress has been 

made to develop a quality system. 
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Northern Territory 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

History is the witness that testifies to the passing of time; it illuminates reality, 

vitalizes memory, provides guidance in daily life and brings us tidings of antiquity. 

Marcus T. Cicero, 106-43 B.C.E., Roman statesman and philosopher. 

This thesis documents the history of public education in the Northern Territory 

(NT) for the period 1876 to 2010. It aims to present the social, geographical, political 

and demographical events that influenced the development of the public education 

system over a period of 134 years. In essence, it aims to capture a sense of a time in a 

place that has seen tremendous educational change and growth amidst considerable 

political, economic and social development. To do this, this research considers 

Commonwealth and Territory reviews and reports, including Annual Northern 

Territory Education Reports, and first-hand accounts about events and experiences 

by educators who worked in the system. Those first-hand accounts play an especially 

important role in this thesis (in Chapters 7 and 8), and because 2010 was the latest 

year that this data was gathered. This is taken as the end date of the research, 

although major developments since then are noted in Section 9.3. Teacher 

recruitment, management of schools and teachers, relationships between students, 

parents, teachers, curriculum and assessment, the corporate system and the policy 

makers were all significant issues and subjects of ongoing reform. 

1.1 Researcher Standpoint 

My social, cultural and educational perspectives shape my approach to the topic, and 

my initial viewpoints on it. As an educator who taught in the NT for many years, my 

understandings of the context will influence how I deal with the materials I research, 
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and I may possibly reflect certain information in a more empathetic way than I would 

if I were researching in another field. 

 I was raised in the Northern Territory and educated in the public school system. I 

therefore bring to this research my own personal experiences as both a student and a 

teacher in the Northern Territory education system. I have a deep and ongoing 

relationship with the Territory, and it is also the birthplace of my children, who have 

also been schooled in the Territory from Pre School to Year 12. One of my children 

also continued through to a Bachelor of Education at Charles Darwin University 

(CDU) and is now a teacher in the Northern Territory education system. I have a 

strong sense of the complexity of our education system and an appreciation of 

ongoing development. I reminisce with appreciation about the experiences and 

opportunities that the Northern Territory has provided both my family and myself. 

I have fond recollections as a student in the public education system in the 1960s and 

1970s. My early years were at Rapid Creek Primary School followed by Larrakeyah 

Primary. I then attended year 3 to year 7 at Parap Primary School, followed by 

Darwin High School, which I left in 1977 to join the workforce. Although I initially 

chose a profession other than teaching and attended the Darwin Community College 

for a qualification in accounting, I eventually completed my teacher training through 

the then Northern Territory University (now CDU) and have been employed as a 

teacher, along with other roles, in the public education system for over twenty years. 

As a result of my personal and professional experiences, I have a deep interest in the 

history of the education system, in particular a curiosity of how historical events 

have impacted on the current system. I align with Kammen’s (2003, p. 53) sentiment 

that ‘These individual differences in who we are and the times in which we work 
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colour the very topics we address, the sources we search for and locate, and what we 

make of them.’ 

Whilst this research attempts to represent fairly and accurately the history to provide 

perspective, the issues pursued reflect my interest in the balance between continuity 

and change, and are influenced to some extent by my own experiences. Inevitably 

my research cannot be described as value free or unbiased, as suggested by Kammen 

(2003, p. 53), who maintains that ‘…how we select the documents, how we arrange 

them, how we address them and how well we think and write will also cause us, or 

allow us, to write different histories.’ Nevertheless this research aims to be scholarly 

and rigorous, and to make an informed contribution to the future discussions about 

education in the Northern Territory. 

Given that public education issues are close to my heart, coupled with the fact that I 

operate within the small public education system, I have over the years developed a 

strong network of peers and acquaintances also operating in the system. Thus too, I 

was conscious that I needed to be more objective with this research. I found that 

when analysing interview data, there were instances where educators felt very 

passionate and definite about the outcome of events that were not aligned to the 

actual outcomes that I remembered, or were recorded in literature. Consequently this 

may have influenced objectivity in the way I presented some of the findings. In 

particular, because I knew all the participants I interviewed and to some extent 

aspects of their professional and personal lives, I had to ensure that I presented only 

those findings that were generated from the personal interviews. Allen and Montell 

(1981, p. 13) agree that: 
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The ‘home-town’ researcher’s natural emotional involvement with the subject 

at hand may tend to affect his or her objectivity and lead to an avoidance of 

exploring unpleasant aspects of it because of personal feelings about it or fear 

of offending others in the community by bringing it up. 

The Northern Territory is a special and unusual place and one which continues to 

resonate with many Australians through images of Uluru or Kakadu, or by historic 

events such as the bombing of Darwin in World War 2, the destruction caused by 

Cyclone Tracy in 1974, or through unique legal cases such as ‘dingoes snatching 

babies’ in the Chamberlain saga.1 The Territory proudly brands itself as ‘The Last 

Frontier of Australia’ and for many years has been promoted as a frontier zone to the 

rest of Australia, although it is a frontier in terms of the colonial expansion of white 

Australia and not one for Indigenous Australians. 

Southerners visiting the Territory are often told they can’t call themselves a 

Territorian unless they have passed the rites of time and lived in the Territory for at 

least 25 years, although this is an interchangeable number depending on which local 

you speak to. The term ‘Territorian’ is a title that locals fiercely defend against the 

‘Southern’ invasion. 

As a Territorian I was raised in Darwin and I have lived here for over 50 years. I am 

extremely proud that my family contributed to the Territory’s history as it evolved 

                                                 

1 Lindy Chamberlain was sentenced to life for cutting her baby daughter's throat and disposing of 

the body while camping at Ayers Rock in central Australia. She claimed that her baby had been 

taken by a dingo but this claim was dismissed until four years later when the baby’s jacket was 

found buried in a dingo's lair. Mrs Chamberlain was set free but interest in the case continued 

both nationally and globally (http://lindychamberlain.com/the-story/timeline-of-events, 2016). 
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and developed. My parents arrived in the Territory in the early 1960s with the 

promise of better job opportunities, and they were not disappointed. As was the case 

with many other ‘Southerners’ who ventured to this out of the way place, once the 

warmer climate, career opportunities and outdoor lifestyle took hold of them, they 

found it difficult to return to the ‘big smoke’ of the southern cities. 

My mother, Nell Irwin, was one of the later pioneers of public education in the NT. 

Having taught for three years in a small country town in Victoria, followed by a two-

year secondment to the Department of Territories on Nauru Island in the Central 

Pacific, my mother returned to Australia to assist with the teacher training program 

in a Melbourne college. She then left the comfort of the known to follow her husband 

to the unknown Territory frontier, where they started their family and a very different 

lifestyle in the tropics. 

My mother began her teaching career in the Northern Territory at Rapid Creek Infant 

School in 1966 working with Aboriginal and disadvantaged children, a context that 

was so very different from the one she was familiar with in suburban Melbourne. In 

1967 she was promoted to Senior Assistant at Rapid Creek, followed by a position as 

Infant Mistress at Parap Infant School in 1968. Six years later she had won the role 

of Headmistress at Parap Primary School. But this was only the start of her public 

education journey in the Territory. 

For more than 30 years I listened to the narratives told by my mother and watched 

her working determinedly in a wide variety of educational roles, as teacher, 

headmistress, superintendent and director; nurturing struggling teachers; and 

managing numerous community, political and systemic challenges throughout the 



8 

 

Territory in order to achieve the best possible educational outcomes for Territory 

children. I was inspired by her commitment and determination towards the 

betterment of education in the Territory. 

 

Figure 1: Nell Irwin (left), Principal Wulagi Primary School, and Princess 

Alexandria. Royal visit 1978 (author’s personal collection, photographer 

unknown). 

It wasn’t however until I entered the teaching profession myself that I started to 

realise that the system in which I operated was indeed very broad, with many more 

eclectic complexities and challenges than I had previously thought existed. I became 

interested in the Territory’s journey in education and was always excited to listen to 

the teachers who had been a part of the system for many years. Their stories were 

generally a mix of optimism and negativity. It appeared to me that that through the 

journey, the Territory public education system had collected a great deal of baggage 

that was bogging it down. I became more aware that there was a huge disconnect 
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between the administration that managed the system and the school communities, in 

particular the teachers, many of whom were quite disenchanted. 

I found that the most common statements from the more experienced teachers 

regarded the concerns they had with the erratic systemic changes. Their advice for 

me, and for new teachers in general, was to just concern myself with what was 

happening in my classroom and not to respond to systemic influences. ‘Pay lip 

service to the changes and nod your head, but just keep doing what you are doing in 

the classroom’ was the general mantra. 

As a beginning teacher I focussed on what was happening within the four walls of 

my classroom, grappling with things like class management, catering for student 

needs and wellbeing and in reality just trying to survive the day. After several years, 

however, I began to notice that external systemic influences were negatively 

impacting on my classroom practice. Curriculum was systemically introduced in one 

term and then replaced by another within the period of a semester, policies were 

introduced as critical and then faded out of urgency, and student continuums 

introduced through the National Profiles and then the First Steps programs, at a 

considerable cost to the system, were not followed through. 

Within a time-frame of several years, I recall programming from the Western 

Australian Mathematics curriculum, then moving to the National Profiles Curriculum 

which was only enforced for a Semester, then back to WA Maths then caught up in 

the wave of the First Steps Continuums then getting my head into the Northern 

Territory Curriculum Framework, which has now been succeeded by the Australian 
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Curriculum. Like the stories I had heard, I too noticed a pattern emerging and I 

started to become overwhelmed with the constant systemic changes. 

I eventually left the classroom to work in educational administration and felt 

disconnected to schools. This is where I made a decision to embark on research and 

investigate the history of public education as it had evolved in the Northern 

Territory. In my initial research I found that there were some histories available, 

mainly timelines that had been collated from Administrators Reports documenting 

events. There was however very little available in terms of personal accounts and 

recollections. One of my greatest regrets is that my mother’s story was not told 

before her unexpected death in 2004. She is one of many who have passed away 

before sharing their stories. It was therefore very important to me that this study 

highlighted personal accounts to provide a narrative voice. As a consequence, my 

research aims to capture a sense of a time in a place that has seen tremendous 

educational change and growth amidst considerable political, economic and social 

development. 

Hedley Beare, as reported in The Sydney Morning Herald (McGaw and Nicholas, 

2010), was a prominent educator and the only person to establish two education 

systems in Australia, namely in both the Northern Territory and the Australian 

Capital Territory. He was widely admired for his foresight, and wrote, co-wrote or 

edited 18 books, mostly on schooling, teaching and curriculums of the future. I 

mention Beare because my mother gave me a copy of one of his books prior to me 

entering the teaching profession and it had a profound effect on me. It is very apt 

then that I conclude this section on self-reflection by providing reference to one of 

Beare’s speeches. In a delivery he gave to an audience of educators about teaching in 
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the 21st century, Beare (1993) referred to teachers and administrators as 

‘firefighters’, 

…people who are so caught up in the day to day fire-fighting involved in 

working in a large school that it is difficult to move back and gain an overall 

picture of the current context of education. The very detail of our specialised 

knowledge clouds our view and we don’t see the big picture. 

In this research, I present an overall collation of knowledge, recollection and 

narrative about the Northern Territory public education system. 

1.2 Significance of the Research 

This research is significant because it collates and expands on such earlier sources to 

document the history of the public education system in the Northern Territory from 

its inception in 1876 until 2010. Through the interviews I conducted with long term 

Territory educators, there was ongoing support for this research. Interviewee 

R5M742 remarked that ‘you’ve got a situation where people coming in don’t have 

the opportunity to delve into the history of the place, and therefore they’re starting as 

new kids on the block without any background.’ Interviewee R10F73 agreed and 

argued that: 

There are so many people coming to the Territory who don’t really know 

much about the history of the Territory, that’s at a sort of systemic level. 

…systemically there just seem to be all these people coming in from other 

places, which is good, because you need to have that, you need, you know, 

                                                 

2 The coding system for this and other interviewees is described in Section 4.2. 
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it’s a big country, you don’t want to be too insular, but at the same time 

people need to acknowledge and be aware of what’s happening and what has 

happened and try and have a balance of old and new. 

The NT Department of Education (NTDoE) appears to be a system in which there 

are higher than average turnover rates amongst staff, at all levels. The mobility factor 

is an issue that has not only affected the student population in terms of a quality 

education, but it has also impacted on teachers and administrators whose transient 

nature has created severe strains at the organisational and pedagogical levels in a 

system already faced with the difficulties of rapid expansion. 

The Ladwig and Sarra (2009, p. 24) review reported that staff turnover ‘inevitably 

leads to a loss of institutional memory and to a consolidation of that institutional 

memory.’ There was a consistent theme emerging through the interviews about the 

lack of a history available and that people new to the NT public education system 

continued to make the same mistakes. 

Interestingly there were also many negative comments regarding the lack of the ‘new 

comers’ interest in researching history, before implementing change. R5M74 pointed 

out that, 

you’ve always got ‘Johnny come Charlie’ from the new chums on the block 

wanting to try something out, and they’re not prepared to do it in terms of 

studying what’s gone before. And this is where the history of education in the 

Northern Territory becomes that paramount and so important, and so lacking 

in practical terms. 
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Respondents also spoke about the historical legacy that the Department once proudly 

displayed, but most noted that it was now very rare to find any artefacts of the past, 

almost as if they had intentionally been removed. 

R6M75: Until the time I left we had quite a lot of history displayed in places, 

in departmental buildings, and including photographs from pre-cyclone, the 

cyclone time, post-cyclone, and I think with the large number of people being 

recruited now to senior positions in the administration from other systems, 

there’s very little corporate memory of what things were like in the past, 

what’s been tried and what’s failed, what’s been tried and succeeded and 

should be built on. Because there were good things happening and I think 

they’ve been – baby being tossed out with the bath water on many occasions. 

Since self-government the Northern Territory has continued to reinvent itself to 

satisfy geographical, demographic and political influences. Although there are a few 

histories available, very little has been collated and complied into one document. 

Surprisingly, very little history about the public education system has been captured 

and published since self-government in 1978. This research is significant in that it 

aims to highlight that much of the educational reform has had multiple and ambitious 

purposes and significantly impacted on the lives of teachers. The ambitions of the 

multitude of administrators were about introducing new ways of thinking that would 

cater for the development of the Territory. 

This thesis will serve as a reliable source for researchers and in particular 

administrators new to the public education system. Knowledge of this history is 
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important for those who seek to understand the current situation and to plan for the 

future. 

This research on the development of a public education system in the Northern 

Territory has both theoretical and practical significance. Four main areas of 

significance are apparent. First, it is intended that this research will contribute to 

knowledge about current challenges confronting systemic governance of schools. 

These challenges have been identified from the perspective of educators that have 

taught in the system over an extended period of time, as well as the consideration of 

policies and reviews that shaped the system. 

Second, the research captures the history of public education in the Northern 

Territory as a narrative and provides a resource for future researchers and decision 

makers. 

Third, the research concerns the personal and professional experiences shared by 

educators that taught in the public system in the Northern Territory over a number of 

years. A significant contribution to knowledge can be made to this field of education 

by listening to and recording the personal experiences and understandings of a 

relatively understudied group of people, that is, the teachers themselves. 

Fourth, when the research is considered from a contextual perspective, the findings 

may contribute in some small way to knowledge relevant to change management. 

Consequently, the findings of this research should be of interest to teachers and 

administrators past, present and future, and to policy architects involved in the future 

development and administration of public education systems. Essentially the 

research will show that the Northern Territory public education system has been a 
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system that has tried to adapt to changing circumstances, but in fact continues to 

reinvent itself, with little consideration and acknowledgement for corporate history. 

The research will illustrate that the system has made significant progress in terms of 

infrastructure, but that little progress has been made to develop a quality system. 

1.3 The Political Impact on NT Education  

While the impact of politics on education in the NT will emerge in later chapters, it 

seems worthwhile to foreshadow some of this here. One must keep in mind that the 

NT political context is different to that of other states and the ACT: The Territory is 

not a state, but a Commonwealth territory; the head of government is known as a 

Chief Minister, not a Premier; and the Queen’s representative is an Administrator, 

not a Governor. Unlike the Australian states and the Australian Capital Territory, the 

Northern Territory only began to self-govern itself in 1978. Prior to this, the 

Territory had a wide variety of administrators managing the land and its inhabitants 

over a relatively short history since European settlement. Originally part of New 

South Wales from 1825 to 1863, then part of South Australia from 1863 until 1911, 

the Territory was then transferred to Commonwealth control for nearly seventy 

years, with many administrative custodians. 

The constant changing of Administrators in the Territory impacted considerably on 

the stabilisation of many government departments, including the provision of a stable 

education system. Brogden (1948, p. 88) wrote, 

 Neither Darwin or the Territory have gone ahead as the first settlers thought 

 they would. There has always been trouble. Plans have gone astray and 

 whenever the  announcement is made of a new development plan, the wise 



16 

 

 old men grin and nod and wonder how long it will be until this idea crashes, 

 too. If any part of Australia can be described as the Home of Crashed 

 Plans, Lost Causes, and Blasted Hopes, that place is Darwin. 

Under Commonwealth control, the job of building, equipping, resourcing and 

administering schools was through a complex arrangement involving many agencies. 

These included the Department of the Interior, which included the Aboriginal 

Education Branch of the NT Administration; the Commonwealth Department of 

Education and Science; the South Australian Department of Education, whose 

expertise and personnel were heavily drawn upon until the phasing in of the 

Commonwealth Teaching Service in 1972; the Queensland Department of Education; 

and the amalgamation of Welfare and Community Schools. Finally came Northern 

Territory control with self-government in 1978. 

Throughout the period of Commonwealth control, particularly in the 1960s and 

1970s, and also through the decades of self-government from 1978 to 2010, there 

were many reviews and reports published regarding the complex development of a 

public education system in the NT. In many of these documents, common themes 

emerged, with the issues always directly related to the uniqueness and complexities 

of the Territory in terms of its social, cultural and geographical contexts. 

One of the first significant and comprehensive reports was undertaken by Marsh, 

Pratt and Griggs (1961, p. 26) as a Committee report to the Minister of State for 

Territories on the Educational Needs of the People of the Northern Territory, 

reporting that: 
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 Recognition of the environmental diversity within the Northern Territory and 

 the fact that the Territory has been from the beginning not one, but several 

 communities as widely separated as the Stone Age and the Twentieth 

 Century and still but part way to being integrated, must give added  weight to 

 the educator’s task of fitting the rising generation individually to cope 

 with what for most in the Northern Territory will be a complex and changing 

 world. 

In the Professional Staffing for Australian Capital Territory and Northern Territory 

Schools Report, Neal and Hird (1976, p. 41) echoed statements similar to the Marsh, 

Pratt and Griggs (1961) report fifteen years earlier, 

From observations made, discussions held and submissions received, we take the 

view that there are educational problems arising from the diverse nature of the adult 

and school population (including teaching staff) and the geographical and cultural 

characteristics of the Northern Territory which merit special attention and which will 

influence the recommendations made concerning staffing. 

From 1961 there was a push for the people of the NT to look after their own affairs 

and it was considered that this would solve many of the problems that had occurred 

with administration from afar. Even many decades earlier, the Department of 

External Affairs (1913) considered that despite Commonwealth management, 

agencies such as education could only be successful with the support of the local 

community: 
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The Government will provide educational facilities for children, and will give 

assistance and advice where needed, but it is on the settlers themselves, their 

character, energy, and resourcefulness that success will depend. 

When the Northern Territory achieved self-government in 1978, it was hoped that 

self-management would bring stability to the education system. Cameron (1996, p. 

41) concluded that ‘At Self-Government, public education was fragmented, enjoyed 

limited public confidence and lacked sound policy and curriculum bases.’ 

Fifty years on from the Marsh, Pratt and Griggs (1961) report, many of the 

challenges and issues facing the public education system still existed. This is clearly 

evident in the review commissioned by the Northern Territory Department of 

Education entitled Delivering the Goods, where Ladwig and Sarra (2009, p. 2) found 

that: 

...the fundamental issue facing education in the Northern Territory is one of 

quality. Great strides have been made in building the basic infrastructure of a 

modern schooling system over the past few decades; but, the issue of quality 

remains as yet under-addressed. 

1.4 Aims of the Research 

This research aims to map the historical journey of public education in the Northern 

Territory in order to better understand the forces that have shaped the system and the 

issues that have evolved. It is an investigation into identifying the factors that have 

impacted on the system in an environment different to other parts of Australia. 

Fenley (1969, p. 7) considers that, ‘A sympathetic understanding of the roots of our 
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educational tradition is essential for a proper appreciation of our present situation and 

it forms a necessary foundation for any recommendations about future practices.’ 

A further aim is the collation of sources for future researchers and decision makers 

so that the research findings may contribute in some small way to further educational 

change. A final aim was to share the personal and professional experiences of 

educators who had taught in the Territory for a long period of time. 

This research will focus on the purpose and direction of public education in the 

Territory throughout different periods, addressing significant aspects of impact 

such as teachers, curriculum and pedagogy, systemic change, and external 

influences. The primary sources are examined to illustrate the varying difficulties 

that have been associated with providing a consistent quality education system, 

despite inconsistent approaches to administration. 

This research was undertaken over many years on a part time basis. Many times I 

became indulgent and found myself dedicating too many hours, weeks and months, 

to issues that would present in the research and sidetrack me. As a consequence, this 

body of research provides other researchers with a historical base to explore related 

pathways such as the history of Aboriginal education or the impact of migrant 

education. Indigenous education in the Northern Territory has had a significant and 

interesting history. Although some of my research touches on Aboriginal teaching 

assistants in schools and more certainly on remote schooling and the impact on 

teachers, this research does not focus on Indigenous education as this requires a 

dedicated researcher in its own right. 
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This research will examine the development of education as it has evolved in the 

Northern Territory from the appointment of the first teacher in 1876 and will trace 

the journey through to 2010. Although there were few schools established and 

limited teachers recruited in the late 1800s and early 1900s (as at 1936 there were 

only 17 teachers, 572 students and eight schools), there were significant events that 

impacted on the development of educational provision in the Territory in the early 

1900s. 

In the period from 1876 to 1978, the public education system in the Territory moved 

towards self-government. Significant events included federalism in 1911, the 

opening of the first Aboriginal school in Darwin in 1913, the adoption of the 

Queensland teaching curriculum in 1925, the division of the Northern Territory into 

two regions in 1928, only to revert back into one region in 1931, the Second World 

War 1939–1945, including the bombing of Darwin in 1942, the establishment of the 

Northern Territory Administration (NTA) in 1941, and control of education in the 

NT by the South Australian government in 1945. 

The journey continues from self-government in 1978 through to 2010, a period in 

which very little has been captured about the Northern Territory public education 

system. 

1.5 Structure of the Thesis 

In examining the development of the Northern Territory public education system 

during its 134-year history to 2010, the structure of the thesis is broadly 

chronological and takes the form of a narrative. Later chapters or sections within 
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them have been divided according to specific time periods, representing significant 

stages in the development of education. 

The chapters are organised into three main parts. Part 1 sets out the context. Within 

it, Chapter 1 has introduced the research, including the researcher’s standpoint, 

reasons for the research being undertaken, and how my personal knowledge about 

the research area is treated. To provide some context, Chapter 2 provides an 

historical overview of the Northern Territory as well as information on features of 

the social and physical environment. Chapter 3 presents a review of relevant 

literature, including both published and non-published materials, but excluding such 

documents as annual reports, education union bulletins, and federal and local reports 

and reviews, as this literature is covered as data in the body of the thesis. Chapter 4 

then explains the research design and methodology used. 

Part 2 presents a chronological history of the Northern Territory public education 

system and is divided into two chapters. Chapter 5 focuses on the development of the 

education system from the 1800s through to the late 1970s, which predominantly 

involved administration by either the South Australian Government, Commonwealth 

Government or a combination of both. This chapter also looks at the early period of 

pre-school education as it evolved in the Northern Territory. Chapter 6 explores the 

development of the public education system once it came under the administration of 

the Territory with self-government in 1978, continuing through to 2010. A timeline 

of developments can be found in Appendix 1. 

Part 3, Teaching Territory Style, first introduces the ten respondents interviewed by 

the researcher and four others represented by archived transcripts through their own 

words in Chapter 7, providing an overview of the type of educators who ventured to 
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the Northern Territory, their motivations for doing so, initial experiences and their 

reasons for staying. Chapter 8 represents the discussion points from respondents and 

the issues and events that impacted upon them as educators in the Territory public 

education system. A Class Act, the 1998 national Senate inquiry into the teaching 

profession (SEETRC, 1998), has been used as a framework to organise respondents’ 

narratives. Chapter 9 provides an overview of this research and a conclusion to this 

thesis. 

1.6 Summary 

This chapter has introduced the research as examining the development of the public 

education system of the Northern Territory during its history to 2010. It has also 

established the context, including the researcher’s own experience in the NT system 

(Section 1.1) and reasons why the research was undertaken, including its relevance to 

current challenges in NT education, the collation and presentation of historical data 

to capture personal experiences of educators who taught in the NT, and to present 

research that may be relevant to policy architects involved in the future 

administration of education systems (1.2). The NT’s history has been a slow gradual 

development in terms of political and economic differences and the eclectic 

administrative development, which saw the constant changing of administrators from 

NSW to SA; Commonwealth administration and joint management between the 

Commonwealth and SA until NT self-government in 1978 (1.3). This research aims 

to map the historical journey of public education in the Territory in order to better 

understand the forces that have shaped the system and the issues that arose (1.4). 

Chapters in this thesis are organised into three main parts, generally with a 

chronological organisation (1.5). 
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Chapter 2 Northern Territory Context 

For most of its life, Darwin has been regarded as a multicultural, multiracial town. 

It has also been a town with a high population turnover. 

People have always come to Darwin as Australia’s last frontier – to assume another 

identity, to escape, to hide, to make money (Dewar, 2008, p. 1). 

Historical, geographical, political and demographic factors and a complex 

sociological context have also meant that a career as a teacher in the Territory has 

brought with it a variety of challenges. Teachers new to the Territory have been 

faced with numerous professional and personal issues that have challenged the 

system, with the Territory’s demographic character posing many problems for the 

provision of educational services. The geographic remoteness has produced a high 

cost structure which is exacerbated by the geographic and dispersal of population 

outside the major urban centres. Satisfying schools needs with a rapidly expanding 

population and establishing the basic infrastructure to support that expansion has also 

brought with it many challenges. 

This chapter will provide an overview of the Northern Territory and describe its 

physical and geographical features, including the harshness of the climate and the 

vast distances between towns and settlements. It is important that a brief overview be 

presented about the social history of the NT in order to better understand the 

development of education in this context. The chapter then concludes with a section 

about the Northern Territory in 2010. 
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2.1 The Northern Territory 

The Northern Territory holds a unique place in Australian history through a 

renowned role in World War Two in the early 1940s and the impact of Cyclone 

Tracy when it devastated Darwin in 1974. Darwin has been referred to as a frontier 

city, a tropical paradise, a gateway to Asia and a cultural melting pot. The NT has a 

small population for an Australian capital city, and it is isolated from the centres of 

national economic and political power. Alice Springs is the second largest population 

centre, often called ‘the Alice’ or simply ‘Alice’. It is situated in the centre of 

Australia, 1500 kilometres from the nearest major cities, Darwin and Adelaide. The 

Department of External Affairs (1913) best described the optimistic nature of the 

Territory’s tropical frontier: 

When the Territory comes more widely known there is no doubt that it will 

become very popular, but it will be a mistake to suppose that it is a lotus land 

where men may lie beneath palm trees living in luxurious ease like the 

characters in a tropical novel. Rather it is a land where men of all 

determination and enterprise are required, who will live under pioneering 

conditions and be prepared to meet and overcome hardships, but who can 

look forward to an ample reward under the liberal conditions of the Territory 

in becoming their own masters and creating their own homes. 

Fifty-three years later Rose (1966, p. 5), wrote, 

The Northern Territory – a land of hopes and heartbreaks. Constantly 

challenging to white Australians, it has resisted intensive occupation and 

large-scale development; it has shattered aspirations and made effort 
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impotent; it has swallowed up capital; it has confounded experts, and it has 

made strong men cry.  

2.2 The Physical Environment 

The Northern Territory is the third largest Australian state or territory, with a land 

area of approximately 1,346,200 km2, sharing borders with Queensland, South 

Australia and Western Australia. The land area is equal to the combined area of 

France, Spain and Italy and is approximately 1,610km from north to south and 

934km from east to west. This includes a semi-arid area of 805km long by 322km 

wide which is composed of sand dunes and clay pan desert (Kennedy and Kennedy, 

1985). 

The Territory has two very different climatic regions. The north is known as the Top 

End and it has two seasons: the wet, which extends from October to April with high 

levels of humidity, and the dry season from May to September. In January the daily 

average maximum is 32º C, with an average minimum of 25º. In July the maximum 

is 30º degrees and a minimum of 19º degrees. From December to March, the Top 

End can have periods of almost continuous rain caused by monsoon winds, and the 

city receives almost 90% of its annual rainfall during these months. During the wet 

the Top End rivers and streams are often flooded and transport and communications 

are usually affected. As Rose (1966, p. 13) puts it, ‘Humidity is high and living 

conditions are unpleasant.’ 

The Top End is vulnerable to the risk of tropical cyclones due to its coastal location 

and some of these have severely impacted on the people and infrastructure, in 
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particular in January of 1987, March of 1937 and in December 1974, when Cyclone 

Tracy devastated Darwin (Ling, 2011). 

 

Map 1. Contemporary map of the Northern Territory, placed in the public 

domain by Macky (n.d.). 
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Climate, in terms of humidity and harshness, is one of the defining characteristics of 

the Top End. Climate, Alan Powell (2009) contended, that it ‘is the main unifying 

feature of the Top End of the Northern Territory’ and Darwin ‘owes much of its 

regional dominance to the lack of competition resulting from a natural environment 

that presents severe challenge to European-based civilisation.’ Ling (2011, p.3) 

agrees that climate is a significant factor: 

The harshness of the Territory’s climate and its remoteness for the remainder 

of Australia for many years retarded its development. At the same time the 

characteristics of distance and remoteness, and the Territory’s closeness to 

Asia, have helped to create a distinct identity. 

The Top End, which includes the capital city of Darwin, is characterised by many 

areas of inland rivers and lakes, with pockets of rain forest. The Darwin River Dam 

is the NT’s biggest water reservoir, with an area of 44 square kilometres, and the 

main water source for Darwin and Palmerston. 

There are many small remote communities that play a significant role in the NT 

economy. The Gove Peninsula, at the northern eastern tip of Arnhem Land, contains 

a rich deposit of bauxite. A mining company, Nabalco, was formed in 1965 to 

develop the area and operate the mine, with the town of Nhulunbuy developed to 

service the mine (Kennedy and Kennedy, 1985). 

Kakadu National Park is also a part of the Top End and brings many tourists to the 

area. Covering 6000 square kilometres, it was listed as a world heritage site in 1981 

and is located about 220km east of Darwin. Approximately 350km south of Darwin 
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is a township called Katherine, a pastoral centre on the Stuart Highway. Tindal 

airport serves the town and is also a major northern air defence base. 

The discovery of uranium ore at Rum Jungle, about 90 km south of Darwin, was 

another significant boost to the NT, and although that particular mine closed in 1971, 

mining has still been one of the NT’s biggest export earners. Location of various 

mineral resources resulted in the development of small townships, such as Pine 

Creek, Tennant Creek, Nhulunbuy, Alyangula and Jabiru (Parry, 1985). 

South of the Top End, the Barkley Tableland is a broad plain, and its best known 

cattle station, Brunette Downs, covers 12,000 square kilometres. Hermannsburg is a 

town located 131 km southwest of Alice Springs. It was the first Aboriginal mission 

established in the NT in 1877 and was operated by Lutheran missionaries who aimed 

to introduce Christianity to the western Aranda people (Kennedy and Kennedy, 

1985). 

The southern region is known as Central Australia or ‘Centralia’ and is characterised 

by arid vegetation, sand dunes and clay pan deserts and a desert climate. Uluru, also 

known as Ayers Rock, is located 450 km from the township of Alice Springs and is 

one of the best known landmarks in the Northern Territory. The MacDonnell Ranges 

contain Mount Zeil at 1510 metres, and the Tanami and Gibson Deserts lie north of 

Alice Springs. Alice Springs is the second largest town in the Northern Territory. As 

noted earlier, it is midway between Darwin and Adelaide, 1500 kilometres south of 

Darwin and 1600 kilometres north of Adelaide (Kennedy and Kennedy, 1985). 

Tennant Creek is a town that relies on mining operations and lies on the Stuart 

highway, approximately 1000 kilometres south of Darwin. Climate varies in the 
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Central area, and the wet season, during the months of October to May, is hot, with 

temperatures reaching 40 degrees and above. During the dry season during June to 

September, however, the minimum temperature can be as low as the freezing point 

(Parry, 1985). 

2.3 The Social History of the NT 

The history of the Northern Territory began over 60,000 years ago, when Indigenous 

Australians settled the region. The first recorded sighting of the north Australian 

coastline by Europeans was in 1623, but it was not until the 1800s that the British 

attempted to settle. After three attempted settlement failures, the British authorities 

considered northern Australia unfit for European settlement and the northern coast 

remained uninhabited by Europeans until 1864. 

2.3.1 The NT under South Australia, 1863-1910 

The Territory was originally a part of New South Wales, but responsibility was 

transferred to South Australia (SA) on July 6, 1863. Nicholson (1990, p. 1) explained 

that: 

The Territory was physically separated from New South Wales proper, after 

the creation of South Australia and Queensland, although constitutionally still 

part of it. It was subsequently dumped on South Australia in 1863 by a 

handful of words contained in Letters Patent despatched from London. The 

Territory never lived up to the early expectations of Adelaide. It was a largely 

forgotten backwater with a minute non-Aboriginal population until the gold 

rush of the late nineteenth century. 
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Map 2. The formation of state boundaries in Australia 1788 – 1862 (based on 

Parry, 1985).3 

Between 1863 and 1868, the South Australian government came to realise the 

magnitude of the task of dealing with the NT. De La Rue (2004, p. 7) considered that 

the problems posed by trying to administer a vast region which was so far away and 

so different in character to their home territory tempted the authorities to defer 

                                                 

3 These maps are modified versions of an outline map available from http://www.d-

maps.com/m/oceania/australie/australie06s.gif and used in accord with conditions stated at 

http://www.d-maps.com/conditions.php?lang=en. 
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dealing with them until lack of action threatened disaster. Their subsequent decisions 

were hasty, often ill-conceived and usually expensive. 

George Goyder, Surveyor General of SA, was appointed as Government Resident in 

February 1869 and established the first permanent European settlement in northern 

Australia, called Palmerston. Coe (1981, p.15) considered that ‘For the Europeans, 

Palmerston was a tropical colonial outpost, partly South Australia, partly Singapore, 

a life of monotony broken only by the monsoons and the arrival of the mail ship.’ 

The following year, South Australia built an overland telegraph line from Port 

Augusta (SA) to Palmerston, stretching 3000km providing the northern settlement 

with communication and a link to the colonies. 

During its period of administration of the Northern Territory, South Australia spent 

£6 million, established Palmerston as the Territory’s capital, built an overland 

telegraph line from Adelaide to Palmerston that was completed in 1872, completed a 

railway line from Palmerston southwards to Pine Creek in 1889, developed a series 

of stock routes to take cattle to market, and introduced a leasing system for pastoral 

and mining lands. Even so, Ling (2011, p. 16) writes that: 

In the end, South Australia was ill equipped to undertake the development of 

a region as vast as the Northern Territory, with all of its special needs. The 

State simply did not have the resources that development truly required. 

De La Rue (2004, p. 3) agrees with Ling and explains that: 

The history of the South Australian government involvement in the Northern 

Territory is one of ineptitude and vacillation. In the years immediately 
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following its annexation of the region, it alternated short periods of intense 

activity and ad-hoc decision making with long periods of almost total inertia. 

Asche (2007, p.10) however believes that South Australia was incorrectly given the 

title of failure: ‘Certainly it had made many errors of administration, and had 

stumbled into many mistakes due to ignorance of a strange land. But it had persisted, 

it “drooped, revived, but faltered and fought on”.’ 

2.3.2 The NT under the Commonwealth, 1911-1978 

In 1901 the NT population was 3,894, excluding Aboriginal people, and it was made 

up of many different ethnic groups, including Europeans, Chinese, Japanese and 

Malays (Ling, 2001). South Australia joined the other colonies on 1 January 1901 to 

form the Commonwealth of Australia, and after Federation, the Northern Territory 

became a part of the South Australian electorate of Grey. On 1 January 1911 the 

Commonwealth Parliament passed the Northern Territory Acceptance Act 1910 and 

the Territory became the responsibility of the Commonwealth government of 

Australia (Parry, 1985). 

In March 1911 the name of Palmerston was changed to Darwin, and for the next 70 

years, the administration of the NT belonged to the Commonwealth. In 1912, Dr J A 

Gilruth was appointed as the first Administrator under the Commonwealth and he 

remained until 1919, when the acting Administrator, M. Staniforth Smith, was 

appointed.4 

                                                 

4 The Adelaide Advertiser (Kingsland, 1913), reported that in 1912 it was considered that the 

name ‘Northern Territory’ was unsatisfactory. The names Kingsland after King George V, 
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Between 1927 and 1931 the Northern Territory was divided into North Australia and 

Central Australia at the 20th parallel of south latitude. Central Australia was a 

separate territory, with Alice Springs as its capital. This was done under the North 

Australian Act 1926 and each region had its own Government Resident. On June 11 

1931 the North Australian Act of 1926 was repealed and the NT was again to be 

administered as one entity, with R H Weddell appointed as Administrator. 

During the Second World War Darwin was subjected to its first bombing raid on 19 

February 1942, when 188 Japanese aircraft began bombing Darwin. The civilian 

population was evacuated and replaced by more than 100,000 troops. The military 

invasion resulted in the building of the Stuart and Barkly Highways, linking Darwin 

and the Territory to southern cities (Coe, 1990). This period of war lasted until the 

last Japanese raid on Darwin in November 1943. 

By 1945 the NT was still considered a frontier society. With a total population of 

only 10,000, the isolation, distance and a high cost of living remained tangible 

barriers to economic and social development. Ling (2011, p.3) writes: 

Most Australians living in the southern states knew little about the Territory. 

It was too remote to warrant their concern. It was only as a result of World 

War II, with the perceived threat of invasion and the substantial build-up of 

defence forces, that many Australians began to experience and understand the 

Territory, and concern for its development began to increase, as did tourism 

to the area in the 1950s. 
                                                                                                                                          

Centralia and Territoria were proposed, with Kingsland becoming the preferred choice in 1913. 

However, the name change never went ahead. 
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After World War II civilians were not allowed to return to Darwin until February 

1946, and by June that year there was an estimated population of 3100 residents. It 

was not until June 1947, with the passing of the NT Administration Act, that the NT 

was provided with its own legislative council, whose first meeting on Feb 15 1948 

had 13 members. In 1951 the NT came under the first Minister for Territories, the 

Honourable Paul Hasluck. He was responsible for the NT until 1963, and during this 

period he significantly increased funding for the development of the Territory. 

Hasluck initiated and improved infrastructure and the economy through initiatives 

such as the introduction of a beef roads program to expand the opportunities in the 

cattle industry and also the establishment of the NT tourist board to attract visitors. 

(Marsh, Pratt and Griggs, 1962). 

Darwin was the focus of economic development, but the Central region was also 

developing, albeit on a smaller scale. Brogden (1948, p.13), provided a glimpse into 

Alice Springs in those early days: 

The Alice is a young city these days. Its 2000 citizens shop in a modern 

corner emporium, Pioneer Tours’ offices are in a new block and one of the 

town’s two picture theatres boasts a neon sky sign. True, the two old pubs are 

old fashioned and might fit into a good Western. The frontier touch in the 

Alice is passing very quickly. Before the war there was still some of the old 

atmosphere, although the old days really ended when the Commonwealth 

pushed the railway from Oodnadatta 20 years ago. Until then the camel trains 

took three weeks between the railhead and The Alice and the few Victorians 

or New South Welshmen who reached the Alice regarded themselves as 

adventurers. 
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In 1951 the total population of the Northern Territory had increased to 15,609, but 

this figure rose significantly ten years later in 1961 with the estimated inclusion of 

the indigenous population being 44,481. Marsh, Pratt and Griggs (1961, p. 22), 

reported: 

 A stark fact is that the Northern Territory is in part an under-developed 

 tropical country with a potential for considerable population, and in part an 

 arid region which lends itself, except for larger isolated mining communities, 

 only to extensive primary industrial use characterized by very low population 

 density with many small groups of children separated by great and difficult 

 distances. 

The Darwin Municipal Council5 was created in 1957 with a mayor and 12 elected 

councillors. Town management boards followed in Katherine, Tennant Creek and 

Alice Springs from 1960 as the towns grew (Ling, 2011). 

In 1958 the NT representative in the Federal Parliament was granted full voting 

rights on matters affecting the NT, and in January 1959 Darwin was constituted a 

city by the Status of Darwin ordinance 1959. Aboriginal people were eligible to vote 

at Federal elections from May 1962, although enrolment was not compulsory. 

The NT’s population continued to explode, and by 1971 it had reached 85,735. 

However, on 25 December 1974 Cyclone Tracy swept through Darwin, destroying 

homes and taking lives. It was Australia’s worst natural disaster at that time and 

many people returned to their home states. Carment (2005, p.27) wrote that ‘A mass 

                                                 

5 In 1981 the Darwin Municipal Council changed its name to the Darwin City Council (Ling, 

2011). 
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evacuation followed the cyclone and by January 1975 only 10,600 people remained 

of whom most were essential service personnel.’ By 1979, however, the city’s 

population had increased to 51,000 with the lure of new opportunities, and in view of 

the development of the city, many families began to relocate and return to Darwin. 

Coe (1981, p. 21) commented as follows: 

Gone now are the rough and tumble days of settlement. Gone are the shanty 

towns and grog shops. Gone indeed are many of the features and 

characteristics of even the pre-cyclone Darwin of the early 1970s. 

 

 

Figure 2: Casuarina High School (now Senior College) after Cyclone Tracy, 

1975 (Northern Territory Library). 
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2.3.3 NT Self-government in 1978 

In 1978 the Territory was granted self-government, with a Legislative Assembly and 

headed by the first Chief Minister, Paul Everingham. Carment (2007, p. 4) wrote 

that, as Everingham saw it on Self-Government Day in 1978: 

We are cutting the apron strings that have tied us to Canberra’s control for 

almost 70 years. Territorians fed up with remote control and its mistakes have 

been crying out for years for this advance. Now we have come of age. 

The Territory government at the time was the Country Liberal Party (CLP), who had 

established themselves in the Northern Territory since 1974. The CLP continued 

with unbroken electoral success until 2001, when the party lost office to the 

Australian Labor Party (ALP) (Country Liberal Party, 2015). 

The NT is a Territory of Australia and as such does not have the powers of a state 

government. Although the NT Government thus has a subordinate status, with the 

Commonwealth retaining some legislative controls and ultimate sovereignty, the 

Legislative Assembly in Darwin handles most of the functions normally handled by a 

state government. An Administrator is appointed by the Governor General of 

Australia and carries out the duties normally performed by a state Governor. The 

leader of the Legislative Assembly is called the Chief Minister instead of the 

Premier. Cameron (1996, p.43) considered that: 

The modest size of the Territory's population contributes to the populism in 

its politics. The politicians are kept in touch with the realities, including 

opportunities, with which enterprises and constituents are faced and they 

approach them pragmatically more than from an ideological base. 
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2.3.4 The Growth and Nature of the NT Population 

The Territory has the smallest population, the density representing 0.2 people per 

square kilometre (sq. km), the lowest of any state or territory. In 1911 when the city 

of Palmerston was formally recognised as Darwin, the population was only 1,137.6 

Coe (1990, p. 1) stated that, ‘The modern history of Australia’s Northern Territory is 

a history characterised by uncertainty. It is a history of a small, remote European 

society struggling to come to terms with itself and its reasons for existence.’ 

As noted earlier, the NT’s population was increasing dramatically in the 1960s and 

into the 1970s. After Cyclone Tracy it increased further with the introduction of self-

government in 1978, and from 1976 to 1981 the annual rate of population increase 

was 4.5%, nearly four times the national figure. Reasons for the growth included 

economic factors, such as mining, tourism, transport and service industries and there 

was an influx of European and Asian immigrants who took up work in the trade 

industries. Carment (2007, p. 15) stated that ‘By the nineteen nineties, Darwin was 

often considered the most multi-cultural of Australia’s capitals.’ The transitory 

population was attributed to factors such as the coming and going of armed forces 

and their families; workers in the mining industry and public servants who were on 

two to three year contracts. Ling (2007, p. 171) also notes the transitory population: 

It was sometimes a transitory population: in the Commonwealth era public 

servants would often be posted to the Territory for a term of not more than 

                                                 

6 Aboriginal people were not included in the census. Population in Darwin consisted of 739 adult 

males (European); 166 adult women (European) 125 Japanese; 107 others. 
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two or three years. Other people would come, stay for a few years and then 

either remain permanently or return ‘down south’. 

Cameron (1996, p. 47) also considered that the Territory struggled with providing a 

stable environment for population growth: 

The Territory has a consistent history of a transient high population turnover 

for reasons of economic activity, human factors, social and cultural 

commitments. Climatic conditions, remoteness, high cost of living and 

employment transience are other significant factors that also increase shorter 

than average periods of residency. 

NT’s population reached 202,793 in 2006 and 211,945 in 2011, a 4.5 per cent 

increase from the 2006 census. The Territory's population, however, only represented 

1% of the total population of Australia (ABS, 2016). Census data from the Australian 

Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 2013a, 2013b) also showed that Australia wide, the 

Northern Territory had the highest fertility rate of all Australian states and territories, 

with the greatest proportion of births being in the Indigenous population. It has the 

highest proportion of young people (median age 31), the highest proportion of 

Indigenous population and the largest proportion of the population living in very 

remote locations compared with any other jurisdiction. 

The majority of people live within the main regional centres of Darwin, Alice 

Springs, Nhulunbuy, Katherine and Tennant Creek. Between the regional centres are 

the mixed townships along the highways and occasional small mining towns. The 

 Territory has a higher Aboriginal population than other areas in Australia. 

According to the 2011 NT Census (ABS, 2013a) there were 56,776 Aboriginal and 
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Torres Strait Islander people, representing 26.8% of the population. Population 

concentrations differ greatly and the Aboriginal communities are scattered 

throughout the rural and remote areas, ranging from tropical settings in the Top End 

to waterholes on the Barkly Tableland and the Tanami Desert rim and the ranges, 

sand plains and usually dry watercourses of Central Australia. 

 

Figure 3: Graph of Northern Territory Population Growth 1911 to 2010 (ABS, 2014). 

2.3.5 The History of NT’s Media and Transportation 

In the early years, access to media for national and global news through print and 

screen was limited and added to the isolation for Territory inhabitants. Media print in 

the form of newspapers were available from the 1800s in the form of The NT Times, 

which began publishing in 1873 and ceased in 1932, when it was bought out by The 

Northern Standard newspaper, which had begun publishing in 1921. Publication 
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ceased during the war, resuming again in May 1946 and continuing until 1955. In 

October 1947 The Centralian Advertiser began publishing, followed by the NT News 

on 8 February 1952, both of which still exist. Darwin did not receive its first black 

and white television transmission until August 1971. 

Transport was also an issue, particularly when considering the vast distances 

between communities, the aridity of the dry season and the contrasting flooding 

during the wet. The year 1885 saw the commencement of a railway from Palmerston 

to Pine Creek, with a railway jetty in Palmerston. The Palmerston and Pine Creek 

Railway opened in 1889 under SA management and provide a rail service from 

Palmerston to Birdum. The Commonwealth managed the railway from 1911 as the 

North Australia Railway. Extending the Pine Creek to Katherine line began in 1914, 

but it was not until 1929 that the link between Alice Springs and Port Augusta was 

completed (Coe, 1981). During the Second World War the line was extended to 

Larrimah. The railway was significant in the ’60s and ’70s for the transportation of 

iron ore, which was being mined from Frances Creek (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ 

Commonwealth Railways, 2016). The North Australia railway closed in 1976 as a 

result of the closure of the Frances Creek mine (Coe, 1981). 

Regular interstate air travel was not available until February 1937, when Guinea 

Airways, providing travel between Darwin, Alice Springs and Adelaide, established 

a weekly aerial service. In the same year there were also monthly steamers visiting, 

bringing an increasing number of tourists (Kennedy and Kennedy, 1985). 

The Stuart Highway was approved as a military necessity in 1940. Jointly the South 

Australian, Queensland and N.S.W Main Roads Boards in 1943 saw the bitumen 
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sealing of the highway completed between Alice Springs and Darwin. With a total 

population of 10,000, the NT was still considered a frontier society and distance as 

well as a high cost of living were extreme barriers to economical and social 

development (Coe, 1981). 

The railway and the Stuart Highway significantly increased transport from the south 

to the north as well as provided economic opportunities for the Territory, particularly 

through industries such as mining, tourism, fishing and beef. By 1971 Alice Springs, 

with a major rail link connecting with South Australia and with a population of 

11,000 people, celebrated its centenary. 

2.4 The Northern Territory in 2010 

Natural increase has been the major component of population change in the 

Territory, with the greatest proportion of births being in the Indigenous population. It 

is still a transitory population with non-indigenous movement still prevalent. 

Cameron (1996, p. 47) suggests that, ‘Although the non-indigenous population is 

stabilising, it remains frequent practice for families to move interstate, usually to the 

state of origin, for employment or for their children's senior secondary and tertiary 

education.’ 

The NT still has the youngest population in Australia, with 23.1 per cent under the 

age of 15 years compared with the national average of 18.9 per cent (ABS, 2010). 

There were 18,775 children aged zero to four years, being 8.2 per cent of the total 

population. ABS (2010) shows that a total of 7748 children under the age of 5 are 

Indigenous (12.1 per cent of the Indigenous population). Overall the NT population 

of 5 to 19 year olds has increased by 3.6 per cent (1793) since 2006. The proportion 
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of the Indigenous population is even greater in the school-aged population, with 40.6 

per cent of students enrolled in Transition to Year 12 identified as Indigenous, 

compared with the national average of 4.6 per cent. Approximately 50 per cent of the 

NT’s zero- to five-year-old population lives in remote or very remote areas. 

Of the total number of Indigenous language speakers in Australia (55 705), 52.4 per 

cent are located in the NT. For many Indigenous learners studying in remote schools, 

English is rarely used in their communities outside of school. This means that while 

at school they are learning English as an additional language. The NT population is 

located in the three most remote categories, with 44.0 per cent in remote and very 

remote areas (ABS 2006 Census Population and Housing). 

As at August 2010, public administration, with 16,079 people, remained the largest 

employer of the 100,685 Territory population, with health care workers numbering 

9,507 and education 7,725 people respectively. Private construction was the second 

largest employer with 11,486 people. 

Many long-time residents proudly call themselves Territorians and separate their 

characteristics from the general Australian person. This has been evident since the 

early 1900s when Rose (1966, p. 38) considered that the ‘émergence of a character’ 

became apparent: 

The Territorian was a larger-than-life Australian – tougher, fairer, more 

outspoken. He could travel great distances, suffer greater hardships, and drink 

harder than other Australians. 

Powell, as quoted in Carment (2007, p. 8), suggests that the Territorian continues to 

possess these characteristics. 
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 Territorians see themselves as distinct in the Australian context because they 

 still believe that they live on a frontier: they ‘rather liked the image’, not just 

 for the sake of tourist dollar, but because it causes them to stand out from the 

 general mass of Australians. 

2.5 Summary 

Chapter two presents an overview of the social, geographical and demographic 

context of the NT. After brief generalities (Section 2.1) it describes the physical 

environment (2.2), a land mass of 1,346,200km2 bordering on three Australian states. 

Climate is one of the defining characteristics of the NT, with a harshness that has 

contributed to the transient nature of the population. The social history of the NT 

(2.3) has involved administration by New South Wales followed by South Australia 

from 1863, the Commonwealth from 1911, and self-government from 1978. Both 

World War II and Cyclone Tracy in 1974 led to fluctuations in population and 

rebuilding processes. The Territory has a small population despite the large land 

mass, with the density representing 0.2 people per square kilometre, the lowest of 

any state or territory. Geographical and demographical factors as well as a complex 

sociological context contribute to the challenges of living and working in the 

Territory. The chapter concluded with an overview of the NT context as it was in 

2010 (2.4). 
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Chapter 3 Review of the Literature 

The purpose of this chapter is to present a review of the literature which informs this 

research. This review considers sources relevant to the history of schools and 

teachers as they relate to the public education system in the Northern Territory. This 

includes both published and non-published materials, but it excludes sources such as 

annual reports, education union bulletins, and federal and local reports and reviews, 

as these materials are taken to be data sources covered throughout the main body of 

the thesis. In addition, although there is a wealth of literature available on Aboriginal 

and bilingual education in the Northern Territory, as this research does not focus on 

Indigenous education, these sources have not been reviewed for the purpose of this 

literature review. 

Considering that there was both local and national management of public education 

in the Territory, there are surprisingly few publications available that present a 

history in one compilation. The last efforts to document a comprehensive history of 

public education in the Territory was by Urvet, M. (1982) in the 1980s, when 

education not only in the NT but also throughout Australia was going through a 

period of growth and reform. The NT had only recently achieved self-government 

and there was money and an urgency to document the past as the new system moved 

into the future. 

Many of the resources reviewed are not readily available to the general public. 

Initially I spent a great deal of time scouring the shelves at the Special Collection 

Vault located at Charles Darwin University (CDU). Initially the CDU archives were 

easily accessible by permission; however, over the years it has become much more 
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difficult to access the vault. These archives are a valuable source of historical 

documentation published by all government agencies, including departmental 

reports, reviews, newsletters and bulletins. Although reasonably extensive, it is an 

incomplete collection and has been impacted by theft over the years. 

The Northern Territory Department of Education Library also houses a much 

smaller, but significant, collection of documents that supplements the CDU Special 

Collection vault. This includes hard copies of Education Department Annual Reports 

since 1978 and extensive photographic collections. During the 1980s, the NT 

Department of Education Curriculum Advisory Support Unit (CASU) was 

responsible for producing many materials and resources for the both the corporate 

education system and teachers, and local resources for students in both urban and 

remote schools. The Department of Education Library has retained a copy of most 

documents that were produced during these years of production. 

The Northern Territory Archives Centre provided a rich source of material in the 

form of transcripts from oral interviews that had been undertaken in past years by a 

variety of interviewers. Many of the interviews were focused on personal life stories 

rather than a specific research theme, such as education; however, some of these 

interviewees were teachers who had taught in the public education system. Elements 

of these transcripts have been used in Part 3 of this research. 

The Northern Territory Library (NTL) is the major research library in the NT with an 

extensive collection of resources relating to the history and culture of the Territory. 

The NTL houses invaluable research documents, such as earlier editions of DoE 

annual reports and NT government reports. 
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3.1 Theses and Research Literature 

Within the CDU archival vault is an extensive collection of theses, some of which 

are relevant to specific aspects of Northern Territory education. The following theses 

provided data relative to this research. 

Quong’s (1991) thesis, The Induction of Teachers into the Northern Territory 

Department of Education, considered the effectiveness of induction practices for new 

teachers to the Territory public school system. Quong investigated the education 

system in relation to teacher induction practice and presents five case studies of 

individual beginning teachers. The study examines why teachers came to the 

Territory, their initial establishment difficulties and the extent of assistance provided 

to new teachers. The study concluded that there were a multitude of problems and 

that teachers’ needs were not being met through induction programs, and a range of 

recommendations were provided. 

Cameron’s (1996) master’s thesis, Devolution: Self-Management for Territory 

Schools, provides background details about the Northern Territory and the education 

system from a policy viewpoint. The development, substance and implementation of 

the devolution policy are explored and a theoretical model against which to analyse it 

is devised. Devolution of functions in education was proclaimed as valuable for 

children, responsive to local needs and appropriate for the future of the Territory. 

Cameron’s study reviews this major education policy initiative, which was devised 

for self-management in educational institutions operated by the Northern Territory 

Government. This was to be achieved by devolving functions, with responsibility, 

progressing from administration to policy and then programs, to the local schools. 
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Self-management was therefore the policy direction and devolution was a means for 

its realisation. 

The Commonwealth Takes over the Northern Territory 1901-1910: People, Progress, 

Postponement and Promises is a master’s thesis by Valerie Fletcher (1991) for the 

History Department of the University of Queensland. Fletcher researches the 

tripartite relationship between the Northern Territory, South Australia and the 

Commonwealth, with findings that the Territory had been poorly administered. An 

examination of the events and conditions in the Territory are presented, comparing 

the Territory’s progress and that of other Commonwealth jurisdictions. The theme of 

this research is that South Australia was too weak to develop the Northern Territory 

and therefore responsible for its neglect, that the aspirations of Territorians were 

unattainable, and that the Commonwealth failed to implement necessary action when 

they took over control the NT. 

Although not presented as a thesis, Urvet, Heatley and Alcorta (1980) undertook 

research as part of a comparative study of the education policy process at state level 

in Australia and the United States and published A Study in Transition: Education 

and Policy-Making in the Northern Territory through the University of Melbourne. 

The study presented a chapter of information about the development of the NT 

education system from 1876 to 1979, followed by two case studies, the first being the 

transfer of responsibility for education and the second based on the introduction of 

bilingual education in the Northern Territory. This research has provided valuable 

data and historical information about Northern Territory public education. 
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In 1982 Urvet also published Development of Public Educational Services in the 

Northern Territory, 1876 to 1979 as a research working paper for the University of 

Melbourne. This research paper further elaborates on his 1980 research, presenting 

an overview of public education development in terms of control and organisational 

arrangements. Urvet’s research is one of the most detailed compilations about public 

education in the Northern Territory for the time period. Urvet has captured a 

considerable amount of rich research, particularly in the area of educational policy in 

the Territory, and I have drawn widely from his research in this thesis. 

The History and Development of Government Schools in the Darwin Region by 

Elizabeth Gammon (1992) traces the growth of public schools from 1877 until 1992. 

Gammon’s primary sources are the Northern Territory Annual and Administrator 

Reports, where she has collated information about the public schools that were 

developed during the post war period until Cyclone Tracy. Gammon completed this 

research as a Minor Project at the Northern Territory University in December 1992. 

The research was presented in three separate periods: settlement to World War II, 

post World War II, and post 1970 to 1992. Sources examined included NT 

Government Residents 1880 – 1909, NT Administrator’s Reports 1910 – 1945, 

Department of the Interior Annual Reports 1946 – 1963, Department of Education 

NT Division Canberra Annual Reports 1975 – 1978, and NT Department of 

Education Annual Reports 1979 – 1992. References provided throughout give the 

reader a window into the establishment of schools and activities that were reflective 

of this specific period in Northern Territory educational history. 

Several publications were generated as a result of minor projects undertaken by 

teachers through the Northern Territory University, including Bell (1996), Between 
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the Bombs and the Big Blow: Perspectives on Education in the ‘Top End’ of the 

Northern Territory of Australia, and Rennie, Sinclair and Szarkowicz (2004), 

Pathways to Expertise. The first of these is one of several sources of personal 

accounts through oral and written recollection history of Northern Territory 

education. Nan Bell, who arrived in the NT as a teacher in 1954, compiled Bell 

(1996) as a collection of eleven personal perspectives obtained from interviews and 

written memoirs from teachers, support staff and students, all of whom played a role 

in Territory education between 1954 and 1974. These personal accounts provide a 

valuable insight into various aspects of the public education system during this 

significant period of change. Nan Bell herself provides a personal account of her own 

experiences as a teacher coming to the Territory to teach under the South Australian 

system in 1954, describing the township of Darwin that still displayed the remnants 

of the Second World War bombing, the accommodation that was available for public 

servants, and the social context at the time. Bell (1996, p. 11) wrote, 

I have always considered that 1954 was a timely year to arrive. There was 

enough of the old Darwin to appreciate what life had been like before the 

war. There was enough evidence of the war years to understand what that had 

meant. It was the year between the old frontier town and the beginning of 

growth towards Darwin becoming a thriving city. 

# 11/89 Parap Primary School: 1957-89 by Penglase and Rodwell (1989) is a 

publication about the history of Parap Primary published through the Northern 

Territory University, Faculty of Education, as part of the Point Counter Point 

Series. This 1989 series based around NT historical contexts also included 

histories of several other schools, including # 5/89 The History of Darwin's 

Ludmilla Primary School: 1967-89 by Sullivan and Rodwell (1989) and #6/89 
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Dripstone High School: A Decade of Change 1980 – 1989 by Henry and Rodwell 

(1989). Apart from personal copies that may be in circulation, these publications 

are located in the Northern Territory Collection Library at CDU.  

Pathways to Expertise is another research project that was funded through a Northern 

Territory University Project Grant. It was undertaken by three researchers, who 

interviewed fourteen Territory educators about their careers and presented the 

‘Professional Life Stories’ with an aim of gathering insights into the careers of 

educators in the NT. Rennie, Sinclair and Szarkowicz (2004, p. ix) considered that 

the publication ‘will help provide a rich narrative backdrop for new and existing 

educators in the Northern Territory’, and that ‘The chapters form a complementary 

and composite mosaic of the “professional educator’s” experiences in the Northern 

Territory’s rich cultural and geographical contexts.’ 

3.2 NT Department of Education Publications 

There are publications available that provide little more than a timeline of events and 

written statements that have been extracted from the Northern Territory 

Administrator’s Reports, such as the Department of Education and Science (DEST, 

1969) publication 100 Years of Education in the Northern Territory. This publication 

provides an overview of events that occurred in NT education from 1869, when the 

settlement of Palmerston (now Darwin) was founded, through to 1969, celebrating a 

centenary of educational history. It presents information about public education 

along with Aboriginal education, pre-schools and adult education. Much of the 

information has been collated from Board of Advice reports in the late 1800’s 

followed by NT Administrator reports in the 1900s, with data on schools that were 

opened and closed, information about the early applications and resignations of 
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teachers, and numbers of students attending schools. Information is presented in a 

timeline format as it is extracted in its rawness from reports. There is an additional 

section that provides the history of Darwin High School from the 1940s to 1976. 

Developing Education was a journal publication developed by the Northern Territory 

Department of Education in 1973. Volume 9, No 4, 1982 presents an overview of the 

history of public education in the NT. The then Federal Member for the Territory, 

Grant Tambling, provides an insightful account of his father’s involvement in NT 

education over a sixty year period from 1924. The journal also includes an overview 

of education from 1863 through to 1910, when the NT was under SA management; 

Commonwealth Administration 1911 to 1942; 1945 to 1966 with the partnership of 

the SA system and the Commonwealth Government; the NT Division 1973 to 1978; 

and Self Government from 1979 up to 1982, just prior to publishing. The entire 

journal is devoted to aspects of education history, including early photographs and a 

sample of questions children were required to answer in the 1925 examinations. 

100 Years of Education in the Northern Territory and the 1982 issue of Developing 

Education (NTDoE, 1982) are the only collations published by the Northern 

Territory Education Department about the history of education in the Northern 

Territory to date. 

A Parap Pre School Silver Jubilee 1960-1985 publication (Silver Jubilee Committee, 

(1985) was issued to capture the major events in the Pre-School’s twenty-five years 

of service. The first pre-school was built in Stuart Park and opened in February 1958. 

Given the increasing number of young children in Parap and Fannie Bay, the Stage 

One unit at Parap was completed and opened on the 20th May 1960. This publication 

provides numerous black and white photographs of students and teachers throughout 

the 25 years to 1985. It also provides a history of pre-school education in the NT, 
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along with an interview transcript by Mrs Peggy Womersley, the first teacher at the 

Parap-Fannie Bay Pre-School Centre, and it includes yearly events obtained from 

government reports in chronological order. 

The staff of Tiwi Primary School produced a book about their school which was 

published by the Department of Education, NT Division in 1978. It is an overview of 

the school, which although scheduled to open in 1975 was extensively damaged in 

Cyclone Tracy and did not open until the middle of 1976. The information presented 

provides more details than a general administration school handbook, with details 

about the school’s architecture and design, curriculum and student programs and 

staff information. This document provides a window into a general school context 

operating in Darwin in the 1970s. In the section about the school’s short history, it 

notes that ‘It was not feasible for a school to be opened during that time [1976], 

however the building was used by both Jingili and Wagaman Primary Schools during 

the latter part of 1976 while those schools were undergoing major renovations’ 

(Department of Education, 1978). 

In 1975, as Darwin was scrambling to recover from Cyclone Tracy and trying to 

focus on getting the schools operating again in Darwin, there was an awareness that 

people in remote schools were being neglected. Gerry Tschirnner, who was working 

in the Department’s executive team, asked the Publications Unit photographer 

Conrad Winkler to consider some options for developing a bush school teacher 

character fictitiously named Harry Scrawls, and use him through cartoons to ‘poke 

some harmless fun at the bureaucracy’ (Bucknall and Myers, 1995). Collections of 

Harry Scrawls cartoons based on real and imaginary events and people appeared in 

various education publications until self-government in 1978, featuring regularly in 
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the departmental journal Developing Education (NTDoE, 1982). There were senior 

officers in the department that felt they were the butt of some of the cartoons, but 

there was also huge acceptance of the character within the teaching service and it 

was well supported by the then Director Dr James Eedle. Hundreds of cartoons were 

published and they provide a valuable historical perspective on issues for teachers in 

remote communities. I have used a selection of these cartoons throughout the thesis. 

These cartoons are now bound in compilations and available for access in the CDU 

and NT Department of Education archives. 

3.3 Other Sources 

‘Lampe’s ‘half-castes’ Aboriginal kids in urban classrooms past and present’ is an 

oration by Tony Austin (1994) to the Northern Territory Council for Educational 

Administration (NTCEA) in 1994. Austin provides an overview of educational 

conditions for part Aboriginal or ‘coloured’ children who, in an historical context, 

were labelled ‘half-castes’. He based the talk on Victor Lampe, who came to the 

Territory in 1913 as the Headmaster of Darwin Primary School and went on to take 

the role of Supervisor of Education for nearly 30 years. Lampe carried with him 

prejudices about the level of intelligences for part-Aboriginal children and was 

responsible for prescribing modified curriculums for half-caste children on the basis 

that they were less intelligent than white children. Austin’s (1994, p. 7) oration 

discusses the relationship Lampe had with the Chief Protector of Aborigines, Dr 

Cecil Cook (1927-1939), who believed that ‘half-caste children had the ability, given 

the right circumstances, to achieve just about to the level of whites.’ After the 

bombing of Darwin in 1942, Lampe returned to Adelaide and resigned his position 
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due to ill health, dying at age 62 in 1949 of carcinoma. A street in the Darwin suburb 

of Fannie Bay was named after him. 

There are also publications available about the history of the Catholic schooling 

system in the Northern Territory, such as St Mary's Primary School Darwin; Its life 

and Times 1908 – 2008 (Phelts 2008). In 1908 St Mary's school was officially 

opened in Darwin and originally called St Josephs until 1957. The school was open 

to any student from any nationality and any religion, and in the book there is a focus 

on the priests and sisters who served in the NT. Although student numbers 

fluctuated, as did the numbers in the public schools, during the mid-1950s student 

numbers were around 400. The school continued to be co-educational until 1960, 

when St Johns College opened and boys who reached grade 6 went to St Johns while 

the girls stayed at St Mary's until Grade 7. In 1967 government funding became 

available for the school and a new building was opened in 1971, replacing the old 

corrugated iron building that had been used for 60 years. The new building remained 

almost untouched during Cyclone Tracy, reopening in April 1975 with an enrolment 

of 600 students. 

3.4 Historians as Authors 

A number of publications are also available on histories of individual schools in the 

NT. In 1971, as a part of the event Back to Darwin Primary School held on August 

the 14th at Darwin Primary School, Jeff Catchlove (1971), a member of the Historical 

Society NT, authored the publication There Was Not the Opportunities That There Is 

[sic] Now. This publication traces the history of the first school in Darwin. Most of 

the information presented originates from the archives in the State library of South 
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Australia and is supported by information obtained from previous students of the 

Darwin Public School. 

The Historical Society of the Northern Territory published another publication about 

the Darwin Primary School in 2007. It was Memories of Frog Hollow: A School 

Ahead of its Time, edited by Yvonne Forrest (2007) as part of an occasional paper 

series. The paper was originally written by an unknown person about their 

experiences at Frog Hollow, which was a temporary school built in 1951 to 

accommodate 120 Grade 7 to Leaving senior students of the Darwin Higher Primary 

School. The paper provides an in depth look at the architecture of the school, an 

overview of students, teachers, pedagogy and curriculum, and the context of 

education in the early 1950s. 

Nhulunbuy Primary School Council (1997) also published a historical record of their 

school, titled Nhulunbuy Primary School: Celebrating 25 years 1972 – 1997. The 

publication presents recollections from past students, teachers and principals. Classes 

first began in 1969 when students were housed in demountable units and it was 

known as Mt Saunders Village. The school was built in 1971 as an area school 

catering for students in years 1-9. Malcolm Fraser officially opened the school in 

July 1972. In 2012 the school celebrated 40 years and established a Facebook page 

where previous students and teaching staff could contribute photos and recollections. 

Douglas Daly Primary School: 20 years of Education, Enlightenment and 

Achievement was published by Shotton (2002), and as with the other school 

publications, also presented recollections and photographs from past staff and 

students. 

In 2006 the Adelaide River Primary School Council received a grant of $3,000 from 

the NT Government Department of Arts and Museums to research the history of the 
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Adelaide River Primary School. This resulted in the Mclean and Phelts (2007) 

publication Adelaide River Primary School: The first 50 Years. This publication 

presents a timeline of the school’s events from 1951 until 2007, as well as 

recollections and photographs from past students, teachers and principals. 

Forrest and Forrest (2011) published Working Together: The Story of Parap and Its 

Two Government Primary Schools. The original Parap school was opened in 1917 as 

a result of the increased number of children having to travel from Paraparap (i.e. the 

suburb of Parap) to the Darwin school site. This publication traces the development 

of the school from its initial location in Stokes Street in 1917 until its closure in 1941 

and transfer of ownership of the building to the United States Army in 1942, 

followed by a period of use as police barracks in 1944. In 1958 the Parap Primary 

School reopened in its current location on Ross Smith Avenue. 

There are many more publications that were undertaken by school councils in order 

to collate and retain information about their individual school histories. Many of 

these publications have been lost over time or are limited to living in school archives 

and not accessible to the wider public. 

3.5 Newspapers 

The National Library of Australia provides access to a sequential history of news 

articles published in the local Darwin, Alice Springs and Northern Territory 

newspapers. The North Australian was in circulation from 1883 until 1889, The 

Northern Territory Times and Gazette from 1873 until 1927, The Northern Standard 

from 1921 until 1955, The Northern Territory Times from 1927 until 1932, and The 

Centralian Advocate from 1947 until 1954. 
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These newspapers offer headlines and stories that provide an insight into historical 

social events that occurred. Examples include advertising the opening of the 

Palmerston Evening School in 1878, the arrival of a new teacher in 1900, 

applications for teachers in 1913, and death notices of teachers. These papers also 

reported on the opening and closing of schools, such as ‘An Interesting Ceremony’ 

(1917) – ‘An interesting ceremony took place at Paraparap, when a new Public 

School, built by the Government, was formally opened by the Administrator’. This 

was followed by news of the short closure of Parap in 1922; the poor educational 

standards students had in 1923 (‘Education matters in the N.T. have been considered 

so unsatisfactory from the parents’ standpoint’, 1926) Inspector and Administrator 

visits in 1926; racial discrimination against Aboriginal children attending mainstream 

schools (‘Colour bar at school – Native Children expelled’, 1949); gender 

discrimination 1930 (‘Married Women Teachers – ‘temporary married women 

teachers are to be dismissed’, 1930); ‘Dental examinations for students introduced 

into schools’ (The Northern Standard, Friday 10 February, 1950:1); the state and 

disrepair of schools 1950 (‘Portion of School Verandah In Imminent Danger of 

Collapse’, 1950 – ‘The floor is so badly decayed that a fortnight ago the heel of a 

teacher’s shoe went through it, and it has been described as a “constant menace to 

pupils”’); and an article about the development of ‘Schools for Native Children in 

1953’ (1953). 

3.6 Australian Education 

Although this research focuses on the development of the education system in the 

Northern Territory, it is also important to review the literature on the wider history of 

Australian education, to provide a national social and political context. The Northern 
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Territory is rarely mentioned in the earlier publications as it was then under 

management of either the Commonwealth or South Australia. 

Until 1973 South Australia played a major role in the provision of education services 

to the NT as many teachers were recruited from SA and worked under the SA 

education department regulations. One relevant publication is Grains of Mustard 

Seed: A Narrative Outline of State Education in South Australia 1875 – 1975 

(Thiele, 1975), which was commissioned to commemorate the centenary of the South 

Australian Education Department. Although the text does not specifically discuss the 

South Australian management of the Northern Territory, it does provide a narrative 

account of the first one hundred years of education in South Australia for South 

Australians. The theme follows periods in the office of the directors of the education 

department, which aligned to major events and historical periods such as World War 

2 and the depression. The text includes cartoons and photographs to illustrate 

historical themes. Thiele was a teacher, principal and director in the SA education 

system and also a widely published author in a wide range of genres. 

Miller’s (1986) Long Division: State Schooling in South Australian Society provides 

a brief history of education in South Australia, presented as a historical narrative. 

There is little mention about the South Australian and Northern Territory 

relationship, with the content focussing on the development of the SA state education 

system from the 1800s to the 1970s. The narrative covers themes such as the impact 

of the Great Depression on education services, economic recession and issues of 

social democracy and schooling. 
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Hyams and Trethewey’s (1988) Learning and Other Things: Sources for a Social 

History of Education in South Australia draws on a wide collation of materials such 

as letters, documents, photographs and cartoons to present a history of South 

Australian education over a one hundred and fifty year period. This text also presents 

issues within the education system such as curriculum development, teachers and 

their work and the purposes of education. There is little information presented about 

the South Australian involvement in the Northern Territory, with the exception of 

details about the Murrie Royal Commission (see Section 5.5), an incident which the 

researcher had not come across in any other literature. 

With regard to Australia more generally, Phillip Jones (1974), in Education in 

Australia, highlights the impact of expansion and changes on education as a result of 

federal government attention, which he considers has made for many of the present 

day educational issues and concerns. This literature covers the period 1950 to 1970, a 

period which Jones considered to include the decades of expansion and change 

during what he calls ‘the education explosion’. 

Australian Education in the Twentieth Century: Studies in the Development of State 

Education (Cleverley and Lawry, 1972) includes seven contributed chapters of 

studies which comment upon aspects of the development of state education from a 

historical perspective. Some are based on broad interpretative studies and others on 

detailed research, covering the period 1901 to 1969. 

Barcan (1980), A History of Australian Education, provides a comprehensive 

overview from ‘education amongst the Australian Aborigines’ through to 1980 

‘education in a new climate’. Barcan (1980, p. 11) believed that having an 
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understanding about the history of education can throw light on its current status: ‘By 

reminding us of the varied experience of past educational systems it can suggest 

possibilities for the future.’ This text explains the evolving pattern of Australian 

education in the context of changing social, ideological, economic and political 

forces. A section is presented on the Commonwealth Territories within Australia, i.e. 

the ACT and the NT. 

W. F. Connell’s (1993) Reshaping Australian Education, 1960 to 1985 presents an 

analysis of the educational events and ideas which emerged from the culture during 

this period. He considers that ‘real education gradually took the place of formal 

instruction, the curriculum at all levels became richer, and educational 

administration, though at times chaotic, responded to a lively and more varied 

cultural climate.’ This is not a state by state history but rather a comprehensive view 

of education from kindergarten to university. The Northern Territory does not feature 

in this literature; however, the content provides a solid overview of what was 

happening at the national level. 

The most recent book published about the history of Australian education is 

Campbell and Proctor’s (2014) A History of Australian Schooling. This text provides 

a comprehensive social history of Australian schooling from colonial days through to 

2012 in a narrative format that leads to a better understanding of today’s school 

system at a national level. There are specific references to public education in the 

Northern Territory, in particular to Indigenous education. The chapters are divided 

into years, with particular importance given to the social history development of 

teachers and issues surrounding curriculum. 
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Figure 4: The Saga of Harry Scrawls: cartoon depicting the use of education 

policies in remote school communities (NTDoE 1982, p.44). 

Campbell and Proctor (2014, p. xii) also looked at the experiences of children in 

schools and claimed that there were great gaps between the ‘published narratives of 

schooling and the lived experience of its participants.’ Issues include changing 
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gender relations and expectations both within and of schools, teachers, teaching, 

curriculum and pedagogy and the radical changes of social significance over time. 

This recent text is significant in providing a national context to historical events that 

influenced education in the Northern Territory. 

3.7 Summary 

Chapter three presented a review of the literature relevant to the NT public education 

system, including both published and unpublished materials, but excluding annual 

reports, education bulletins, federal and local reports and reviews which have been 

used as sources throughout the main body of this research. The literature reviewed 

includes relevant theses and texts published through the Northern Territory 

University (3.1) and NT Department of Education publications and newsletters (3.2), 

including texts about specific school histories. The review also includes literature 

regarding the history of a Darwin Catholic school (St Mary’s 1908 – 2008) along 

with Austin’s (1994) historical overview about Aboriginal children in urban 

classrooms (3.3). Publications written by historians about specific schools are 

represented (3.4). Newspapers (3.5) offer headlines and stories that provide an 

insight into historical social events that occurred and this section provides details 

about the relevant newspapers published. Significant literature related to the history 

of Australian education and the South Australian education system (which 

administered education in the NT for a time) has also been reviewed (3.6). 
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Chapter 4 Research Design 

The function of the historian is neither to love the past, nor to emancipate himself 

from the past, but to master and understand it as the key 

to the understanding of the present. (E. H. Carr, 1961, p. 29)  

This chapter outlines the design upon which the research is based. It comprises six 

major sections, including ones on research design (Section 4.1), the interviewees 

(4.2), the interviews (4.3), data analysis (4.4), ethical considerations (4.5) and 

limitations of the study (4.6). These are followed by a brief summary of the chapter 

(4.7). 

4.1 Research Design 

The purpose of this research is to present the historical development of public 

education in the Northern Territory through the use of multiple primary and 

secondary sources, which include both interview and documentary data. History is a 

process of reconstructing and interpreting the past on the basis of surviving source 

materials. The following primary source types will contribute to this research: 

1.  Oral recollections of teachers who taught from the 1960s, interviewed by 

the researcher; 

2.  Transcripts of personal reflections by teachers obtained from the Northern 

 Territory Archives; 

3. Commonwealth and Territory commissioned reports and reviews relevant 

to the public education system; 
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4.  Annual Reports and significant linking documents produced by the 

Department of Education; 

5.  Data obtained from published interviews and personal narratives by 

educators; 

6.  Photographs and cartoons, which have been used throughout to provide 

additional stimulus to translate abstract ideas into more realistic forms. 

7.  Newspaper stories and cartoons, which were found to contain information 

that is not always found in other sources. 

Oral history narratives provide perspective about events from individuals who might 

not otherwise appear in a historical record. This research draws upon data gathered 

from a questionnaire supplemented by a semi-structured interview of ten educators. 

In talking to the researcher about their teaching practices and the context of their 

work, participants identified issues that were important to them as teachers and 

administrators, as well as the impact of systemic change. Many participants spoke 

about how they adapted and contributed to the development of the education system 

in the Northern Territory. They reflected on what factors affected their teaching 

practice, and the systemic, social, environmental and political influences. 

The qualitative research was focussed on working with the individuals’ accounts of 

their perception of events; their interpretation of events; and looking at related events 

that emerged between the respondents. This enabled me to develop a wider 

understanding of emerging themes presented in Chapters 7 and 8, themes that may 

not have necessarily been identified through literary sources alone. 
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To provide additional perspectives for the earlier years, data was also used from four 

transcripts available from the NT Archives for teachers who had begun teaching in 

the NT from 1933, 1960, 1971 and 1972 respectively. 

The aim of the research was to utilise the narratives of the respondents as windows 

through which would be revealed the effects of the educational bureaucracy and to 

look at the strategies they used to deal with that bureaucratic form. What is revealed 

then is the effect of Departmental policies and practices in the education system upon 

the teachers who worked in a variety of senior positions, both school and office 

based. 

This research used methodological data triangulation (Denzin 2006) as a strategy, 

whereby multiple perspectives of the same phenomena were considered through 

analysis of different data sources. The purpose for data triangulation was to increase 

the credibility of the results by validating data through cross verification from several 

sources, rather than either data driven research from written sources or, research 

based purely on personal perspectives through oral interviews. Multiple methods 

were used, including interviews, questionnaires, archival transcripts and a wide range 

of documents which extended the researcher’s understanding about the different 

issues. Altrichter et al. (2008) point out that triangulation ‘gives a more detailed and 

balanced picture of the situation.’ While it is imperative to use any available written 

documents to reconstruct the past, the human component of everyday people is 

equally important when constructing a history. 
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4.2 The Interviewees 

The interviewees were teachers who each had a minimum of fifteen years’ 

experience teaching in and/or managing Northern Territory public primary and 

secondary schools within a period between 1960 and 2010. Their responses to the 

interviews enriched the data through exploration of the attitudes, perceptions and 

professional transformation of teachers in light of evidence presented in literature. 

Guba and Lincoln (1981, p. 89) best identified the principle guiding the evolution of 

this study as a naturalistic inquiry as ‘to have the problem emerge from the data,... 

because grounded theory is more likely to be responsive to contextual values and not 

merely to investigator values.’ 

The interviewees were a mix of teachers who were currently employed, as well as 

teachers who had retired or resigned. Ten teachers were interviewed in order to 

generate a broad selection of teaching contexts within the Territory and to look at 

data from a selection of perspectives e.g. male/female, primary/secondary teachers, 

principals/executive, that were educators for a number of years in remote and/or 

urban contexts. The selection of interviewees was based on the following criteria: 

 An even mix of both genders: 5 females and 5 males were interviewed. 

 A minimum of 20 years’ employment with the NT public education system: 

2 employed between 40-46 years 

4 employed between 30 – 40 years 

4 employed between 25 to 30 years 

 Origin of interviewees from different Australian states and territories: 

3 from Western Australia 

2 from South Australia 
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2 from Victoria 

1 from New South Wales 

1 from Tasmania 

1 from Queensland 

 A mix of primary and secondary level experience: 

6 primary teachers (2 female and 4 male) 

4 secondary teachers (3 female and 1 male) 

 A mix of professional roles whilst employed with the NT education system: 

5 teachers 

4 teachers who moved into principal roles 

2 teachers who moved into principal roles and then into executive roles 

 A mix of remote and urban experiences 

5 teachers had urban only teaching placements 

5 teachers had both urban and remote teaching placements 

As the NT is a small jurisdiction, and given that the researcher has had a relationship 

with the education system through both family connections and as a teacher in the 

system herself, all interviewees were known to the researcher in a professional 

capacity. To identify participants that fit the selection criteria identified above, the 

researcher made a list of 13 possible participants and approached them individually 

with a request to take part in this research. None of the participants that were 

approached declined the request to participate. Three participants died before they 

were interviewed and were not replaced for the purposes of this research. 

To maintain confidentiality of participants, the researcher has provided each 

participant with a code that is presented in Table 1 and Table 2 below. The 5 or 6 
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sequenced code allows the reader to determine elements of the participant, whilst still 

maintaining confidentiality. T or R represent whether the response is from an 

archived transcript (T) or from a personal interview with the researcher (R). This is 

followed by a numerical value for each of the participants (1-4 for the archived 

transcripts and 1-10 for those I interviewed) for the purpose of researcher 

identification. Either female (F) or male (M) follows in the sequence to identify the 

gender, followed by two digits which represent the year that the participant began 

their teaching career in the NT. As all participants began in the 1900s, only the last 

two digits have been placed in the sequence. 

T = Transcript from Archives; R = Respondent interviewed by the author 

T1-4 or R1-10 = Number assigned to distinguish respondents 

F or M = Female or Male 

Number following F/M = Year that the respondent was recruited to the NT 

PARTICIPANT  FEMALE 

OR 

MALE 

PERIOD 

OF NT 

SERVICE  

ORIGIN  YEAR 

OF 

INTERVIEW 

CODE 

FOR 

RESEARCH 

R1F65  F  1965 ‐   SA  2010  R1F65 

R2M67  M  1967 ‐   NSW  2010  R2M67 

R3F71  F  1971 ‐ 2016  SA  2010  R3F71 

R4M72  M  1972 ‐ 1999  WA  2010  R4M72 

R5M74  M  1974 ‐ 2010  WA  2010  R5M74 

R6M75  M  1975 ‐   WA  2010  R6M75 

R7F79  F  1979 ‐ 2010  QLD  2010  R7F79 

R8F88  F  1988 ‐ 2010  VICTORIA  2010  R8F88 

R9M89  M  1989 ‐ 2010  VICTORIA  2009  R9M89 

R10F73  F  1973 ‐ 2010  TASMANIA  2010  R10F73 

 

Table 1: Coding format and a list of participant interviews. 
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Given the time period of this research, many teachers who had taught in the Territory 

prior to 1960 were either no longer living or unavailable for interview at the time of 

this research. Interview transcripts were also acquired from the Northern Territory 

Archives. Through access to archive transcripts, the research has been enriched with 

personal accounts of teaching in the Territory and the data an invaluable tool to map 

against the literature examined. 

 

Transcript  FEMALE 

OR MALE 

PERIOD 

OF NT 

SERVICE 

ORIGIN  YEAR 

OF 

INTERVIEW 

CODE 

FOR 

RESEARCH 

T1F33  F  1933 ‐ 1965  SA  1980  T1F33 

T2M60  M  1960 ‐   SA  1979  T2M60 

T3 M71  M  1971  VIC  1979  T5M71 

T4M72  M  1972 ‐ 1975  SA  1979  T8M72 

 

Table 2: Archived transcripts used. 

4.3 Interviews 

The interviews that were conducted with ten teachers listed in Table 2 above were 

undertaken over a three-year period. Participants were interviewed once over a 

period of one to two hours in a setting of their choice. The purpose of interviewing, 

according to Patton (1980, p. 196) is ‘to allow us to enter into the other person’s 

perspective.’ It is essential to ask participants about those things we cannot directly 

observe, such as their feelings, thoughts, and intentions; historical perspectives; ways 

in which they have organized the world; and the meanings they attach to the world 

and their experiences in it (p. 196). 
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Nine of the interviews occurred in 2010 with one interview in 2009. The venues for 

the interview sessions were nominated by interviewees and included educators’ 

homes, schools, and a café. Time was dedicated to explain the general purpose of the 

research to the teachers being interviewed and to establish a relationship of trust, 

respect and co-operation. In all cases the researcher had previous knowledge of or a 

professional relationship with each interviewee. It was stressed that all conversations 

would be confidential and that the identity of participants would remain confidential. 

With the permission of individual participants, nine of the interviews were 

audiotaped. One participant was uncomfortable being audiotaped and their respective 

responses to the questionnaire and informal responses throughout the interviews 

were recorded in writing by the researcher. There was not as much data available for 

this participant as responses recorded were brief and did not include much of the 

incidental conversations. The researcher asked a question and a succinct response 

was recorded in writing with little elaboration. 

To encourage each educator to tell their story from a personal perspective, two basic 

approaches to qualitative interviewing recommended by Patton (1990) were adopted. 

First, the informal conversation interview, which relies on spontaneous questions, 

formed part of an ongoing interview process. This encouraged the educators to 

present understandings, experiences, events and situations deemed relevant without 

the interruption of an issues guideline. Many of the participants covered varying 

issues that I had included in the questionnaire as part of their informal conversations. 

 Second, a general interview guide approach was used. This consisted of a list of 

questions to be explored, but neither the exact wording nor the order of questions 



73 

 

was determined ahead of time. The interview schedule given below was used as a 

guide with a list of eleven questions as a stimulus. Not all the questions were asked 

of all educators and some questions were reframed by the researcher to fit a 

particular perspective. The use of this approach encouraged the educator to construct 

their realities without a question/interviewer imposed bias. This further enabled the 

researcher to build a conversation as the educator’s story evolved. Merriam (1988, p. 

47) advocated a combination of interviewing approaches, 

…so that some standard information is obtained, some of the same open-

ended questions are asked of all participants, and some time is spent in an 

unstructured mode so that fresh insights and new information can emerge. 

PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Personal Context 

 How many years have you been teaching in the NT? Provide a brief account 

of schools, teaching experiences and roles you have played during your 

career. 

 What have been the most fulfilling aspects of your teaching career in the NT? 

 What have been the major difficulties and frustrations of your teaching 

career? 

Influences 

 What changes in the broader society have had the most impact on your work 

as a teacher? 



74 

 

 Schools as a workplace. Identify varying expectations and conditions that 

have evolved over time? 

Teaching Context 

 Many curriculum, pedagogical and organisational changes have been 

introduced into schools over the last 45 years and many of these changes have 

had significant implications for workplace practice. How have these changes 

affected you as a classroom teacher? 

Teacher Roles and Responsibilities 

 The changing roles of teachers – schools in the 60s and 70s are fundamentally 

different from those of today. What significant transformations have you 

witnessed in your career 

 An Inquiry into the Status of the Teaching Profession A Class Act (SEETRC, 

1998 :6) found that, 

Many teachers feel undervalued, that their work is unappreciated, their 

schools under-resourced and their role is not properly understood. They are 

perplexed and feel demoralized when their efforts are considered by others, 

such as government ministers, their employers, media commentators and 

society at large to be inadequate or worse. 

Teacher Quality 

In the context of this statement, identify the image of education and the status of 

teaching as it has evolved over your teaching career? 
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 What are your thoughts about the statement ‘Being a teacher in the 21st 

century goes beyond work in the classroom’? 

 Do you believe that qualifications that were once appropriate no longer 

correlate to education system requirements? 

 In an article written in The Australian August, 2006, the writer argues that 

‘teachers are not as smart as they were 20 years ago.’ Is teaching as a career 

moving towards an optimistic future or a dead end? 

 It was unusual for each participant to respond to all questions, in particular to 

Question 9, which asked the participants to provide thoughts about the statement 

‘Being a teacher in the 21st century goes beyond work in the classroom.’ Very few 

participants responded to this question, while there were many discussions about 

questions that were not directly asked and many participants wanted to discuss issues 

concerning the impact of the ineffectiveness of ‘The System’ on their work in 

schools. 

4.4 Data Analysis 

The process of data analysis required the researcher to make sense of data collected, 

reduce the volume of information, identify significant patterns, and construct a 

framework for communicating the evidence of what the data revealed (Patton, 1990). 

An emergent process of data collection and analysis shaped the development of the 

study. This guided the data phase of the study productively and enabled development 

of a data base which was relevant and manageable. 

In Chapter 8 A Class Act, the 1998 national Senate inquiry into the teaching 

profession (SEETRC, 1998), is used as a framework for representing the data in the 
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thesis. This inquiry was the culmination of Australian research based on teachers and 

teaching and importantly included data from the Northern Territory, and it’s findings 

provided a convenient framework for linking the body of the research to the 

responses from the participants. 

In the initial stages the researcher focused on analysing documentary data through 

the following process: 

1.  Establish what data is available, relevant and accessible in the form of texts, 

reports and reviews. 

2. Develop a continuum of events through significant periods of development in 

NT public education and generate common issues presented through the data. 

3. Using comparative analysis, compare issues and events to record significant 

findings. 

4. Recontextualise the data through the development of interview questions to 

determine how the participants identify with the documentary data. 

The following five steps of data analysis guided the process for each of the 

interviews undertaken. 

1. Transcription. The nine audiotaped interviews were transcribed into print form 

within the timeframe of a week. 

2. Scanning and noting were part of an ongoing process: audio recordings of 

interviews were replayed and field notes, transcripts and documents read through. 

Comments, observations and queries were noted in margins or highlighted. 
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3. Developing categories. This involved coding the units of information through an 

identification of recurring regularities in the data and the development of conceptual 

categories or typologies that interpret the data. Data from each interview was sorted 

into a broad thematic classification firstly using the interview questions as a 

framework. 

5. Organising Data. Data was organised by differentiating the range of responses to 

either the interview questions or to responses about issues that had been raised by the 

participants. These distinguishing responses were then aligned against emergent 

patterns found in the documentary data analysis. 

4.5 Ethical Considerations 

Ethics Committee approval to conduct the study was obtained. The researcher 

followed the CDU Ethics Review Policies and Procedures and following procedures 

were followed to ensure ethical arrangements complied with the specific guidelines. 

The following procedures were adopted: 

1. Obtaining informed consent of the participants 

(a) The purpose and nature of the research was clearly explained to prospective 

participants. 

(b) Opportunities were provided for participants to raise questions of clarification 

regarding obligations and responsibilities associated with involvement in the study. 

(c) Participation in the research was voluntary and based on informed consent. 
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2. Rights of participants 

(a) Participants had the right to refuse to be audio recorded. 

(b) Participants had the right and would be given the opportunity to read, amend, or 

delete their responses when the transcribed interview data was returned to them. 

3. Anonymity and Confidentiality issues 

(a) The names of the participants are not revealed in any part of the study. 

(b) Participants are referred to as ‘respondents’ in the thesis and identified with R 

followed by an assigned number, e.g.. R1. Transcripts obtained from an archive] 

were identified with T followed by an assigned number. 

(c) The researcher has exercised discretion by withholding information in references 

which might disclose the identity of the participants, unless permission received from 

respondents. 

4. Protecting participants from harm 

(a) The participants were assured of the exploratory rather than judgmental nature of 

the research. 

(b) All information collected during the research through observation or interview is 

treated as confidential. 

(c) Data in the form of audiotaped interviews, field notes, transcripts, or documents 

are kept in a secure place accessible only by the researcher. 

(d) The identity of the participants will remain confidential. 
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Documentary data obtained was publicly available and there were no ethical or 

special permission issues. Documentary data in the form of 10 cartoons and 16 

photographs were presented to illustrate aspects of this research. Two of the cartoons 

were obtained from the NT News and eight of the Harry Scrawls cartoons were 

obtained from various published departmental documents and correctly cited. The 

photographs were obtained from numerous sources and permissions sought where 

required and/or cited appropriately. 

4.6 Limitations of the Study 

The scope of the study was limited in two ways: 

1. It generally deals only with public schools, even though Catholic, mission, and 

independent schools were established throughout the historical period covered and 

certainly have been significant forces in education in the NT. This may be especially 

so with respect to Indigenous education, for which see (2) below. 

2. In attempting to cover the history of public education in the Northern Territory in 

general, this study will not attempt to deal with issues particular to Indigenous 

education, as important as it is in the NT. Many of the educators spoke about their 

experiences in Aboriginal communities, and such comments will not be ignored, but 

it cannot do justice to the vast literature on issues specific to Indigenous education, 

such as on the pros and cons of bilingual education, Aboriginal staffing, and team 

teaching, much less the personal accounts of Indigenous educators. These are best 

left for research that focusses on this particular area. 
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Other limitations include the following: 

3. The researcher’s personal background and involvement in the NT public education 

system provides significant insight and advantages, but also brings with it a level of 

potential bias with the selection and interpretation of data. Identifying the research 

methods in this chapter presents a systematic process to that seeks to minimise bias, 

but this cannot be entirely eliminated. This also includes the selection of participants 

for the interviews, and given that the researcher has had a relationship with the 

education system through both family connections and as a teacher in the system 

herself, all interviewees were known to the researcher in a professional capacity. In 

any case, however, participants were selected based on criteria outlined in Section 

4.2. 

4. The interviews and archival transcripts represent a small sample of teachers who 

taught in the Northern Territory. As I had discussed this proposed research widely 

within education circles prior to beginning, I found that there were many teachers 

who wanted to contribute and were eager to be interviewed, many of whom would 

have interesting recollections and histories, but it was important to set a limit of 

interviews in order to make this research manageable. 

5. The study is based on the accounts of educators who came to the Territory and 

stayed, who thus enriched the research with their wealth of experienced-based data. 

One may of course wonder about the many educators who came to the NT and soon 

left, and whose views on NT education may well be quite different from those who 

stayed on. While a survey of such individuals could of course shed further light on 

just why many educators left after short periods of time across recent decades, there 
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may be ethical issues in identifying such people as well as serious practical 

difficulties in tracking them down for the sake of interviewing them, and this simply 

has not been attempted. If the matter is considered to be worth pursuing, this may 

represent a basis for a further research project. 

4.7 Summary 

Chapter four outlines the design of the research. This qualitative research was driven 

by participants who provided their recollections through oral interviews with the 

researcher, and substantial documentary data was also taken into account (4.1). This 

chapter describes the basis for the ten interviewees selected (4.2), the interview 

conditions, methodology and the participant interview questions (4.3). It also 

describes the data analysis process (4.4) and outlines the ethical considerations (4.5), 

as well as identifying the limitations of the study (4.6). 
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Part 2 History of Public Education in the Northern 

Territory to 2010 
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Chapter 5 Public Education: 

Towards NT Self Government 1876 to 1978 

Darwin was a transient’s town that held onto its transients. 

Many stayed longer than they meant to and came to enjoy the physical warmth 

and good-humoured friendliness of the Territory. (Bunbury, 1994). 

Part 2 presents a history of the Northern Territory public education system from 1876 

until 2010, in chapters 5 and 6. The chapters have been established to divide the two 

significant periods in Territory education: the period from 1876 up to self-

government in 1978, and the period after self-government to 2010. A timeline of 

these and other developments is presented in Appendix 1. 

Chapter 5 presents a history of the NT public education system as it evolved from 

inception in 1876 with the appointment of the first teacher, and traces its 

development and growth as the NT headed towards self-government in 1978. The 

setting of the establishment of education in Australia is presented to provide a 

context for the inception and growth of the Northern Territory education system 

(Section 5.1). The Northern Territory’s public education system was controlled under 

different successive arrangements, firstly by South Australia to 1910 (Section 5.2), 

followed by the Commonwealth in 1911 to 1940 (Section 5.3), the war years 1941 to 

1944 (Section 5.4), and a South Australian Department of Education and 

Commonwealth partnership from 1945 until 1967 (Section 5.5). In addition, in 1950, 

whilst South Australia was responsible for the public NT schools, the 

Commonwealth Office of Education assumed responsibility for developing and 

administering a system of education for the Aboriginal students in the NT. This 
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meant that control of Aboriginal education was the responsibility of the Welfare 

Branch of the Commonwealth’s NT Administration, until amalgamation with the 

Commonwealth Department of Education and Science in 1973. For 22 years, the 

Northern Territory thus had a dual system of education where there was no link 

between Aboriginal education and public school education7 until once again 

reverting back to Commonwealth management as the Commonwealth Department of 

Education and Science (Section 5.6) until NT control was eventually gained through 

self-government in 1978, (Section 5.6) and educational responsibility was devolved 

to the newly formed Northern Territory Government. Section 5.7 provides a 

summary of the chapter. 

5.1 The Beginnings in Australia 

The first school in Australia was established in New South Wales in 1789, and within 

five years there were another two, all under the guidance of Rev Richard Johnson 

(Campbell and Proctor, 2014). Public schools established prior to 1839 were attached 

to the convict system, with the purpose of schooling being to teach children how to 

read, mainly so they could read the Bible. 

Throughout 1821 to 1860 many private schools evolved as the number of British 

colonies grew from 2 to 6. Children from poor families rarely lasted long in the 

public schools, as the labor of children was more valuable. In 1826 the first attempt 

at developing a school system in Australia was initiated by the British Government 

and the Governor of New South Wales. Thomas Hobbes Scott was appointed and 

                                                 

7 The classification of Community (government) schools and Special Aboriginal Schools was 

then replaced by the term Northern Territory Schools. 
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became responsible for the Church of England and Public Schooling (Campbell and 

Proctor, 2014). 

In 1836, South Australia began to establish both private and government schools. For 

five years from 1846, the Governor subsidised churches to provide for schools 

through a Board of Education. South Australia was also the first colony to take 

government subsidies away from denominational schools, and from 1851 the state 

licensed and assisted with payment of teachers in non-denominational schools. 

Between 1861 and 1900 delivery of education within the states became more 

systematic. Campbell and Proctor (2014, p. 65) suggested that ‘The effort to educate, 

regulate, supervise, moralise and even create more satisfactory populations saw not 

only an expansion of state agencies, but also the use of new managerial technologies 

to implement these ambitions.’ Management of the schools began evolving as 

hierarchies were established through systemization in the form of inspectors and 

directors who responded to Ministers of Education. ‘Regulations, mandated curricula 

and standard school timetables proliferated’ Campbell and Proctor (2014, p. 65). 

Tasmania was the first state to introduce compulsory schooling in 1868, and in the 

following year Queensland made schooling free under the influence of a politician 

named Charles Lilley, who declared, ‘If the state did not build schools, it would have 

to build prisons’ (Wight 2003, p.4). Education Departments were created and began 

their evolution into bureaucracies, staffed by Directors responsible to Education 

Ministers. The teaching profession also grew, with salaried teachers attached to the 

public education system. The principal of a Melbourne teacher training institution, 

Frederick Gladman, (1877) wrote a book called School Method, which stressed 
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order, neatness, thoroughness, discipline and respect for authority (Wight, 2003). His 

book was credited with educating a generation of teachers. Gladman went on to 

publish School Work in 1886, a compendium of the ‘best teaching practices’ of his 

time. This manual provided information about corporal punishment and the 

significance of different elements of the curriculum (Campbell and Proctor, 2014, p. 

99). 

Sunday schools were the largest educational provider in literacy instruction. 

Campbell and Proctor (2014, p. 49) stated that ‘As at 1857, there were 192 Sunday 

schools with 10586 pupils, compared to the 7480 pupils in board schools.’ In 1875 

the South Australian Education Act was passed and in 1881 school fees were 

abolished. 

5.2 South Australian Influence in Northern Territory Education: 1870s to 

1911 

In the late 1800s there were several attempts at opening schools in Darwin, then 

known as Palmerston. The first ones were for privately run schools. The first was on 

5 December 1873, when William Whitfield opened a day school for children as well 

as an evening school for adults, located at the Wesleyan church building in 

Palmerston. G. Tambling (1982, p. 7) wrote that, ‘The school was not profitable, and 

a few months later, Whitfield wrote to the Government Resident asking for financial 

support. Apparently no money was forthcoming and the school was not heard of 

again.’ 

Another small schools that commenced was described by Catchlove (1971, p. 3), 

who cited the following from an 1874 government report: 
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 A licence has been granted for a school under the charge of a mistress at 

Palmerston in the Northern Territory. The returns show a monthly attendance 

of 24 children. Mrs Ellen O’Halleran was the courageous teacher in this 

‘Academy for Children of Gentle Folk, a building rented for 12/- a week in 

Mitchell Street, and endeavouring to educate the proper children the proper 

way, for a proper life.’ 

The Northern Territory was a part of the state of South Australia from 1863 until 

1911 and was administered under the South Australian education system. The SA 

1875 Education Act required the ‘compulsory attendance of children aged between 

seven and thirteen years of age at an ‘efficient’ school for at least seventy days in 

each half year’ (Miller, 1986). The Palmerston community accordingly petitioned 

South Australia for a public school, for which a teacher was appointed in 1876 and 

which was then opened in January, 1877. 

The first public school teacher in the NT was John Holt, who arrived from a small 

school in South Australia after having been appointed by the South Australian 

Parliament. In addition to his salary of £200 salary per year, he was also paid special 

fees of 4d. per child under 8 years, 6d per child over 8 and 1/- for evening students. 

Education was not free, and in January 1877, Holt wrote to the Government Resident 

asking his opinion about raising the fees for children over eight from sixpence a day 

to eight pence and for children under eight charging sixpence in place of four pence 

(De La Rue, 2004). 
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Figure 5: Public Notice advertising the opening of the public school 1877 

(Developing Education, 1982, p. 5). 

An abandoned government storeroom in Mitchell Street which had been built years 

earlier was initially used as the classroom for the 34 students who crammed 

themselves shoulder to shoulder along 27 feet of bench space. Catchlove (1971, p. 3) 

wrote, 

For 222 and a half days in his first year, Holt plodded on with downright 

determination, oftentimes bumping his head against a white-ant infested 

timber wall. The facilities were totally inadequate and the children 

understandably unresponsive. 

This lasted for over two years, but after the District Council Clerk, J G Kelsey, 

complained of the inadequate ventilation in the building, the school was moved to 

‘Barclays Room’ (an old warehouse that had been long used as a public hall) in April 

1879. 
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The choice of a site for a permanent schoolhouse caused issues. Land owners were 

opposed to a school being built on the Esplanade, an ideal location because of the sea 

breezes, on the basis that, according to Cross (2011, p.13), ‘this would block the 

outlook to the sea and reduce the value of their investments.’ Price finally settled on 

the lots George Goyder, a South Australian surveyor, had reserved for government 

purposes. This upset some residents because not only was the school site a 

considerable distance from the town centre, but it was also close to the 

slaughterhouse set up in the District Council’s pound. The District Council agreed 

with this compromise and an advertisement asking for tenders to erect a school 

building was printed in the Government Gazette of 22 November 1879, and in July 

1880 Price (in Catchlove 1971, p. 3) reported that ‘The new school room is now in 

use and has proved a great boon to the children.’ 

Holt did not last much longer as the teacher. In August 1879 he applied for 14 days 

 

Figure 6: Pupils of Darwin Public School. Teacher Mrs Catherine Pett (Northern 

Territory Library, 1905). 
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leave for a sea trip in account of ill health. In October 1879, the Government 

Resident telegraphed the Hon. Minister of Education advising, ‘Mr. Holt the teacher 

is Insane. Fear it will be necessary to send him to asylum’ It is believed that John 

Holt subsequently died from ‘broken nerves’ in 1879 (Department of Education and 

Science, 1969. p. 4) 

Holt was replaced by P. F. Kitchen, who was appointed in December 1879 and then 

succeeded by the first female appointment in the NT, Mrs Catherine Pett. She began 

on the 1st of January, 1888, and received a salary of £175 a year, plus school fees; the 

salary increased in 1892 to £200 to make up for the loss of fees when education 

became free in SA and NT on the 1st of January, 1892.’ Mrs Pett remained the 

teacher at Palmerston for 22 years until 1910 and was then replaced by James 

Stewart (Department of Education and Science, 1969. p. 6). 

 

Figure 7: Advertisement for teacher applications, in the Gazette for a teacher at 

the Pine Creek School (Developing Education, 1982, p. 24). 
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Over the following several decades another two schools opened, and by 1902 there 

were three schools – Palmerston (Darwin), Pine Creek and Brock’s Creek, serving a 

population of 1075 Europeans, 1878 Chinese, 131 Japanese and 124 others. 

(Gammon, 1992). 

5.3 Commonwealth Influence in the Northern Territory: 1911 to 1940 

In 1901 the South Australian Government began to negotiate a hand back of the 

Northern Territory to the Federal Government, and this came to fruition 10 years 

later, in 1911. Once responsibility for education in the NT was transferred to the 

Commonwealth, a Department of Education responsible to the Administrator of the 

NT was established; however, the school arrangements continued with the same 

staffing until 1912, when the Darwin teacher resigned and was replaced with a 

teacher from the Queensland Department of Public Instruction (Marsh, Pratt and 

Griggs, 1961). 

The SA Department of Education required a teacher for a group of children in Alice 

Springs. The classroom, which had previously been a warder’s residence, was 

 

Figure 8: Teacher Ida Standley (second from right) with her students, Alice 

Springs School (Department of External Affairs, 1913). 
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located at the back of the gaol. Ida Standley, who had taught for eighteen years in 

one-teacher schools in South Australia, was recruited for the position. Parents 

covered the cost of her board and washing and the SA Education Department paid 

her annual salary of £150. Standley taught the eleven white children six mornings a 

week and the fourteen part-Aborigine children five afternoons a week. Eventually the 

Department provided Standley with a more suitable classroom in the form of a slab 

walled cottage, known as Myrtle Villa. (Nelson, 1990). 

At the time of the Commonwealth government acquisition, a position of Chief 

Protector of Aboriginals was established. It was considered that the Aboriginal 

children should be removed from their camps and placed into institutions. Two 

government institutions were established to house and educate the Aboriginal 

children (Ling, 2011). The first public NT school for Aboriginal students was named 

Kahlin Compound and opened in Darwin in 1913 with 16 ‘half castes’ and 9 ‘full 

bloods’. The second, located in Alice Springs, opened in June 1914 and was called 

The Bungalow. The Bungalow consisted of two galvanised sheds with earth floors. 

Ida Standley was the teacher in charge (Ling, 2011). 

 

Figure 9: Pine Creek School (Department of External Affairs, 1913). 
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In 1913 The Commonwealth requested that Queensland Inspectors visit the Top End 

schools, and South Australian Inspectors subsequently travelled to the Central 

region. J. I. Rossiter was appointed Inspector of Northern Territory Schools under the 

responsibility of the Queensland government, and with his first inspection in Darwin 

in 1913, he found ‘a generally unsatisfactory system in operation’ where, ‘teachers 

were poorly qualified and tended to teach what they liked’ (Department of Education 

and Science, 1969, p. 2). 

Rossiter devised changes including the reduction of school hours and days to take 

into account the impact of the tropical climate. To cater for the specific needs of the 

Territory and to compensate for the inadequate professional training of most of the 

teachers, Rossiter developed a special syllabus, incorporating all that was best in the 

program of other States, and a set of ‘Suggestions for Teachers’ which were hints on 

how best to teach certain subjects (Department of Education and Science, 1969, p.3). 

 

Figure 10: Darwin School, 1915 (Northern Territory Library). 
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Despite the work that Rossiter had undertaken, his position was abolished a year later 

as a result of funding cuts (Austin, 1994). Mr V. L. Lampe succeeded him in 1914, 

who took on the roles of Head Teacher of the Darwin School as well as Supervisor 

for NT education, which was an unpaid position. The Darwin Public School, which 

had been open six mornings each week, changed to five mornings and two 

afternoons. 

Marsh, Pratt and Griggs (1961, p. 33) reported that by 1917 the Territory student 

population had grown to 367, but this number then decreased to 325 students, with 

the permanent closure of the meatworks at Vesteys in 1920, which had put many 

people out of work.8 

The first high school classes began in Darwin in June 1922 with 25 students; 

however, these classes only lasted until 1925, and were closed due to a decrease in 

student numbers. The Commonwealth had difficulty finding teachers who would live 

and teach in the NT, but in 1923 Mr Finniss was recruited from the Western 

Australian Department of Education (Marsh, Pratt and Griggs, 1961, p. 33). 

In the same year an inspector from the Queensland Department of Public Instruction, 

C. L. Fox, visited Darwin in his inspector role, to report back to the Commonwealth. 

His report resulted in the establishment of a scholarship system to send a selection of 

NT students to Queensland schools for higher school studies. The Queensland 

Curriculum was also adopted and introduced into all schools in the Northern 

Territory. Alice Springs (and Tennant Creek when it opened) were the exceptions to  

                                                 

8 Vesteys was a meatworks located on the current site of Darwin High School. 
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Figure 11: The Emungalan School on cement piers (Northern Territory Library, 1940).9 

the Queensland curriculum and they continued with the SA curriculum and SA 

teachers (Marsh, Pratt and Griggs, 1961). 

By 1928 the NT had been divided into two distinct regions, North and Central 

Australia. However, this was only to last for three years, with the two regions 

merging again in 1931 into one NT administrative branch, which returned to the 

Department of the Administrator, where it remained until the next reorganization in 

1941. 

As the number of high school students began to increase, there was another call for 

the opening of a high school in Darwin; however, this did not occur and instead there 

was an increase in the number of Queensland Government secondary school 

scholarships offered to NT students. 
                                                 

9 The school was moved to a site in Katherine in 1927, once the Katherine Railway Bridge had 

been built (DEST, 1969). 
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The opening of the first Tennant Creek School followed in November 1935 and 

advertising began to find a suitable male Head Teacher for a period of three years. 

Salary for this position was recorded to be between £276 to £384, with an additional 

annual Head Teacher's allowance of £18. Other allowances included a freight 

allowance, which was not less than £10 per annum for a single teacher and £20 per 

annum if married, with an additional annual child endowment of £13. One month’s 

recreation leave was to be granted on the satisfactory completion of the period of 

engagement, in addition to the ordinary school vacations. The accommodation was a 

new angle-iron framed building which was rent free and contained basic items of 

furniture, including a wardrobe, bedstead, tables, and chairs (DEST, 1969). 

Throughout the Territory, student and teacher numbers continued to increase. The 

Department of Education, Science and Training (1969, p. 2) reported that Lampe, 

who was still Supervisor of Education, had a staff of 17 full time teachers, 5 of 

whom were permanent NT officers, 3 temporary NT officers, 3 seconded from 

Queensland, 5 permanent SA teachers, and 1 administration officer. Student numbers 

of 572 comprised 47% European, 33% ‘part coloured’ and 20% Asian and others. 

The main student populated locations were: Darwin primary 202, Parap 57, Pine 

Creek 12, Katherine 26, Alice Springs 62, Tennant Creek 31, the Aboriginal school 

at Kahlin Compound 44, the Aboriginal school at Alice Springs 101, correspondence 

through Queensland 17 and South Australia 20. 

5.4 Northern Territory Administration: World War 2 to 1944 

The outbreak of war brought ended a significant period of development and marked 

the end of Queensland influence in Territory education (Department of Education 

and Science, 1969, p. 3). In 1941 the administrative structure was revamped, and  
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Figure 12: Student Numbers in NT Public Schools 1914 to 1940.10 

with the establishment of a local structure, the Northern Territory Administration 

(NTA), education became one of the branches of that organisation. Unlike many of 

the NT public servants that were transferred to the Commonwealth service, there was 

a small staff who remained as members of the NT Public Service. 

Australia had gone to war in 1939. Troops were sent to help Britain, which was then 

at war with Germany. In December 1941 Japan entered the war, and after the 

bombing of the American fleet at Pearl Harbour in Hawaii, the Japanese moved 

across South East Asia towards Australia. An Australian air force base was 

established at the township of Batchelor, located approximately 90 km south of 

Darwin. 

                                                 

10 Data obtained from NT Administrators reports. 
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By the start of World War 2, the NT had a population of 767 students and 21 

teachers. During the war, all non-Indigenous children in the Top End were evacuated 

and only the Tennant Creek and Alice Springs schools remained open. 

On 19 February 1942, the Japanese bombed Darwin. The Japanese continued to 

attack for nearly two years, and the Top End was placed under military control. The 

last air raid on the Top End was in November 1943, and in 1945 the Japanese 

surrendered. As a result of war, the Territory now had sealed roads, better 

communications and improved power and water supplies (Parry, 1985). 

5.5 The South Australian System and the Commonwealth Government in 

the NT: 1945 to 1973 

In 1944 an agreement was made between the Commonwealth and the South 

Australian Government for the South Australian Department of Education to once 

again assume responsibility for public education in the NT. All permanent 

professional staff, teachers and administrators were to become employees of the SA 

Department of Education and the SA curriculum was to be adopted. The 

Commonwealth’s responsibility was to fund the cost for equipment and buildings 

and the reimbursement of salaries. This system came into effect 1 January 1945 and 

lasted until 1973. The South Australian government undertook the staffing, 

curriculum and functional control of all schools throughout the NT except the 

schools for Aboriginal students, which the Commonwealth provided for (Marsh, 

Pratt and Griggs, 1961). 
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Gammon (1992, p. 23) states that: 

After the war ‘Conditions of service’ were to be the same as for South 

Australia with the addition of 

i) a salary supplement of £120 per annum; 

ii) Christmas holidays of seven weeks, allowing one week for travel between 

South Australia and the Northern Territory; 

iii) Return airfares to South Australia for (male) teachers and their families 

after two years of service in the NT. 

According to Gammon, these same conditions still applied thirty years later. 

 

Figure 13: Group of young Darwin High School students and teachers in the 

1950s (Northern Territory Library). 
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The Darwin School reopened in May 1946 with 84 students, 45 boys and 39 girls. A 

family recollects aspects of the Darwin Primary School in 1957, as quoted in Bell 

(1996, p. 43): 

The buses were absolutely unbelievable. I have never seen children so packed 

in like sardines. It was disgusting. The school was a shocking old building, 

mostly up on stilts, the stairs were so rickety that the children could not all go 

in together. … all the children were allotted areas they had to go when a 

storm struck, so that they could hang onto posts so that the roof wouldn’t 

blow off. 

In 1950 the first School of the Air was initiated as a world first and began as a direct 

consequence of the geographical remoteness of the NT and the subsequent difficulty 

for families to access educational resources. Alice Springs School of the Air 

commenced from a base in Alice Springs where teachers would communicate with 

students in isolated areas through a short-wave radio link to deliver education 

services. Arthur (1961) recalls that the official opening of the School of the Air 

occurred in 1951 and its existence was based on the inspiration of Miss Adelaide 

Miethke of the Flying Doctor Service; she was formerly an Inspector of Schools in 

the South Australian Education Department. T1F33 remembers that: 

It started under the direction of Mr Tom Kissell, and every teacher on the 

staff, in those days, was required to take a turn at broadcasting over the 

School of the Air. I gave them [students] oral tests over the air. Their 

examinations came from the Correspondence School in Adelaide. 

By 1957, there were 23 two way radios with 49 pupils.  
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Social responsibility for the education of full blood Aboriginal children was assumed 

by the Commonwealth Office of Education by February 1950, and by November 

1954 the first pre-school for Aboriginals was opened in Alice Springs (Department 

of Education and Science, 1969). 

Pre-school education had more generally begun in 1947, when a group of Alice 

Springs residents established a kindergarten at the Country Women’s Association 

(CWA) building. The kindergarten was administered was through the Education 

Department until the Welfare Branch of the Northern Territory Administration took 

over the responsibility in 1954. Harry Giese (1993), who was the Director of 

Welfare, NT Administration 1954-70, reported that: 

The first Northern Territory Aboriginal pre-school was set up at the 

Bungalow, near Alice Springs, in 1954. By 1967 there were 16 throughout 

the Territory, at most of the Aboriginal communities. Seventy percent of 

indigenous children of pre-school age ‘were in properly-constructed pre-

schools, being taught by qualified pre-school teachers. 

A pre-school advisory board was established to advise the Administrator, but in 1958 

it was dissolved when the Northern Territory Pre-School Association was 

established. The Parap Pre-school Silver Jubilee magazine (Silver Jubilee 

Committee, 1985) reported that pre-school committees were responsible for 

recruiting their own teachers, paying their salaries and return airfares, establishing 

and maintaining the grounds, purchasing and erecting equipment and meeting costs. 

The Commonwealth then reimbursed these costs. In 1956 the Northern Territory 
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Administration took over most of these duties and in 1959 they also assumed

responsibility for employment of pre-school teachers.

Figure 14: Student numbers in NT Public Schools 1945 to 1970 (Urvet 1980, 

p.11).
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Figure 15: Teacher Numbers in NT Public Schools 1945 to 1970 (Urvet 1980, 

p.11).
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We started them. We had two outstanding people. We also had the nucleus of 

a citizen component, [in] my wife and the wives of some of the business 

people in Darwin, and some of the public servants. [They] decided that their 

children, if they were to be given the full opportunities for education, needed 

pre-school education. We were able to obtain funds early to get pre-school 

centres established at Stuart Park, Parap, Nightcliff area, and in Alice Springs 

[in] The Gap area, [and] on the other side of the Todd. So that after five years 

of hard work there was a pre-school within reach of most of the children of 

pre-school age in most of the centres in the Northern Territory. 

The aim of the pre-school centre was, according to Marsh, Pratt and Griggs (1961, p. 

123), 

…to provide a place where young children can be free and spontaneous,

vigorous and creative; where play is purposeful, with children working in 

small groups on ideas that are important to them. Their materials are paint, 

clay, wood, and make-believe and the final result arising from their activity is 

not judged for perfection by adult standards, but rather by the joy and 

satisfaction in achievement, and the fun of discovery. 

The establishment of the pre-schools was seen as having both an educational and a 

health component, given the poor socio-economic living conditions of some of the 

students. This was particularly the case, recalls H. Giese (1993), with the first pre-

school centre at Stuart Park, where ‘there was a large disadvantaged part-Aboriginal 

community living in Sidney Williams huts, and [under] all sorts of conditions.’ 
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In 1960, the Darwin Teachers’ Association prepared a case report listing 

unacceptable conditions in schools for both students and teachers. Their findings 

were similar to those found by the Marsh, Pratt and Griggs’s (1961) committee. A 

survey was taken of all the teachers in all the Darwin schools under the 

administration of the Assistant Supervisor of Education of NT Schools. Teachers 

employed in the Northern Territory in 1960 consisted of 7 permanent 

Commonwealth officers; 13 temporary Commonwealth officers; 3 seconded from 

Queensland; 79 permanent SA teachers; 43 temporary SA teachers; 4 permanent 

NSW teachers; and 4 permanent Victorian teachers (Marsh, Pratt and Griggs 1961). 

Financial Costs for education in the NT were a huge concern, and the agreement with 

South Australia provided that the Commonwealth reimburse the direct cost of the 

 

Figure 16: Darwin Primary School: visit by Sir Paul Hasluck, Minister of 

Territories, 1960s (Photo courtesy of Graham Poeling-Oer ). 
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South Australian Education Department, accepting responsibility for the 

administration of education in the Northern Territory (Marsh, Pratt and Griggs 1961). 

Marsh, Pratt and Griggs (1961, p. 149) believed that: 

 It is not possible to assess what it has cost South Australia over and above 

these payments, but it is clear that the people of the Northern Territory in 

particular have a great debt to the generosity of the people of South Australia 

for their post-war education as well as for the establishment of the early 

settlement. 

Paul Hasluck, Minister for Territories – which included both the NT and Papua New 

Guinea – first visited the Territory in 1957. He observed that: 

 …. the educational needs of the Northern Territory people are met variously 

at different levels. The picture generally is one of a small but growing 

community in a vast land served by a multiplicity of educational agencies and 

expedients which when first called upon may well have been the best that 

were practicable at the time and in the circumstances, but which with a 

possible exception or two were not devised specifically for the Northern 

Territory needs (Hasluck in Marsh, Pratt and Griggs, 1961, pp. 35-36) 

As a result of his visit, Hasluck appointed a committee. The three-person committee, 

of Marsh, Pratt and Griggs, were given four terms of reference to investigate and 

report on the educational needs of the people in the Northern Territory: 
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1. To enquire into and report to the Minister on the educational needs of the 

population of the NT. This included identifying further needs for adequate 

buildings, equipment, organisational arrangements and staffing needs; 

2. Whether any changes should be made to the present Commonwealth/State 

arrangements regarding the provision of education services; 

3. Consideration of the difficulties associated with staffing schools with 

suitably qualified teachers, and the planning details for new schools to be 

constructed; 

4. The role of non-governmental schools in meeting the educational needs of 

the NT. (Marsh, Pratt and Griggs, 1961, p. 20) 

The Committee reported that the educational needs of the people of the Northern 

Territory were being met at a variety of different levels (Marsh, Pratt and Griggs, 

1961, p. 35): 

 Public schools (infant, primary and secondary) built by the Commonwealth 

and operated (subject to reimbursement) by the SA Department of Education; 

 Private schools built and operated by churches; 

 Special schools built and staffed by the Welfare Branch and by missions for 

some aboriginal children;11 

                                                 

11 In 1959 there were 14 mission settlements as reported by Arthur (1961), with a staff of about 

150. The Government was subsidising the missions at the rate of £870 per teacher employed and 

also heavily subsidised all the capital works. 
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 Allowances that assisted in meeting the cost of procuring education away 

from home (within and outside the Northern Territory); 

 Correspondence lessons provided by the South Australian Education 

Department and paid for by the Commonwealth; 

 School of the Air using a radio network. 

In their visit to schools in the NT, Marsh, Pratt and Griggs (1961) also reported that 

there were a wide range of student levels and that teachers were struggling with 

catering for student needs. 

The schools share with all schools a number of problems common to all 

schools, e.g. educators everywhere are coping in their own ways with such 

problems as the wide spread of ability from mentally retarded to brilliant. All 

schools will have their share to a greater or less extent of maladjusted 

children, brain injured children, mentally retarded and so on. How many of 

these the Northern Territory have can only be ascertained by a longer 

investigation. 

In their published report, Marsh, Pratt and Griggs (1961, p. 27) agreed on the 

following educational objectives for the NT: 

(i) That the education available to children of the Northern Territory 

should provide adequately for their development – as individuals and 

as citizens both of the Northern Territory and of Australia; 
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(ii) That the educational facilities available in the Northern Territory 

should be at least equal to those available to the citizens of the 

Australian states; 

(iii) That as and when possible the educational facilities of the Northern 

Territory should be independent of outside assistance – although such 

cooperation is very much appreciated and has been essential at the 

present stage of the Territory’s development; 

(iv) That education must take into account the needs of those pupils whose 

abilities and aptitudes do not fit them for academic courses leading to 

tertiary education; 

(v) That education does not end when the statutory leaving age is reached 

– non vocational courses for young people and adults are an integral 

part of any projected educational system; 

Many changes were introduced as a result of the report recommendations, and Ling 

(2011, p. 202) notes that as a result of Marsh, Pratt and Griggs’ report, the 

Commonwealth not only established an Education Board, but also worked towards 

severing its links with South Australia’s Education Department over the next decade 

and to assume responsibility for its own education matters. 

Early in 1961 changes were also made to the roles of education executives employed 

in administrative roles. The Supervisor of Education, Northern Territory Schools, 

position was abolished and replaced by the new position of Superintendent of 

Northern Territory Schools that was to be based in Darwin. The new role 

incorporated several line managers responsible to the Director-General of Education 
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of South Australia regarding courses for study and staffing, and to the NT 

Administrator for matters relating to the planning and equipping schools under the 

control of the South Australian Education Department. This included responsibility 

for subsidised schools not under the control of the Welfare Branch (Northern 

Territory Administration, Education Branch Annual Report, 1966–1967). 

By now a high school had now been built to accommodate the increasing number of 

senior students, and in October 1963 the students moved into the first purpose-built 

NT high school, Darwin High, located on its current site at Bullocky Point. There 

were initial problems, however, as the building had not been designed for the tropics. 

Gibson (2011, p. 79) wrote that, ‘…the building overheated, as no provision had 

been made for fans or air conditioning.’ 

By the late 1960s it was still evident that there were issues with a shortage of trained 

teaching staff. In 1967 this led to an incident that briefly received some national 

attention (Hyams, 1988). The Principal of Larrakeyah Primary School, J.D. Murrie, 

advised parents through the school newsletter that the education their children in the 

 

Figure 17: Students eating at trestle tables at Darwin Primary School in the 

1960s. (Photo courtesy of Graham Poeling-Oer). 
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infant school was receiving was inadequate as a result of a critical shortage of trained 

infant teachers. Murrie wrote, ‘If you have children in grades 1 or 11 they are not 

being taught properly. You are jeopardising your child’s education if you send them 

to Larrakeyah Primary School’ (Hyams, 1988, p.335). As a consequence, Murrie was 

suspended by the SA Education Department and a royal commission was established 

to look into the matter. The incident was resolved by applying a minor penalty to 

Murrie and the commission was terminated. 

5.6 The Northern Territory Moves Towards Self-government: 1971 – 1978. 

In March, 1968 the educational branch of the Northern Territory Administration 

(NTA), which included both South Australian staff and NTA officers, was abolished, 

and the Commonwealth Department of Education and Science assumed 

responsibility for all NT schools, including pre-school, infant, primary, secondary, 

technical, tertiary and adult education. It was also responsible for the administration 

of non-government schools and for the administration of various Commonwealth 

schemes to these schools. South Australia continued to supply teachers and curricula 

for primary, secondary and adult education (Department of Education and Science, 

1969, p. 5). 

In 1970 the South Australian Minister for Education announced that between 1971 

and 1975, South Australia would be withdrawing its educational commitment to the 

Northern Territory and that the Commonwealth would need to assume full control. 

The previous agreement with South Australia was renegotiated, resulting in a 

regional office being established in Darwin and jointly staffed by both 

Commonwealth and South Australian officers. R7F79 adds that: 
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…from ’73, with the introduction of the Commonwealth Teaching Service, 

then the South Australian teachers had to choose between whether they resign 

from South Australia and joined the Commonwealth Teaching Service or 

return to South Australia. 

A Northern Territory Education Branch was established with the Commonwealth 

Department of Education and Science with the aim they would plan and administer 

the transitional arrangements leading to full control. A report was prepared by The 

Australian Council for Educational research (ACER) on the organisational structure 

of a proposed Commonwealth Teaching Service (CTS). In April 1972, legislation 

was enacted to establish the CTS as a statutory authority, under a Commissioner 

responsible to the Minister. 

The dual system of education which separated Aboriginal and mainstream schools 

came to an end in the Northern Territory when the Australian Labor Party was 

elected to office in 1972. By February 1973 the NT Community Schools system and 

the Special Aboriginal schools (Welfare schools) were amalgamated into one 

education system for the Northern Territory. Dr Hedley Beare was appointed 

Director and Jim Gallacher the Assistant Director. 
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Figure 18: Student Numbers in NT Public Schools 1970 to 1977 (Urvet, 

1980).12 

 

Figure 19: Graph of Teacher Growth in NT Public Schools 1970 to 1977 

(Urvet, 1980).13 

                                                 

12 1973 figures represent the combined totals of the former two education systems. Before 1995 

pre-schools were treated as separate schools, but from 1975 pre-schools attached to primary 

schools were treated as one. The 1975 decrease was due to Cyclone Tracy in December 1974. 
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R4M72: Hedley Beare and the boss of Aboriginal Education – both got the 

same message to say that you have to amalgamate and I know both of them 

sent back a message to say ‘look it’s not possible, we don’t match, we have 

two different structures and two different curriculums’. They got the message 

back to say ‘well [sic] resign by the 31st of January or do it’ and they did it, 

and it was a big step forward I think for the Territory. 

R2M67: I still remember it to this day receiving a memorandum signed by 

Hedley Bear, who was then the director, and Jim Gallagher. We had actually 

become the one system. The South Australian people had left us and the 

urban and the indigenous schools became one system. It was a marvellous 

development in my view, although it had a lot of teething problems. 

Bell (1996, p. 55) was a teacher during this period and explains that: 

After the Commonwealth Teaching Service (CTS) was set up in 1972, and up 

until the cyclone there was a period of great experimentation in education in 

the NT. We still had our masters in Canberra, which made life easier in many 

respects because you could basically ignore them and go ahead and do what 

you felt was right, what you wanted to do without the financial restraints. 

                                                                                                                                          

13 1973 figures represent the combined totals of the former two education systems. Figures from 

1975 to 1979 show pre-schools attached to primary schools as one school – prior to this pre-

schools were shown as separate schools. CTS teachers who could not be employed in the NT 

were seconded to various state education departments until required again. 
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Hedley Beare, a regional director of education, was sent to the Northern Territory by 

the South Australian Education Department to disengage their responsibilities and 

commitment to the NT. Beare (1995, p.1) recalls, 

It was the period in which the Federal Government had decided, or was 

deciding, to set up state-type education systems, based on the two Territories 

for which it was responsible. 

Beare stayed in Darwin until early 1975, when he took up a similar position in the 

Australian Capital Territory education system. 

With the amalgamation of the two systems, as at the 31 August 1973, the new 

Department of Education had a student population of 22,818 and 144 schools. 

Cameron (1996, p. 54) argued that, 

The changes introduced were not universally welcomed, willingly accepted 

or effectively implemented. Many former NTA (Welfare) personnel rued the 

loss of their identity and saw the future of 'Aboriginal education' 

compromised. Some were dismayed at being pitched into a comprehensive 

system and the new arrangements confused them and eroded their security.  

4 High Schools (3107 students) 4 Area Schools (2017 students) 

28 Primary Schools (8298 students) 30 Pre-schools (1639 students) 

7 Special Schools (178 students) 2 Residential Colleges (161 students) 

Aboriginal 

26 Government School in Aboriginal 

Communities (3608 students) 

 

27 Government Schools on pastoral 

property for Aboriginal students (722 

students) 

8 Mission Schools Aboriginal (1499 students) 7 Church Schools (1589 students)  

Table 3: NT Schools and Student Populations 1973 (Developing Education, 1982 p. 14). 
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Urban parents worried about their distance from ‘South’ and the quality of 

education was exacerbated by the cessation of SA’s supervision. System 

officials exhorted public and personnel alike to grasp the opportunities 

offered by the new system and to believe that the development was for the 

best. 

R4M72 recalls the amalgamation of Aboriginal schools, which had been managed by 

different departments. 

…all of a sudden the indigenous kids had the availability of what all the 

white kids were getting. I think it created a situation where the bureaucracy 

through your local parliament was starting to dominate what was happening 

in schools. 

The organisation of the new division was based on the following five major 

principles: 

• There is a continuing need to make special provision for the education of 

Aborigines which cannot be confined to the conventional school programme. 

• Where possible, an integrated authority should be developed, but the existing 

two systems should lose nothing by the merger. 

• Schools should develop along the lines suggested in the Radford/Neal Report 

which meant the Principals, Staff and School Councils were to receive a large 

degree of autonomy and flexibility. 

• Head Office and Regional organisation should be regarded as basically 

service facilities. 
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• Regionalism should be promoted with the aim of gaining the benefits which 

occur from local control and decentralisation Urvet, (1982, p.35-36). 

The NT division of the Commonwealth Department of Education now managed the 

fastest growing educational system in the country and consisted of four branches: 

Curriculum Development, Field Operations, Special Projects, and Management 

Services (Cameron, 1996). 

The Northern Territory Teacher’s federation (NTTF) was formed in 1973, 

amalgamating three associations that had been operating independently in the 

Territory, namely the Darwin Teachers’ Association, the Centralian Teachers’ 

Association and an Association that represented teachers in isolated schools (Urvet, 

1980).   

The Commonwealth Teaching Service based in Canberra was also established in 

1973 to provide teachers for both the NT and ACT, and Cameron (1996, p.3) 

elaborated that the: 

NT education system was now totally Canberra’s responsibility with the 

Director (NT) now accountable for operations to the CDE [Commonwealth 

Department of Education]. Professional staff were employed and appraised 

by the Canberra-based CTS, a separate agency in which he had no 

jurisdiction. Later, Dr James Eedle was moved to distinguish himself from 

‘the harlot’: whereas he ‘was supposed to have power without responsibility’, 

he felt he was expected to accept responsibility for staff over whom he had 

authority. This anomaly persisted in practice to the early 1990s. 
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Release from Commonwealth and South Australian management encouraged formal 

local political involvement in education with the installation of the first NT 

Legislative Assembly in 1974 and the pre-arrangements for self-government. The 

responsible Executive Member had a liaison role in relation to education and 

oversight on an advisory basis. 

The separation of the teaching service from the education authority, as well as 

increased autonomy given to individual schools, resulted in the abolition of the 

position of Inspector of Schools and the creation of the position of Principal 

Education Advisor (PEA). This was a senior field position involving pastoral 

oversight and an advocacy on behalf of individual schools, but without the 

responsibility and power of teacher assessment. 

School Inspectors had been a part of the system for many years, and their roles were 

to pass judgement on schools and the pedagogical practices of the teachers. 

The inspector’s report was preserved in a special register. It covered every 

aspect of school life, including the performance of individual teachers and the 

condition of the school lavatories – its style, tone and perception varying with 

the author (Thiele, 1975, p.145). 

It was a big change for both schools and teachers when the Inspector of Schools 

positions were abolished and Principal Education Advisors (PEA) positions were 

developed. The changes were introduced to reduce the bureaucracy and for schools 

to have more ownership in managing their specific contexts in terms of teaching and 

learning. 
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R2M67 felt that …we no longer had inspectors breathing down our necks and 

looking over our shoulders and behaving like little tin gods. We then had 

advisors who would work with us as fellow professionals. I still remember 

reading that and feeling a powerful sense of excitement and a really powerful 

sense of being liberated from a yoke I didn’t need. It was actually quite 

exciting. 

With the introduction of the Commonwealth Teaching Service, it was now the role of 

the Principal Education Advisors (PEA) to deal with teacher assessment, recruitment 

and conditions of service. This was no longer the responsibility of the Education 

Authority. The PEAs were field officers not attached to specific schools with a role 

to circulate within the system as trusted colleagues. Hedley Beare (1974, p. 11) 

identified the difference in the respective roles of Principal Education Advisors and 

the School Inspectors. The School Inspector was ‘an officer that could make or break 

a teacher’s career by determining (often unilaterally) his eligibility for promotion – 

and an advisor to teachers, a cross-fertilizer, a sharer of ideas, and a system 

facilitator.’ Torn Hogarth, a teacher at Ludmilla Primary School remembers the 

Inspectors: 

The inspection took the form of the Inspectors spending at least half a day in 

each class and Inspector's reports written on each teacher by the Principal. A 

report was then prepared on both the school’s whole and that of the Principal. 

These were very stressful for the teachers (in Sullivan and Rodwell 1989, p 

12). 
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Another major innovation of the CTS was that of peer assessment. Hicks (1974, p. 

13) stated that ‘For better or worse, the Inspector Bogeyman has been banished for 

good and eligibility for promotion is assessed by a panel of fellow teachers, in 

conjunction with a Qualifications Committee.’ 

Cameron (1996, p. 54) felt that changes were being implemented too quickly and 

that: 

Some people were overwhelmed by its magnitude and the speed of 

implementation, as familiar structures and procedures were rearranged. 

Traditional checks and supports disappeared, teachers' professionalism and 

parents' rights were elevated and their participation in decision-making was 

encouraged. The executives of their newly-formed bodies responded, 

favouring the reforms, and had ready access to the Director (NT). The 

idealised conception of education and teachers, officially promoted, had 

lasting impact on NT education. 

At the time there was a Darwin Teachers’ Association, which evolved into the 

Northern Territory Commonwealth Teachers Federation, as noted earlier. T2M60 

was President of the Darwin Teachers Association and recalls the changes: 

We also had to serve on the Commissioners Council. That meant we had to 

decide the terms of employment, the assessment methods by which people 

were employed – and how they would be assessed – because inspectors went 

out in the 70s and all the things that were necessary for curriculum change 

within the school system. 
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In December 1974, Hedley Beare (1974, p.1) conceded that 1974 had been an 

intensely difficult year and one full of many changes through the disengagement 

process. 

 No-one could pretend that 1974 has been an easy year for the Northern 

Territory school system. It was bound to be hard since it marked the 4th year 

of the 5 year South Australian phase-out, and the second year in which the 

consolidated system in the Territory was working. Approximately half the 

teachers, administrators, and field staff were new to the Territory or their 

work stations. It was a year when consolidation was the name of the game. 

The plans put into operation in 1973 needed articulation, firming-up, and fine 

tuning. In most respects it was a critical year. Little wonder then that at years’ 

end, we feel exhaustion from the efforts needed to keep out infant system in 

good health. 

If 1974 had not been an easy year, 1975 was not going to get much better for Top 

End residents. On Christmas Eve of 1974, the NT weather bureau issued warnings 

that a cyclone, with extremely destructive winds, was heading for Darwin. Many 

people were not concerned about the warnings as there had been several previous 

false warnings. This was not a false warning, and on Christmas Eve in December 

1974, Cyclone Tracy, which caused massive destruction when it crossed over 

Darwin, devastated the city. Many people lost their homes, possessions, and in some 

instances lives. 

A mass evacuation began to remove non-essential out of Darwin, in particular the 

aged, the sick, young families and women had priority to leave. R6M75 recounts, 
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I’d been appointed before the cyclone. In fact, the family had gone back to 

Perth for Christmas and had arranged to come up here early January, and of 

course those plans were squashed and we went back to Canberra for a couple 

of months, and then I came up here by myself and reopened Rapid Creek, and 

as soon as the road from the south opened in May, I flew south and then 

drove the family up here. 

By January 1975 there were 500 school aged children in Darwin, and due to the 

many families returning to Darwin to rebuild their homes, two weeks later this had 

increased to 2000 children. Schools were forced to operate as amalgamations as 

space was made safe and available. For example, Gammon (1992, p. 29) writes that 

‘Nimira’ was the combined Nightcliff, Millner and Rapid Creek Primary Schools and 

operated from various locations. R6M75 recounts: 

I knew it would be highly disorganised because of the cyclone. The schools 

were destroyed, a lot of the teachers had left, a lot of the administration staff 

had left or been transferred. There were people filling in positions for other 

people everywhere. I think the biggest challenge when I got to Rapid Creek 

was getting programs going for suitable programs for the kids. 

By June 1975 it was estimated that 33,000 people had returned to Darwin (Wilson 

and Estbergs, 1984). 

R6M75 recounts: We had the unusual situation of having waiting lists for 

kids to get into school because there were not enough schools open for the 

number of people coming back into Darwin and every school had a waiting 

list. If a child transferred or another classroom was restored in the school you 



124 

 

were at, you got another teacher and you had another bundle of kids. So you 

rang around and filled up that class within a day virtually. We had I think at 

one stage a waiting list of nearly 100 kids to get into our school. 

By 1976, Beare had left the NT education system and was replaced by James Eedle 

as Director of Education. Eedle (1976, p. 95) wrote about his first impressions: 

I had inherited a system with a great deal of good will and a great deal of 

commitment on the part of individuals, but lacking a central purpose, lacking 

a common agreement on aims and objectives and methods of researching 

them. I came to believe that my first task here is to put some cohesion back 

into the Northern Territory education and create a system where I cannot in 

all honesty believe that a system has existed in the recent past. 

Administration of a system with problems not found elsewhere in Australia, 

however, continued to represent a serious challenge, and in 1976, Neal and Hird 

(1976) presented a report on the professional staffing for the two Australian 

territories – the ACT and the NT – finding that, 

In the Northern Territory, the nature of the adult and school population and 

the geographical and cultural characteristics highlight the challenge facing 

administration. It should not, and cannot, be fashioned in a similar mould to 

that found in other areas of Australia, or for that matter, in other developing 

countries. 
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5.7 Summary 

Chapter five briefly looks at the establishment of education services in Australia 

from 1789 (in Section 5.1) before outlining the development of the public education 

system in the Northern Territory from the late 1800s to 1978, which is the period 

prior to NT self-government. The remaining sections then dealt with the South 

Australian influence from 1876 to 1911 (5.2), the Commonwealth influence in the 

NT from 1911 to 1940 (5.3), NT Administration from World War 2 to 1944 (5.4), the 

South Australian and Commonwealth joint arrangement to manage the NT from 

1945 to 1973 (5.5), and the move towards NT self-government from 1971 to 1978 

(5.6). This overview will continue in the following chapter, which outlines the 

further development of NT education after the Territory achieved self-government in 

1978. 
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Chapter 6 Public Education:  

NT Self-government 1978 to 2010 

The turbulent, continuous and unrelenting changes imposed on schools through the 

1980s and 1990s are likely to create schools much changed – and not always in 

pleasant ways – by the time we enter the 21st century in seven years’ time 

(Beare, 1993, p. 1). 

There was significant growth in the public education system after the impact of 

Cyclone Tracy, where Darwin in particular, began rebuilding and re-populating. The 

people of the Territory continued to lobby for the management their own affairs, 

feeling that the Commonwealth had mismanaged local affairs for too long. Once the 

Commonwealth agreed to a self-governing Territory and it was effected in 1978, how 

did this impact on the public education system in the NT? 

This chapter traces the history of public education in the NT from self-government in 

1978 to 2010 to establish what significant changes occurred as a result of local 

management. When self-government occurred there was a rush to implement new 

direction and policies, and a period of getting rid of the old and bringing in the new. 

There were many changes and this period saw a dual teaching service operating with 

the introduction of a Territory teaching service and the continuation of a 

Commonwealth service. There was an ongoing swinging between regionalisation and 

centralisation to manage the geographical remoteness and different territory contexts 

within the north and south regions. The introduction and impact of devolution on 

school communities was the result of economic review cutbacks throughout the 
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system, with the ever-changing political landscape due to the transiency of chief 

ministers, systemic ministers and chief executive officers resulting in an ongoing 

period of reviews and policy implementation. 

6.1 NT Self-government 1978 

On 1 July 1978, all Northern Territory functions of the Commonwealth Government 

were transferred to the Northern Territory Legislative Assembly. The Northern 

Territory was now self-governing and assumed all state-type functions. Education 

was the last major function of government to be transferred from the 

Commonwealth, and with the creation of the NT Department of Education on 1 July 

1979, education came under the control of the Territory. The NT Department of 

Education received an establishment of 1176 Northern Territory Public Service 

positions and 1753 Commonwealth teaching positions (1978 Annual Report, 

NTDoE, 1979-80). 

R6M75 recalled: ‘So it virtually became a totally new education authority, helping 

develop curriculum, a whole range of things to set up a new department, and that was 

challenging and rewarding.’ According to R2M67: ‘…we in the NT were part of one 

of only two new government school systems in Australia in the 20th century; 

obviously us and the ACT. And I felt very proud to be part of that.’ 

The NT was a vibrant population mix and as a result of the amalgamation of urban 

and Aboriginal schools and the every-growing number of European and Asian 

immigrants, the system began implementing different strategies to best manage the 

eclectic student population. Campbell and Proctor (2014, p. 244) considered that 

there were ‘New ways of dealing with old and new categories of children.’ The 
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disadvantaged, the gifted and talented, the non-English speaker, Indigenous students, 

girls and then boys were all the subjects of new programs. This was a period of 

significant change in education, and nationally education was evolving. 

In 1978 an early childhood education advisory committee, covering preschool to 

Year 3, was formed to advise the Division on policy and to coordinate activities. The 

first task of the committee was to formulate policy for the transition of pre-school 

children into Year One. At this stage, 3026 children were attending public pre-

schools. By 1979 a ‘continuous intake policy’ was formulated, which meant that 

children could be enrolled at any time during a school year at pre-school after turning 

four years of age, and they could start Transition from five years of age (1978 

Annual Report; NTDoE, 1979-80). Attendance at pre-school was not a prerequisite 

to Year One, and movement from Transition to Year One was based on the readiness 

of the child, who could move at any time during the year. 

In 1979 the NT Minister for Education established a Working Party to recommend 

on a Northern Territory teaching service. Territory teachers were at that stage 

attached to the Commonwealth Teaching Service, which had been established when 

South Australia began withdrawing their teaching staff from the NT in 1970. The 

Report of the Working Party (NTDoE, 1979, p. 28) determined that: 

The NT does have problems pertinent to a teaching service which are either 

peculiar to the NT or present in the NT to an extent not encountered in the 

various states. These problems must be tackled in a positive manner. Various 

ad hoc solutions have been instituted in the past with varying degrees of 
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success. We consider it is time that a cohesive and realistic attempt was made 

to recognise the problems ad tackle them. 

The appointment of ministers and chief executive officers were of significant 

importance with the new ways of working. The many changes being made in the 

political arena were being felt at the school level. 

R4M72: I don’t think it was sudden, but it was with self-government that 

definitely was the key to changing things. Instead of having to answer to 

Canberra – and we were so remote from Canberra in those years, we would 

never see the CEO or the Minister, although the Minister did open Wanguri, 

the Federal Minister – I think it made a huge difference in terms of the local 

politicians having to be responsible for any complaints whereas – your 

chance to contact your local politician here in Darwin was very available. 

Minister Jim Robertson was the first appointment to have real political authority over 

education (Cameron, 1996). 

R4M72: …with self-government they [the ministers] suddenly became 

responsible to, say, a CEO who was then directly responsible to someone that 

was readily available and that made an impact. Because the CEO then has 

some means of imposing the political agenda down the line and that’s when 

we changed from PEOs – Principal Education Officers – to Superintendents 

was to implement a down the line bureaucracy to enforce government’s 

decisions. 
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Figure 20: Working for NTG Education in remote NT: Geoff Spring 

(Secretary), Harry Payne, and Tom Harris, MLA (Tschirner, n.d.). 

In 1980 the Department’s Secretary Dr James Eedle, who had directed the course of 

education in the Territory since 1975, was appointed to the Northern Territory 

University Planning Authority. According to Heatley (1990), his departure from the 

Department was the result of a dispute with his Minister regarding the establishment 

of the Northern Territory Teaching Service. Eedle’s replacement in June 1980 was 

Syd Saville, formerly Southern Regional Director of the Department of Health 

(Cameron, 1996). 

Geoff Spring14 was also significant in terms of authority. Appointed as Secretary for 

the Department of Education in 1978, Spring (2014) recollects his appointment: 

I was reading The Australian and a job as head of research and curriculum 

was advertised and since that is what I had been doing in Queensland and 

                                                 

14 Geoff Spring was involved in the battle between the NT and Federal Governments over 

whether or not there should be a university in the NT. He has been described as an ‘unsung hero’ 

for his part in establishing a university in the NT in 1989. 
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nationally, I applied for the job. I was interviewed by a man called Jim Eedle. 

I got the job and I was delighted. We moved up within a couple of weeks. I 

was Head of Education. 

Shane Stone (2014), the Education Minister at the time, writes, ‘In Geoff Spring, I 

had a man with a well thought out agenda keen to have a free hand. He was a strong 

willed big lump of a man with a passionate commitment to better schooling.’ 

Spring remained the education CEO for ten-and-a-half years, experiencing six 

ministerial changes. Once he had established the Territory's education system and 

policies, he moved on. Spring, who was linked to the CLP government, provided 

continuity in education management (Cameron, 1996). 

With self-government, the Northern Territory was eligible for Commonwealth 

funding by the Schools Commission, and a Northern Territory Schools Commission 

Programs Committee was established for submissions and recommendations on 

funding for both ‘government and non-government disadvantaged schools, 

disadvantaged country areas, children in residential institutions, services and 

development, and multicultural education’ (1979-80 Annual report, NTDoE, 1980, p. 

22). 

Neal and Hird (1976) had reported earlier that in the NT, 

The administrative costs per capita must necessarily be higher than that found 

in the A.C.T. and the States. The huge distances involved, and teacher, 

student and community isolation emphasise the need for regional services 

even though the cost of providing them will be expensive. 
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Figure 21: The Saga of Harry Scrawls: cartoon depicting the school based 

funding model in Remote Schools (Bucknall and Myers, 1995 p. 46). 

The Northern Territory government reviewed ways of working that would address 

the geographical distances between north and south NT which resulted in the 

introduction of a regionalisation policy. The Department of Education in 1979 

created separate northern and southern directorates to ‘allow more decision making 

at a local level’ (1979-80 Annual Report, NTDoE, 1980, p. 3). Forty schools and a 

quarter of the total school enrolment were placed in the Southern Directorate, which 
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included the Alice Springs and Tennant Creek areas, along with two Regional 

Principal Advisors (PEAs). The Northern Directorate comprised eighty schools and 

three quarters of enrolments, along with four PEAs placed in the Arnhem, Katherine, 

Darwin and Daly Northern Directorates (p. 22). 

 Additional responsibilities were transferred from the Head Office to the two 

directorates in the form of six regional superintendents who were responsible for 

oversighting and controlling all schools and school staff, ensuring curriculum was 

implemented and that student assessment programs were maintained (1980-81 

Annual Report, NTDoE, 1981a). 

Since the initial regionalisation in 1979 and up to 2010, there were many variations 

and reversals between regionalisation and centralisation. Policies for implementation 

of centralisation and regionalisation occurred often and changes were generally 

dependent on the appointment of new NT ministers to the education portfolio. 

R5M74 felt that there had been  many issues with regionalisation. ‘The big thing 

about regionalisation that causes it not to work is the fact that people don’t want to 

go regional locationally. Like, they don’t want to go and live out in the bushes or in 

the remote areas.’ Centralisation was seen as a cost cutting exercise and the pooling 

of resources. Regionalisation had merit for providing schools with the autonomy to 

operate in their own local context. R5M74 commented further that: 

One of the reasons it failed the first couple of times was because it was 

horrendously expensive. And that was due to travel. Now, modern 

communications mean that we can do a lot of things online, and people can 
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communicate that way, excepting that they prefer not to. So it’s not a model 

that has worked in the past, and I don’t think it’s going to work again. 

R2M67: We now haven’t got centralised control; we have centralised power 

and school responsibility, and they don’t mix well. So in terms of 

organisation, yeah, I’ve seen a lot of those sorts of changes, and we seem to 

go in cycles. We seem to be going back now to a cycle of centralised control 

to a large extent. I don’t know where that’s going to end up. 

R5M74: We’re in 2010 and we’re looking at going regional in Northern 

Territory education. It’ll be the third time during my time in the Northern 

Territory that we’ve gone regional. It’s failed twice, and I think it will fail 

again for the same reasons that the two previous opportunities or experiments 

didn’t gain legs. 

In 1981 the administrative structure changed to cater for the regionalised model that 

had been developed and added three levels of administration: the school, region and 

central office. The six regions identified were East Arnhem, Katherine, Darwin 

North, Darwin South, Barkly and Alice Springs. Principal education advisors were 

re-designated as regional superintendents and given the task of supervising the 

operations of schools, ensuring that schools efficiently carry out their responsibilities 

as required by the Minister, Secretary and the system generally (in Direction for the 

Eighties, NTDoE, 1981b, p. 66). 

The regional superintendents, whose responsibilities had been as advisors for school 

principals, now found themselves in very different roles. R6M75 recalled that the 

superintendent role changed to supervisory, rather than just advisory. ‘We visited 
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schools regularly, visited all classrooms, talked to teachers, looked at their programs, 

that sort of thing, gave them advice, talked to principals about what we felt they 

should be doing with supervision of their teachers.’ 

The Northern Territory Teaching Service (NTTS) was formed, and a bill introduced 

into the Legislative Assembly in February, 1980, meant the NT could begin taking 

over the responsibility of staffing from the Commonwealth Teaching service, 

although transfer of staffing matters to the NTTS was not completed until 1981 

(1979 Annual Report, NTDoE, 1979-80). The Education Act retained the existing 

arrangement whereby the Commissioner of the Teaching Service was responsible for 

employing teachers and the Secretary of the Department of Education was 

responsible for deploying them and determining their duties (1979 Annual Report, 

NTDoE, 1979-80, p. 6). 

Northern Territory self-government brought with it policy development which began 

with an education policy titled Direction for the Eighties (NTDoE, 1981b). This 

represented the letting go of the Commonwealth education system and a move into a 

self-governing system. Also known as the Green Paper on Primary and Secondary 

Education in the Northern Territory (NTDoE, 1981b), Directions for the Eighties 

was published and presented by the education minister at the time, who considered 

that, 

Much more needs to be done to develop a high quality, flexible, developmental 

system of education. Before the Territory becomes locked into a system of 

education which in future may become increasingly difficult to change, the 

time has come to scrutinize the strengths and weaknesses of the present system 
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and those aspects of education in need of further attention, change and 

development. 

The Green Paper (NTDoE, 1981b) provided a framework for the planning and 

administration of education programs within the Department and in schools and 

 

Figure 22: The Saga of Harry Scrawls: cartoon depicting the change from the 

Commonwealth Teaching Service to the Northern Territory Teachers Federation. 

(Bucknall and Myers, 1985, p.24). 
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contained more than 40 new initiatives and statements of direction which established 

objectives, including: 

 maintain a uniform curriculum throughout the Territory; 

 encourage students to stay at school longer and provide high quality alternative 

courses for senior students who do not wish to undertake matriculation courses; 

 prepare students to cope with advances in computer technology; 

 provide for the special educational needs of exceptional children; 

 improve services to isolated students; 

 ensure that parental and community expectations are reflected in school programs; 

 promote self-discipline and respect for the rights of others; and 

 provide a firmer educational foundation for students of Aboriginal descent. 

Following the release of this framework was the issue of a series of eighteen 

information statements providing details of Government policy regarding key aspects 

of education. These included: 

1. The school curriculum 

2. Assessment, accreditation and certification 

3. Pre-school education in the NT 

4. Compulsory education in the NT 

5. Post-compulsory education in the NT 
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6. Strategies for improving the academic performance of Aboriginal students in 

primary and secondary education 

7. Student services 

8. Correspondence education 

9. Schools council handbooks 

10. Teacher development 

11. School staffing 

12. School appraisal 

13. Computer education 

14. Batchelor College 

15. Government assistance to non-government schools 

16. Administration of education 

17. Development of education policy 

18. Transport of school children 

Changes began from 1981 with the introduction of the framework. A new curriculum 

was introduced and arranged into three parts, namely core curriculum, recommended 

curriculum, and school-based curriculum. This curriculum was for all Territory 

students up to Year 10, and schools were committed to the introduction of the core 

curriculum in 1981, which consisted of the ‘skills and understandings in which children are 
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expected to attain competence and the educational experiences that they should be engaged 

in during their primary and secondary years’ (Penglase and Rodwell, 1989, p. 13). 

Suggested time allocations were established and provided as a guide for schools; see 

Table 4 below. 

 

Table 4. Suggested time allocations (Direction for the Eighties, NTDoE, 1981b, 

p. 64). 

R6M75: I was involved in a number of policy things. Each of the 

superintendents was allocated an area of responsibility to oversee and mine 

was primary education; and we didn’t have a Director of Primary Education, 

but as Superintendent, I was responsible for primary education policy for 

quite some years, which meant lots of committees. Well, I think at some stage 

we had too many committees, but in a new organisation I think most of them 

were necessary to develop policy and to keep people going in a similar 

direction so that you had, what was happening in Alice Springs was similar to 

what was happening in Darwin schools, across the Berrimah line. 

Within five years of self-government the Northern Territory had an Education Act and a NT 

Teaching Service. Many policies had been developed, with much of it in place or scheduled 

      Primary Secondary 

English/language    10   7 

Mathematics      5   7 

Social and Cultural Education  2h 30   7 

The Arts     2h 30   4 

Health and Physical Education  2   4 

Science     1h 30   7 

Unattached Resource Time   3h 10 

Life and Work Skills        4 
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for implementation, including the intention to establish a Board of Studies to provide 

direction for curriculum implementation. School councils were formalised in legislation and 

in progress (Cameron, 1996). 

Three advisory councils were also established at the Ministers request to advise on 

issues in school education; they were known as the Education Advisory Council, the 

Post-School Advisory Council, and the Teacher Advisory Council. As R6M75 

recalls: 

I was inaugural chairman of the Education Advisory Council, which was set 

up at the time of the establishment of the Northern Territory Department of 

Education, and that was a council which consisted of representatives from 

virtually every interest group in education in the Territory, and we made a 

number of suggestions to the Government, some of which were put into 

effect, one of the first ones being the semester system. 

The school semester system was an annual three term system. In 1982 it changed to a 

four term, 2 semesters per year system, which allocated a four-week mid-year 

vacation and a six week vacation at the end of the year. This was seen to be more in 

harmony with the Top End seasons. R6M75 recalls that, 

There were three terms before that and we were the first authority in Australia 

to actually have a semester system. It’s still a bit different from the states in 

that initially we recommended that the mid-year break be four weeks because 

it’s the best time of the year, people are camping and those sort of things in 

the Territory. 
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Tom Harris, who was the NT education minister in 1982, boasted that schools in the 

Territory were ‘equal to the best in Australia.’ He concluded that, ‘By 1987 a high 

quality education will be available for Northern Territory students’ (1981-82 Annual 

Report, NTDoE, 1983a). 

In 1982 the Department also published a Guide to Early Childhood Education for 

pre-school teachers. It was developed on the basis that ‘many teachers deployed in 

pre-schools were not specifically trained in early childhood or pre-school education’ 

(1982-83 Annual Report, NTDoE 1983). The Guide was followed in 1984 with A set 

of Guidelines for Aboriginal Pre-schools, which was implemented in thirty 

Aboriginal pre-schools (1983-84 Annual Report, NTDoE, 1985a). 

Pre-schools in urban Northern Territory settings were being conducted on a sessional 

basis, 5 mornings and 4 afternoons a week, and were linked to primary schools 

(1982-83 Annual Report, NTDoE 1983). In 1984 an Early Childhood sub-committee 

of the Working Party on Assessment of Student Performance in the Northern 

Territory was established for the purpose of determining policy and procedures for 

the screening and assessment of children from 4-8 years. 

Policy changes as presented in the Green Paper (NTDoE, 1981b) continued through 

the eighties. Throughout 1984, Territory-wide assessment was introduced. The 

Northern Territory Student Assessment Programme for urban primary schools was 

implemented for the purpose of assessing student achievement in both English and 

Mathematics. Students in Years Five and Seven in urban schools throughout the 

Territory were tested (Penglase and Rodwell, 1989). The name for the assessment 

programme was later changed to the Multilevel Assessment Program (MAP). 
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To address student retention rates, amongst other issues, a system of high schools 

and senior colleges were phased in during 1985 as an NT Government initiative. This 

approach aimed to change the face of secondary education. The move was made 

anticipating that students would be more likely to stay at school by being enticed by 

a wider range of subjects and being part of a ‘more adult’ environment designed for 

senior secondary. Although there was school-based as well as parental opposition to 

the new system, the move went ahead in the following year when a start was made 

on the progressive changeover to a new system (1985 Annual Report, NTDoE, 

1986). 

Casuarina High School was converted into a secondary college for Year 11 and 12 

and Nightcliff, Dripstone and Sanderson high schools were reorganised as junior 

secondary schools catering for years 8-10. Both the Darwin and Taminmin schools 

remained comprehensive for Years 8 – 12 and 8 – 10 respectively. In the Central 

region, Sadadeen high school was converted into a senior high for years 11 and 12 

and Alice Springs High School became a junior school (High Schools and Senior 

High Schools for the Northern Territory, NTDoE, 1985b). 

Departmental reorganisation continued. A corporate planning exercise which began 

in 1984 had revealed organisational concerns and therefore a major review and 

reorganisation of the Department’s administrative structure was carried out in 1985, 

prompted by: 

 New administrative arrangements resulting from a review of post school 

administration; 



144 

 

 Budget pressures caused by the inadequacy of Commonwealth funding for 

Homeland Centres; 

 The need to build up a large pool of over-establishment staff at the 

commencement of the year to cope with resignations. 

The aim was to reduce head office staff to a maximum of 100, with the remaining 

non-school based staff placed in operational divisions with responsibility for the 

administration of either schools or Technical and Further Education (TAFE) 

institutions, consequently reducing duplication of tasks and processing between 

regional offices and Head Office. It was intended that the simplest possible line 

structure be implemented, with the intention that all non-school and non-institutional 

positions existed to serve the operations of the schools (1985 Annual Report, 

NTDoE, 1986). 

In June 1986 the NT Government had put the necessary policies and infrastructure 

into place and considered that the NT education system was now a successful and 

smooth running agency. The DoE published a glossy brochure entitled Territory 

Education. ‘The Northern Territory has a well-developed system which has 

undergone dramatic improvements since self-government. Our primary and 

secondary schools are among the best staffed and equipped in Australia’ (NTDoE, 

1986, p.1). 

6.2 Devolution 

The Direction for the Eighties (1981b, also 1983c) policy remained current until 

Towards the 90s: Excellence, Accountability and Devolution in Education (NTDoE, 

1987b; revised as NTDoE, 1988b) was published by the Northern Territory 



145 

 

Department of Education. This report was aimed at fine-tuning elements in education 

with the devolution of school functions as the main focus. Cameron (1996, p. 98) 

writes that Towards the 90s presented the NT Government’s new priorities for 

education with a focus on increased and accelerated self-management, accountability 

with quality return from the use of public moneys, and excellence in schools' 

academic outcomes measurable against publicly credible standards. These were 

supplemented with introduction of an Action Plan for School Improvement (APSI). 

The Towards the 90s policy sought to address issues concerning cuts to education 

funding and to build on the Direction for the Eighties (NTDoE, 1983c) policy to 

provide a community voice, enabling a platform where demands for higher standards 

of education and accountability of expenditure could be addressed. 

As a result of the Towards the 90s (NTDoE, 1987b, 1988b) policy, the Guidelines for 

Preparing Action Plans for School Improvement (NTDoE, 1989b) were published. 

Each school set about developing a plan on a rolling three-year basis, which was 

subject to annual review and designed to address issues of educational goals and 

 

Figure 23: Towards the 90s cover page (NTDoE, 1988b). 
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priorities, education programs, facilities and resources, evaluation strategies, 

safeguards and responsibilities, and reporting systems (1988 Annual Report, NTDoE, 

1989a, p. 1). 

The introduction of devolution in the NT education system meant that school 

communities were now required to take responsibility for managing their affairs, 

‘based on the assumption that the school is the focal point for the delivery of 

educational services to children and therefore able to make the best decisions about 

the use of resources.’ (Towards the 90s, NTDoE, 1987b, p. 18). In A Class Act, the 

SEETRC (1998) defined the aim of devolution as ‘shifting responsibility for the 

management of schools away from central bureaucracy to the local school level – 

empowering schools and making them more accountable.’ 

Many of the respondents interviewed for this research were very vocal about their 

experiences with devolution and the impact they felt it had on public education: 

R5M74: …as devolution unfolded upon us post 1987, I wrote to the Northern 

Territory News and I said ‘People in the community need to be aware of the 

fact that principals and leaders in schools are now going to be confronted 

with an increasing array of management tasks that get them away from 

educational leadership, because that’s a requirement of the new way 

forward.’ The then Director of Education for the Northern Region wrote to 

me, and wrote to every member of the Principals’ Association, and basically 

said, ‘Look, you know, that’s not right at all. You just have to learn to 

manage your time wisely.’ And he offered me time management courses. 
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Respondents considered that devolution would only increase their workload and 

deviate from core responsibilities of teaching and learning. They felt that it impacted 

by the fact that they no longer had access to centralised support. R5M74: ‘I never 

trained to be a teacher because I wanted to become a bookkeeper but, in essence, 

that’s sort of what has happened.’ R2M67: ‘The bureaucrats were terribly nervous: 

‘Can that school handle a cleaning contract?’ R5M74: ‘…the change, for us, from 

being educational leaders to primary managers, or managers in a primary sense, was 

a major change shift, and I don’t think that’s been good.’ 

Although most operational functions were transferred to schools, centralised 

functions retained by the Education Department included policy guidelines, 

curriculum accreditation, allocation of staffing resources and conditions of service, 

capital works, direct grants to schools, audit procedures and Commonwealth liaison 

and funding (Towards the 90s, NTDoE, 1987b). 

In 1988 the second version of Towards the 90s (NTDoE, 1988b) was published, with 

the education Minister Tom Harris stating that ‘the first Towards the 90s over-

promoted devolution’ and that ‘A new framework is emerging.’ Major proposals 

outlined in the second volume included more external assessment of student 

achievement, a stronger role for school councils in controlling school funds and 

selecting senior staff, improvements and expansion of the Master Teacher scheme to 

encourage more outstanding teachers to remain in the classroom, a moderation 

system to strengthen central coordination and control of curriculum and advisory 

services, and more school based staff development programs to help schools achieve 

the objectives of their school improvement plans (1988 Annual Report, NTDoE, 

1989a). 
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As the Territory moved towards celebrating its first 10-year self-governing 

anniversary, the Minister for Education considered that ‘From the nature of 

developments in Territory education during 1988, it is apparent that the Territory 

education system is in a very healthy state as it moves towards the 10th anniversary 

of Territory Government control of education on 1 July 1989.’ (1988 Annual Report, 

NTDoE, 1989a, p. 3). 

Teaching in Tomorrow’s Territory: A proposal for Award Restructuring and the 

Teaching Profession in the Northern Territory (NTDoE, 1989c) was published to 

identify and address structural efficiency in the Department. The new approach 

consisted of three broad teacher classifications: Teacher, Master Teacher and 

Executive Teacher. Portability was also facilitated through legislation for Northern 

Territory Teaching Service (NTTS) staff to transfer to NT Public Service (NTPS) 

positions. 

The NT Government wanted the education system to have a better working 

partnership between parents and schools, inviting greater community involvement in 

their child’s education and in school operations. School council legislation was 

introduced enabling school communities to establish an incorporated school council. 

The development of the legislation involved considerable public consultation and 

was a complex legal exercise, but it resulted in a school council having the power to 

advise the Principal on all issues that impacted on the school community (Cameron, 

1996). 

The Northern Territory Government announced findings of its Estimates Review 

Committee in March 1991, which resulted in significant cuts in school staffing levels 
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as well as curriculum and support services. The Education Minister at the time, 

Shane Stone, was responsible for reviewing ways to cut costs in his department. 

Stone (2014) writes, 

I was to come back to Cabinet with a shopping list of savings ...school 

closures, increased rations and class sizes, cutbacks in head office and 

discretionary expenditure. In a nutshell I was to contribute over 5% to the 

overall savings. 

The effect was a 5.2% reduction to the NT Education and the Arts budget and was to 

be spread as a 5% cut to schools and colleges and 11-16% cuts in administration and 

services (Cameron, 1996). Rationalisation measures that were to affect schools 

included devolution of operating costs, curriculum development and advisory 

services. School closures and staffing formula changes were also undertaken. A 

number of administrative functions, such as finance, supply and salary, were to be 

reorganised from the regional model developed a few years earlier and centralised 

(1992 Annual Report, NTDoE, 1993). 

 

Figure 24: School closure cartoon featuring Shane Stone and Labor Leader 

Brian Ede (Wicking, in Stone, 2014). 
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The journal of the NT branch of the Australian Teacher’s Union reported on the 

events that had unfolded throughout the year (1991 Conference Motions, 1991, p. 4): 

The old saying that ‘history repeats itself’ is quite applicable to the scenario 

in the Education Department. This year has seen attacks on Northern 

Territory Teachers and Education which are unprecedented. Even the 

vigorous cuts of 1987, which saw $6.5 million slashed from education and 

the introduction of the Towards the 90s, now seem like that was only the 

beginning for the demise that was to follow. The vision that was portrayed in 

1987 has become blinded by economical ineptitude in 1991. 

Teacher to student ratios were increased and advisors were abolished. Tiwi and 

Rapid Creek Primary Schools in Darwin, Karguru Primary School in Tennant Creek 

and Traeger Park Primary School in Alice Springs closed shortly after the 

announcement. An NT News editorial of 20 April 1992 reported that ‘The closure of 

schools continue to rankle, more so where they have re-opened as private schools at 

Rapid Creek and Traegar Park.’ 

Shane Stone (2014) recalls, 

I met with parents, teachers and weeping children distraught about their 

school closure. I was abused, accused and ridiculed as I made my way around 

the Territory implementing the reforms. Posters lampooning my efforts 

appeared in schools and around the streets. 
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Figure 25: Poster depicting Minister Shane Stone during the Economic Review 

Committee (ERC) period of cutbacks (Stone, 2014). 

Stone (2014) felt that with all the turmoil, this was an opportunity to redesign the NT 

education system: ‘I resolved out of the turmoil I would build a better school system, 

one that served Territorians with greater efficiency and more measured outputs.’ 

However, in 1992 both Geoff Spring as CEO and Minister Stone were succeeded, 

respectively by Michael Fong as the NT education Chief Executive Officer and Fred 

Finch as Minister for Education. The public education system then underwent 

another corporate reorganisation, which resulted in the divisional creation of 

Operations North and Operations South. 

Operations North was made up of five NT regions, Darwin North, Darwin Central, 

Palmerston and Rural, Katherine, and East Arnhem, servicing 88 primary and 69 pre-

schools with nearly 20,000 students. Darwin Secondary was later added to make it 6 

regions. Operations South was made up of two regions, Alice Springs and Barkly 

(Tennant Creek), with six urban primary schools, two junior high schools, one 

comprehensive high school, one senior secondary college, one school of the air, one  
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Map 3: Map of the Northern Territory identifying Operations North and South 

education divisions (NTDoE, 1995b, p. viii). 
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special school and forty-seven rural schools and a total student enrolment of 6920 

(1992 Annual Report, NTDoE 1993). A Superintendent who was the direct contact 

for schools in their regions headed each region. 

In November 1992 the new Education Minister held a Devolution Symposium with 

the intention to identify unresolved concerns and future directions with devolution 

(Cameron 1996, p. 113). There were three underlying purposes: to move the focus 

from mandatory devolution to its educational outcomes, to develop appreciation of 

the process and the support available, and to consider development of school 

management practices to accommodate the changes. 

Formal establishment of the Northern Territory Board of Studies (NTBOS) also 

supported self-management. Cameron (1996, p. 97) wrote that the Board's role was 

to accredit senior secondary school courses and issue certificates for: 

... secondary courses, to advise the Secretary on curriculum policy from pre-

school through to Year 12 and be responsible for the quality of education 

offered in our schools. It was to be independent and representative. Its 

independence was important, to strengthen public confidence and bring the 

Territory into line with the Australian states. 

Teacher recruitment was not a responsibility devolved to the schools, and prior to 

devolution the majority of teacher recruitment responsibilities were handled centrally 

from Darwin. This changed in 1993, when responsibility for teacher recruitment 

passed to the divisions. Policy and guidelines for teacher induction were made at the 

departmental level and designed and implemented by the divisions and regions. Both 

North and South divisions took different approaches for the urban and rural areas, 
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reflecting different patterns of student and teacher retention and mobility, support 

program availability, student make-up and isolation factors (Whitmore and 

Moskowitz, 1997). 

Although schools were now administratively responsible for managing many of their 

own demands, as at 1996, curriculum development and implementation; staff 

recruitment and payment of salaries; capital works, purchases, repairs and 

maintenance and overall education policy were all still centralised departmental 

functions. 

Moves towards whole systemic curriculum changes occurred in the 1990s, initially 

with the development of outcomes profiling for all subject areas, followed by the 

development and implementation process later in the decade of the Northern 

Territory Curriculum Framework (NTCF), which catered for Kindergarten to Year 

10 students in the NT. 

The pilot project for NT Outcome Profiles in 1994 to 1995 became available to all 

teachers and was implemented in many NT schools through a national version in 

1996. The Profiles were implemented as a three-year process with the aim of 

capturing each student’s competencies and skills along a continuum of learning in 

the eight key learning areas. In 1996, the Northern Territory Certificate of Education 

(NTCE) was also introduced to cater for senior students, this replacing the South 

Australian Certificate of Education. Key competencies were introduced as a 

compulsory requirement for all courses in Stages 1 and 2 (1996 Annual Report, 

NTDoE, 1997). 
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In 1997 departments were organised into four divisions. Operations North and 

Operations South remained and were joined by Corporate Services and also the 

Board of Studies. Operations North and South were responsible for nine regions, 

each region headed by a Superintendent who was responsible for managing the 

educational programs in their respective region. Group School Principals were also 

introduced in 1997 as an initiative to improve education outcomes by providing 

leadership and support to groups of isolated schools in the Alice Springs and Barkly 

regions (1997 Annual Report, NTDoE, 1998). 

Devolution changed the relationships between teachers and principals and the 

corporate department. Negotiations in 1996 for performance-based executive 

contracts for principals were implemented in 1997 and this also changed the 

relationships between principals and their teachers. The SEETRC (1998, p. 155) 

found that, ‘Now with fixed term contracts depending on satisfactory management 

performance, they are seen by teachers as agents of government.’ These contracts 

meant that permanency was forfeited, and several of the respondents interviewed 

also found themselves on these executive contracts. 

R5M74: …the notion of contracts for principals. Because I don’t think that’s 

been good for us as a leadership group. I think it’s changed the way we are, 

the way we operate and it’s caused the Department to believe principals are 

now firmly in bed with the Department. 

R5M74: Now, ‘them and us’ is not good, but it exists. I don’t like the context 

or don’t like the way in which principals can sort of be called upon to do the 

bidding of others, the Department’s bidding, often without negotiation and 
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conversation, because they’re on a contract. And that leads, in part, towards 

that vulnerability that people feel. 

R5M74: Contracts haven’t helped principals’ positions. In fact, I was talking 

to the president of the West Australian Principals’ Association at our leader’s 

forum back in April, and he was absolutely amazed that we have a system 

that totally unhinges contract positions from Northern Territory public service 

permanency. In Western Australia it works like this, that you hold your 

permanency with the system, and you get an elevation of salary that’s an 

allowance that’s added on in the higher duties context. But, if you go away 

from the principal’s position, you’ve got your fall back in substantiation 

within the public service. Here, when you go onto contract you actually have 

to sign two documents; you sign your contract, but you also sign a document 

relinquishing public service occupancy and you resign from the public 

service before you sign your contract. I saw one poor bloody principal having 

to do that during the leader’s forum. You know, the person came in, there 

were two documents, ‘Righto, here’s your relinquishment document.’ And 

people are frightened because a contract, at best, is four years long and people 

are frightened that they won’t have their contracts renewed. Now, what they 

fail to recognise is the fact that renewal of contracts, or non-renewal, is fairly 

infrequent, but it’s real. The major thing they fail to realise, of course, is that 

under public service permanency conditions, you can be absolved from 

continuation in the workplace if you’re a mediocre performer. However, 

you’re protected by the length of time that the system takes to establish 

inadequacy. And getting rid of an unable operator is a nightmare. But it’s 
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because people are on contract, because many of them are pretty young, and 

because a contract is finite, that I think they do that acquiescing. I don’t think 

they’ve got the courage of their convictions. I think some of them have got 

the convictions, but definitely not the courage to speak out as they used to. 

In 1998 Peter Adamson, Minister for Education, decided that in the context of the 

NT Governments policy Planning for Growth (Reed, 1998), the Department of 

Education required an in-depth review focussing on improving results for students. A 

Task Group of four people was established to conduct a series of focus group 

meetings from school communities throughout the NT over a six-week period. 

Teachers and community participants had an opportunity to tell their story, and for 

many educational staff, this was the first time that they had ever been approached by 

Executive (Schools… Our Focus, NTDoE, 1999b). 

An initial outcome from the review was a reduction of senior executive positions. 

Michael Fong, who had been Secretary since 1992, left and was replaced by the 

Deputy Secretary, Wal Czernezkyi. Many other senior staff either resigned from 

education or moved to other NT government agencies (1998 Annual Report, NTDoE, 

1999a). 

Schools… Our Focus: Shaping Territory Education (NTDoE 1999b) was published 

as a result of the 1998 Education Review. With six guiding principles, seventeen key 

areas were identified for improvement in education, and fact sheets for each of the 

seventeen key areas were published identifying the key area, actions to date and 

future actions. There was a strong message that the departmental functions were 

going to refocus their actions on supporting schools, teachers and student outcomes. 
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The fact sheets were distributed to all schools. In this pack was also the introduction 

of Inform, with the first issue of March, 1999. Inform was a newspaper published by 

the DoE with the aim of keeping educators up to date with progress on the 

implementation of recommendations from Schools... Our Focus. 

The Seventeen Key Areas identified in Schools... Our Focus (NTDoE, 1998b) for 

action were: 

1. Staffing of Primary Schools: 

Need to increase resources to urban primary schools. 

Actions: Adjust current formulae by February 1999 and the creation of 60 

positions. (As at March 1999 an additional 40 administrative staff and 41 

teaching staff had already commenced in urban schools). 

2. Stabilise staffing levels at Bush Schools: 

Major difficulty was non-replacement of staff later in year as student numbers 

decreased due to seasonal, social and cultural factors. 

Action: Cost of $400,000 factored into 1999-2000 Estimates. (As at March 

1999, staffing levels established regardless of student fluctuations). 

3. Restructure Head Office: 

More coordinated support and communication for schools from office-based 

staff. 

Actions: More cohesive Head Office to be created consolidating school 

support areas. An organisational chart with the new structure being prepared 

with list of affected positions. (As at March 1999, seven new Branch Director 

positions were advertised.) 

4. Restructure curriculum function of the Board of Studies Services Division: 
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Action: Curriculum development and implementation in a way that 

minimised teacher workloads, is more relevant to students and more user 

friendly. 

5. Prioritise and simplify the curriculum: 

Streamline the overcrowded curriculum. 

Actions: Appoint a Director Curriculum Services Branch and establish a task 

group to review curriculum provision. 

6. Review Quality Outcomes Branch: 

Confusion in schools about the role and future direction of student assessment 

and certification. Review relevance of the Junior Secondary Studies 

Certificate (JSSC) and the complex system for the NTCE. 

Actions: A certification process undertaken and a task group established to 

rationalise the existing certification process and an external consultant 

commissioned to review the Computer Based Administrative System for 

Schools (CBASS) administration and certification process. (As at March 

1999, Priorities 4, 5 and 6 were amalgamated and one task group formed to 

redesign and review tasks). 

7. Optimise face to face teaching time: 

Teachers spending too much time at Professional Development and other 

activities – disruptive to schools, students and programs. 

Actions: Reorganise Departmental activities to minimise impact on schools 

and reduce the pressure for relief teachers; Re-examine the Professional 

Development calendar; NT Principals Association to investigate option of a 

professional development budget to be devolved to schools who will then 

manage their own professional development priorities. 
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8. Introduce a new model for a relationship between schools and the 

Department’s executive: 

Realign role of superintendents and direct educational support and leadership 

through a ‘cluster principal’ arrangement. 

Actions: The cluster principal arrangement to replace superintendents model 

by year 2000; Principals are now appointed on contract and under the 

devolved model are expected to take on more administrative responsibility; 

develop a new model for relationship between schools and department 

executive. 

9. Consolidate Aboriginal program delivery: 

Refocus policy and program delivery in Aboriginal education within one area 

of the new Department structure. 

Actions: Develop a consolidated Aboriginal Education Branch to facilitate 

policy and directions in Aboriginal education; former NT Senator Bob 

Collins to undertake a review and develop a plan for Aboriginal education 

and to set key directions for next 5 years as part of a twenty-year plan. 

10. Phase out the bilingual education program: 

Progressively withdraw the bilingual education program and better resource 

English language programs. 

Actions: Consultation to take place with all schools and communities affected 

by this decision. 

11. Increase resources for behaviour management: 

Increase resources to Student Services. 
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Actions: Recruit a new Branch Director and formulate a new staffing 

establishment; review roles and functions of sections, services providers and 

modes of delivery. 

12. Consolidate IT policy and support within one area of the Department. 

Actions: Recruit a branch director; establish a task group to develop a future 

actions document for incorporation of technology into core business of 

teaching and learning. 

13. Revise 1998 Information Technology Business Case: 

Schools want better access to modern hardware, software and training. 

Actions: Revise the Department’s IT Business Case. 

14. More streamlined administrative procedures: 

Streamline compliance and acquittal procedures to simplify school-based 

management. 

Actions: An audit of schools’ most time consuming administrative processes 

to be undertaken on behalf of head office and; a review of human resources 

and financial delegations. 

15. Simplify funding disbursement procedures: 

Streamline administrative processes for distribution of funds under both 

Northern Territory and Commonwealth funds. 

Actions: Financial administrators to investigate current problems and identify 

solutions. 

16. Consolidate Darwin-based central office: 

Action: Audit all the Department’s currently leased office accommodation 

and costs; identify suitable buildings and lease costs. 
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17. Realign the Department’s budget to activities: 

To better reflect its operations. 

Actions: Departmental Budgetary Committee established to examine budget 

structure. 

Significant changes were made in 1999 as many of the recommendations from the 

1998 Education Review were being implemented. By the end of 1999, five 

 

Figure 26: Visual Representation of the 1998 structure and the proposed direction 
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recommendations had been implemented, a further eleven were nearing completion 

and eleven were ongoing. Despite the changes being made, the departmental 

Secretary conceded that major issues continued to affect the system (1999 Annual 

Report, NTDoE, 2000, p.1). These included the itinerant nature of some of the 

student population; attendance, participation and retention rates of Indigenous 

students; teacher recruitment and retention; and the cost of service delivery. The 

organisational structure remained with two Divisions. The regions of Schools North 

and Schools South both came under the Schools Services Division, which also 

included Curriculum Services, Student Services and Indigenous Education, and the 

second Division was the Strategic Services and Operations Division, which included 

operational branches such as finance and human resources. Superintendents were 

now to be replaced by a new Cluster School model which was to be implemented in 

2000 (1999 Annual Report, NTDoE, 2000). 

By 1999 the Multilevel Assessment Program (MAP) had evolved into the National 

Assessment Program (NAP), which was produced by all Australian education 

ministers as a result of the Adelaide Declaration on National Goals for Schooling in 

the 21st Century (1999), but the testing of literacy and numeracy was still done 

separately by each state and territory (www.acara.edu.au/assessment, 2016). 

 

6.3 The New Millennium 

The new millennium brought with it instability with education ministers and chief 

executive officers and transiency within the senior executive continued throughout 

the decade. Three Northern Territory Chief Ministers reigned over the 10 years: 
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Denis Burke (CLP), Clare Martin (ALP), and Paul Henderson (ALP). Six Ministers 

were appointed in this period: Minister Peter Adamson left government in January 

2001 and was replaced for eight months by Minister Christopher Lugg, Minister 

Sydney Stirling assumed the role until 2006, Paul Henderson, the Chief Minister, 

then took on the role, followed by Minister Marion Scrymgour in 2007, and then Dr 

Christopher Burns until 2010. After a period of stability in the 1990s with Michael 

Fong from 1992 until 1998, there were also four changes of Chief Executive Officers 

for Education during the following decade: Peter Plummer, Ken Simpson, Margaret 

Banks and Gary Barnes. This transiency within government meant that there were 

considerable changes and ongoing reorganisation to the public education system in 

the ten years leading to 2010. 

In 2000 the Secretary for Education was replaced by Peter Plummer and the position 

retitled as Chief Executive Officer. Plummer had arrived in the NT from Papua New 

Guinea in 1980 to take up the position as founding Principal of Batchelor College. 

As with previous new appointments, the department was again reorganised and more 

changes were implemented. Within the first year, changes included the establishment 

of a Strategic Planning and Reporting Division as well as a Schools Program Branch 

(2000 Annual Report, NTDoE, 2001). 

Plummer introduced the Plan on a Page initiative to present the corporate planning 

framework (2001-02 Annual Report, NTDEET, 2002). This established the 

Department’s targets on one page, with six principles, eight strategies and four 

outcomes, as follows: 
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Principles 

1. Core business of education in the NT is to deliver high quality and relevant 

student learning 

2. Schools provide a safe collaborative learning environment that inspires 

learning for territory children 

3. All possible education resources be directed to schools 

4. All education infrastructure and allied departmental services have a main 

focus to support schools and their students 

5. The structure and culture of the education system in the Northern Territory 

facilitates and values the education of children and the work of teachers 

6. Parents and school councils are essential partners in education 

Strategies 

1. Prioritise and simplify the curriculum 

2. Introduce a new model for the relationship between schools, their councils 

and the Department’s executive 

3. Improve Indigenous education program delivery and student outcomes 

4. Build and train a highly effective teaching force 

5. Review special education resources and needs, and improve targeted 

delivery 

6. Consolidate learning delivery and support 

7. Improve financial management across the Department 

8. Increase Departmental participation in international education 
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Outcome areas to be measured 

1. Learners for the Future 

Information Technology as a learning tool 

Curriculum – relevance, currency, streamline 

2. Renewing Teaching 

Professional development – entry to exit 

Workforce Planning – recruitment, succession planning 

Retention – conditions 

3. Indigenous Education Outcomes 

Attendance – community support 

Competence with oracy, literacy – ESL and Numeracy 

Hearing/health 

Development for Indigenous teachers 

4. Systems Alignment 

Flexible, enabling strategic outcomes 

Minimalistic, efficient 

Meets needs of end users first 

The launching of the Learning and Technology in Schools project (LATIS) in 2000 

to 2001 provided a push to bring schools into the 21st century with technology 

usage in schools by both teachers and their students. The NT Government 

committed $35million over a five-year period. In 2001, 3800 new computers were 

allocated to schools, satellite communications were installed in 185 schools, and an 

online network was introduced so that internet and email services could bridge 

communications between schools and the Department. Professional development 
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programs were launched to train teachers in the use of technology to support and 

encourage them and their students to use the computers being placed in schools 

(2001-02 Annual Report, NTDEET, 2002). By the end of 2002, 87 two-way 

satellite sites were installed in remote Indigenous communities in order to deliver 

interactive learning for educational delivery (2002-03 Annual Report, NTDEET, 

2003). 

Another change was the draft completion of the Territory’s own outcomes-based 

curriculum document, which catered for years Transition to Year 10. By January 

2001, 85 schools were scheduled to pilot the NT Curriculum Framework, which 

aimed to identify common learning outcomes for all students in the NT with 

developmental learning pathways. The one single document incorporated four 

inter-related structural components: EsseNTial Learnings, English as a Second 

Language, Indigenous Languages and Culture and the eight Learning Areas – 

English, Health and Physical Education, Languages, Mathematics, Science, Studies 

of Society and Environment, Technology and the Arts (2000 Annual Report, 

NTDoE, 2001). Ministerial approval for the Curriculum Framework in 2002 

provided the scope for full implementation in all NT schools in 2003 and the 

professional development program for teachers in the use of the Framework (2001-

02 Annual Report, NTDEET, 2002). 

By 2003, schools were now being identified as within clusters: City Cluster 

(Darwin), Palmerston and Rural Cluster, Arnhem Cluster, Rivers Cluster (Katherine), 

Central Storm Cluster (Tennant Creek), and Desert Oaks Cluster (Alice Springs). 

Within each cluster, some principals would take on a Cluster Principal role, and 

would then be aligned to a Branch Director. This model was seen to close the gap 
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between schools and the Department executive, as well as provide principals with an 

opportunity to further develop their leadership skills. Principals, through their cluster 

principals, would have a formal channel for raising system level concerns with 

Map 4: Department of Education Reorganisation Cluster Model (2003-04 Annual 

Report, NTDEET, 2004, p.107-108). 
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General Managers and Directors. In addition, the cluster model was designed as a 

supportive network of schools, encouraging a means of communication and 

interaction between schools. According to the 2003-2004 Annual Report, a cluster 

was defined as ‘a devolved, self-managing, cross-school sector grouping of schools 

based on geographic proximity’ (2003-04 Annual Report, NTDEET, 2004, p. 19). 

Planning for establishment of a Teacher Registration Board for Territory teachers 

began in 2003, with implementation scheduled for 2004. The aim was that the 

Board would enhance the status of the NT teaching profession and improve the 

skills and retention of teachers in schools (2002-03 Annual Report, NTDEET, 

2003). 

As at 30th June 2003, 32,605 students were enrolled throughout 150 NT Public 

schools. There were a total of 4,453 employees, who included: 

 71 executive contract principals, 40% male and 60% female 

 620 executive teachers, 31% male and 69% female 

 2,026 in teaching roles, 23% male and 77% female 

Throughout 2002/03 516 teachers had left the department, 179 of those being for 

cessation of contracts and 213 for reasons including normal attrition, such as 

retirement (16) and dismissal (16), and the balance for personal reasons (2002-03 

Annual Report, NTDEET, 2003). 

In 2004, the Chief Executive for Education, Peter Plummer, introduced a set of 

initiatives under the title Voice of People (2004). This was intended to address 

communication issues and provide the newly named Department of Employment, 
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Education and Training (DEET) employees with a voice, making links between the 

corporate world and schools. Three hundred DEET staff were randomly selected to 

participate in discussions, providing direct feedback to DEET executives that would 

shape the future planning of the department. This initiative was to occur annually. A 

From the CE to You website was launched to serve as a communication link from 

Corporate to all DEET staff, with a fortnightly address from the Chief Executive. 

The inFORM newspaper, which had been introduced in 1979, continued to be 

produced six times a year, covering DEET initiatives, news and school information. 

Cluster Capers, a newsletter for principals and school staff, was introduced with an 

aim to publish eight times a year. It contained an editorial from one of the three 

General Managers Schools, a report from each school cluster, general educational 

information that needed to be disseminated, changes to principal positions and 

important dates (2003-04 Annual Report, NTDEET, 2004). 

The following year, the CEO Peter Plummer retired and the new NT Education Chief 

Executive, Margaret Banks, the first female ever selected for the role, was appointed 

in October 2005, having previously held a number of positions in the Department of 

Education and Training in Western Australia (2005-06 Annual Report, NTDEET, 

2006). 

Once Banks had settled into her role, restructuring changes were again made to the 

corporate arm of the organisation with the aim of bringing the various administrative 

functions into alignment for increased efficiency and effectiveness. Within the new 

structure, five senior positions now reported to the Chief Executive: Deputy CE 

Education Services, Deputy CE Employment and Training, Executive Director 

Schools, Executive Director Central Australia, and Deputy Chief Executive Planning 
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and Resources. The new structure was intended to focus on issues similar to previous 

restructuring issues: 

 Teaching, learning and standards; 

 Improvements in services to indigenous students living in remote areas; 

 Retention and achievement of students and provision of clear pathways to 

apprenticeships, training and further education; 

 Improved services to regions and the provision of strong leadership in the 

regions to support implementation of policy in key areas. 

In the same year, a six point strategic plan representing the Department’s key 

priorities and directions was released (2004-05 Annual Report, NTDEET, 2005). 

This included areas identified by the Voice of DEET focus groups: 

 Building the NT workforce; 

 Protecting the NT workforce; 

 DEET workforce development and capacity building; 

 Infrastructure development and maintenance; 

 Improved educational outcomes for all students; 

 Improved educational outcomes for Indigenous students. 

In 2006 a decision was made by the NT Labor government to introduce middle 

schools. This move resulted from the 2003 Secondary Education Review Future 

Directions for Secondary Education in the Northern Territory (Ramsey, 2003). There 

was considerable impact, affecting families, school communities and the system, and 

widespread criticism of the report, particularly as the review proposed that year 7 

students currently in a primary school would move to secondary school facilities. 

Much of the community was concerned with the amalgamation of year 7 students 
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with year 8 and 9 students based on the maturation level of the year 7 students. There 

were also concerns about the displacement of primary school teachers and those that 

would now be teaching in a middle school environment. Some arguments considered 

that this major educational change was more political than educational. Palmer 

(2006, p. 2) observed that: 

The irony in the case of the Northern Territory is that the Minister proposes 

middle schools on the grounds that the creation of middle schools will 

increase academic standards, whereas in other parts of the world middle 

school systems are being overturned on the grounds that they have reduced 

academic standards. 

Although there had been a considerable amount of time and effort dedicated to 

reviews and public consultation, many teachers and parents did not support the 

changes. For example, R6M75 felt that, ‘teachers were confronted with significant 

changes to the way that they had trained and worked in schools previously with 

children, with a general confusion about the expectations of teacher categories.’ 

Despite the concerns, middle year reforms began in Alice Springs and Tennant Creek 

in 2007. With the Top End schools, the process was staggered over two years. Year 

10 students were identified as senior years of schooling and located in year 10, 11 

and 12 senior colleges. The following year, the year 7 students joined the year 8 and 

9 students in dedicated middle schools (2005-06 Annual Report, NTDEET, 2006). 

Some teachers were opposed to the introduction of middle schools because of the 

impact that it would have on the students. 
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R7F79: …the introduction of middle schools is a backward step. I think it 

should all be on the one campus, from preschool to year 12, because when 

you look at Indigenous education, the big worry is kids ‘falling through the 

cracks,’ which is their words, not mine. That between year, well it’s now year 

6 and 7, because at the time they were talking about 7 and 8, they lost a lot of 

kids who never got from primary to secondary, now you’ve put another 

compulsory crack into the system, and if you want the retention rates to 

improve and for the kids to feel comfortable, you need to have it, as 

Palmerston was originally designed to have the whole lot, childcare centre, 

preschool, primary school, secondary school, all on the one big block of land 

and integrated so that move for the kids was easy. 

In 2008 the National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) was 

introduced and managed centrally by the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and 

Reporting Authority (ACARA). NAPLAN is recognised as the annual Australia wide 

assessment tool for students in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. The data obtained from the 

NAPLAN tests were collated and used to show all schools' average performance 

against other schools nationally (www.acara.edu.au/assessment, 2016).   

Also in 2008 the Chief Minister Paul Henderson, who was also the Northern 

Territory Minister for Education and Training, commissioned a review into the 

Education Department. Associate Professor James Ladwig from The University of 

Newcastle, and Dr Chris Sarra, from the Indigenous Education Leadership Institute 

of the Queensland University of Technology, undertook the review. The aim of the 

review was to provide a scaffold for the Department’s future strategic planning in the 
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organisation and governance of its own work. The framework for the review was 

based around three main questions: 

1. How does the current structure operate in ways that are inefficient? 

2. How does the current structure support or hinder quality teacher and 

learning programs for its students? 

3. How might the structure of the department better support the achievement 

of its aspirations and goals, particularly in producing high quality, equitable 

student outcomes? 

The terms of reference were, according to Ladwig and Sarra (2009), 

To refocus the Northern Territory Department of Education and Training to 

more efficiently deliver the Government’s commitments to improved school 

attendance and levels of literacy and numeracy and meet future challenges in 

education. 

In March 2009 the report was released as the Structural Review of the Northern 

Territory Department of Education and Training: Delivering the Goods. In this 

Ladwig and Sarra (2009) made recommendations for restructuring the Department 

around five main themes: 

1. Building a more coherent system; 

2. Building a performance-based system; 

3. Strengthening organisational capacity through improved recruitment and 

retention of staff; 
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4. Increased participation of Indigenous personnel, and 

5. Strengthening school governance with improved community participation. 

 Ladwig and Sarra (2009, p. 11) found that the NT had historically been challenged 

with many issues, but considered that now the infrastructure was in place, the 

Department was in an ideal situation to move forward and to: 

…raise its own systemic expectations and focus more on the quality of its 

performance as a system, with a more concerted and strategic focus on 

increasing the educational performance of its students. 

Similar to reports decades prior to self-government, such as Marsh, Pratt and Griggs 

(1961), it was an irony that Ladwig and Sarra (2009, p. 11) also argued that: 

Anyone even slightly familiar with the stark realities and difficult social and 

geographic challenges facing the Territory would know that the basic 

question of building and staffing schools in many parts of the Territory has 

required such effort as to divert attention from the even more difficult task of 

ensuring those buildings house high quality educational programs. 

The Review (Ladwig and Sarra. 2009, p. 20-26) further reported the following 20 

findings: 

Finding 1: There is a clear lack of clear systemic direction. Goals and priorities 

identified by the system reflect specific project and individual interests, driven by 

funding without coordination. There is a lack of identified measurable targets for 

the system. 
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Finding 2: The system reflects high levels of systemic ‘de-coupling’ 

(organisational slippage between units that are meant to function in an integrated 

manner) and ‘silo building’ (organisational empire building). 

Finding 3: There is a preponderance of ad hoc decision making in relation to 

allocation and distribution of resources. 

Finding 4: The system reflects a history of partial reforms, with layering of prior 

systemic structures, innovations and initiatives. 

Finding 5: There is a preponderance of unrelated initiatives based on the search 

of the ‘silver bullet’ – reflecting a lack of systemic coherence. 

Finding 6: There is an over-extension of capacity within the central departmental 

office, with too many personnel working across too many specific programs and 

initiatives. 

Finding 7: There are identifiable limits of capacity relating to current information 

and data systems. Several data systems that should be integrated are not yet 

sufficiently developed to be of most use to clients within the system. 

Finding 8: There is a lack of internal performance review, for both individuals 

and schools. While the system has adopted an APIF15 for schools, it has not 

adopted a corporate APIF. 

                                                 

15 Accountability and Performance Improvement Framework. 
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Finding 9: A lack of internal improvement cycles is evident, hampered by a lack 

of rigorous internal research, with insufficient internal historical recording to 

document prior achievements and trials. 

Finding 10: The lack of institutional memory and history is further hampered by 

a lack of succession planning. 

Finding 11: The system currently has no rigorous means to identify and reward 

its most effective people and programs. 

Finding 12: A broad acceptance of departmental inefficiency (‘That’s the way it 

is up here’). 

Finding 13: A clear embedding of institutional self-interest defences (‘Why don’t 

we get one too?’). 

Finding 14: A culture of complaint (‘The problem with the department is….’) 

Finding 15: A culture of blaming others (‘They need to…’, ‘The problem is 

they….’). 

Finding 16: A culture of non-responsibility (‘You can’t hold us responsible 

for….’). 

Finding 17: A prevalence of low expectations – in relation to students, teachers, 

and other system personnel (‘They can’t do…’). 

Finding 18: A prevalence of ‘push back’ – from the school all the way to the 

Minister (‘That’s too hard – it can’t be done’). 
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Finding 19: A presumption that current system incapacity requires more 

personnel (‘We need more staff’). 

Finding 20: Reported acceptance of un-professional behaviours (‘It’s as if being 

rude is accepted up here’). 

At the time of the report, there were increasing concerns in schools regarding the 

number of corporate staff that were in administrative and executive positions. 

R5M74: I actually spoke to the then Minister for Education – it was Paul 

Henderson – after the report came out, and said to him that it was somewhat 

juxtapositional that on the one hand the report recommended – or, my reading 

of the report was that it recommended that the office structure of the non-

school’s structure be trimmed down and that a refocus onto schools, and what 

was happening within the schools, needed to occur. And the juxtapositional 

bit was that, one of the first reactions to the report was to increase the 

hierarchy of our department by adding positions at an executive director 

level, but adding at school’s performance manager level, and it just seemed 

odd to me that that occurred. 

Shortly following the Ladwig and Sarra review, the DET Strategic Plan 2009–12 

was launched and identified systemic targets that were to be achieved by 2012. 

Under the banner ‘A Smart Territory’, the strategic plan was based on delivering a 

smart Territory through quality education and training. This plan presented three 

overarching strategies: 

1. Quality people and partnerships: Getting the right people; developing people 

and partnerships. 
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2. Quality systems and support: Transparency and data driven decision making; 

alignment and coherence. 

3. Quality strategies and programs: All stages of learning: early years, primary 

and middle, senior years. 

Seven system targets were identified as achievable by 2012, including increased 

student attendance in very remote (80%), remote (90%) and provincial schools 

(90%); 20% increase in NTCE completions; 20% completion rate for VET in schools 

certificate; 3% increase in proportion of non-indigenous students at or about national 

minimum standards in NAPLAN tests; and 9% increase in proportion of indigenous 

students at or above national minimum in all NAPLAN tests. 

The Chief Executive, Margaret Banks, who had previously been recruited from 

Western Australia, was terminated, and in 2009 a new Chief Executive Officer, Gary 

Barnes, was recruited from Queensland and appointed to the Department. In a 

Stateline NT ABC interview, James (2009) interviewed Barnes. James presented a 

picture of a public education system that had not yet evolved as a fully functioning 

system: 

The Territory's Education Department has been through a tumultuous few 

years – teachers on strike, the sacking of the department CEO last year, and 

literacy and numeracy results are still routinely the worst in the country. Now 

a review into the department undertaken at the end of last year has finally 

been made public. It describes a directionless bureaucracy that tolerates 

incompetence in some of its teachers and principals, and has low expectations 

for its students, particularly those in remote Indigenous communities. 
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6.4 Northern Territory Education in 2010 

Although attendance at school is not compulsory for children in the NT until they are 

six years of age, children turning four on or before 30 June are eligible to enrol in a 

regular pre-school program at the start of the school year in urban areas and, when 

accompanied by a responsible carer, from three years in remote areas. Children 

turning four after 30 June are eligible to enrol in a pre-school program on or after 

their fourth birthday, if places are available and on the basis that that the child will 

access more than 12 months of preschool (2010-2011 Annual Report, NTDET, 

2011). As at 2010, total preschool student enrolments represented 9.9% of the 

government student numbers. The percentage of Indigenous children who were 

enrolled in and attending an early childhood education program was 39.5%.  

Northern Territory children generally begin the compulsory stages of schooling at 

age five. There are three main phases of learning in the public school structure, a 

transition year, followed by six years of primary schooling, three years of middle 

schooling (Years 7-9), and three years of secondary schooling (Years 10-12). The 

South Australian certification of Education (SACE) curriculum administered in 

South Australia is also taught in Northern Territory secondary schools, where it is 

known as the Northern Territory Certificate of Education and Training (NTCET). 

Students who successfully complete their secondary education also receive an 

equivalence national Australian Tertiary Administration rank16 from 2010, to 

determine university admittance. 

                                                 

16 Australian Tertiary Administration rank is a percentile ranking to simplify the comparison of 

entrance levels of students. 
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At the end of 2010, the Northern Territory had 152 public schools, 15 Catholic 

schools and 21 independent schools. A total of 43,494 students are enrolled in 

schools throughout the Northern Territory, with 32,978 in public schools and 10,516 

in non-government schools (2010-11 Annual Report, NTDET, 2011, p.31). 

Of the 188 government and non-government schools in the NT, 85 schools have 

nearly 100 per cent Indigenous enrolment. Ninety-five schools have Indigenous 

enrolments of over 80 per cent, which accounts for about 23 per cent of all students. 

Education services are also delivered to approximately 40 Homeland Learning 

Centres (HLCs)17 (2010-11 Annual Report, NTDET, 2011). 

Of all the students enrolled in NT government schools, 51.5 per cent are enrolled in 

one of the 41 schools in urban areas (including Darwin and Palmerston). A total of 

29.0 per cent of the student population is enrolled in one of 80 schools in very remote 

areas of the NT (parts of the Palmerston and Rural, Arnhem, Katherine, Barkly and 

Alice Springs regions). Schools in very remote locations tend to have much smaller 

student populations, but are required to ensure access to education for the entire 

dispersed NT population. Students attending distance education schools, such as the 

NT Open Education Centre (NTOEC), Alice Springs School of the Air, and 

Katherine School of the Air, make up 3.1 per cent of the student population. 

Although classified as remote, the physical location of the students can be anywhere 

from provincial to very remote (2010-11 Annual Report, NTDET, 2011, p. 30). 
                                                 

17 HLCs are small remote sites delivering education services to small groups of students who are 

unable to attend the central school in their area. They are administered by the designated central 

school, which sends teachers to visit the HLCs on a regular basis. Due to the mobile nature of 

families living in homelands, the number of HLCs fluctuates (2010-11 Annual Report, NTDET, 

2011, p. 29). 
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Students attending schools in remote and very remote areas experience educational 

disadvantage in a variety of ways. In remote areas, some of the major issues include 

recruiting and retaining teachers, barriers to accessing educational services and issues 

surrounding access to and costs and use of ICT.18 

On 24 June 2010, the number of staff employed by the Department was 4,910. The 

average age of employees was 43.6 years. The Department’s workforce continues to 

be predominantly female, with 3973 female and 1172 male employees. There have 

been significant increases in the number of female employees in the 26 to 30, 36 to 

40 and 51 to 55 age groups. There has been little change in the number of female or 

male employees in the 41 to 45 age group, while the number of male employees aged 

less than 40 years has increased and the number aged over 40 has decreased (2010-

11 Annual Report, NTDET, 2011, p. 128). 

Of the 4616 staff members employed at the end of Term 2, 2010, there were 3558 

who continued to be employed at the end of Term 2, 2011, giving a year-to-year 

retention rate within the department for 2010–11 of 77.1 per cent. For teaching staff, 

the retention rate for 2010–11 was 77.8 per cent (2010-11 Annual Report, NTDET, 

2011, p. 130). 

                                                 

18 These geographic locations (geolocations) have been coded using the MCEECDYA Schools 

Geographic Location Classification. Geolocations are determined by a combination of physical 

distance from the nearest services and the Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA). 

The NT is mapped as follows: Urban: Darwin, Palmerston and rural areas as far as and including 

Bees Creek. Remote: Alice Springs, Katherine, Darwin rural beyond Bees Creek including 

Batchelor, Adelaide River and Jabiru. Very Remote: all other areas of the NT (2010-11 Annual 

Report, NTDET, 2011, p. 106). 
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6.5 Summary 

Chapter six details the development of the NT Department of Education as the NT 

achieved self-government in 1978, following the progress chronologically through to 

2010. Section 6.1 explores the initial drive towards policy development and 

implementation; the appointment of education ministers, chief executive officers, 

superintendents and the administrative infrastructure to manage the various NT 

geographic regions; and the development of the NT Teaching Service. The 

introduction of devolution in the late 1980s was a significant change as school 

communities moved from a centralised form of administration and were now 

required to take responsibility for their own affairs (6.2). 

The new millennium brought continued instability, with transiency of senior 

education executives and new appointments translating into ongoing departmental 

reorganisation, policy renewal and geographic reorganisation (6.3). A review 

commissioned by the NT Government (Ladwig and Sarra, 2009) found that overall, 

there was still a lack of clear systemic direction with the NT Education system. The 

chapter concludes with an overview of the NT Education system in 2010 (6.4). 
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Part 3 Teaching Territory Style 
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Chapter 7 Telling Tales 

Shabby, depressed, disturbed social priority children learned to read under my care: 

the efficacy of affection. I admired their stoicism under disaster; I lost my temper 

with them: they longed for my approval again. I could silence a room with a glance. 

I was good at jokes, the raised eyebrow, the smile, the delicate commentary on the 

absurdity of things that is the beginning of irony in eight year olds. 

 (Simone de Beauvoir as quoted in Steedman, 1992, p. 53). 

The guiding feature of this research consists of the contributions made by ten 

educators in semi-structured interviews and transcripts obtained from NT Archives 

for four educators. These educators provided perspective for this research based on 

their experiences in their various roles as teachers, senior teachers, principals, 

superintendents and directors within the NT public education system. 

The first aim of this chapter is to introduce the educators and their backgrounds as 

respondents, including the codes chosen to represent them (7.1). To maintain 

confidentiality, any references that may identify them have also been changed. 

Participants discuss why they came to the Northern Territory to teach (7.2), given the 

geographical remoteness and limited infrastructure relative to their own home towns. 

Section 7.3 presents the initial experiences that confronted the teachers when they 

arrived in the Territory, including issues such as transiency, housing shortages, 

different teaching contexts and a young population. Section 7.4 is a chapter 

summary. 
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7.1 Introducing the Respondents 

Whereas one of the archive transcripts is from a teacher who began teaching in 1933, 

those respondents who were interviewed were teachers who each had a minimum of 

fifteen years’ experience teaching in and/or managing Northern Territory public 

primary and secondary schools within the period between 1960 to 2010. They were a 

T = Transcript from Archives R = Respondent and a personal interview with author 

T1-4 or R1-10 = Number assigned to distinguish respondents 

F or M = Female or Male 

Number following F/M = Year that the respondent was recruited to the NT 

T1F33    Recruited Adelaide 1933 (Archives interview 1980) 

T2M60   Recruited from South Australia 1960 (Archives 1979) 

T3M71  Recruited from Melbourne 1971 (Archives) 

T4M72  Recruited from SA 1972 (Archives 1979) 

R1F65    Recruited from Adelaide 1965 (Interview 2010) 

R2M67  Recruited Sydney 1967 (Interview 2010) 

R3F71    Recruited from South Australia 1971 (Interview 2010) 

R4M72  Recruited from WA 1972 (Interview 2010) 

R5M74  Recruited from WA 1974 (Interview 2010) 

R6M75  Recruited from WA 1975 (Interview 2010) 

R7F79    Recruited from Queensland 1979 (Interview 2010) 

R8F88   Recruited 1988 (Interview 2010) 

R9M89  Recruited from Melbourne 1989 (interview 2009) 

R10F73  Husband recruited from Tasmania (Interview 2010) 

Table 5. List of participants. 
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mix of teachers who were either currently employed at the time of interview or were 

teachers who had previously retired or resigned. Ten teachers were interviewed to 

generate a broad selection of teaching contexts within the Territory and to look at 

data from a selection of perspectives, such as male/female, primary/secondary 

teachers, and principals/executive, from people who were educators for many years 

in remote and/or urban contexts. 

To maintain the confidentiality of participants, the researcher provided each 

participant with a code presented in Table 5 above. The 5 or 6 sequenced code allows 

the reader to determine key characteristics of the participant, whilst still maintaining 

confidentiality. T or R represents whether the response is from an archived transcript 

(T) or from a personal interview with the researcher (R). This is followed by a 

numerical value for each of the ten participants (1-10), for the purpose of researcher 

identification. Either F (female) or M (male) follows in the sequence to identify the 

gender, followed by the last two digits of the year (always in the 1900s) that the 

participant began their teaching career in the NT. 

7.1.1 T1F33, Recruited from South Australia and Retired in 1965, Having Spent 

32 Years Living and Teaching in Alice Springs 

I was born at Henley Beach in Adelaide in 1905. I applied to go to Alice 

Springs as a teacher. The job was advertised in the Teacher's Gazette. The 

salary was almost double what we were getting then because it was in the 

Depression, and it was a One Teacher school, and I very much liked the idea 

of being on my own. I was thrilled to bits. 
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I think mother was equally thrilled. In her very young days she had been one 

of the girls interviewed by Mrs Bradshaw for a Governess's position, but her 

mother was very much against it, because she had the idea she would be eaten 

by crocodiles, and she wasn't going to let her go up there. I started there on 

May 1, 1933. I resigned in 1936 to be married. I was married in the December 

of that year, and I was followed by Miss Robb. She was there for two or three 

years, and then a man teacher came, and then the school gradually grew. The 

town was growing, so was the school. 

At the end of the Depression things started to move fairly quickly generally, 

and I suppose there was a need for expansion. It was 12 years before I went 

back teaching, and I went back midway through 1949. A teacher was needed 

at the school. By that time my family was at school (2 boys) and out of my 

hands more or less, and I went back as assistant to Mr Rudd, who was then 

the Headmaster. There were then about a half a dozen teachers in the school, I 

think roughly the number. [The school was] in the same place, and had been 

added on to, and some demountables had been put up, and are still there. I 

went up there to take over the ‘School of Air,’ which started while I was still 

teaching at Hartley Street. … every teacher on the staff, in those days, was 

required to take a turn at broadcasting over the School of the Air. Yes. It was 

very much in the experimental stage then. It is the sort of thing that everyone 

would need to have some experience of doing, because it is quite different to 

any other type of teaching. 
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7.1.2 T2M60, Recruited from South Australia 

In those days people didn't want to travel to Darwin and teach, or live – it was 

an unknown area – so they were always looking for teachers. And so the 

South Australian government provided us with our fares. Well, I'd been 

teaching since 1950, so effectively with the time out for parish work – I'd 

probably been teaching eight years, no longer. However, subsequently the 

South Australian Department accredited me with, I think, ten years. So, that 

put me up in a level where I could apply for a promotion. 

We went up by train [in 1960], and took our car to a place called Quorn in 

South Australia – where in those days the old Ghan used to leave from there 

and travel north to Alice Springs. And from there you motored on up. You 

put your car on the flat-top. And that was how we travelled – across to 

Adelaide, then to Quorn, and then trained it on the old Ghan up to Alice 

Springs. Then from Alice Springs travelled by vehicle to Darwin in the car, 

and got there in the afternoon, around about the fifteenth of May, as I recall. 

We had four children. 

I reported on the Monday to school – Parap Primary School – and I remained 

there for a couple of years. I was only there for the remainder of 1960 

because Nightcliff School opened and I was appointed there for 1961. But I 

subsequently came back to Parap. I was there until 1968, and I became in 

1963 chief-assistantship class two, which meant I took over a section of the 

school. [In] 1966 I was in Parap Primary School as a chief assistant class one, 

and I applied for a position that became vacant at the school – deputy 

headmaster class two. I was successful, and was appointed to the deputy 
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headmaster class two position at Parap Primary School in 1967. I remained 

there until subsequently the position became vacant at Ludmilla Primary 

School for the deputy headmaster class one. 

When I went – in 1960 – to Parap Primary School, there were two other 

schools about to open, but Parap and Darwin Primary Schools were the only 

two primary schools. There was to be a Larrakeyah School open, Stuart Park 

school open, and a Nightcliff School open the following year. And Darwin 

High School had not yet been built; it was still meeting as Darwin High 

School in Woods Street, Darwin, using the old buildings that had been pre-

fabricated Bristol huts and so on. And that was where the Darwin High 

School was – next to the Darwin Primary School. 

I worked for the Darwin Teachers’ Association. Now, I didn’t become the 

president of that until 1968 I think it was, but 1'd been involved in a number 

of projects with the Darwin Teachers' Association. I started in 1972 – January 

1972 – with the Department of the Interior, Aboriginal Education Section. 

And I was located in the new offices in the T. & G. Building, fourth floor. My 

boss was Jim Gallacher. 

7.1.3 T3M71, Recruited from Melbourne 

My initial university and teacher training was in Melbourne. I scratched 

around and [was] very fortunate, at the last minute, to pick up a teaching 

scholarship. And then I transferred and did an economics degree - three years 

of economics at Monash University, followed by a year of Diploma of 

Education. Teaching for three years in Victoria – country Victoria, up in the 
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Wimmera – town called Warracknabeal on the edge of Wimmera in the 

Mallee. Three years of Lindsay Thompson and Henry Bolte, and decided it 

was time to try something else for a year or two. And just at that stage – in 

late 1970 – advertisements started to appear for what was to become the 

Commonwealth Teaching Service, or eventually the Northern Territory 

Teaching Service. They were looking for teachers to replace the South 

Australians, who until that time had been servicing the European schools in 

the main centres in the Territory. I thought that sounded interesting for a year 

or two. So, I went for an interview and was offered a job in Alice Springs. 

Well I went to the interview for a job in Alice Springs, cause I’d been there 

not many months previously, on a holiday, and I thought that sounded like a 

nice interesting place to go to for a holiday. But at the interview they said, 

well yes, I could have the job in Alice Springs, but would I consider going to 

Darwin. Well, I knew Darwin was a bit further up the track; I didn't quite 

know how much further up the track, but I thought: ‘Oh well, if I'm going to 

go to Alice Springs I might as well go to Darwin.’ So, I accepted a position in 

Darwin. That was early December 1970, and three weeks later we arrived 

here. 

I’d been married for two years, and we had our first daughter, at that stage 

was eight months old. We only came for a year or two – no particular reason 

for coming other than the fact we were getting a bit cheesed off with Victoria, 

or with the political developments there. And we thought, well, while we're 

young let's do something different for a couple of years. Once we’d been here 

we really didn't find a reason for leaving. 
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We found that whilst there are times of the year that Darwin gets us down – 

like I guess it gets everybody down – that over the years we’ve done so many 

different things, and so many interesting things, that we had no reason to 

leave. So, I guess it was a bit of a mixture – that we liked the place and 

wanted to stay, and we also couldn't think of any reason for not staying. 

7.1.4 T4M72, Recruited from South Australia. 

I was sent to the Northern Territory by the South Australian Education 

Department to disengage their commitment to the Northern Territory. I 

followed John Steinley, who later became Director General in South 

Australia. It was the period when the Federal Government had decided, or 

was deciding, to set up a state-type education system, based on the two 

Territories for which it was responsible. So, my job was to disengage the 

South Australian end, but I stayed on – I was leg-roped by the 

Commonwealth to set up the new system. And having done that, and left 

Darwin just after the cyclone, I went to the Australian Capital Territory and 

did the same thing there. I’d been appointed to Canberra in October of that 

same year [1974], and in fact the people in Canberra wanted me to relocate 

quite quickly. But I argued, to myself and to others, that the Northern 

Territory was at a critical stage; that Canberra could survive but maybe the 

Northern Territory school system couldn’t. So, since we hadn’t named a 

successor in the Director of Education post, I decided to stay on over 

Christmas and into January, to make sure that the school year was suitably 

organised, and then I would relocate to Canberra. I was there [in the NT] 

from 1972, ’3 and ’4, and I came out in January ’75. 
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 We'd had three years of change and construction in the Northern Territory 

just putting a school system together out of two bits which the 

Commonwealth had had, and they’d dealt with minor crises almost on a daily 

basis, certainly on a weekly basis. I mean, if you sent somebody out to clear 

up something at Papunya or Nhulunbuy or Yuendumu, or whatever, you just 

had to be sure that the person who went out there would act as though I was 

there, or the rest of us, and when he came – or she came back – we'd just 

agree with whatever decision they made on the spot. 

7.1.5 R1F65, Recruited from South Australia 

R1F65 arrived in the Northern Territory in 1965 as a neophyte teacher from South 

Australia, coming by ‘accident’ under the South Australian system when she finished 

at the Adelaide Technical College. 

I was a bonded student and had to write down three choices for teaching 

locations so I wrote down: 1. Alice Springs, 2. Country South Australia, 3. 

Darwin. I was sent to my third choice – Darwin. A friend had come to the NT 

the year before (she was familiar with Darwin) and had married a chap here. 

When I arrived, I was a single mother with one child. 

I liked the way of life here, easy going. Much to my surprise I liked teaching 

children – but learnt the hard way. I was based at Woods Street, First Class in 

Latin and Social Studies; Headley Beare had taught me Latin for 4 years in 

Port Augusta. I was shocked that I got real money when I was here, I could 

afford to get a cab home. I brought exercise books home every night for 

marking – red marks. 
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In 1970 R1F65 went to Adelaide High School for several years then came back to the 

NT in 1972 to Darwin High School (‘Merv Brooks was the Principal’). This was 

followed by 6 months in 1984 at Nightcliff, then to Dripstone with Ruary Bucknall 

as Principal in 1985/86. ‘In 1990 I went to Casuarina High – displaced 16 people in 

first year (looking at breaking Unions back 1993/94) – and then to the NTOEC for 15 

years, where I wrote the Year 12 NT History Course for SSABSA.’ 

7.1.6 R2M67, Recruited from Sydney 

I was working for the Royal Australian Navy as a young fellow. I wasn’t in 

the Navy, just working for them. I really wanted to have a tertiary education. 

Family circumstances in my family prohibited that; there were two brothers 

and it was made very evident that there was no money for a tertiary 

education. I really wanted to be a teacher; New South Wales was prepared to 

accept me as a student teacher, but they only paid $9 a week and I could not 

live on that. The Commonwealth was then advertising to train people to be 

teachers in Papua New Guinea, the NT and some of the Pacific island trust 

territories. So I applied for that and won and spent two very heavy years at a 

very amazing place called the Australian School of Pacific Administration, 

which [was] on George’s Head, in Sydney, in the most beautiful part of the 

world. A collection of old army huts from World War II and on military land, 

which is now part of the Sydney Harbour National Park. And I had two of the 

most amazing years of my life there. 

R2M67 came to the Territory as a beginning teacher in 1967 and spent two years in 

charge of a one teacher school at a place east of Daly Waters called Nutwood 

Downs, which no longer exists. This was followed by one year at Angurugu as a 
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senior primary classroom teacher, three years as head teacher at Belyuen, and three 

years as the principal of Ngukurr, Roper River. 

 I was appointed to Ngukurr, I didn’t actually ask for it, and that was a very 

tough school, but three of the best years I’ve ever had, there. I then had a 

year’s study leave because the family needed to recuperate from ten years in 

the bush. 

We were very committed to our work. We were very conscious that we were 

doing something quite unique in this country which not – a lot of people did 

not understand why we were doing it, and I include members of my own 

family. That didn’t matter, it was our work that we were doing. And we 

treasure those ten years in many, many ways, but it was very hard. And it 

made me, as a young man, grow up very quickly when you’re dealing with 

significant issues, you’re dealing very close up with death in your 

communities. It was a maturing experience. 

R2M67 was then appointed to three years as principal of an urban school, re-

establishing it as an independent school; it had been joined to Darwin Primary, and 

he made it into an independent government school for the next three years. This was 

followed by 15 years as principal at another large urban primary school and then 

appointment at a third large urban primary school for 13 years until retirement. 

I’ve also had a couple of stints where I’ve been studying, including two years 

overseas, with departmental support, and I’ve also filled on a temporary basis, 

by choice, a number of departmental executive positions. But I’ve always 

chosen to come back to schools. 
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7.1.7 R3F71, Recruited from South Australia 

1970 was my first year out of teaching in Adelaide and I was two days at 

Taperoo High School and three days at Port Adelaide Girls Technical School. 

We’d been married since May 1970 and, yeah, it was his choice and I 

followed. Neither of us had any idea what we were coming to. None 

whatsoever! 

When I first started teaching, I was in two big urban schools in Adelaide and 

they were all hustle, bustle, bustle and everything because they were long 

well-established schools. I think, you know, they already had – these are the 

rules and this is what you do. So, as a first year out teacher, that was fine for 

me because, if you had a path to follow down and these are the rules that you 

follow, that made life a lot simpler for me. In fact, at Taperoo High School, I 

even had all of my lesson plans and everything were done. ‘These are the 

notes that you will get.’ Everything was basically spoon fed to me. As a first 

year out, that was helpful and I did use that stuff for a few years after that. 

In 1971, R3F71 travelled to the NT with her husband. She transferred from the South 

Australian Education Department as a second year out teacher. 

 It was a real change going to Nightcliff from that, really structured to open 

arms – ‘Welcome, you’re on board’ – but it was still structured enough too, 

but it was certainly a lot more relaxed and casual on staff. ... A new school, 

only been open for a few months. I was there until October of that year. When 

he [my husband] was accepted into doing the training up here as a policeman, 

it was as simple as me just applying for a transfer to come up here, and they 
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were easy to come by because they didn’t necessarily have a whole lot of 

interest from people across South Australia in coming to the Territory and it 

was, basically, a two-year transfer in those days and I was still under bond as 

we did in those days. 

R3F71 then transferred from Darwin to Nhulunbuy because of her husband’s 

posting. ‘The school at Nhulunbuy was an Area School, half of it was still in 

demountables at Mt Saunders and the other part of the school was in the new 

building that was to become the Nhulunbuy Area School.’ In March 1975, her 

husband was transferred to Groote Eylandt; at that stage, she had two small children 

and was staying at home to raise them. 

Whilst we were out there, though, I did some external studies, doing 

Aboriginal Studies from the South Australian Education system, which was 

the college that I did my original training with and then I figured, because of 

the types of communities that we were working in, that would be a good 

subject to study, and as an add-on. But it was a subject that wasn’t being 

considered in the NT syllabus curriculum at the time, so it wasn’t a wasted 

effort because it was a really interesting course to do, but I was never to use 

that as a teaching tool. 

In 1978, they returned to Darwin. However, in 1981, after a broken marriage, she 

went back to university full-time in Adelaide and finished off her teacher 

librarianship course. In 1982 she returned to Darwin and resumed a teaching 

position, then a position as teacher librarian for the following thirteen years, moving 

into a corporate position in 2003. 
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I think Darwin’s one of those places that you have either a love or hate 

relationship with it, and if you love it, it’s very difficult to leave. Hence when 

I went back to uni full time – because that was with the option of maybe 

staying down there – I was drawn back. 

7.1.8 R4M72, Recruited from Western Australia 

When I finished school I absolutely vowed and declared that [I] would never 

do another hour’s homework ever again in my life, and I got a job as a public 

servant, a junior clerk in the equivalent of the Power and Water Authority in 

WA, in Perth. Four of us worked in the office, the boss, two other guys that 

were temps and had been temporary for – one of them had been there 

temporary 30 years because he hadn’t passed Year 10 and couldn’t become 

permanent. I just looked at these two guys thinking that’s where I’m headed 

and I’ll need to do something more. So, I applied for teachers college and 

started doing homework again. I think seeing what the end result of not doing 

any further study was, if I could end up like these two guys – one guy was 

only 50 and had been in that job all his life, could never be promoted because 

he hadn’t finished Year 10 and he was sour and absolutely bored with his 

work. I didn’t want to go there. 

After initial teacher training which was a two year course for primary school teachers 

in which a teacher’s certificate was received, R4M72 worked for eight years in WA. 

His first appointment was in a junior high school. ‘To go to an outlying remote 

Aboriginal community you had to do a one-week’s orientation in your first week of 

school before you went and that was it.’ Then he went to Forrest River as Head 

Teacher of a two-teacher school, followed by time at Jigalong as Head Teacher of a 
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two-teacher school, Minnivale nearer Perth for three years as Head Teacher and at 

Yalgoo as Principal of a three-teacher school. He then came to the NT in 1972 as a 

head teacher. 

What I was looking for was adventure also as a young man. Before Crocodile 

Dundee became a movie there were [sic] some of that influence as well. The 

Adelaide River position was advertised in the Commonwealth Teaching 

Service – even though it didn’t exist they advertised for recruits. I applied and 

was offered Adelaide River as one of the options; the others were in the 

desert and I wanted to get near water so yeah, chose Adelaide River, a school 

with 50 students, and me as the only teacher, because they couldn’t find 

another teacher and there was no handover. Adelaide River, a mix of 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous. There were some Bangladesh, I think they 

were, families working on the rail because they were labourers with the 

railway and they had a railway based in Adelaide River. So there was quite a 

multicultural mix. I won a promotion to an urban Primary School and was 

there in ’73, ’74, then Cyclone Tracy... 

In 1975, after Cyclone Tracy, he spent time at Jervis Bay with the Commonwealth 

Teaching Service in 1976 until end of 1979, before returning to the NT as a 

superintendent. In 1982 R4M72 transferred to Darwin as Superintendent Darwin 

South, from there to Director North, and then completed a Master’s degree. He 

returned as Director Education in Alice Springs from 1989 to 1999 before he retired. 

When I was working, particularly in the Kimberleys, the impact of seeing 

how the Northern Territory was catering for the needs of Aboriginal students 
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really influenced me and I wanted to join what they were doing because it 

was much better – in my mind anyway – much better than what we were 

doing in WA. [In] WA for example, there was no bilingual education, where 

it already existed here in the Territory way back in ’66. My school inspector 

at Jigalong instructed me that no student was allowed to talk their own 

language within a school friends [sic]. They had to use English, so it really 

discredited, if you like, their own language, and I really wanted to get 

somewhere where there was a more realistic approach – I think a more 

professional approach to the education of Aboriginal kids, and the Territory 

had it. 

7.5.9 R5M74, Recruited from Western Australia 

R5M74 gave up a family farm inheritance in Western Australia because he wanted to 

work with kids and people, and so he did two years of training, ‘because that was all 

I was allowed to do on account of being an old boy going into a new professional 

teacher’s college in WA as a mature age student.’ Graduating at the end of 1969 

from Graylands Teacher’s College, his first twelve-month appointment was to 

Warburton Ranges, a very remote area school in WA. 

In WA, if you did 12 months or so for the Department of Education in a 

remote area, you could, within a framework of reason, pick your next 

appointment. Well my mother was horrified, and I think my wife’s mother 

was shocked. But from the viewpoint of us as a nuclear family, I think that it 

was a good move. Our kids had their whole of schooling in community 

school contexts. 
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 He chose a one-teacher school at Gillingarra for three years, and then: 

…at the start of 1974 I applied for Warburton Ranges as Headmaster in 

Charge, or Headmaster on Probation, or whatever it was called in the olden 

days. Circumstances contrived in a way that caused us to leave Warburton in 

May of 1975, and then within, you know, a short period of time we moved to 

the Northern Territory. We weren’t planning to, but it just sort of happened. 

In July of 1975 he took up an appointment in a remote school to the end of 1978, 

initially as a classroom teacher, followed by a senior teacher position and then a 

principal’s position in September of 1976 until the end of 1978, when he left and 

transferred to another remote school for the next four years. 

By 1983 I was principal of [a remote school] primary school until the end of 

1986. In 1987 we travelled to Darwin and I was principal of [an urban 

primary school] until 1992 when I took up the principalship at [another, 

larger urban primary school] and I’ve been there ever since. 

7.1.10 R6M75, Recruited from Western Australia 

R6M75 was in Western Australia for 19 years as a teacher and an assistant principal 

in a variety of schools, mainly country schools. 

In 1974 I moved to Canberra as an assistant principal, and the opportunity for 

promotion came up 1975 so I took it. I’d been appointed as principal of Rapid 

Creek Primary School [in Darwin], which was badly damaged in Cyclone 

Tracy and didn’t open at the beginning of the year. Instead, it reopened in 

May 1975 in Nightcliff High School. 
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R6M75 arrived in Darwin with his wife and two children. 

My daughter was in year one when we came to Darwin and she started year 

one in Nightcliff High School’s part Rapid Creek Primary and she finished 

year 12 and Nightcliff High School. So, one of two children I think who spent 

all their primary and high school time pretty well – or started and finished at 

Nightcliff High – and my son started school after we came. 

R6M75’s wife was also a teacher and she taught intermittently. 

It was certainly something different in 1975. Well, we moved, we initially 

brought up a caravan and lived in that for a while, and then we were allocated a 

house which still needed a great deal of repairs from the cyclone, and settling 

into Darwin. 

R6M75 was at Rapid Creek for five years with a student population made up of 

‘basically one-third children of Aboriginal descent, one-third children from families 

where another language was spoken at home, and one-third English speaking 

background.’ 

7.1.11 R7F79, Recruited from Queensland 

I came up in 1979 because my former husband was transferred here. I was 

pregnant at the time and couldn’t get work, of course, but as soon as I had the 

baby at the end of ’79 I applied for a position; then my husband got the job up 

here and we came. I just liked it and liked, oh, I think it’s the lifestyle. I don’t 

like big cities; I’m much happier in something smaller, although Darwin is 

getting a little bit bigger. I like the casual approach; I’ve never been into dress 
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ups. As soon as I came here and my makeup dripped off I stopped wearing it; 

you know, that type of thing. 

R7F79’s teaching experience prior to coming here was in Queensland where she 

worked in a bush school of 300 students, 

which was just wonderful, but again we had the cream of the crop and we had 

actually that distribution in that school: we had two modes, the top and the 

bottom and not much in the middle. I got sent to Mount Morgan originally 

because I’m a history-maths teacher, so I got sent there as the economics 

teacher. They couldn’t get anyone and I had to teach year 11 and 12 

economics as a first-year teacher. Wonderful. Through the textbook. And no 

one on the staff – it was a little country school – there was no one else on the 

staff who could help, and the boss, who was very good and sort of used his 

common sense and could help – only a staff of 20 – helped me where he 

could, and we had the books and I had to read up the night ahead of the kids 

and all that, and they did quite well in their year 12, I might say. 

Her first position in the Northern Territory was at the Darwin Community College 

teaching maths. 

I taught unemployed youth, a lot of people doing apprenticeships, a lot of 

Indigenous people, a lot of Indigenous programmes set up for Indigenous 

people. I was then offered another job at the university at a higher level, 

which I got, and then they decided to put a salary cap on it, which brought me 

in well under the income that I could get in the government, so I then applied 
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for a job and went to [an urban] high school in the middle of 1981 as a maths 

teacher. 

At the urban high school with a population of over 1,100 students, R7F79 taught 

maths from year 8 through to year 12. However, at the end of 1984, another urban 

high school was opening, ‘so because it was up the road, I applied for a position here, 

which I heard about two weeks before the end of the year.’ 

7.1.12 R8F88, Recruited from Victoria 

When I chose to be a teacher it was seen as quite a reasonable job to do. It 

was seen as a job that, when you got married, you could continue in the job 

and it would be very useful to you in the future. 

R8F88 began her NT teaching career at Batchelor Area School, teaching Years 8 to 

10 in SOSE and English, with the last six months of her time there as a Senior 

Teacher. In 1997 she came to Darwin and taught at a high school, and she has 

remained at the school in roles that have included classroom teaching, senior teacher, 

teacher librarian, and mentor teacher, and she was a part of the team that worked to 

develop a middle year’s model for the school. 

I began my career as a French teacher and an English teacher in a school 

where I got no support whatsoever from my seniors and I had to muddle 

along my own way. I applied the principles I’d learnt in my Dip Ed, which 

were virtually useless. Then I moved to Western Australia and I worked as an 

English and SOSE teacher, and French teacher, and things – like, teaching a 

language hasn’t really – I don’t think that’s changed a lot in its approach 
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really, so I can leave that aside. Teaching English and SOSE have changed a 

lot. 

In past places where I’ve been in a little country town in Victoria, I would 

have had two Indigenous kids that I ever taught. The rest of the time, I would 

have been teaching migrant families, second, third, fourth generation migrant 

families who were on the land, and so you had a set of understandings there 

and you could appreciate that. In the Northern Territory, you’ve got different 

ones and they differ from the rest of Australia. A lot of the people we get are 

coming out of places that have a fairly homogenous clientele and they just 

don’t have the experience with Northern Territory. 

7.1.13 R9M89, Recruited from Melbourne 

This is actually my twentieth [year] in the Northern Territory after ten years teaching 

in Melbourne, in schools in Melbourne. While I’ve been in the Territory I’ve had a 

great range of experiences in the Top End so I’ve taught in schools ranging from here 

at [an urban] middle school which was my first appointment as a science/maths 

teacher in 1989, right through to rural community at [a remote] area school; three 

Indigenous communities on Groote Island – Umbakumba, Angurugu and Alyangula, 

Umbakumba being a small community school of 130 on the north eastern shore of 

Groote and Angurugu of about 300 students and Alyangula Area School basically 

serving the mining community of Groote of about 250 students – Casuarina Street 

Primary School in Katherine, about 250 students; Malak Primary School in Darwin, 

around 300 students; Sanderson Middle School with 500 or so students, so a good 

range of schools. 
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A key achievement was to work hard on behalf of the community in Katherine with 

the first deployment of Australian Defence Force people to Iraq and to support a 

community of grieving students and spouses when mums and dads disappeared 

overnight. A major highlight of that school was raising the Indigenous flag for the 

first time. 

7.1.14 R10F73, Husband Recruited from Tasmania 

R10F73 had spent four years in India with her husband, also a teacher, where she 

taught and was a house parent for senior boys in the boarding section of the school. 

When they returned to Australia from India, her husband was unable to get a 

teaching job in Tasmania and he ended up working in the public service. 

He really wanted to teach again, so when he saw an ad in the paper for 

teachers in the Northern Territory, he applied. I think we just thought, ‘We’ll 

see what happens.’ We certainly didn’t think short term, actually, we just 

tended to think, ‘Well maybe a few years.’ 

At that stage R10F73 wasn’t too worried about working herself, because the kids 

were little and they had made a decision that she would look after the children whilst 

her husband worked. 

R10F73 began relief teaching and that led to a part-time position at Alice Springs 

High School as a SOSE and Physical Ed teacher and then to Yirara College for 

approximately five years as a Health and Physical Education teacher. The family left 

Alice Springs and travelled to Katherine, where she taught English as a Second 

Language (ESL) and Physical Education for four years at Katherine High School. 

She was then appointed to the Katherine regional office as an ESL co-ordinator 



209 

 

travelling to remote schools. The family moved to Darwin and R10F73 was 

appointed as ESL co-ordinator and moved within several other positions with the 

curriculum corporate area of DET before retiring in 2008. 

Up here it’s just a much richer or much more multicultural from what I 

remember, and from when I go to conferences or meetings interstate, with 

representatives from other states, I always feel that I feel so much more open 

here; I don’t feel like physically or mentally constrained, or not to the degree 

I feel they are. I think because we’ve got a smaller system. 

7.2 Why Teach in the Northern Territory? 

Up to the 1980s the Northern Territory was considered an outback frontier with 

limited infrastructure and a geographic remoteness, where it was common to feel an 

emotional isolation from family and friends. Powell (2009, p. 121) writes, ‘Most 

Australians, clustered thickly in the cities of the south, still regarded the Northern 

Territory as the “Never-Never”, a far-away place interesting to read about, but not to 

live in.’ 

The main towns of Darwin and Alice Springs were sparsely populated and families 

were distanced from the support of extended family, who lived in the southern cities. 

Print and screen media were limited, with black and white television not being 

available in Darwin until 1971. Aerial transport was also infrequent, with flights to 

capital Australian cities involving ‘milk runs’19 which would require a full day’s 

travel (Marsh, Pratt and Griggs, 1961). 

                                                 

19 A term describing passenger flights where there are scheduled multi-stops with no change of 

plane service. 
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Eedle (1976, p. 123), who was Director of Education, NT Division, considered what 

it meant to be a teacher in the NT: 

…to be a member of a relatively small team, a very heterogeneous group, 

working among a heterogeneous population in a heterogeneous setting. The 

system is new, our numbers are small, the problems are large and the 

opportunities are great. 

Many young teachers were challenged by the isolation of living and working in the 

Northern Territory. Being away from the support of Mum and Dad and your 

grandparents was difficult, but for some people, it provided the escape that they 

needed. R5M74 remembers, ‘Well, my mother was horrified, and I think my wife’s 

mother was shocked. But from the viewpoint of us as a nuclear family, I think that it 

was a good move.’ 

R5M74: We liked being away from the family. It was nice to be able to do 

our own thing because one of the things that occurs with some families, and 

ours was no real exception, I suppose, is that you can be in a context where 

people want to boss you. And matriarchs and patriarchs can come out of the 

woodwork. Well, thanks but no thanks to that. 

The Territory workforce was predominantly made up of public servants employed in 

the areas of public administration, health care and education and training. Darwin 

was the prime administrative area in the NT with defence bases and a major port, 

whilst Alice Springs and Tennant Creek were mainly pastoral and tourist centres. 

Many people who came to the Territory were young, looking for adventure and 

easily enticed by the notion of an exotic environment. 
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R5M74: Just the appealability [sic], the advertising that goes on. ‘We’re 

different up here’; I mean that’s put out in the advertisements. And people 

respond to that. And sometimes you get some good operators, and you can 

get some real dodos. 

R2M67: I think at times we overdo our sense of being unique. Where we are 

not unique, but where we are challenged, is our rural, you know, remote 

schools. And the challenges there seem to grow: they don’t ever get any 

easier. 

R5M74: I think the issue of people being enticed to the Northern Territory 

because of some romantic notion may set the place up in a pre-arrival sense 

as being somewhat unique. For some there was a feeling that the Territory 

was not as unique as it had promoted itself to be. 

What motivated teachers to leave the comfort and support of their families and the 

known home environment to live and teach in the Territory? Much of the research 

and participant reflections indicated that, despite the difficult conditions, teachers 

were not altogether unhappy with their situation. 

R10F73: Maybe people just think it looks like a really good place to come 

here and they might know that they can get quick promotion, or maybe 

they’re dissatisfied where they are, or is there a type of person who likes to 

move anyway? 

R4M72: Some of the younger ones who didn’t have any commitment to 

relationships or family were looking for, say, two years’ work on their way 

around the world. So they’d see it as a stopover to earn their money to go 
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overseas. Quite a few of those didn’t end up going overseas; they were 

enjoying themselves so much. 

Laidlaw, a teacher at one of the first schools in the NT, the Darwin Primary School, 

remembers that applications were always being sought for teachers and headmaster 

positions in all Northern Territory schools. Laidlaw (1980) noted, ‘Nobody was just 

posted there. I always wanted to be there. I always wanted to see something of the 

Territory. It fascinated me and I wasn’t disappointed.’ 

Many teachers came to the NT with very little, if any, background knowledge about 

the Territory. There were those who applied and accepted positions, regarding the 

short-term contracts as an adventure. Haynes (1988) recalled that her extent of 

knowledge about the NT was through media, ‘We’d read about it and heard about it 

and seen films about it.’ R2M67 recalls his initial knowledge of the Territory: ‘I read 

Ernestine Hill’s book, what’s it called? The Territory. I actually had read that out of 

interest, and when I mentioned that at my interview they were very impressed.’ 

 But then there were those who had no knowledge about the NT, such as R3F71: 

‘Neither of us had any idea what we were coming to. None whatsoever.’ 

R2M67: …the one question I remember them asking me was ‘How far is it 

from Alice Springs to Darwin?’ And I said ‘I think it’s about 1,000 miles. 

And the fellow who was interviewing me was very dry and he said ‘It’s 965 

by the Shell map.’ I thought ‘Well, I think I’m close enough.’ So they gave 

me the job. 

Not only did people venture to the NT to take up teaching for 2 or 3 year contracts, 

but many people stayed in the Territory and made it their home. Reasons included 
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the amount of salary being offered and the financial benefits and promotional aspects 

that a small system could provide and ultimately enhance their lives. 

T2M60: My first cheque for working with the South Australian Department 

as a teacher [in the NT], less superannuation, less tax, and plus the district 

allowance, I think was a whole twenty-three pounds nineteen and fourpence – 

and that was – oh, we actually – our grocery bill per fortnight, as I recall, was 

about fifteen pounds. 

R4M72 also recalls the salary and the opportunity enticements: 

Initially in the ’70s, the Commonwealth Teaching Service pay scale was 

attractive. I think there was a common knowledge across Australia that the 

Territory was able to provide you with more opportunity and I think because 

we were small, that if you were keen on say maths, your chance to get on a 

curriculum committee was you and say five others, whereas in New South 

Wales, it would be you and 500 others all wanting that position. 

R6M75 considered that, ‘Initially our salaries were higher than most of the states, but 

they evened out after, or by about the mid ’80s, I think.’ Many teachers were lured to 

the NT through the attraction of a higher salary, allowances or benefits such as 

housing and periodical airfares. T2M60 stated that ‘In those days people didn’t want 

to travel to Darwin and teach, or live – it was an unknown area – so they were always 

looking for teachers. And so, the South Australian Government provided us with our 

fares.’ R2M67 remembers that ‘we were on full salary, so I could actually live 

without being a burden on anybody, and that was a great blessing.’ 
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R4M72: By and large the teachers’ conditions here in terms of income and 

things, low key affairs and that, was markedly better than it could have been 

back home. To get a first-class air ticket every two years for yourself and 

family meant that you could go home, although a lot of teachers used that 

money to go overseas for a holiday. 

R10F73 was also enticed by the opportunities presented: 

Because it is a small system, actually you get lots of experience and you can 

do a whole lot of stuff that you mightn’t get the chance to do down south, so 

there’s some really good things about that, because I think it’s a land of 

opportunity. 

R10F73: I think being part of a small system is kind of good because you do 

have opportunities to get to know people and maybe have a bit of impact, 

more so than you would in a bigger system. 

Some teachers that taught in the Territory had first been recruited to Papua New 

Guinea. The southern half of eastern New Guinea (the Territory of Papua) had come 

under Australian administration in 1902, following annexation by the United 

Kingdom.20 Many of these teachers had been trained through a two-year scholarship 

                                                 

20 In 1920, Australia was given a League of Nations mandate to rule German New Guinea, and in 

1945 Papua and New Guinea were combined in an administrative union. Papua New Guinea was 

ruled by Australia until independence in 1975 (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/AustraliaPapua_ 

New_Guinea_relations). 
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in Sydney at the Australian School of Pacific Administration. Whittaker (1991) was 

one of these teachers: 

As far as the course was concerned, they flew us down to Sydney, to 

Mosman and Middle Head, to this college that had evidently been an army 

camp during the war. It was called the Australian School of Pacific 

Administration. It had been going a few years, and had been training people – 

teachers – to go to Papua New Guinea. 

R2M67 was one of the respondents interviewed who also attended the Australian 

School of Pacific Administration: 

The Commonwealth was then advertising to train people to be teachers in 

Papua New Guinea, the NT and some of the Pacific island trust territories. I 

applied for that. A very, very tough course, we had to do a state teachers 

course plus a whole range of subjects for teaching in emerging societies: 

ESL, which was the only ESL course in Australia, linguistics, Indigenous 

education, serious studies of health. 

R2M67: I was actually asked to change my posting from the NT to Papua 

New Guinea. Without wishing to brag in any way, but I did very well in the 

course and they were very keen for me to go to PNG. But I felt I owed a duty 

to the Department of Education here, which was then the one department of 

the Department of Territories. But they recruited me from here and I just 

couldn’t walk out of them, so I came here and have stayed here. 
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Teachers were difficult to recruit to the NT and the Commonwealth Teaching 

Service began to heavily advertise throughout Australia for teachers to join the 

 

Figure 27: Advertisement: ‘Teaching in the Northern Territory Today: Fresh 

Opportunities’ (Sun Herald, February 15, 1976, p. 70). The Sun Herald was one of many 

tabloids that featured advertisements for teachers to work in the NT. 
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service and teach in the NT. 

T3M71: …in late 1970 – advertisements started to appear for what was to 

become the Commonwealth Teaching Service, or eventually the Northern 

Territory Teaching Service. They were looking for teachers to replace the 

South Australians, who until that time had been servicing the European 

schools in the main centres in the Territory. I thought that sounded interesting 

for a year or two. So I went for an interview and was offered a job in Alice 

Springs. 

Although many young people responded to the advertising and were keen to come to 

the Territory as a short-term adventure, many married teachers with young families 

were also interested in the opportunities that were available. There were wives 

following their husbands who then themselves applied for teaching positions, either 

from their home state or once they arrived. R3F71 remembered that, ‘We’d been 

married since May 1970 and, yeah, it was his [my husband’s] choice and I followed. 

Not realising for one minute that it was going to be as easy as it was at that particular 

time.’ 

…when he [my husband] was accepted into doing the training up here as a 

policeman, it was as simple as me just applying for a transfer to come up here 

and they were easy to come by because they didn’t necessarily have a whole 

lot of interest from people across South Australia in coming to the Territory 

and it was, basically, a two-year transfer in those days and I was still under 

bond. 
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R7F79: I came up in 1979 because my former husband was transferred here. I 

was pregnant at the time and couldn’t get work, of course, but as soon as I 

had the baby at the end of ’79 I applied for a position. 

R10F73: I was following my husband; I wasn’t too worried about working 

myself because the kids were little and that was a decision we’d made. I 

wasn’t going to work while the kids were little. 

Many of the respondents interviewed for this research had come to the Territory for a 

short-term contract but did not return to their home state, making the Territory their 

home and teaching in the Northern Territory for most of their career. In retrospect, 

many they felt that the move to the Territory had been the right choice. 

R10F73: Teaching in the Territory has expanded my views on what education 

is all about, it’s expanded my understanding of how much diversity there is in 

the culture and languages and just people in general, and to some extent it’s 

made me feel more empowered because it’s a smaller system. 

 T2M60: It was unique for somebody to come right through the South 

Australian system while in the Northern Territory. In fact, I think I would 

hold the record for being the person who came through from being a class 

teacher – an ordinary class [room teacher] – through to Chief Assistant Class 

Two at Parap Primary School, Chief Assistant Class One at Parap Primary 

School, Deputy Headmaster Class Two at Parap Primary School and Deputy 

Headmaster Class One at Ludmilla Primary School. And that was in 1969 or 

’70 - I think it was ’69. 
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R7F79: In the Territory you meet the best of people and the worst of people. 

The worst people you’ve probably ever met in your life are probably here, but 

so are the very best people, and I think that’s true, there are some wonderful 

people up here, in teaching as well as in other walks of life. 

Some respondents felt that a career move to the Territory not only provided them 

with opportunities but it also provided their children with a very different lifestyle 

and prospects that they may not have had access to in a bigger city. R4M72 said, 

‘Coming to the Territory, I had two young boys, four-year-old and a two-year-old. I 

think it was the best place to bring kids.’ R5M74 maintained that ‘our kids didn’t 

grow up in any way retarded from the angle of educational opportunity and outcome. 

I think it probably enhanced our family context.’ 

Many respondents identified one of the major motivations enticing them to the 

Territory was the appeal to help the Aboriginal people, and felt that a large 

percentage of teachers came to the Territory because, as R5M74 recalls, ‘they were 

very definitely secularly oriented in terms of the fact that they were anti-mission and 

what missions had done. They wanted to liberate Aboriginal people.’ 

R4M72 and R5M74, who were both from Western Australia, and both had similar 

reflections regarding the eclectic opportunities for working in Aboriginal education 

in the Territory: 

R5M74: I was convinced that the Department of Education wasn’t doing 

what it ought in terms of Indigenous education in WA. I felt that the Northern 

Territory’s approach to Indigenous education was far more positive, more 

opportunistic, more far reaching, and probably more real in terms of projected 
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outcomes. So, they were the reasons, really, that caused us to come to the 

Northern Territory, to go into remote area education. And that, I guess, stood 

for quite some number of years as far as my perception or thinking was 

concerned. I don’t think that way any longer: I think that we’ve moved 

Indigenous education from being a front runner right to the backwater. 

For some people, the move to the NT was all about change and being involved in an 

adventure and being able to have experiences that were very different to the ones 

they had, such as R6M75, who felt that ‘The main incentive was to see something 

different, do something different.’ 

For some people, coming to the Territory to teach was more a necessity than a 

choice. It was difficult for many neophyte teachers to find permanent teaching work 

in their home towns and their choices were limited. R4M72 considered the choices 

that were usually offered to young graduates in southern states: 

Mainly they were fresh out graduates that were looking for something 

different or had been told in their home states that they had no choice, they 

had to go bush, so if they were going to go bush they may as well come to 

Darwin. 

For most people, coming to the Territory was only ever short term, with a two-year 

contract the normal period before they were required to return to their home state. As 

R4M72 recalls, ‘all the teachers in the territory up until ’72 were South Australian 

teachers doing a two-year stint and that’s all they did.’ Despite the many challenges, 

and a two-year contract, there were people that decided to stay in the Territory. Many 

enjoyed the casual lifestyle, the social networks and closeness to Asia, which also 
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provided a springboard to Europe. R6F71 suggested that ‘…a lot of them did come 

up with the view that “I’m only here for two years, come up and do whatever it is 

that I’m going to do for the two years” – you know, have a ball and do whatever and 

then, back again.’ R7F79 maintained that ‘I think it’s the closeness to Asia, the fact 

that you can hop overseas very quickly and easily.’ 

R4M72 suggested that, ‘If it hadn’t been for Cyclone Tracy I think a lot more would 

have stayed, because Cyclone Tracy definitely was a demarcation. But since Cyclone 

Tracy, I think a lot of the teachers that came afterwards are still here.’ 

There were people who completed their contract in the Territory and then left, only 

to find that they missed the Territory lifestyle and eventually made their way back. 

R3F71: We were firmly entrenched in the Northern Territory by then and it 

wasn’t considered necessarily, even when we came up, that we were only 

here in the short term. I guess, when we did originally come up, that we were 

coming up to stay. And when we got here, as I’ve said on many occasions 

since then, I think Darwin’s one of those places that you have either a love or 

hate relationship with it, and if you love it, it’s very difficult to leave. Hence 

when I went back to uni full time, because that was with the option of maybe 

staying down there, I was drawn back. 

7.3. Initial Experiences 

Living in the Territory was a very different experience for many people. A different 

climate, tropical housing that was open to the elements, limited fresh food supplies, 

and reduced access to media through television and the printed press were some of 

the factors that influenced emotional and personal wellbeing. 



222 

 

Professionally, teachers were working within a younger teaching community that 

lacked the formal traditions and hierarchy of southern schools. They had to adapt 

their teaching style to accommodate a wide mix of Aboriginal and Asian students, all 

with varying skills levels. The Darwin Teacher’s Association (1960, p. 41-43) 

considered that teachers were severely impacted by cultural deprivation because they 

lived and worked in the NT: ‘Many work with atypical school and adult communities 

and experience difficult living conditions.’ And as a result, ‘There is evidence that 

the affect [sic] of geographical and cultural factors, particularly on young teachers, is 

traumatic.’ 

R8F88, who came to Darwin in the 1980s, recalls: 

…the term culture shock, everybody kicked it around. I think it was misused 

in a lot of occasions, but in essence it covered what it was, and a lot of people 

just couldn’t cope with simple things like a dramatically different climate, a 

dramatically different social environment, and dramatically different 

educational challenges. I think people stumbled because of that, not because 

they weren’t committed or competent teachers. 

Climate was a significant factor and many teachers and their families had difficulty 

adjusting. Marsh, Pratt and Griggs (1961, p. 17) reported that ‘the climate in the NT 

was a big issue regarding the provision of a quality education system, especially in 

Darwin where it was “inervating” [sic].’ The report also recommended the necessity 

for air-conditioning, overhead fans and equipment as well as ‘fly-wiring’ (i.e. 

providing fly wire or screens for windows) for Alice Springs and other inland areas 

as ‘essential.’ 
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The Darwin Teacher’s Association (1960) felt that climatic conditions in the NT 

reduced student efficiency and that ‘It is an accepted fact amongst geographers that 

mental efficiency is not as high where temperatures and humidity are high. It is 

suggested that proficiency soon drops to 80% of previous standards.’ T2M60 also 

reflected about the climate: ‘Well it took us a good twelve months to climatise. We 

were there for the first wet season which was a bit frightening; we’d never 

experienced tropical storms.’ R6M75 also agreed that ‘A lot of people couldn’t 

handle the weather in Darwin.’ R7F79 noted that ‘The first dry was awful because I 

was pregnant and thought no one’s air-conditioners worked, that was the dry. I came 

up in May. But then after that things improved.’ 

Access to fresh food fruit, vegetables, meat and milk was another issue that had an 

effect on people. However, many adjusted to tinned food. Gladys [1949] as cited in 

Bell (1996, p. 67) stated: 

You see we lived on tin food. We had potatoes, onions, oranges and apples. 

Occasionally they would bring up from the west some grapes and plums. And 

of course, there were the market gardeners who provided us with shallots and 

a kind of lettuce, which we cherished dearly. It was wonderful to go south 

and have all this fresh food, but I didn’t feel that we were deprived all that 

much, because we could get things in tins. 

Once teachers arrived, housing was a hit or miss entitlement, depending on the 

months of the year that you arrived, the type of contract that had been signed, the 

remoteness of the placement, and whether you had a family or were single. Some 

people were housed immediately, but the condition of the houses was a lucky dip 
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depending on whether you had an urban or a remote appointment. The 

Commonwealth provided housing for most of the NT public servants with 

accommodation types ranging from shelters or cottages to modest residences. 

Housing was however in short supply due to the increased number of people coming 

to the NT, and initially the NT Administration built hotels and boarding houses to 

accommodate new arrivals. The NT Housing Commission was established in 1959 

and along with it the ability to acquire property, build and equip dwellings and rent 

them at economic rates. By 1964, 378 houses and 24 flats had been constructed. 

People who occupied these properties were also eligible to purchase them (Ling, 

2011). R2M67: ‘You know, I mean, the conditions we lived under were appalling, 

but we accepted that as part of the price of doing that job.’ 

Some people were disappointed with broken promises of housing entitlements, such 

as T3M71: 

At the time of interview we were promised housing, because at that point in 

time the South Australian Education Department – who had provided the 

teachers – had a special arrangement that their teachers would be immediately 

housed. There was no such thing as a waiting list for housing; that any 

teacher coming to the Territory would go straight into a house. And that was 

the offer that was made to us at the time of interview. But when we got here 

someone in their wisdom decided that no, we were now Commonwealth 

employees, and weren't entitled to the preferential treatment that South 

Australian teachers had received. So, a limited number of Commonwealth 

employees that first year – and mind you there were only a dozen or fifteen of 



225 

 

us, or so – but a handful of those did go straight into what was called 

government housing. And that boiled down to people with two or more 

children. Those who had one or less children were found private 

accommodation, which – we were given a rental subsidy until such a time as 

our name came up on the waiting list. 

T2M60 recalls that there were different rules for purchasing homes based on 

residency status, which was difficult given that most teachers were on a 

contract through South Australia. 

….it was a complicated issue because at that time the teachers that 

were recruited came from South Australia – they were actually on 

transfer from South Australia to the Northern Territory – and they 

were not permitted, even though they had intended in their transfer to 

stay as permanent resident of the Northern Territory, to purchase their 

homes under the Northern Territory Ordinance. 

Many of the respondents interviewed by the researcher were happy with the housing 

they were supplied with, which in some cases, was much better than the housing they 

had come from. R4M72 recalls, ‘Adelaide River was the best house that we’d ever 

had, the closest to a capital city that we’d ever had. So there were some pluses in just 

improving our home environment.’ T4M72 said, ‘We were in one of the older houses 

along the road that fronts on to Darwin Harbour. Well, it was certainly there during 

the war, because there were bullet holes still in the fabric of the house.’ T2M60 

remembers arriving in Darwin and the allocation of a house: 
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 It was only a small place then of some eight-and-a-half-thousand people. We 

were going out into the northern suburbs which had only just been developed 

and only four hundred of the ultimate nine hundred houses in the 

Nightcliff/Rapid Creek area had been built at that stage and the roads hadn’t 

been sealed. 

In May 1980, the NT Department of Education relinquished the responsibility of 

housing in Aboriginal communities, which then became the responsibility of the NT 

Housing Commission (NTDoE Annual Report 1979-80, 1980). Housing supply and 

conditions however continued to be a real issue for teachers. In the 1986 Annual 

Report (NTDoE, 1987a, p.44) it was noted that ‘Students of Robinson River School 

moved into their new classroom at the start of second term [1986]. They were 

previously taught under a tarpaulin and the teacher and family lived in a tent.’ 

R6M75 recounts his first style of accommodation: ‘We initially brought up a caravan 

and lived in that for a while, and then we were allocated a house which still needed a 

great deal of repairs from the cyclone.’ 

Professional isolation was another factor that confronted teachers, according to the 

Darwin Teacher’s Association (1960, p. 41-43), who reported that: 

…teachers are, in many cases, isolated from the mainstream of education 

within Australia and from their colleagues within the Territory itself. Except 

in a few cases there is a degree of professional isolation not experienced 

elsewhere in Australia. In terms of further education, in-service, consultancy 

services and contact with European cultural activities, teachers are seriously 
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disadvantaged when compared with their colleagues in the A.C.T. and State 

systems. 

Not everyone allowed the isolation to affect them, and there were many teachers that 

were determined to make the best of the situation and enjoy the experience. Bell 

(1996, p. 49-67) recalls that: 

My husband and I arrived in Darwin in April 1950. Darwin was then a little, 

dirty, destroyed outpost of Australia. My first impressions were very poor. 

When I arrived in Darwin in 1950 the bomb damage from the war years was 

very obvious – the town looked very similar to what it did after the cyclone. 

But Darwin was an exciting place to come – it had a feeling of isolation. 

R10F73 suggested that ‘…there’s quite a lot of reliance on individuals to boost 

themselves up or to keep reminding themselves that what they’re doing is valuable 

and you need – it’s really important to hang out with people of like minds that 

actually keep you buoyant.’ Bell (1996, p. 67) felt that, ‘There was a fantastic feeling 

among the people – most were young.’ R4M72 enjoyed ‘the sense of youthful 

adventure in that … it was the youth and the excitement I think that really remains 

strong in my memory – and of course the ones that said, “Oh, we don’t do it that 

way” because most of them hadn’t done much before.’ 

Having so many young teachers coming to the Northern Territory meant that there 

was not necessarily the expertise or skills that were needed to develop the system in 

such a different geographical and isolating context. 

R8F88: I mean, we get people from interstate who don’t necessarily have a 

lot of Territory experience and know teaching in the Territory. Yes, teaching 
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is teaching, but teaching in the Territory is different. … teachers would come 

from usually the eastern and southern seaboards and they were not ready to 

do the work in the particular environment of the NT, particularly in 

Indigenous communities. And that’s not necessarily a bad reflection on them. 

Whitmore and Moskowitz (1997, p. 5) considered that because many of the schools 

in the NT were small, this meant that the teachers work involved eclectic 

preparations, for which many teachers were not prepared for when they took up their 

appointments in schools, particularly in the remote schools. 

Teachers face language barriers; they have difficulty setting realistic 

expectations for low performing students and schools; they have inadequate 

classroom management skills resulting in disruptive students and they have 

limited knowledge of how to deal with cultural diversity. 

In the report of the Working Party for the Northern Territory Teaching Service 

(NTDoE, 1979, p. 32), it was reported that: 

Teachers in the NT, to varying degrees dependent upon location, are 

disadvantaged vis-à-vis their fellow professionals elsewhere in Australia 

through their isolation. This is obviously true for those in remote localities 

but the same disadvantage can be discerned for those in areas such as Darwin. 

Teaching in urban schools brought with it a realm of issues. However, these issues 

were considerably magnified when teaching in the remote communities. 

R10F73: … if you’re going out bush it is really hard, I think it’s harder than 

people think it’s going to be. Like there’s a huge cultural difference, and 
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actually on the weekend I was talking to someone who was a long-term 

Territorian teaching on a community, a good community – it’s a dry one so 

it’s really good, the kids are great, the community’s great – but he said he 

actually has to remove himself from that context at regular intervals. Like 

every four or five weeks he needs to get out of there and come into his own 

culture, which I felt was really interesting because he’s been around for a 

while and his wife has been in Indigenous education for a long time. 

Whitmore and Moskowitz (1997, p. 3) reported that first year teacher assignments in 

the Northern Territory had roles that should have been undertaken by more 

experienced teachers. Whitmore, in his executive departmental role, found that 

teachers would often reveal their feelings to him after a few weeks in their new 

school in terms of, ‘Like someone changed the TV while I was out of the room. I 

often didn’t know what movie I was watching.’ Another response was, ‘Nothing 

prepared me for these children. The first week I wanted to take a blunt knife to my 

wrists. The next months were hectic. Very slowly my life and my relationship with 

the children was falling into place.’ 

At the same time, many teachers new to the Territory were surprised with the 

absence of pompous and hierarchal attitudes that normally came from a southern 

school community. R4M72 said, ‘I can remember a lovely bloke that came out from 

England with his wife and he was absolutely staggered that he could use my first 

name. He’d never been able to call his principal by first name, didn’t even know his 

principal’s first name.’ 
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When the Report by the Education Advisory Group (EAG 1970), on matters relating 

to the structure of educational administration for a self-governing Northern Territory 

was released, the problem of distance continued to be recognised as a distinguishing 

issue for diminished educational provision in the Northern Territory. The EAG 

(1970, p. 2) put geographical distance into perspective as follows: 

 That the distances to be counteracted in the NT are hard to comprehend for 

those who have not lived in the Territory. For example: 

 Alice Springs is almost as close to Adelaide as it is to Darwin; 

 Tennant Creek is further from Darwin than Sydney is from Melbourne 

 The distance between Sydney and Adelaide is less than that between 

Darwin and Alice Springs; 

 To travel from Darwin to Hooker Creek, one must sometimes cover a 

route longer than that between Adelaide and Perth; 

 Larger Aboriginal communities like Papunya, Yuendumu, and 

Warrabri have no telephone contact with other major centres. 

 Several localities cannot be reached by road at any time, many others 

are isolated by the wet season. 

The isolation was a significant issue for many of the teachers, as well as the teachers 

they were responsible for, based on respondents’ comments. R4M72 remembers the 

young teachers that were at his school: 

… for the first time they had moved away from Mum and Dad and for some 

of them that was really tough and they didn’t last. They maybe lasted three 

months or six months and it wasn’t so much the climate or the environment, it 
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was more distance – the tyranny of distance, as Geoff Blainey would say. The 

distance from their parents and of course without the technology then, a 

phone call was pretty expensive and that’s all you had – a letter or a phone 

call to contact parents. 

Many of the teachers that came to the Territory to teach were young. R4M72 recalls 

that, ‘…one of the really exciting factors in the Territory in those years was the 

average age of staff would have been about 23.’ 

R2M67: I had four or five young female teachers who’d never been out of 

Sydney or Melbourne and I was their boss. And often, on a number of those 

occasions, first time away from Mum... my wife and I became their pseudo 

parents, and we were probably younger than some of them, and because we’d 

had some experience, and I guess because we were a married couple with a 

family. And they were often struggling and we had to nurture them through 

the – I don’t like the term culture shock, but you know what I mean. We had 

to nurture them through that period. 

R4M72: I was 31 and I was one of the oldest on the staff at Wanguri. Every 

Friday we’d have spouses come and join us probably about six o’clock or 

seven o’clock at night; we’d get take-away food delivered, and there were 

times when at midnight, some of the husbands turned up to pick up their 

wives that hadn’t got home yet from school. 

R6M75: …there just weren’t many aged people in Darwin, apart from 

Indigenous, in ’75. That’s a big change to society. … the kids used to call the 

dry season the grandma season, because that’s when Grandma came to visit, 
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but of course, over the years Darwin society has changed and there are a lot 

more older people. 

R2M67: When I came here there was no bones about it, it was a tough 

environment to work in and you were expected to be tough to survive in it. 

You know, emotionally tough. And it wasn’t easy, particularly as, you know, 

young people like we were. There was a real pride in achieving, under the 

toughest circumstances, and without crowing about it. And I look back now 

and the generation to those kids are often now the leaders in their 

communities. And I just think we’ve got soft in some way. 

Some teachers had arrived in the Territory fresh from teacher’s college and with no 

practical school experience. Then there were those who had spent time in established 

schools with a developed philosophy, curriculum and direction and then taken up a 

position in a Territory school. R3F71 recalls the first school she went to in the 

Territory was new, 

and a much smaller school than the schools I’d worked in Adelaide; but it 

was a really happy school as well, and our principal at the time was a South 

Australian transferee as well as many of the teachers on staff were, and many 

of them chose to go back to South Australia after they’d either done their two 

years or when they had to choose what they were going to do. So, the staff 

worked really well together and I think that was probably a part of being in a 

new school as much as anything, but it was, I guess, really indicative of what 

the Territory was going to become to be all about for us when we first come 
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up here where it was just a really cohesive group. Everybody was good mates 

with everybody else. 

R3F71: The principal used to come in and sit down and we’d have lunch with 

him and we’d play cards at lunch time in the staff room, including the 

principal and assistant principals. So, it was a really cohesive staff that we 

had. 

R3F71: …going from there out to Nhulunbuy, like, that was really relaxed 

because half of them [the teachers] were in demountables out there and half 

of them were here in the new building trying to get themselves sorted and 

we’re all running around trying to say, ‘Where do I get this from?’ and stuff 

had to be barged in. But we all worked together on sort of pulling all of that 

together. 

R4M72: Started with 50 kids and there was only one teacher and two 

classrooms because they couldn’t find another teacher to come. 

Accommodation wasn’t available, so who was going to come anyway. So 

they allowed me to employ two teacher-aides and we ran the school for three 

months before we could get another teacher. 

Many teachers had been recruited from the Southern states and had never seen 

Aboriginal people before, nor been in a position where they had taught any students 

apart from white children. 

 R3F71: I’d not had any real relationship with Indigenous kids even though 

I’d worked at Port Adelaide which was, you know, sort of [a] slum area of 

Adelaide at that particular time. So, that was my first time that I’d really had 



234 

 

any real contact with those Indigenous kids. And working with the 

Indigenous kids, a lot of the kids in the classes that I had, as we had in those 

days. And irrespective of the fact they were Retta Dixon kids21, they were all 

really great kids who just had a few problems. But certainly not the problems 

that you strike with kids today. They weren’t rude, none of that. They were 

all… they were clean and attentive and whatever. They were just lost. 

R10F73: A lot of people found it too difficult handling the number of 

Indigenous children in the schools. Trying to get the kids to fit into the whole 

– their needs were meant to sort of fit with everyone else’s needs – trying to 

fit those kids into a mainstream school. 

The newness of teaching Aboriginal children was not the only issue for teachers new 

to the Northern Territory: NT classrooms were a mix of students from many 

nationalities. T1F33 recalls that, 

The Territory was a multicultural place with many immigrants from Asia and 

Europe. [In 1933] we had almost a United Nations. We had Chinese, a couple 

of Afghan families. I don’t think there were any full bloods, quite a few part-

coloureds though. Probably, at a guess, I would say maybe a third Indigenous 

kids, two thirds European kids; well multi-cultural. 

                                                 

21 The Retta Dixon Home was established at Bagot Road Aboriginal Reserve in 1946 by the 

Aborigines Inland Mission (AIM). AIM stated that the institution was for Aboriginal children 

and mothers and was run in conjunction with a Hostel for young Aboriginal women. The Home 

moved to new cottage style accommodation on the reserve in 1962. The Retta Dixon Home 

operated until 1982 (https://www.findandconnect.gov.au/guide/nt/YE00023). 
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R3F71: I don’t think that there were massive proportions of Indigenous kids 

at the school and I reckon probably most of them would have been those kids 

that came from Retta Dixon and places like that, given that Nightcliff, at that 

particular time, in 1971, wasn’t – like it was on the outskirts of Darwin and 

we certainly didn’t have, at that particular time, either lots of itinerants in 

Darwin and, you know, the Bagot community22 was a fairly close knit 

community as well too. So, there weren’t massive numbers of Indigenous 

kids in the school. 

R6M75: The makeup of Rapid Creek School in the five years I was there was 

basically one-third children of Aboriginal descent, one-third children from families 

where another language was spoken at home, and one-third English speaking 

background. 

7.4 Summary 

Chapter seven introduced the ten participants that were interviewed for the research, 

along with four archived accounts. Their narratives provide insight into the type of 

educators that came to the Territory, why they came, their initial experiences and the 

reasons that they stayed (7.1).  

                                                 

22 The Bagot community was founded in 1938 as an Aboriginal Reserve established to control 

and manage the increasing drift of Aboriginal people to Darwin from remote settlements, and to 

provide training in accordance with the prevailing policy of assimilation. Following a sudden 

turnaround in policy in the early 1970s, the reserve lost its direction and ‘purpose for being’ as an 

institution of control but remained as a segregated community reliant on government funding 

(Day, 2012). 
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These educators came to the Territory with very little knowledge about the NT, the 

teaching context or the infrastructure that they would operate within. Unlike the 

southern cities the teachers had come from, the Territory had limited infrastructure in 

terms of suitable housing, print and screen media, infrequent and long transport 

options to return to their home city, and were distanced from the support of family 

and friends. Most were young teachers fresh out of college with a two year degree 

who had signed up for a two to three year contract with the NT Department of 

Education (7.3). Most of them were initially recruited to teach in remote Aboriginal 

communities and taught in contexts that were extremely different to what they had 

been used to (7.4). For some teachers, however, the Territory provided them with 

opportunities and career promotions that they would not have had access to in their 

previous origins. In chapter 8 these educators will further discuss their experiences of 

teaching in the NT. 
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Chapter 8 A Class Act: Teaching Territory Style 

No one goes into a classroom in the morning without the faint anticipation of 

something happening, that something made more eventful by the smallness of the 

stage, and its remoteness from the real theatre of life. 

(Simone de Beauvoir as quoted in Steedman 1992, p. 53). 

Issues published in A Class Act by the Senate Employment, Education and Training 

References Committee (SEETRC, 1998) have been used as a framework in this 

research to represent participant responses about their experiences as an educator in 

the Northern Territory context. There were six terms of reference for the national 

SEETRC inquiry: 

1.  The status of teachers and the development of the profession, including 

expectations of schools 

2.  The expectations of teachers regarding their careers with identification of 

issues that impacted on their work 

3. Development of a national profile of Australia’s teachers 

4. Assessment of future workforce planning required in regards to demographic 

and other changes affecting schools 

5. Examination of the tertiary entrance levels of teacher trainees and the quality 

of classroom practice 

6. Shortcomings in induction or professional development for new teachers 

The overall findings of the SEETRC on the status of the teaching profession were 

that: 
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Many teachers feel undervalued, that their work is unappreciated, their 

schools under-resourced and their role is not properly understood. They are 

perplexed and feel demoralized when their efforts are considered by others, 

such as government ministers, their employers, media commentators and 

society at large to be inadequate or worse (SEETRC, 1998, pp. 71-72). 

The SEETRC were concerned that, as quality teachers were required for a quality 

education system, teachers needed to be supported more effectively. They argued 

that, because teaching in the late 1990s was very different to earlier decades, the 

profession had evolved to become highly multifaceted and challenging, to the extent 

that many teachers had become very disenchanted. 

This chapter aims to link the main issues that the SEETRC presented, but within the 

NT context as identified by participants interviewed for this research. Age and 

feminism are two areas examined by the SEETRC that challenged the status of 

teachers, and this is explored with NT participants in Section 8.1. Section 8.2 

considers the status of teachers and the diminished appraisal of a teacher’s value and 

that of their profession over time by parents, school councils and media. This section 

also considers the value accorded to school principals, who reflect that their role, 

once very respected by the community, has increasingly become devalued. Section 

8.3 considers factors affecting teachers within the school environment, including 

significant curriculum and pedagogical transformations, where the pace and scope of 

change have impacted on the role of the class teacher. Other changes include non-

core teaching tasks, the management of student behaviour, the increasing 

significance of student academic levels that are now driven by assessment and 

national testing, and the use of technology. 
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The role of the system has changed as education has become more politicised, 

severely antagonising the role and attitude of teachers. Section 8.4 considers the 

career opportunities for teachers and the prospects for promotion as well as the 

recruitment process, quality of teachers recruited, professional development 

opportunities and teacher resignations. 

8.1 Age and Feminisation 

The SEETRC reported that although teaching had been a young person’s occupation, 

the average age of Australian teachers had steadily increased between 1979 and 2002 

and that this was no longer the case. 

Age 

Range 

1963 1979 1989 1991 1996 2002 

<20 6% 1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

21-30 41% 51% 25% 21.8% 16% 22% 

31-40 18% 27% 40% 37.3% 30% 20% 

41-51 15% 15% 25% 29.6% 38% 30% 

51-60 14% 7% 9% 9.8% 13% 22% 

>61 4% 2% 1% 1.4% 3% 6% 

 

Table 6: Approximate age distribution of all Australian teachers 1963 to 2002 

(SEETRC, 1998, p. 239). 

The figures in Table 6 reveal that the number of teachers under 30 years of age 

decreased from 52% in 1979 to 22% in 2002, a difference of 30 percentage points. 

This trend continued, and Connell (2010, p. 341) reports that, ‘As at the 2006 

Census, the average age of teachers was 44 years up from 34 years in 1986 and this 

was the result of less turnover, and more people staying in the profession for longer.’ 
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Gender in the teaching profession has also changed: the SEETRC (1998) indicated 

that fewer men were entering the profession. The reduction in male teachers was 

linked to specific issues of litigation such as paedophilia and child molestation, 

which was a factor deterring males from entering teaching (p. 175). At the same time 

the increase in female teachers was related to the great improvement in career 

opportunities for women, such as the removal of restrictions on married women 

teachers. Bell (1996, p. 20) reflected on those restrictions: 

The South Australian system was particularly repressive for women. When a 

woman married, she was obliged to resign. She could be reemployed the 

following day, but then, only as a temporary assistant. 

In Table 7, Collins (1973, p. 19) ‘presents the number of male and female teachers in 

the primary school teaching service of every State of the Commonwealth’, and he 

stated that ‘Female numerical domination of the primary school teaching service is 

becoming more than an idle speculation’. 

 1950 1960 1970 

Males 25,674 48% 33,412 44% 39,504 36% 

Females 27,698 52% 42,732 56% 69,458 64% 

 

Table 7: Distribution of male and female teachers in Australian primary schools 

1950 – 1970 (Collins, 1973, p. 20-21). 

A 1999 national survey (Connell 2010, p. 341) found that Australia wide, women 

outnumbered men by three to one amongst teachers within the 21- to 30-year-old 

bracket. Gray (2013), in an article on ‘The Late Male on Teaching’, reflected on the 

rapidly decreasing number of males in Northern Territory schools, referring to them 
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as a ‘vanishing species’, ‘There are some schools where the only male on staff is the 

janitor!’ Gray argued that male teachers were leaving the profession for ‘less 

stressful occupations’ and that something needed to be done to get male teachers 

back into the classrooms. The respondents discussed the phenomenon of the 

feminisation of the profession: 

R6M75: We’ve got to a stage where many of our schools haven’t got any 

men in them at all, or very few, and I think that’s not good. I think kids need 

a balance of role models, and I don’t care what anyone says. I feel quite 

strongly that men and women do think differently in lots of ways, not just 

sexual ways. 

R8F88: At one stage when I first started teaching I know that it favoured 

men. So you ended up with all the male principals, but now you have female 

principals, a good proportion of them in the Territory as elsewhere. 

R6M75: One of the big areas that I’ve seen where I feel that things have 

deteriorated is in the physical education side because there are very few men 

to take boys to sport games, and I’ve seen at one highly regarded school in 

Darwin senior kids out at sport afternoon just doing what they wanted to do, 

basically. I mean, almost unsupervised, and there’s a teacher standing there 

looking and not knowing whether she was Arthur or Martha, and the kids just 

going berserk. 

A Department of Education, Science and Technology National Survey Report 

(DEST, 1999, p.2) found that gender balance varied across levels of schooling, with 

females most concentrated at the early childhood and lower primary levels. The 
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Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 2003) also reported that the ratio of female to 

male teachers was larger in the primary teaching workforce, where the ratio rose 

from 2.4 in 1982 to 3.8 in 2002, than in the secondary, where the ratio rose from 0.8 

in 1982 to 1.2 in 2002. The DEST (1999) report also found that specialist and subject 

areas such as ESL, LOTE and the Arts were more likely to have a female teacher. 

Some of the participants interviewed spoke about the discrimination towards female 

teachers and how women had been considered professionally inferior to men. Haynes 

(1988) recalls when ‘the school [the Bungalow in Alice Springs] was growing and 

we needed two teachers, and I asked for a male teacher. And I was told: “Well it’s 

not psychologically sound for a man to be under a woman.” So I was moved up to 

Darwin.’ 

The salary for male teachers had been higher than that paid to female teachers, but 

this anomaly was addressed when in 1966 when female salaries were brought into 

line with male salaries over a five-year period. Thiele (1975, p.222) wrote that, ‘the 

Teachers Salaries Board handed down one of the most important decisions ever 

made concerning the status of women in the Department.’ 

In the mid-1900s women were economically more attractive to employ as teachers 

because they were paid less than men and thus more affordable., once married, 

female teachers were required to resign, and it was inappropriate for a married 

woman to take the job of a man with a dependent family. 

Nationally there had been serious teacher shortages during and after WW2, and 

therefore many married women were invited back, albeit it on lower rates of pay and 

usually in temporary positions without career paths or salary increments. Retired 
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teachers were also re-employed. Many rural schools were closed due to a lack of 

staff, and for schools that remained open, class sizes were increased (Campbell and 

Proctor, 2014, p. 170). 

Bell (1996, p. 20) notes that 

Being a temporary assistant meant it was almost impossible to join the 

superannuation scheme and as a result most women did not have this benefit. 

... Until about 1970 women in the SA service were paid at a considerably 

lower rate than men. When it was decided to correct this inequity, it was 

done, by gradual increments, over a three-year period. 

She also remembers (on p. 51): 

I had been away from teaching for eleven years and I was very angry on 

receiving my first pay cheque to find that for every two years I’d been away 

from teaching I was taken back a year in salary. My first pay was less that of 

the school cleaners! At that time, female teachers were paid 75% of the male 

salary. Conditions of service discriminated very unfairly against women. 

Married male teachers were entitled to a furnished house while married 

women got nothing and some lived in very poor accommodation. Under the 

South Australian system I worked for eighteen years as a temporary teacher, 

my position was not permanent until I transferred to the Commonwealth 

Teaching Service. 

R6M75: When I first started teaching there were more females than males in 

primary schools, but nearly all the senior staff were males. In Western 
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Australia we had a First Mistress as well as Deputy Headmaster, but you 

clearly put the Deputy Headmaster above the First Mistress. 

R10F73: When I first went into teaching it was just the beginning of when 

females were getting the same pay. I didn’t even believe, really, that two 

people could do the same job and not get the same pay. 

R4M72: I had a teacher from Queensland in ’76 that was a little bit impressed 

by the fact that she could join the male teachers and share the same staffroom 

and call the Principal by his first name. 

8.2 Status and Professionalism 

Teaching as a career had historically been considered a noble and respected 

profession. The Senate Employment, Education and Training References Committee 

(SEETRC, 1998) found in their inquiry, however, that a career in teaching had over 

the decades decreased in its appeal, because of the low status being awarded to 

teaching as a profession. Respondents such as R9M89 agreed that the high value 

once assigned to teaching had declined: ‘I don’t believe in any way teachers or 

school leaders or schools have been valued. I think that’s been a stealth, something 

that’s occurred over time and probably has certainly come to a spike over the last ten 

years.’ 

The SEETRC (1998) sought to establish a definition for ‘professionalism’ as it 

related to the occupation of teaching and found that ‘Teachers considered themselves 

to be professionals, but felt that their professionalism was not recognised by others.’ 

Teachers believed that many people outside of education did not fully understand the 

complexities associated with teaching and the skills required for effective teaching. 
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The SEETRC through their inquiry determined that teaching was in fact classified as 

a profession, aligning themselves with a view that the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) had presented in 1966 at an 

intergovernmental conference held in Paris: 

Teaching should be regarded as a profession: it is a form of public service 

which requires of teachers’ expert knowledge and specialized skills, acquired 

and maintained through rigorous and continuing study (SEETRC, 1998, p. 

25). 

8.2.1 The Decline in Status 

Respondents interviewed for this research reflected on why people would now enter 

teaching as a profession and felt that many people were teaching for the wrong 

reasons. R10F73 stated that ‘I think now a lot of people who go into teaching go into 

it because they can, rather than because they were called to being a teacher.’ As for 

R3F71, ‘If anybody was to come to me now and say, “I’m thinking of being a 

teacher”, I’d say, “Think very carefully, think very carefully; it is a really hard job.”’ 

R3F71 reflected, ‘When I entered the profession, I loved it, seriously; but today, I’d 

certainly be looking elsewhere because it is a really difficult profession these days.’ 

R8F88 felt that when she told people that she was a teacher, the reaction is usually 

one of sympathy: ‘Now if people say you’re a teacher, “Oh you poor thing”, or “Why 

would you choose that? That doesn’t pay very well does it for what you have to do.”’ 

Teaching was one of the few attractive employment opportunities for young 

Australians in the early to mid 1900s and particularly a great option for a young 

woman. As R7F79 noted, ‘…one of the elite things to do was to go to teaching. If 
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you couldn’t get into teaching, you then went into banking as the considered fairly 

high profession.’  

Most people had their initial training in a college rather than a university, and it was 

rare for women, in particular, to have a university degree. R7F79 was one of the few 

exceptions: 

….when I went to university I was in the top 100 or something, maybe in 

girls, in Queensland, and I couldn’t even get a teacher’s scholarship because 

they gave it all to the boys. It was harder to get into, and when I finished year 

12, the top group went into teaching. 

Teachers’ colleges were in many Australian states by the 1920s, and a scholarship, 

offered by a college, was one of the ways that young people could obtain a university 

education. There was no consistency of training between the colleges, as each state 

had different requirements, arrangements and conditions for the preparation of 

teachers. Minimum entry requirements for colleges were required, including a full 

high school education, and there were several main institutions, including the Sydney 

Teachers College and the Melbourne College (Campbell and Proctor, 2014). 

Many of the respondents interviewed by the researcher had attended a teacher’s 

college instead of a university for different reasons. R4M72 left school disillusioned 

with the academic requirements of further study and, as noted in Section 7.1.8. He 

originally got a job as a public servant, but applied for and was accepted into 

teacher’s college. 

With the status of teachers in Australia declining as a result of the low value placed 

on teaching in terms of the actual work undertaken, SEETRC (1998, p. 31) suggested 
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that, ‘The low status of teachers in our society reflects the low status that we accord 

our children’. There was also a clear distinction between values placed on teachers 

who taught in the various phases of learning: early childhood, middle primary, upper 

primary and senior schooling. SEETRC found that that teachers in early childhood 

were accorded lower value than teachers teaching the oldest children and that there 

was a hierarchy of status within the teaching profession itself. ‘The perception is that 

the older and more able the student, the more skills are required to teach them’ (p. 

31). 

Within the school hierarchy, principals were seen as having a high status even 

though they were promoted from original positions as classroom teachers and no 

longer had direct teaching responsibilities. This sent a message to the community 

about the value of teaching compared to administration. The SEETRC (1998, p. 3) 

found that ‘The more teaching you do, the lower your rank in the bureaucratic 

hierarchy.’ 

In 1988, with the average age of teachers in their forties, the SEETRC also found that 

because many teachers had been teaching for at least 20 years, they had seen many 

changes in the social, cultural and vocational attributes of their students. They had 

also been involved in the increased change in domestic arrangements, such as the 

separation of families and divorce. Also changing were the attitudes of parents and 

community towards the teaching profession. 

Respondents interviewed for this research reflected about the low community and 

parental values placed on the teaching profession. 
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R3F71: …. the family support isn’t happening with education, but 

everybody’s an expert when it comes to education, because they’ve all been 

there and they all know how it should be. 

R10F73: I’m not sure that teachers have the same respect from parents, and I 

think that parents often think that they know all about education because they 

went to school themselves. 

R4M72: …teachers have been increasingly reduced in the respect they 

receive from the whole community. Whereas before – and [this] applies to 

lawyers and doctors and teachers, the professions – were in such high regard 

by the whole community. 

R10F73: I think parents resent teachers having the holidays a bit because it 

means that they’ve got to organise their kids to have child care for even 

longer. 

R4M72: I think the issue is that there’s been a whole change in the cultural 

views of people and I think the Territory is just part of that national trend. 

R7F79: Oh, I don’t rely on external people to tell me whether I’m valued or 

not, so it doesn’t impact on me. I have an aunt who lives across the road from 

a primary school in Brisbane who spends her whole life saying teachers do 

nothing except stand in the sun and watch kids do PE and what an easy life 

we have. So, I take great delight every time I go down telling her what my 

hours are and... But I’m still not going to convince her; that’s what she 

believes. 
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R5M74: I think that the community demands much more of teachers and 

schools as institutions these days than used to be the case. I think the 

community expects that their kids are going to be largely brought up, from an 

educational viewpoint, in what used to be traditional family areas by schools 

and by staff, by teachers. 

R5M74: The diminishment of our profession doesn’t do us any good. And the 

other thing that’s unfortunate, I think, for us as educators these days, is the 

fact that society requires us to be everything to kids. The abrogation of 

parental and care giving responsibilities, where schools are sort of determined 

to be the institutions that can pick that type of stuff up, I think, adds a little to 

the distortion that can turn into mediocrity as well 

R5M74: One thing probably that does assist it, or can assist it, is spending 

sufficiently long in your community to be able to get to know that community 

and to understand and participate meaningfully in the culture of the 

organisation that you’re a part of. 

8.2.2 Parents 

In the decades up to the ’70s, parents generally left the management of schools to the 

Principal and staff. The SEETRC (1998, p. 51) found that parents now tended to be 

more involved with primary schools rather than secondary schools, and that although 

parents were supportive of their child’s teacher, at the same time they could be very 

critical, with a stereotypical view of teachers as ‘bludgers with easy jobs.’ There was 

also evidence found by the SEETRC that some parents were openly hostile and 
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aggressive towards their child’s teacher, with one of the reasons being that parents 

had unrealistic expectations of schools and the role of the teacher. 

The SEETRC found that in general, people did not understand the complexity of 

teaching and still viewed it in the traditional terms they had experienced themselves, 

where teachers delivered content in a rote format. It was also found that people were 

not aware of teacher’s work outside the school hours. 

R5M74: …you’ve had to sort of justify yourself increasingly to parents for 

actions that you take on the educational front, be it from an educational 

viewpoint, [or] a discipline management viewpoint. 

R9M89: I don’t believe for example as a principal with the kind of abuse that 

we get from time to time from disgruntled parents, that that was in existence 

20 years ago. I think that interface has certainly become more and more 

difficult as branches of the community disenfranchise their kids. They 

become frustrated and there’s more of that I think in 2009 than there was in 

’89. 

R5M74: It’s important not to kowtow or bow down to parents and care 

givers. It’s important to have conversations, it’s important to resist demands 

that are inordinate or over the top, it’s important to consider or to hear the 

viewpoint that parents and care givers have to offer, it’s important to reach a 

balance. And I don’t think there’s a recipe for that to happen. 

The SEETRC (1998) found that poor communication between schools and their 

communities was one of the main issues that generated negative views from parents 
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and that the relationship between schools, community and teachers was central to a 

positive outcome. 

R5M74: I don’t think that it’s something that we should just sort of lay down 

and accept. I mean, I will never be a principal who’s a doormat. And all my 

time – touch wood I suppose – I’ve never been physically set upon by any 

parent, and woe betide any parent that tried it on because I’d bring the full 

force of the law to weigh on them, and I’d do that for my staff as well. But, 

you know, at the end of the day I think you’ve got to take a position, you’ve 

got to be seen, you’ve got to have a profile, you’ve got to have visibility, 

you’ve got to share that with your staff, you’ve got to have them supporting 

it. 

8.2.3 School Councils 

In the 1950s and 1960s, parent groups, particularly mothers, were involved in the 

schools through fundraising activities and were viewed as a real asset to the school 

community. An example is the Welfare Club at Parap Primary School, where 

Penglase and Rodwell (1989, p. 16) reported that the first Welfare Club meeting had 

an attendance of sixty mothers, with Mrs Howard elected as first President. Parap 

Primary School was also the first school to have a School Council. Arthur Ingham 

was the first chairman of the School Council and remained in this capacity for 

thirteen years from 1958 to 1971, when the late Dr M. Mounsey took over as the 

chairman. Both the infant and the primary schools had active welfare and mother's 

clubs. In the early 1970s the School Council was made up of some very prominent 

citizens who promoted the interests and achievements of the children. The School 

Council was concerned with issues such as facilities, education programmes, 
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fundraising, and the general welfare of the school. Parents assisted with school 

camps, reading in class, and sporting activities. 

Gammon (1992) explained that in the late 1950s, school committees were statutory 

bodies and they along with mother’s clubs, parent citizen associations and welfare 

clubs raised money for the purchase of amenities, distributed free milk, and were 

responsible for the preparation, repair and issue of library books. As these ‘working 

bee’ parent committees became fashionable, followed much later by the 

encouragement of parent councils to assist with the management of schools, the role 

of parents changed and they started to become very involved in the administration of 

the school and the ongoing personal interest and involvement in their children’s 

education. For principals who had operated in an autonomous environment, it was a 

big change to work with parents, many of whom had no professional skills in 

education. 

R5M74: There may be at times we open ourselves up a little, too, by asking 

people to come on board and, basically as unqualified educators, make 

comment and set and develop, almost independently of the educators too, 

policies about what’s going to happen in schools. 

The process of devolution in the early 1980s (see Section 6.3), which promoted self- 

management in the schools, was aimed at greater encouraged parent involvement in 

this management. Cameron (1996, p. 100) considered that: 

Development planning was formalised and promoted and encouraged in each 

school community, through its council, to accept opportunity, prerogative and 

responsibility for its own education service. ... School development planning, 
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staff development, financial management, selection of executive staff and 

forging links with business were highlighted as responsibilities appropriate 

for school councils. 

Cameron (1996, p. 101) went on to say that the rationale for self-management 

assumed that educational outcomes would be improved with schools and 

communities working together. Acceptance of professional responsibility, however, 

was rare and limited; it was recognised that a school council was ‘supposed to have a 

role ... in local curriculum development ... [but that it didn’t] always happen.’ 

Hargreaves (1997, p. 102) also considered that ‘The new relationships that teachers 

are having to form with parents is one of the greatest challenges to their 

professionalism in the postmodern age.’ 

Prior to the introduction of devolution, many schools were community focussed and 

parents were very involved with matters relative to their local school. 

R4M72: We would have close to 100 to 150 parents turn up for the monthly 

meeting because everyone had a vote and we also have a constitution which 

meant that the meeting started at eight, had to finish at nine. We could then 

vote to see if it went another quarter of an hour, majority vote. If it was still 

going at 9.15, it had to be a unanimous vote to go another 15 minutes and 

then it couldn’t go any further according to our constitution. I think with the 

introduction of school councils, what happened was that that 100 to 150 

parents were reduced down to three or four and had to be elected at the 

beginning of the year. Then the power belonged to those three or four parents 

rather than everyone thinking they had a vote. All you had the right to do was 
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to vote for a person that was going to represent you and I think that depleted 

the number of parents that got involved. 

R4M72: The morale at [a Darwin urban primary school] was so high and I 

think that was because staff felt it was a pretty exciting place to be. I can 

remember locking up the school at midnight after a parent meeting and 

there’d be still ten or a dozen of them sitting in the car park with a flagon of 

wine, …hadn’t gone home yet. 

8.2.4 The Media 

The SEETRC (1998, p. 106) found that media coverage of teachers was generally 

negative and did not present a balanced view. During industrial disputes, it was 

found that the government used the media to considerably devalue the profession. 

During enterprise bargaining negotiations in the NT during 1995-1996, ‘the role the 

media played, particularly in editorials, was massive.’ (p.106). R3F71 supported the 

notion that ‘Teacher bashing is certainly something that becomes the favourite topic 

of the media whenever there’s EBAs23 around and all of the rest of it.’ 

R10F73 agreed: 

I don’t think it’s [the teaching profession] got a lot of status at the moment. 

Why is that? I think there’s probably a whole lot more media and government 

emphasis on education and it’s often all the negative stuff that’s portrayed 

anyway, which straightaway is going to make the general public sort of look 

                                                 

23 Enterprise Bargaining Agreements. 
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down on teachers in a way, if they feel that they’re not, you know, getting all 

the kids to where they should be. 

R10F73: I mean if you talk to individuals they’ll often say good things about 

teachers, but when you look at it as a whole it seems to be a bit negative, but I 

think the media portray that a bit as well that way. 

R7F79: We are all doing more, the kids are more difficult and I think the 

media and the department don’t help with all this national testing and every 

time something happens saying it’s all worse and the teachers aren’t doing a 

good job. I think that’s absolutely criminal and that’s what happens. And of 

course, I think the media, not just with education, but with everything, want 

sensationalism, and they’ll jump on any bandwagon that provides them with 

the sensational story rather than good news or presenting facts to the 

community. 

8.2.5 Principals 

Principals have become more under the spotlight as critical agents of reform. Over 

the decades their workload has significantly increased and they are being asked to 

transform their schools whilst also having to deal with eclectic day to day 

management issues. Fullan (2009, p. 57) argues that: 

With the move towards the self-management of schools, the principal appears 

to have the worst of both worlds. The old world is still around, with 

expectations that the principal will run a smooth school and to be responsive 

to all; simultaneously, the new world rains down on schools with 

disconnected demands, expecting that at the end of the day the school 
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constantly should be showing better test results and ideally becoming a 

learning organization. 

For many years in the NT, young people had opportunities for a fast promotion from 

classroom teacher into executive roles. This was because there was a smaller pool of 

candidates than the larger southern school systems, as well as the high degree of 

transiency amongst teachers in the NT, which left many vacancies to be filled. 

R4M72: …there was more opportunity quite markedly – and available to 

younger people because there wasn’t a hierarchy established by age. I think in 

the States – I know in WA, for example, and in New South Wales were the 

two that I experienced, where the number of years’ experience was the sole 

criteria almost of whether you got a promotion or not. Whereas in the 

Territory it was more performance-based than age-based and so I think that 

did also allow for more opportunities. 

Throughout the late ’60s through to 1980s there was a climate of rapid promotion for 

principal positions in the Northern Territory. Not all teachers were suitable 

candidates for promotional positions. T2M60 remembers a certain Principal that was 

ineffective, and in the late ’60s he lodged a complaint against him: 

Mismanagement of funds, mismanagement of the school, dictatorial methods 

in classroom control – and unprofessional conduct – conducting little private 

battles with individual members of staff, destroying morale and so on. All 

found proven in the end and it was the decision that he was to return to South 

Australia. 
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R4M72: I remember taking a group of director-generals to this particular 

school, to see the worst. Two years later I took another group to see the best 

and it was the same school, same community. The only difference really was 

the principal, the leader. 

R7F79: I think there’s a huge emphasis on principals, which in some ways is 

taking the emphasis away from other people. Why is that? Because the 

principals are substandard and they need all this extra support to make sure 

they do a good job. 

R2M67: …you just don’t become respected because you are a principal, 

because we know a lot of principals have not done the job well and have 

abused their positions in all sorts of ways. You’ve got to earn that respect. In 

some ways, because you are the public face of the school, because you’re also 

the public face of the system. 

Principals have a dual role of not only managing their teachers and school 

community but to also being able to manage the bureaucracy that placed them in the 

position. Fullan (1991, p. 152) suggests that principals are the middle person: 

‘Rapport with teachers is critical, as is keeping supervisors happy.’ The evolving role 

of principal has changed considerably over the decades, with the management of 

teachers, which was one the main roles, now devolved to assistants. 

R6M75: Principals probably have less time to work with teachers now than 

they did to help teachers, because they’re building program supervisors, 

school council organisers. So, they’re got less involvement I think with day to 

day education in schools, which impacts on the teachers. 
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R9M89: …. it’s responding to the requests and pressures that have come from 

outside of the school which ends up taking you out of the school. You may 

still be physically in the school, but responding obviously to all those 

requests. That’s huge, and so ultimately no matter who you’re responding to, 

the pressure’s still on the principal. The principal’s the absolute meat in the 

sandwich. 

R2M67 said to his staff: 

‘This is reputed to be the toughest school in the NT. We’re going to handle 

this, we’re going to make this a good school.’ And I don’t think they’d ever 

been told that before, and we worked hard and we made it a really good 

school. People will react to that, respond to that, if they’re motivated in the 

right way. And I don’t pretend to have all the answers, but I just feel we’ve 

got very soft. 

R5M74: But there’s such a rapid-fire turnover of people moving up on the 

one hand, and there’s also a decided reluctance of people wanting to come 

into leadership positions, particularly principal positions, because they see it 

as being a job where the frustrations outweigh the celebratory opportunities. 

So, on the one hand you get a dearth thing that can, and is, creeping in; on the 

other, you’ve got people who want to go like topsy straight through, and they 

basically use a school as a launching pad to greater glory. And, therefore, 

they’re not really going to come out and say too much, or be strong, because 

if they do, the contestation of their viewpoint may not help them 

futuristically. 
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R5M74: I don’t think there are so many strong principals anymore. I think 

that there are principals who are very keen to move through their schools as 

quickly as possible and move on, up in hierarchical terms. Now, people 

who’ve been around for a long time aren’t necessarily the best people in the 

world; I mean wisdom or quality or goodness doesn’t come out of longevity 

in position, it comes out of a whole pile of things. And longevity is not one of 

those things that can ever stand alone; it can actually lead to mediocrity and 

becoming ingrown in one’s own right. 

R6M75: …in ’75 when we decided – the principals decided we needed some 

closer direction. I think we lost a lot of autonomy. We still retained, I think, 

enough to be different. Different schools were following different 

philosophies, and there were successful ones in all directions. There were 

some like mine, which was pretty traditional, and others which went for more 

the open education system, and some of those were quite successful too. 

Whereas others were almost abject failures, and I think people realised that 

giving schools and children too much autonomy was not beneficial. 

Regardless of what we might hope for, kids, teachers and principals are not 

always in the best position to decide what they’re going to do. 

In 1992 a new principal induction process was implemented in the regions whereby 

the superintendent provided an intensive school focussed induction, resulting in a 

more effective transition to the position (NTDoE 1992 Annual Report, 1993). 

R4M72: Well it meant for the first time that the Principal had a supervisor 

and I think that did enforce a more – having to curtail your freedom to meet 
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the central offices directives. As I’ve said already, the curriculum – that was I 

think a wonderful bureaucratic downstream effect, but it also meant there 

were things where the elected government – which it had every right to do – 

were to implement a policy – demand a policy be implemented, and the 

Superintendent’s job was to ensure that policy was implemented, which 

meant that they then enforced that with the Principal and the Principal then 

had to enforce it down the line with the staff, and that hadn’t happened 

before. So that was one marked change. It could be that the school or the 

teachers might not have agreed with that policy, but you really had no option 

anymore. 

Many respondents felt that the introduction late in the 1990s of principal executive 

contracts based on performance changed the role of the principal, who was then seen 

to shy away from controversy so as to not lose their contract. 

R5M74: …you get a lot of people these days who sort of feel that they’ve got 

to basically be almost weak in their own personal context, in order to appeal 

the super-ordinates. I get very worried, about principals and school leaders 

who haven’t got the courage or the guts to come out with their convictions. I 

think that people should always be prepared and willing to speak up about 

issues. I don’t think that you should sort of say, ‘Right, because it comes from 

above therefore it’s non-negotiable. We don’t like it and there are other ways 

forward, but hey, we don’t want to sort of not appeal to our masters because it 

mightn’t reflect well for us at the end of the day in career terms.’ I think 

you’ve got to raise issues, talk about issues, have healthy debate about issues, 

but always about the issue and never about the person who’s propounding it. 
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I’ve only ever once in my time in the Northern Territory been taken to the 

cleaners by a super-ordinate for indiscretion in that type of way, and it was 

because something was a bit close to the bone. 

8.3 Factors Affecting Teachers: The School Environment 

There is a wide range of factors that have increased a teacher’s work-load. The 

SEETRC (1998, p. 79) decided that ‘Teachers do not operate in a vacuum. Like 

everybody else they are affected by developments in the broader, political, social and 

economic environment of which they are a part.’ This section will consider the 

school and systemic factors that challenge a teacher’s ability to perform in the 

classroom, including the various changes to curriculum implementation and design 

(8.3.1), the pace and scope of environmental change (8.3.2), the changing role of the 

classroom teacher (8.3.3), the changes in student-teacher relationships and student 

behaviours (8.3.4), the influence of national assessment on the teaching and learning 

process (8.3.5), the power of technology in the classroom (8.3.6), and the 

relationship between teachers and the corporate system (8.3.7). 

8.3.1 Curriculum 

Nationally, all public schools had, and continue to have, issues of how to best align 

curriculum and culture with students and the school context to create the right mix of 

streams with ability and vocational groupings. The SEETRC (1998) considered that 

there was an overcrowded curriculum because of community, educational, employer 

and political pressures, even though teachers were being asked to focus on the three 

Rs. 
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Initially in the Northern Territory, teachers followed curriculums from South 

Australia or Queensland, but as more teachers were employed from throughout 

Australia and with the Commonwealth takeover, teachers were using whatever 

curriculums they were familiar with, or could find in the school in which they were 

teaching. In the ’50s and ’60s there was little specifically available for the NT 

context (DEST, 1969). 

Bell (1996, p. 8) recalls that: 

In 1955 we followed the South Australian curriculum which was very 

prescribed. As I recall, the curriculum for each grade level was set out in an 

elongated book, rather like some project books now used. On one side was a 

column headed ‘Aims and Objectives’ and then, in three columns, were the 

work requirements for each week of the three terms. The class text books 

followed the curriculum closely. 

Laidlaw (1980, p. 12), a teacher at the Darwin School, remembers that in 1959: 

The scholars were from all states of course, [sic] of the Commonwealth 

because their parents were either in the Army, or the Navy or the Air Force, 

or the Public Service, and so we had quite a problem at times, fitting the 

students from all states into the curriculum which was the South Australian 

curriculum. 

Laidlaw wrote a text about the Northern Territory to compensate for the lack of 

resources available; it was published in 1959 by Rigby Limited, Adelaide. Laidlaw 

(1959, p. 3) justified this publication by writing: 
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For far too long there has been no book to tell Australians suitably and simply 

about the Northern Territory. The material in this book was first prepared for 

the use of scholars in the Darwin School. However, we felt that this material 

should be made available to all Australian boys and girls. 

 

Figure 28: Front cover of the first textbook written by a teacher of the Darwin 

School (Laidlaw, 1959). 

The Darwin Teacher’s Association (1960) called for the implementation of a ‘basic 

Commonwealth curriculum’ on the basis that children from various Australian states 

were attending Darwin Schools and were most likely to return to their state of origin 

before finishing their school years. It was also noted that there were a high 

proportion of children who did not appear to be capable of: 

…coping with Grade 6 and 7 work as now prescribed, and there is a large 

number of children who would have no hope of coping with an academic 

intermediate high school course. ... For these children, special courses in both 
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primary and high school should be given and these should give more 

emphasis to craft subjects without unduly stressing the usual theory that is 

laid down as required. (p. 4). 

Marsh, Pratt and Griggs (1961, p. 20) were also concerned with the various 

curriculums being used throughout the NT, which brought about inconsistent 

teaching and learning. Resourcing to support the various curriculums being used was 

an issue. Marsh, Pratt and Griggs (1961) considered that because the NT had children 

from various Australian states as well as children from overseas, this resulted in 

additional work for the teacher to cater for all students that had been schooled with 

previous differing curricula. 

T2M60 remembers that in 1961: 

…Nightcliff, you had this new suburb – with new people, mostly public 

servants, Army, Air Force, a few business people, plus Aboriginals living in 

Commission homes. And within this kind of mixture, from all different states, 

you were expected to teach a common curriculum and get the same results 

with everybody. 

In the mid-1960s, Campbell and Proctor (2014, p. 195) reported, ‘primary 

classrooms began to become less authoritarian and more creative’. Teachers were 

encouraged to deliver child-centred lessons that included experimental music, 

improvisational drama, discussions and hands-on activities. New curriculum aids, 

such as Cuisenaire rods – little coloured sticks to help with mathematical 

understanding – were imported from overseas. ‘Syllabuses and textbooks were 

rewritten to build reasoning. ... The “New Maths” was introduced amidst 
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controversy’ (Campbell and Proctor, 2014, p. 181). By the end of the 1960s, there 

was some take up of progressive curricular and pedagogical ideas, such as inquiry 

methods of learning, ‘projects’, creative arts and music, and group work. 

In 1966, as part of the school curriculum, 21 NT schools, including both administrative 

and private schools, received Australian Broadcasting Commission school broadcasts on 

subjects covering English, French, social studies, music, art, nature study, physical 

education, history and geography (Penglase and Rodwell, 1989, p. 9). 

Handwriting, once seen as an art form, also had many style changes in the NT over 

the decades and in many cases the style deployed in classrooms was dependent on 

the origin of teachers and how they themselves were taught. 

T2M60: Everybody was taught copperplate in those days, until about the 

middle of 1962 when it was decided that we would teach a free flowing. And 

of course, by 1969 we taught print script. ... 

In my room, we had – as every room had – from grade three up – inkwells 

and the children actually did their writing using pens with nibs, and the ink. 

And of course, in the tropics the inkwells dried out overnight – they only held 

a little amount of ink, and by the end of the day it was pretty low, and by the 

next morning the inkwell was dry. 

R4M72: I can still remember a huge debate when, as a staff we were looking 

at which handwriting, cursive writing to teach kids, say in the year three or 

two or four. Because we were teachers from all over Australia, each of us 

supported the way that we had been taught and what we’d already taught to 

kids in our own state of origin. It was a huge debate, but everyone agreed we 
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needed to have the one writing that we all used with our kids when we were 

teaching, but to get everyone to agree to which one – you know the shape, the 

letter P or the letter Q – it was a huge debate, took hours. That was only 

handwriting. Not having a curriculum did make it – there was a lovely sense 

of freedom but it also meant more work to get agreement on what was your 

curriculum. 

Mathematics was a curriculum area that many of the respondents discussed, 

particularly as there has always been a specialist teacher shortage, not only aligned to 

the NT. In most cases non-specialist teachers were teaching mathematics and it 

became increasingly important that there was a strong curriculum and resources 

available to support the non-specialist maths teacher with the relevant teaching and 

learning skills and methodology. 

T2M60: I felt that the primary schools in 1968 were ‘being sold down the 

river’ as far as maths was concerned, and we really needed to update the 

courses, to read more of the literature that was coming out, and to get in line. 

We hadn’t really introduced at that stage the use of the metric system. 

Metrics had come in, in decimal currency, in 1966. …but nothing had been 

done in the Northern Territory. 

R5M74: …we were using West Australian maths, we had the Mt Gravatt 

Reading Scheme out of Queensland in place across our schools, we had the 

Quota Spelling System that came from somewhere else. I introduced the My 

Workbook Spelling [sic: probably My Spelling Workbook] series into 

Nhulunbuy, which was a West Australian scheme. So, you know, it came 
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from all over. But it reflects upon the fact there’s some very good stuff out 

there and we don’t do ourselves any service by insisting on reinventing the 

wheel, at times. 

R7F79: The maths curriculum for secondary schools was a Victorian 

curriculum that had ‘draft’ stamped on it. I can remember the head of 

curriculum ringing me on Sunday morning and saying that he’d been through 

our then PEO, Principal Education Officer’s, maths drawer to find the 

curriculum statement, because we sort of said we had a third world 

curriculum up here, and what he found was this statement with ‘draft’ printed 

all over it. … we very quickly set up a team, which I headed, to draw up the 

maths curriculum for secondary schools in the Northern Territory. 

Resourcing to support any curriculum area was an issue as people in the Territory did 

not have access to the usual media opportunities that other states had access to 

(Marsh, Pratt and Griggs, 1961): 

School broadcasts have not been satisfactory at times owing to land line 

difficulties. We suggest the playing of tapes from 8DR24 at times suitable to 

N.T. Schools. These tapes could be obtained from all states. The availability 

of films could also be improved by the establishment of a film library in 

Darwin as the borrowing of films and the returning of them has created 

special problems and limited their effectiveness. 
                                                 

24 Darwin, Australia’s smallest capital city, received its first radio station, ABC’s 5DR 

(later 8DR and now 8DDD) in 1947. 

win received its first radio station, ABC’s 5DR, which was later known as 8DR and then 8DDD, in 

1947. http://radiorecall.blogspot.com.au/2010/06/darwin-8dn.html 
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Campbell and Proctor (2014, p. 232) write that: 

The period from 1975 to 2000 was an extraordinary one for curriculum 

development. There was also a new politicisation of the curriculum. Issues 

such as Christianity, the rethinking of Aboriginal history which coincided 

with Aboriginal activism and land rights cases such as Mabo, and educational 

standards were seen to be dropping. Literacy and numeracy, standards in 

mathematics, science and other discipline based subjects that had arisen in the 

nineteenth century were threatened. Curricula in each state were rewritten by 

curriculum experts. 

R4M72: We were still basically following South Australian curriculum and 

as far as I can remember, that’s what we followed in that year, in ’72. In ’73, 

’74, each individual primary school in Darwin was doing their own 

curriculum or adapting bits and pieces from all over Australia because there 

was no Northern Territory curriculum once South Australia pulled out. 

In 1976 guidebooks for the Primary Science Scheme of the Territory (PSST) were 

produced. The development of these Territory-specific curricula coincided with the 

severing of most links with South Australia Department of Education, as teachers in 

NT public schools were now employed by the CTS (Gammon, 1992, p. 30). In 1978, 

more curriculum guidelines were produced, for example English 8-10; Catch, throw, 

hit, kick for Physical Education and the NT Handwriting Statement. By 1980, 

Northern Territory curriculum documents were also available in Social Studies, Art 

and Craft and Oral Language. 
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The WA Maths syllabus (pre-primary to year 7) and WA Unit Progress Reading 

(years 1 to 7), which had been introduced into WA in 1979, were assessed as being 

interstate documents suited to NT conditions and recommended for general use 

(1978 Annual Report, NTDoE, 1979-80). 

R5M74: A hybrid amount of stuff that came from all over the place. I 

remember at Numbulwar going through the curriculum documentation and 

there was curriculum from Queensland, from WA, stuff from Victoria and 

New South Wales, stuff from overseas destinations as well. And most of it 

was pretty dated. It was a polyglot and there was no sort of specific way 

forward; there was no sense of identification of Northern Territory 

curriculum for Northern Territory schools. 

R10F73: When I first started, not being really clear about the curriculum of 

what I had to teach, I just had a couple of – one good mentor who was really 

good and the actual person in the head of department wasn’t quite so good – I 

just kind of followed what they did. I didn’t really understand what the 

curriculum was or how to use it or how to plan all that well, I just kind of 

followed what they did. 

In 1980 The Curriculum Advisory Committee replaced the Registration Committee, 

which had operated until the end of 1979. Its policy was to meet four times a year to 

advise the Secretary on the curricula offered in schools (NTDoE 1979-80 Annual 

Report, 1980, p. 2). It appeared however that there was still no consistent curricula 

being supported by the Department and teachers in schools were using whatever 

resources they were familiar with or was available within the school. That was until 
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in 1981 the core objectives and approved curricula in each key subject area were 

introduced into all urban schools, and the English and mathematics curricula were 

introduced in 1992 in Aboriginal schools. The NT Board of Studies (NTBOS) was 

established with a twenty-member board and met for first time in November 1984, 

replacing the Curriculum Advisory Committee. Its role was to advise the 

Department’s Secretary on all matters related to curriculum at all schooling levels 

(NTDoE, 1983-84 Annual Report, 1985a). 

Some primary schools began implementing the core curricula for all subject areas in 

1981, which was intended to ‘raise overall standards’ of students (Gammon, 1992). 

Under Commonwealth control schools now had the freedom to develop school-based 

curriculum and they were being given more guidance and common goals. But this 

did not mean that all schools were using the curriculum produced by the system. 

R10F73: I’d have to say at Katherine I had a pretty free reign, that was pretty 

good, so while I tried to follow the curriculum that was set down, I often – I 

didn’t feel pressured to keep – I tried to keep the curriculum but I used it as a 

guide and I really was able to try and match that to what my kids’ needs were, 

and I never felt pressure because they didn’t set tests and they didn’t have 

assessment where they had particular standards or things that they had to 

reach by a particular time or anything, so we could focus on something that 

was really relevant to them, and take the time that was necessary. 

R2M67: When I started teaching in the Indigenous schools there were quite 

good curriculum guidelines. Some were home grown, some were borrowed; I 

think we borrowed the South Australian mathematics. I think we had, from 
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memory, our own English, we had our own arts curriculum. I’m struggling to 

remember now, but they were backed up also with some very, very good 

resources. In fact, I’ve still got one in my office called Sound and Sense, 

helping children, Indigenous kids, with their articulation and English. I’ve 

heard and read recently that it was seen as a very ordinary – I don’t think it 

was; it was adequate, and that’s better than ordinary, in my view. 

R2M67: ... And that then led into things like school based curriculum 

development, and I got very excited about that because for the first time I saw 

an opportunity to shape a school to what that school felt its community 

needed and its kids needed, and that was powerful stuff. What I didn’t realise 

was how hard it was to do. And at Ngukurr there, at Roper River, we actually 

got really excited and we started to develop our own school curriculum. We 

had lots of after school meetings until after about four or five months it 

dawned on me and I remember thinking, ‘You fool. You can’t do this. You 

can only adjust what you’ve got in some ways to suit your local needs, rather 

than having a one model fits all.’ And when we made that realisation it was 

actually a bit demoralising. We’d actually had attempted to write our own 

curriculum. 

 The SEETRC (1998, p. 131) found that curriculum was usually introduced by 

education departments, and after teachers had spent time adjusting to them, they 

were ‘withdrawn and replaced by something equally ill considered. Many teachers 

thought the changes were politically rather than educationally motivated.’ 
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R5M74: No, people like to go frog hopping, and I think of curriculum 

development as being a pond full of lily pads and we don’t actually sort of do 

any duck diving. We don’t go deeply into issues for any length of time 

because it’s not exciting to do that, it’s not romantic. We need quick fixes 

romantically when it comes to curriculum in schools, so we jump from one 

lily pad to the next, from one initiative to the next. Occasionally, or often, we 

fall into the water and get a resounding splash on us. That’s when 

something’s dumped, or it’s seen not to work but, ashamedly, we get up and 

climb back onto the lily pads and keep on frog hopping. And I don’t think 

that that’s a good thing for us, and I don’t think it’s a good thing for our 

schools, either. 

During 1988 and 1989, a major review of curriculum was undertaken, with the 

NTBOS committed to an outcomes-based curriculum, where goals (outcomes) for 

educational experiences were identified for student achievement across the key 

learning areas, such as Mathematics and English. 

By 1990 all curriculum being used in NT schools had to be first approved by the NT 

Board of Studies. The junior secondary maths curriculum published in 1990 was 

approved, as was the English curriculum. In 1990, in-service training in the English 

curriculum (ITEC) began and continued through to 1991. This was developed as 

school based in-service where one or two teachers were trained as ITEC tutors and 

then delivered programs in their own schools (Gammon, 1992). 

R5M74: I don’t like the notion of curriculum as being something that’s 

dumped down from on high in a sort of experimental sense where children as 
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regarded as being guinea pigs, and we’ll see if this works or that doesn’t, as 

the case be. And, you know, you get through a set of stuff. So, you know, 

you’ve got your planning and you’ve got your preparation and you get to an 

implementative stage, but you never stretch the implementation for too long 

because, again, that’s not exciting. We drop what we’ve done and we go back 

to the beginning. 

The two-year introductory trial of the new English curriculum for Years T-10 was 

completed in preparation for implementation into NT schools in 1992 along with the 

junior secondary mathematics course. In primary mathematics, adoption of the 

Western Australian course ‘Learning Mathematics’ was approved by the NTBOS 

(Gammon, 1992, p. 47). 

The Curriculum Advisory Support Unit (CASU) was established in 1992 with an 

appointment of 15 specialist teachers, to provide a range of services to schools 

including assisting with the implementation of curriculum by working with teachers 

(NTDoE 1992 Annual Report, 1993). CASU was well received by many teachers, 

who welcomed the additional support and resources that the Unit developed. 

However, the Unit was dissolved in the 1990s. 

R8F88: It used to be nice when you had subject specialists, but you don’t 

have them anymore, and there’s an expectation that you’ll find a subject 

specialist in your school, but if you do, you don’t necessarily know who they 

are because no one says, ‘I’m the subject specialist.’ They might be the senior 

teacher in your subject, but very rarely are they really, because the senior 
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teacher in your subject usually has a far more often administrative role and

they’ve devolved the kind of curriculum stuff to someone else in their team.

In the mid-nineties, the national Statements and Profiles for Australian Schools in the 

eight key learning areas was being encouraged for use in NT schools. ‘The NT is 

extracting from them whatever is considered as enhancing the curriculum’ (NTDoE 

1995b, p. 9). The Statements and Profiles did not get much traction in the NT 

schools and were phased out within a year.

In 1995 planning began to implement the Western Australian developed First Steps 

literacy professional development program, pre-school to Year 7 (NTDoE 1995

Annual Report, 1996). It was considered that the program would significantly make 

measurable and observable progress in language and literacy development for NT

students. A First Steps literacy project officer was appointed, a committee

established and thirty-eight schools and regional based tutors were trained. This 

program was introduced into primary schools over the following four years.

Ministerial approval had been provided for development of the new Northern

Territory Curriculum Framework (NTCF), which was to be trialled in April 2002

(NTDEET 2001-02 Annual Report, 2002). The implementation of the NTCF

commenced system wide in 2003. Launched by the Honourable Syd Stirling on 23

August 2002, it identified learning outcomes for all learners from Transition to Year

10 and contained local contexts and priorities to provide learner outcomes. Teachers 

were asked to stop using all previous curriculums, including such favourites as the

Western Australian Maths, which had been in place for many years, and the well-
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known Social Studies ‘Rainbow Document’ which was developed and published by 

curriculum branch of the NTDoE in the 1980s and widely used by primary teachers. 

R8F88: If I think of SOSE [Studies of Society and Environment] – in the 

Northern Territory, in the time that I’ve been here, the approach has quite 

changed because I began with the ‘Rainbow Document’ and then I moved on 

to the NTCF and now we’re on to our next version of the NTCF which I 

really haven’t got under my belt yet because, although Year 10s are still 

theoretically under the NTCF, that’s not how it’s been treated in our school. 

Although considerable money and time was poured into implementing the NTCF 

Territory wide, this curriculum was not necessarily widely accepted and used by 

teachers in classroom programming. The researcher reflects on her position as a 

curriculum manager in the Department when she conducted NTCF implementation 

workshops throughout NT schools, only to find that many teachers had never opened 

the hefty curriculum document and were still using old curriculum formats from 

various states and territories that they felt comfortable with. This was not unusual, 

and the SEETRC (1998, p. 31) found that nationally: 

Many teachers believed that curriculum changes were ill considered and that 

they were often introduced without adequate consultation. Then after teachers 

and students had spent time adapting to them, they were withdrawn and 

replaced by something equally ill considered. 
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R2M67: …how much has really changed. Look at what we’ve got; we’ve still 

got in our current curriculum framework, and we’re getting more of it in the 

national curriculum, its compartmentalised knowledge. We’re not getting a 

lot of integrated knowledge. Where there’s still the assumption that in a 

primary environment the classroom, the class, the classroom and the teacher 

are the primary units of delivery and receipt of that knowledge. Now, what’s 

changed now to 50 years ago to that? 

R13: I watch with amazement at the resources we throw in the Territory at 

developing our own curriculum and I don’t particularly – I’m not across 

exactly what other states are doing, but there’s been relentless change in that 

space and it’s been difficult for teachers to keep up with that. I think that’s 

disempowered teachers in relation to perhaps using the resources as maybe it 

 

Figure 29: Harry Scrawls cartoon depicting issues with curriculum development 

in the Northern Territory (NTDoE Developing Education, 1975). 
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was once written to be used, or using the resource to help inform their 

teaching. 

The general feeling amongst respondents interviewed was that a NT curriculum had 

still not been embraced by NT teachers and many were not engaging with the 

curriculum framework. 

R7F79: Now when I look at my own grandchildren going through the primary 

system [in 2009], I don’t think there’s a cohesive programme in place from 

year to year in many schools. It seems to be individual teacher’s programme 

and there’s no cohesiveness across the primary schools in terms of what’s 

taught. 

Respondents felt that where teachers had done their initial training significantly 

influenced how they taught in the classroom and what curriculum documents they 

used. This was also reflected in the level of programming that was being done, with 

considerable discussion about programming and how many teachers were unable to 

develop a program for their class. 

R4M72: We were always wary of teachers from the Canberra College of 

Advanced Education. The States then were – to get a teaching certificate you 

had to do things like programs, timetables, lesson plans, whereas Canberra 

was one of the first places – ‘unis’ – that went full on theory without the 

practical side of teaching. So, you’d get a graduate from Canberra Education 

College and they didn’t have a clue about programs. 

R10F73: …the person who came and worked with me, she was primary 

trained so that was good, she had a lot of that understanding, but she didn’t 
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really understand the need to make individual programs. She kept wanting to 

go to a bought resource and just photocopy pages. 

R10F73: I think the expectations are a lot higher or greater on teachers now. I 

think programming, assessment, … when I started, I just went and taught and 

it was enjoyable. Now I think there’s a lot more pressure on your record 

keeping; not that I think that’s a problem, I think it was a bit slack when I 

started, yeah. 

R7F79: Some people are better at writing programmes than others. We’ve got 

one teacher at the moment [in 2009] who is extremely stressed because the 

new senior teacher has suggested she write a programme and she has never 

written one in her life. 

R7F79: The idea of developing your own programmes and developing your 

own teaching resources a lot of people find difficult. I know many teachers, 

the first question is, ‘What textbook are we going to use,’ and when we say, 

‘Sorry, love, none,’ they nearly fall on the floor. 

R8F88: … I know people who still take out the textbook and read the 

textbook and answer the questions, and if you teach like that all the time it’s 

boring as hell for the students, and it doesn’t do anything for you as a teacher 

in terms of having a repertoire of things to do to suit particular moods and to 

suit particular times. 

R8F88: … people don’t have the time so they might, at times, take the easy 

road in teaching, the black line master road, or the watch the video, answer 

the questions road, or the just in time teaching or the teaching that doesn’t 
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[sic] to be sequential, that is, ‘Okay, yes I’ve got a program over here but I’m 

just going to do this today’, or ‘I’ve seen this video on somebody’s desk, I’ll 

do that tomorrow.’ 

8.3.2 Pace and Scope of Change 

Schools and teaching in the ’60s, ’70s and ’80s were fundamentally very different 

from those of today. Bell (1996, p. 50) reflected, ‘How teaching methods have 

changed! In those days, you taught to the average. The reading syllabus was “Dick 

and Dora” taught with a combination of phonics and sight words. The children 

seemed to cope quite well.’ Hopkins (2011, p. 110) writes that: 

 Increased dialogue about learning over the past 30 years has led to a plethora 

of concepts, ranging from whole brain learning, problem-based learning, 

negotiated learning to personalised learning. 

The SEETRC (1998) felt that although change is inevitable and necessary, the 

concerns were that there had been a considerable and varied number of changes in 

schools, but teachers had not been provided with adequate time to ‘implement and 

evaluate them’ (p. 130). Respondents discussed the significant transformations that 

they had witnessed in their teaching career in the Territory: inspector visits, student 

behaviours and the poor academic levels of students, breakdown of the nuclear 

family, the increased role that parents have in the school, and media reporting, the 

role of technology and teaching resources in the classroom – from stencils to black 

boards to chalk boards, photocopiers and overhead projectors, to interactive 

whiteboards and an overcrowded curriculum. 
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In the earlier decades school inspectors played an important role in education 

departments throughout Australia. Since the nineteenth century, inspectors ‘were the 

conduits of policy between head office and the schools’ (Campbell and Proctor, 2014, 

p. 193). Their roles generally included the assessment of teachers; however, they were 

not welcomed with open arms into classrooms, their visits were considered subjective 

and they were feared by many teachers. Penglase and Rodwell (1989, p. 18) 

suggested that in the NT, ‘Inspectors to the school based much of their judgement about 

the ability of the teacher on the presentation and performance of the class during a short 

visit.’ 

According to Campbell and Proctor (2014, p. 193), the role of inspectors visiting classrooms 

eventually started to wane. ‘The system declined from the early 1970s, partly because of its 

expense, partly because of the transfer of authority to school principals and partly because of 

hostility from classroom teachers and their unions over the assessment role.’ T2M60 noted, 

‘And so you were under constant scrutiny, and that is not a good climate in which to 

try and teach difficult students; because some students take longer than others, and 

there was no understanding of individual learning difficulties in those days.’ 

Classroom layouts have also changed considerably over the decades as new ways of 

teaching evolved. During the period 1975 to 2000, classrooms were designed to 

incorporate the creation of wet areas for arts and crafts, withdrawal rooms and open 

plan classrooms where multiple classes would share an open space were being 

developed in NT schools. Bell (1996, p. 21) wrote, 

The single-room teaching concept has been supplemented by open-plan 

schools with amenities such as teachers’ offices, storerooms and wet areas. 
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Air-conditioned schools have made the working environment easier for 

teachers and students. Teaching methods have changed requiring more 

movement of students and more space in which to carry out their numerous 

activities. Teachers have a variety of support services available to assist 

children with special needs and some schools have specialist teachers. 

Bell (1996, p. 51) described chalk and blackboard as an art form and modelled 

writing forms for students: 

We were very meticulous with our blackboards then. I stayed every afternoon 

and prepared the board-work for the next day. Room decoration became 

important and it was a bit of a hassle if you were not artistic and good at 

drawing. 

T2M60: There was a lot of blackboard teaching, you went over and over 

things. In those days you had to teach grammar, and you actually had to teach 

reading. They had to understand it, not just know the words off by heart. 

Those were real days, of real teaching. 

R5M74: Teachers who are very good when it comes to articulation on 

whiteboards and blackboards, these days, are a minority. You go into 

classrooms and look at the way teachers write on a board; it used to be good 

stuff. The same with bookwork that kids do, you know, that reflects as well. 

There’s not the same pride taken by kids in the bookwork that they do. 

Campbell and Proctor (2014, p. 238) stated that between the years 1975 to 2000: 
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 Teaching practices were diversified. Time allocated for teacher professional 

development became common: Team teaching, extended community 

interactions, student peer group teaching, abandonment of textbooks in favour 

of teacher-generated and teacher-student negotiated curricula, more 

laboratory work, hands on practical work, the use of drama across the 

curriculum. All of these and more initiatives challenged older conceptions of 

teaching. 

R3F71: When I first started teaching, you had a text book that you worked 

out of and you know, that was basically what you had to do. Well, they don’t 

do that anymore to a large extent; it’s a lot broader than that. You’ve still got 

expectations, but you don’t have a text book that you follow. You’ve got to 

gather your resources from wherever you can; everywhere and anywhere and 

pull it all together on your own. It’s not done for you, as it was, I guess, from 

a text book. 

 Increased class size was a major concern for teachers and an issue that was generally 

highlighted in union industrial disputes. The SEETRC (1998) found that ‘class size 

had a direct bearing on teacher workload and student outcomes’ (p. 139). The 

number of students in each class was also an issue for the Darwin Teacher’s 

Association (1960, p.3), with a concern about the high pupil to teacher ratio and the 

need for reduction in the accepted Southern ratio. The accepted ratio for the staffing 

of schools by the S.A. Education Department is thought to be infant and primary 

40:1 and secondary now about 25:1. Owing to peculiar difficulties in Darwin, this 

ratio should be reduced. ‘…. unless this is done, the children in Darwin schools 

generally will be handicapped by the fact that they are being taught at Darwin.’ 



283 

 

8.3.3 Changing Role of the Classroom Teacher 

Schools have changed rapidly and are very different from those in which many 

teachers began their careers. The SEETRC (1998, p. 130) considered that ‘Many 

teachers have faced more than twenty years of change, at an accelerated rate, and are 

cynical about both its rationale and about its effects.’ Many respondents in this 

research were trained twenty to fifty years ago, when it was possible to operate 

within an established knowledge base and a stable technological and sociological 

culture. Teachers now who are in their forties, fifties or sixties have seen tremendous 

transformation in schooling over their career. Expectations from the community have 

also changed significantly and there is a general confusion regarding the actual role 

of schools and the classroom teacher, who is caught in the middle of the confusion. 

The SEETRC (1998) found that there was now a lack of clarity from the community 

about the role of teachers. Some people believed that the purpose of schools was for 

academic purposes, others believed that was a place to develop well rounded and 

socialised members of society and with the push for equipping students for future 

jobs, and thus vocational education had also been considerably increased to cater for 

students who were not going to take an academic pathway. With the breakdown of 

the nuclear family, schools have also had to provide health and welfare services. ‘We 

expect schools to be the agents for solving all the ills of society. Sex education, drug 

education, road safety, fitness, nutrition, inter-personal relationships, socio-economic 

disadvantage, unemployment, are all seen as the responsibility of schools’ (SEETRC, 

1998 p. 44). 

Myers (1998, p. 1), a previous principal of the Parap Primary School, felt that: 
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Teachers believe strongly that they are overworked, under-appreciated, 

publicly demonised and saddled with many of the problems besetting 

Australian society which have their genesis outside of schools but solutions 

for which must be found in schools. 

R10F73: I think the expectations on teachers is different and on the whole, 

like society, has changed a whole lot. And 20 years ago, I think, because if 

you taught English, for example, I think you taught this stuff, you didn’t have 

the impact of all those influences from TV, technology. 

R2M67: …one of the comments I made to beginning teachers and our 

associate teachers, which is what we call student teachers here, is that if you 

want to be a teacher, expect to be tired. That sounds terribly negative, but it’s 

reality: you are tired at the end of the day, you’re tired at the end of the week, 

at the end of the semester. That doesn’t make it a bad thing, but you really 

have to work long hours and you have to be smart about making those hours 

productive. 

In the 1970s and ’80s, teachers took on many extra curricula activities, such as 

school camps, fetes, and sporting events. These activities have been reduced over the 

years, particularly because of the NT Education Union interventions against teachers 

providing extra curricula activities. R4M72 commented that ‘willingness to work at 

fetes or sports or whatever was terrific. … two of the staff at Larrakeyah started the 

Aussie Rules junior competition because it was not existing, but that [was] sort of 

extra effort.’ 
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R6M75: I think the organised sport was good, and I think the inter-school 

sport was good. Whereas now the kids are more involved with out of school 

clubs because teachers are not spending the time out of school. They used to 

be expected to and they usually enjoyed taking the footy team or the netball 

team, or whatever the games after school, outside school hours, weekends. 

R10F73: We still have all of those after school things, you’ve still got all the 

parent interviews, you’ve still got presentation nights, you’ve still got camps; 

although camps and that sort of thing even might be less than they used to be, 

I think because of litigation and potential for things to go wrong and be sued. 

You’ve still got your sporting things and you’ve still got your eisteddfods. 

R8F88: …. people would put up their hand and do things because they could 

see the need for the students, but probably here, it’s because it’s a bit – a 

really big school now and there are people who just sit on their hands and 

don’t do anything, and sometimes you feel that there’s one or two people 

being asked to do everything, and some people are quite capable of taking 

that on and doing a good job with it. It’s just that there is a pressure to do it 

and I’ve actually stopped putting my hand, because I’ve done the putting up 

my hand. 

R2M67: I sometimes detect, is it, a frustration of teachers who are saying, 

‘No, we won’t do all of those roles now because they’re not really our roles. 

Why should we provide an after-school sporting program when there are 

sporting clubs in the community to do those sorts of things?’ 
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R8F88: You walk into the classroom. You’re in charge of the people in your 

classroom, and then when you’re not teaching, you’ve got time to prepare. 

That’s the theory. The reality is that you now have umpteen meetings to 

attend, you have to do performance management, you have to do – I never 

have any time to myself just to think. ... I guess there just seems to be more 

and more things happening within the school that you – and expectations that 

you take on roles beyond the classroom, … and all those things have 

probably been there before but there’s more pressure on people to do it. It’s 

like devolving the things down to the people who are already doing a job and 

who already feel harassed enough, and then of course, more expectations on 

the top of that. 

R10F73: …you’ve got to spend a whole lot more time preparing to cater for 

your ADHD kids and your kids with an eyesight problem who can only sit 

here, so you’ve got to think all the time about all those other things to cater 

for all the kids, which when I started I don’t remember having kids like that. I 

don’t know where they were, but I didn’t have them. 

Teachers have increasingly become responsible for functions that were originally 

undertaken by churches, families and the community. The SEETRC (1998, p. 132) 

found that teachers were expected ‘to act in the roles of social worker, counsellor, 

surrogate parent, psychologist, law enforcer, disabilities educator.’ 

R6M75: In my early years in education, teachers dealt mainly with kids and 

their program and what was going on in the classroom. They didn’t have the 
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welfare role so much as they have these days. There was no mandatory 

reporting of child abuse. 

R13: .…more and more pressure is being put on schools to take a whole of 

life role in managing the learning of kids so all of those issues in relation to 

performing the duties of a counsellor, providing psychological counselling, 

the interface with FACS [i.e. Family and Community Services] or Children 

and Family Services, all those sorts of things I think have impacted very 

heavily on the role of the classroom teacher and of school leaders. 

The nature of the students’ families has also changed over the years. 

R8F88: …mixed families. The second families, the step brothers and sisters, 

mothers, fathers, you know, the children who are sent up from down south 

because they’re having a bad time so they come up and stay with auntie and 

go to school and hope all your problems will go away. 

R10F73: It was pretty much Mum, Dad, the kids. Now when you go the 

classrooms you keep hearing about Mum is there, and Dad’s there, or an 

uncle or an aunty, and I think that the impact that that has on kids, and I think 

that makes it harder as a teacher because the kids maybe don’t have the same 

stability at home that they did when I first started teaching. 

8.3.4 Student Behaviour 

In 1991, the management of student behaviour became an increasingly important 

area in the Student Services area of the Department, dealing with both students’ 

problems and as a resource for classroom teachers dealing with behavior issues. 

Gammon (1992) notes that Teacher Effectiveness Training (TET) was one of the 
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school-based in-service opportunities that assisted teachers with the increasing

number of poor student behavior issues that were arising. Some of the respondents 

discussed the evolving force of student behaviours.

R3F71: In my experience, you didn’t have the behaviour problems. Like,

second year out teaching, most of my classes were kids from Retta Dixon. If 

you had the same bunch of kids in today’s time period, you would expect that

all of those kids would have severe discipline, or behaviour, issues. These

kids were beautiful kids, so I think that society and the system has got a lot to 

answer for.

R8F88: Then there’s all the kind of domestic violence and the – I’m sure

some of that happened before, but it’s really much more obvious to me now,

and how that then pans out in terms of kids’ ways of resolving conflict is

immediately a violent reaction rather than a sit down, talk about it type thing.

So I’ve noticed that more so in recent years, although I’m sure it was part of 

society in the past. It’s just that it seems to be more widespread, or maybe it

is specific to this community, but I don’t think so.

Respondents reflected on their own schooling as students themselves and the

interactions they had with their teachers. R8F88 remembers their relationship with

teachers: ‘In primary school my teacher was all to me. You never questioned your

teacher. In high school, you didn’t question your teacher either.’ R4M72 also

considered the level of respect that students had for teachers in the 1950s and the 

difference between then and now:
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I would never challenge, wouldn’t tell Mum if I’d gotten into trouble at 

school. Well, now primary school kids will say to a principal, ‘if you punish 

me then my Dad will come and bash you up’, and that’s voiced now, whereas 

30 years ago no student would have ever said that to their teacher, let alone 

the principal. 

Many of the respondents felt that more parental responsibilities had become the 

teachers’ responsibility. R3F71 suggested that ‘…the expectations that are placed on 

teachers, where they are having to replace a lot of the stuff that should be happening 

in the family unit, is now being forced onto teachers.’ 

The SEETRC (1998) found that although teachers considered that their profession 

was not valued, there were intrinsic rewards that kept many teachers in the classroom 

teaching. Respondents thus also discussed the positive effect that the students had on 

them as teachers and the relationships they developed: 

R10F73: When I think of the ESL kids that I taught… because they’re more 

challenging and I felt that their needs were greater and I guess it’s the sense 

of achievement that they had when they learnt things and were successful, 

which gave me a sense of achievement for having helped them – things like 

the kids coming to school or getting to school on time or only taking the 

morning to go to a funeral and then coming back to school in the afternoon or 

having a student come to the award ceremony and to receive their award. 

R2M67 stated that ‘I’ve been able to work with and be inspired by children, and also 

by teachers, and that still motivates me to this day.’ And R7F79, ‘I’ve always liked 

the kids I’ve taught, and as I say you look at the frustrations, but who cares, I mean 
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you just have to work around them or over them or under them.’ And from R10F73, 

‘My experience is that the kids went to school, they knew they were going to school 

to learn, the teacher was to be respected, you had to earn respect.’ 

Respondents felt that although the needs of children kept them in the teaching 

profession, the profession itself had become increasingly difficult. According to 

R10F73, ‘Twenty years ago, well, when I started, I felt quite valued. I think in the 

end and now I think teachers often do feel undervalued.’ R2M67 made a comparison: 

‘I come back to the metaphor with the craftsmen: when we were craftsmen and 

craftswomen, I think we actually had the time to do more and we did it.’ As for 

R5M74, ‘Teaching as a profession is less satisfying and rewarding than it used to be. 

It is no coincidence that teachers able to are leaving the profession in droves and 

seeking employment elsewhere.’ 

8.3.5 National Assessment 

The SEETRC (1998, p. 129) found that teachers were against national testing 

programs, finding them ‘unsound because results have the potential to be 

misrepresented and manipulated.’ 

Student assessment in NT schools was generally ad hoc and confined to individual 

school and teacher autonomy until the early 1980s. In 1982 a working party was 

established to oversee the implementation of a program for the assessment of 

students in Years 5 and 7 in the areas of maths and English and the screening of 

students in the early childhood years. The program began in 1984 and individual 

schools were to analyse their own data and compile their own reports, which were 

then be issued respectively to school councils and parents (NTDoE 1982-83 Annual 
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Report, 1983b). In 1985 the first results of the NT student program were released and 

‘indicated that the majority of students were competent in most reading and 

mathematics core curriculum objectives’ (NTDoE, 1985 Annual Report, 1986). 

In 1986 the second report was released and reported that ‘Most students received 

very satisfactory levels of performance in basic computations and basic literacy 

skills. Results indicated a significant improvement particularly in mathematics.’ A 

similar assessment program developed for Aboriginal schools was administered for 

the first time with results available in 1987 (1986 Annual Report, NTDoE, 1987a). 

In 1993 the assessment program was renamed and was known as the Multilevel 

Assessment program (MAP) and a system-wide moderation of school-based 

assessment of writing was introduced in ten urban primary schools (1993 Annual 

Report, NTDoE, 1994). In the Department of Education’s 1996 Annual Report 

(NTDoE, 1997), it was stated that the NT Board of Studies were considering 

releasing the student results from the MAP to parents. By 2002 MAP applied to the 

Year 3 students as well as Years 5 and 7. Student attainment in reading, writing, 

spelling and numeracy were measured and reported against national benchmarks. 

Since 2008, NT students have participated in a common national assessment of 

literacy and numeracy skills. the National Assessment Program, Literacy and 

Numeracy, or NAPLAN, also referred to as just NAP. This national assessment 

program replaced the previous NT Multilevel Assessment Program (MAP) in 2008. 

Students in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 participate annually in tests covering reading, writing, 

language conventions (spelling, grammar and punctuation) and numeracy skills and 

understandings. Each year more than a million students in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 across 
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Australia participate in the tests, and this provides an important measure of how all 

Australian students are performing against national achievement bands (NTDET 

2010-11 Annual Report, 2011, p. 96). 

The NT News is always ready to publish news about the public education system and 

the poor results of NT students compared to other students throughout Australia. In 

2006, the headlines read, ‘Report Shames NT Education Results’ (Adlam, 2006). 

This article stated that ‘The review of government services showed the NT scored the 

worst in almost every category. ... Reading, writing and numeracy results are the 

worst in the country’ (p. 2). Respondents also spoke about the Territory’s 

involvement in the national student assessment program. 

R7F79: I think I’ve noticed in the last few years a decline again in the 

standards of kids coming through from primary school and it seems to 

Figure 30: The cartoonist Wicking’s view (NT News, 4 December, 2013). 
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correlate with the beginning of the MAP and the NAP testing, where I think 

people are teaching to tests rather than teaching kids to be problem solvers 

and to think. 

R7F79: There’s no good getting many of our kids that come in here, I mean 

kids at Band One on NAP for instance, I’ve just been through the NAP stuff 

this weekend, sitting on Band One. You can’t teach them a Year 7 or 8 or 9 

standard, forget it, it’s ridiculous. You know I see all of the kids coming in 

and we look at what they’ve done elsewhere, and I can see kids come in from 

schools all over the country and some of them will bring in their books, 

beautiful work, beautifully set out, all copied from the board on trigonometry 

or something, and if I say to them, ‘Do you know what that was about?’ ‘No, 

Miss, I copied it.’ Not a clue, hasn’t sunk in, and these are kids who are 

virtually illiterate and innumerate but they’ve had to sit in classrooms all 

through the country being fed stuff because it’s Year 8 maths or its Year 9 

maths and none of its made any sense. 

R7F79: …the kids at the bottom are still very slow and I taught them there as 

well as here. There were more of them: that school had over 1,000 when I 

was there, but you know, and I taught the cream of the crop as well, which I 

do here as well, and I don’t see, generally speaking, that there’s any 

difference, say academically; there’s always – in the Territory in particular, 

there’s a huge range. 
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8.3.6 Impact of Technology

The SEETRC (1998, p. 144) found that due to the average age of teachers being in

their 40s, few of them would have had any training with computers and many were

resistant to computer use based on their own lack of understanding. It was also found

that the teachers’ lack of knowledge and confidence regarding technology was a

‘significant contributor to teacher stress.’

Campbell and Proctor (2014, p. 238) felt that throughout the years 1975 to 2000

technology had significantly influenced the art of teaching and learning in

classrooms.

Changing technology also helped to transform teaching. Overhead projectors

became more common. The accessibility of spirit duplicators and then 

photocopiers made school based and teacher generated curriculum materials

easier to produce. Ephemeral worksheets, study guides and quick tests were

produced in bulk. Towards the end of the century, computer-generated

material assisted teachers.

R5M74: When I went to teachers’ college and was doing a prac and I was

told, ‘Okay, you’re a prac teacher, and you’ve got an entitlement to three

photocopied sheets for the whole of the time that you’re here.’ It was a three

week prac, one a week. And classroom teachers at that stage of the game 

were unable – I think they used a ream of paper for their class each term,

there were four terms in the year, had four reams of paper for the year that

were on stock issue.
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In the 1970s with the introduction of the photocopier, the trend towards the use of 

worksheets took over from the use of the blackboard. Penglase and Rodwell (1989, p. 

19) wrote: 

In the early days, the sheets were being overused and very little use was being made 

of the blackboard. Although worksheets are still used today, they are used to a 

lesser extent and have a more meaningful purpose behind their use. 

R5M74: They’re the bane of my life; if there’s one thing I’d love to get rid of 

out of classrooms it’d be the bloody photocopied sheet. Because I don’t think 

the kids get much satisfaction out of sitting there, you know, filling in bits 

and pieces on a photocopied sheet. 

Campbell and Proctor (2014, p. 238) reported that ‘In the 1990s, the computers across the 

curriculum movement took off and no curriculum area would be left untouched. 

Chalkboards were replaced with whiteboards.’ New word processors, 11 work 

stations and 7 printers were installed in the Education Department’s Darwin offices 

in June 1982. It was not until 1984 that the Territory public schools included 

computer education in the core curriculum, with the Department policy mandating 

that, ‘Schools shall use computers where appropriate for teaching and learning across 

the curriculum’ (NTDoE 1982-83 Annual Report, 1983b, p. 6). Following on, a 

three-year computer acquisition program inaugurated, where schools received a free 

initial allocation of essential equipment (p. 2). 

 In August 2004, 2389 laptops were provided to all teachers in NT public schools as 

part of the Laptop for Teachers program (NTDEET 2005-06 Annual Report, 2006, p. 

61). 
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R5M74: The issue of laptops to teachers which was, you know, one of the

educational promises; to me, that’s sad that that happened because teachers

have become far more sedentary. You go into classrooms now and where do

you see the teacher? Around the room? No, sitting at the table recording and

doing stuff on that bloody thing? Yes. You know, it’s changed the culture of

thinking and it’s changed the culture of the way teachers operate. 

R5M74: I’ve got no objection to the computer, and I love computer text, but I

love kids to make sure that it’s right, I love kids to check their work through,

and I don’t know that it’s sort of an in-between thing. How much should you

allow the spell check and the grammatical text fixer upper to do it for you?

Do you understand the fixing up? Should you understand the fixing up?

R2M67: The way that kids now access information from all around the world

and have absolutely no fear of it and absolutely no fear of accessing it. And I 

think that’s an exciting development. I’ll give you an example of doing a

class lesson a year or two ago now, just on volcanoes, and I was able to find a

website where they had a – in South America, I think, somewhere – where

they had a camera permanently fixed looking into a volcano. And using the

Smart Board technology I was able to, while I was teaching the children

about volcanoes, they were sitting there with me, because I was learning,

looking into the volcano. And in the old days, 20 years ago, ten years ago,

you would have found a grey old photograph somewhere in an encyclopaedia

or something. The kids were actually in real time looking at a volcano. And

that’s the sort of thing I think that is, enriching learning beyond what you and

I would ever have dreamt of, and I’m really excited about that.
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R10F73: [As a relief teacher] I’ve had a workshop or two on interactive 

whiteboards, but not actually used it myself in a classroom. So, the other day 

we needed a timer, so the teacher set up the timer on that interactive 

whiteboard with a computer, and when the screen went blank the kids said, 

‘Just touch it’, and then when we needed to change it, they gave me all the 

instructions; this is Year 3. 

8.3.7 The System 

The SEETRC (1998, p. 99) found that many teachers considered that ‘education 

ministers – the very people who should be supporting them – were instead leading 

the charge against them.’ One of the issues raised was that politicians had a three to 

four year election cycle, where they looked at considerable educational change and 

reform during that period. This was not enough time for new reforms, such as in 

curriculum to be developed, trialed and implemented. Coupled with frequent 

ministerial changes is also the numerous appointments of Chief Executive Officers, 

all of whom have their own reforms. R10F73 suggested that ‘changes have been 

made willy-nilly, and not only with curriculum, but within structures within the 

system which can be very, very influential on teachers.’ R5M74 elaborated as 

follows: 

…the office is often regarded, I think, in people’s vernacular, although we’re

far too respectful to say so, as being somewhat of a disorganised joke, you 

know? We have an organisational chart for our Department of Education, and 

it’s a huge organisational chart, and one of the constancies about the 

organisational chart, apart from its growth, is the fact that it’s always 

changing. I even said to one of our leaders a while ago that in my opinion the 
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organisational chart takes on a new face every ten minutes. And people just 

don’t respect that.

R5M74 went on to point out how change did not always mean new developments,

but often just the recycling of old ideas:

We go around in circles because we’ve got a new infusion of leadership that’s

coming through all the time, and that infusion seems to be becoming more

rapid with the passing of time, and people want to try brand new ideas –

excepting they’re not brand new.

…we never seem, in the Northern Territory, to get past Genesis 1:1. It’s

always ‘In the beginning,’ we don’t march it. And they are absolute

frustrations.

R6M75 gave an example of such recycling:

… just after I retired in ’94, superintendents were done away with and now I

believe there’s something like a superintendent under a different name back

in the system again.

R6M75 noted that ‘There’s been so many changes lately that it’s very hard for

people to know what’s going on or to have an influence, say at a higher level.’

R7F79 spoke repeatedly on this problem: 

The hardest thing at the moment is to find somebody you can talk to about the

issues; you don’t know where they are, you just don’t know where they are,

who they are, how to – you know, there was a stage there when I could.



299 

I’ve just stopped being involved because with all the restructuring that goes 

on you don’t even know at times who to go to, to talk to about it, how to find 

someone. 

R7F79 elaborated further as follows: 

I know when we first set up community-based learning, which goes back to 

the late ’90s, we needed to find someone to talk to about how to get careers 

insurance cover for the kids who went out, and it took days to actually work 

through the Department to find who the hell you went to, to sort it out. 

Whereas in the days of the PEOs – and I’m not saying that was perfect, 

because many of them were appointed for life and became quite ineffective, 

but at least you knew that if you wanted something like that, you’d go to the 

person in charge of careers and they would be able to tell you what to do, but 

now it’s impossible at times to actually track through to find who’s running 

what and can give you the advice on what to do. 

R6M75 also noted a failure to evaluate the impact of changes: 

I think it gives the sense of what the hell are we going to do next. I used to 

argue that we were implementing change, but never evaluating what we had 

done in say two or three years’ time and then building on that. It would just 

be change, and okay, that’s not good, total change again without any sort of 

evaluation and working in a school, I always felt that, okay, before you 

implement any change, is to evaluate where the kids were. You make your 

change and then you would evaluate where they were in 12 months, two 
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years, and if there was, obviously, things were working, you kept on going. If

they weren’t, you made another change.

Table 8 shows the frequency of Education Ministers and Chief Executive Officers 

(also historically referred to as Secretary or Director) in the NT Education system.

Chief Minister Administrator/Minister
Education

Director/CEO Education 

1912 Dr J A Gilruth first Administrator 
under the Commonwealth 
1919 M Staniforth Smith Acting
Administrator. 
1931 RH Weddell Administrator

1936 Mr V L Lampe Supervisor of 
Education NT

1951 Hon Paul Hasluck. First NT 
Minister for Territories

1973 Feb Dr Hedley Beare
(Director)
J Gallacher (Assistant Director)

10/1974–08/1977 
Geoff Letts

1974 Nov Mr E J Andrew Dr Hedley Beare 

EJ Andew 1975 Jan JD Gallacher (acting)
EJ Andew 1975 Dr JH Eedle

Dr JH Eedle

08/1977 -10/1984 
Paul Everingham 

09/1977- 11/1982
Jim M Robertson 

Dr JH Eedle 

12/1982-12/1983 MB Perron  Mr SP Saville
10/1984 – 05/1986 
Ian Tuxworth  

12/1983-04/1986 Tom Harris

05/1986 – 07/1988 
Stephen Hatton 

05/1986- 12/1987
Darryl W Manzie
12/1987-04/1988 R A Hanrahan

07/1988 – 05/1995 
Marshall Perron 

04/1988-11/1990 Tom Harris
11/1990-11/1992 Shane L Stone
11/1992-05/1995 Fred A Finch

09/1992- 11/1998
Michael Fong05/1995-02/1999 

Shane L Stone 

07/1995-06/1996 Steve P Hatton 
06/1996-06/1997 Fred A Finch 

02/1999-08/2001 
Denis Burke 

07/1997-0/2000
Peter Adamson

1998 - 2000 Walter Czernezkyj  

01/2000-08/2001
Christopher Lugg 

2000 – 2005 Peter Plummer 

02/2005 Ken Simpson (Acting) 

2005 – 10/2009 Margaret Banks 
08/2001– 11/2007 
Clare Martin (ALP) 

08/2001-08/2007
Sydney Stirling
09/2006-11/2007
Paul Henderson

11/2007-08/2012 
Paul Henderson

11/2007 Marion Scrymgour 

Dr Christopher Burns 2009 Gary Barnes

Table 8: NT Administrators/Directors/Education Ministers and CEOs 1912 – 2010.25 
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Geoff Spring was the longest serving CEO, for ten years from 1982 to 1992, 

followed by Michael Fong for six years, with no other CEO in the position for longer 

than three years. There was even less stability with a continual turnover of Education 

Ministers, with Sydney Stirling serving for six years as the longest. 

Prior to 2000 there had at least been a consistency and stability of senior executives 

in the education department to the extent that many of them had been working within 

the NT education system before taking on a senior role. For example, Michael Fong, 

who was appointed Secretary in 1992, had commenced his career in NT education in 

1972 and had been appointed to Senior Executive in 1987; Wal Czernezkyj, 

appointed as Deputy Secretary Corporate Services 1996, commenced in NT 

education in 1984; Chris Makepeace, appointed Deputy Secretary in 1997, 

commenced NT education in 1984; Harry Payne, appointed Deputy Secretary 1979, 

commenced NT education in 1971; and Wes Whitmore, appointed Assistant 

Secretary in 1989, commenced NT education in 1972 (1997 Annual Report, NTDoE, 

1998). 

The NTDET organisational chart (2010-11 Annual Report, NTDET, 2011, p. 125) 

shows the following executive staff, with only one executive a born and bred 

Territorian. Chief Executive Gary Barnes – appointed from Queensland in 2009; 

previous to him was Margaret Banks from Western Australia, appointed in 2005; 

25 Data for Ministers and Chief Executive Officers 1974 to 2012 sourced from Northern Territory 

Government, Members of Parliament (https://parliament.nt.gov.au/members-of-parliament). Data 

for Administrators and Directors, 1912 to 1973 sourced throughout Gammon (1992). Data for 

Chief Executive Officers Education sourced from DoE Annual Reports 1999 to 2010. 
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Kevin Gillen, Head of School Education and Training Operations – from Western 

Australia and appointed in 2007; Marcia Hoffmann, Executive Director, appointed in 

2011 from Queensland; Debbie Efthymiades, Executive Director, appointed in 2009, 

came to the NT in 1998 from NSW and has since left the NT; John Hassed, Deputy 

Chief Executive, from Queensland in May 2004; Kim Jenkinson, Executive Director, 

appointed in January 2011, came to the NT in 1987 as a science teacher; Eva Lawler, 

Executive Director, appointed in April 2010 - a born and bred Territorian – has since 

left public education but remains in the NT.26 R5M74 made a couple of comments on 

this issue: 

…there’s a belief, I think, or a thought process around that what we’ve got in 

the Northern Territory’s sort of not all that good, we’re a pretty mediocre 

bunch of sort of knockabouts up here. You know, we’re almost the Paul 

Hogan’s of Australia, sort of. So, therefore, we’ve got to be fixed up and 

we’ve got to be taught how to do things in a refined and proper way; they 

have to grow us up. And so, the only way you fix hillbillies is bringing people 

in from interstate to fix them. ... 

…you’ve got a decided reluctance on the part of people who are long-term 

Territorians to do anything other than to sort of watch the new chums 

operating at a higher level, sort of sink or swim. It’s a sort of a case of ‘Oh, I 

told you so.’ But then you go around the full circle, and when people don’t 

succeed, having been appointed from interstate – and there’s a lot of history 

                                                 

26 Eva Lawler was appointed as the Northern Territory Labor Government’s Minister for 

Education in September 2016. 



303 

about that – when they don’t succeed they’re not replaced by locals, they’re 

replaced by another infusion of southerners. 

The SEETRC (1998, p. 102) found that teachers strongly felt that over the years the 

relationship between education departments and teachers had changed and 

departmental staff were now viewed as ‘agents of government. ... Formally 

permanent public servants, they are now employed on contract, with performance 

assessed against the achievement of government objectives.’ They also found that 

‘Teachers perceived departmental staff as isolated from the business of teaching. 

They claimed staff did not understand what happened in schools and had different 

priorities from teachers.’ This relationship between schools and the corporate system 

is very different to the role that James Eedle (1976, p. 127), Director of Education 

NT, considered that the department should have in 1976: 

 The role of the Department is to provide the policy, the context in which 

schools’ work, together with support services in the form of management 

services, curriculum, research, materials, inservice, special services. The 

general aim of the Department is to build up morale among the teaching 

force, improve efficiency and improve the service given to the people of the 

Territory. 

 Cameron (1996, p. 65) also discussed this issue in his research: 

The system is vulnerable in the area of bureaucracy/school’s relationships. 

The ‘us-them’ syndrome, between schools generally and ‘the office’ or ‘the 

Department’ is omnipresent. Justification of perception of such division is 

debatable but it exists and is therefore real. It is counterproductive, deflecting 



304 

 

focus and application from purpose and undermining morale, thereby 

impeding efficiency and effectiveness. 

 All respondents interviewed spoke about ‘the system’. The following are their 

comments on the disconnect between schools and the central administration: 

R2M67: You know, the easiest thing to forget when you leave a school is the 

reality of the school. It’s very easy to run a school from the top of a high-rise 

building. The day to day grind, the crappy stuff you’ve got to deal with, it’s 

exhausting some days; it’s draining, it’s demoralising. But it doesn’t mean 

that the whole profession is like that. 

R7F79: Oh, yes, there are frustrations, but you ignore them where you can. 

One of my friends said to me, you know when I found the bureaucracy going 

more and more away from schools, I really felt they were. I think the 

department in many ways has lost touch with schools; I don’t think they have 

a clue as to how they work or what the difficulties are and the support, not 

that it was ever great, but I think it has diminished. 

 In discussing how change made it difficult to know who to contact about specific 

matters (see earlier), R7F79 also suggested that the management structure had 

become ‘top down’: 

...I think that’s something that makes things fairly difficult for people at the, 

you know, in the schools who seem to have become less significant over 

time, to actually influence what’s happening up there. I think it’s sort of a top 

down – they’re trying to make it top down, which isn’t terribly effective. 
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 R10F83 noted that teachers found it difficult to understand how the system worked: 

I think they [teachers] feel a bit undervalued by the system sometimes, but 

whatever the system is. But I think that’s also a bit of teacher – I think that’s 

a bit of a personality thing as well to some extent. Some people don’t really 

understand how the system works, they don’t actually understand how 

everything fits together, and that’s very important because if you understand 

how it all fits together then you can appreciate what’s going on a bit more. 

But then how do you actually get that understanding and how do you actually 

get to be able to put all the bits of the jigsaw together when really, as a 

classroom teacher, you just want to teach your kids, but sometimes you feel 

like there are these other things happening and you just want to teach the 

kids. 

Aside from commenting on problems of organisational structure, R2M67 suggested 

that it also forced schools to compete with each other: 

The structure of the organisation, which I think is the problem, part of the 

problem. I mean it delivers good things and there’s very good people, 

including me, I hope, working in that model, but I don’t think it was the right 

model. ... 

… one of the sad things I find is that schools are forced to compete with each 

other. Now, we often get blather about, you know, we’re all a group of 

schools when we’re together; it doesn’t happen as well as it should because 

schools are forced to compete. 

R5M74 blamed politics for the general problem: 
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Coupled with that, and with the passing of time and into the contemporary

period in which we live, the fact that politics has taken over and diminished

education hugely, and adds to the notion of that reactivity versus proactivity, 

opportunity has really forced what in quite a lot of cases was a good product

into one of very mediocre capacity. 

Meanwhile, R7F79 noted that much also depends on the individuals involved, not

just the system:

There’s a lot of things in teaching I think too, depend on individuals and the

impact that they make, and it’s not always the Principal and it’s not always 

the system. That’s the old story about the individual can often make the big

difference.

8.4 Recruitment and Quality of Teachers in the Northern Territory

The Northern Territory has a small education system in comparison to the Australian 

states, and with teacher shortages nationwide, competition for teachers has 

historically been fierce. The NT Department of Education has sourced teachers from

every state and territory as well as from international sources, with New Zealand

being one of the main suppliers of teachers. Specialist subject areas such as

mathematics and science have been difficult areas to recruit to, as was the case

nationally, and generalist teachers who were not skilled in specialist areas found

themselves teaching in these areas. 

There were also difficulties promoting suitable people to senior positions within a

small local pool, and teachers who found promotion problematic in southern states

were taking advantage of the multiple promotional opportunities available to them in
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the small Northern Territory system. Many young people found opportunities for 

accelerated promotion in the NT system. Eedle (1976, p. 123), in his role as NT 

Director of Education, was encouraging for young people being attracted into 

promotional positions in the NT: ‘Younger people than in the longer established state 

systems are achieving positions of responsibility which is good for them and for the 

children and for the system.’ 

This section examines the problems that the Territory had with recruitment, the 

difficulties in attracting and retaining teachers, particularly in the context of the 

geographical and demographical remoteness in which many teachers found 

themselves. Recruitment and the quality of the teachers employed were significant 

issues arising in interviews with respondents. There certainly were many career 

opportunities available throughout the NT, as discussed in Section 8.4.1, and 

participants discussed how easy it was to climb the professional ladder within the 

system. The recruitment process (8.4.2) was not always as rigorous or transparent as 

it should have been, and Section 8.4.3 examines the difficulties of attracting and 

retaining teachers, and the high level of teacher resignations. Section 8.4.4 considers 

issues regarding the quality of teachers in the NT public education system, where 

there was considerable discussion from many of the respondents regarding poor 

performance and the inaction of the system to appropriately address the situation. 

That section also covers the issue of teacher qualifications and the professional 

development opportunities that previously existed to support teachers. 

As previously discussed in Chapter 7, many teachers did not come to the Territory 

with the intention to stay for a long period, and most were on short term contracts 

with the aim of using the experience either as a short-term adventure or as a 
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springboard to travel onto Asia and Europe. This resulted in a transiency that to some 

extent still exists today. This transiency, along with the desperation of the 

recruitment process which found itself employing teachers deemed unsuitable in 

others jurisdictions, raised questions of a quality teaching service. 

8.4.1 Career Opportunities 

Many respondents discussed the multiple opportunities available for teachers to 

professionally advance in the NT, given the accelerated student population growth 

and increasing number of schools and principal and executive positions that needed 

to be filled. The Territory was a transient place, with people fulfilling their two-year 

contract before returning to their home base and leaving promotional opportunities 

for others. R4M72 remembers that there was a ‘…constant turnover, particularly 

with spouses returning with their husbands. Secondly, it was very growing [sic]; 

there were new schools opening almost every year, therefore more career structures.’ 

R5M74: Popular theory was that there were promotional opportunities in 

abundance for people; if they wanted them they could have them. But I really 

feel that it was a little bit sectionalised; certainly in the bush there were 

opportunities for people. 

T2M60 recollected that: 

…if you were employed by the South Australian Department, you would be 

expected to return to South Australia for your promotions. You might 

subsequently come up from South Australia to another promotion, but 

certainly not to be promoted within the Northern Territory. And then when 



309 

 

the Commonwealth took over of course there was no question; promotions 

were all within the Territory. It was an independent education system. 

R5M74: I think that people in the olden days had a greater opportunity to 

move within this system, without the fact that you had that externalisation of 

people coming in and achieving high levels positions within the schools 

anyway. 

There was not always a transparent process applied to fill positions, and in many 

cases positions were filled by a tap on the shoulder: 

R4M72: I can remember Hedley Beare ringing me up to say that Larrakeyah 

was available if I wanted to be Principal there, and I said to him, ‘Look, I 

need to think it over.’ Yes, I was excited by the chance of career, but it wasn’t 

the main motivation then. 

R7F79: … when I first started, then I got a Band 2 position – not that I’ve 

ever sought these things, but the senior teacher here left and I got the job and 

I fell into this position [Assistant Principal] as well. … before school started 

he [the Principal] said, ‘You better do the job for three weeks,’ and I’m still 

here 15 years later. So it was just an accident; I never sought it. 

R2M67: I was appointed to [a remote school]. I didn’t actually ask for it, and 

that was a very tough school, but three of the best years I’ve ever had there. I 

then had a year’s study leave because the family needed to recuperate from 

ten years in the bush, and I was appointed then to an AP [assistant principal] 

of one of the Darwin schools. I only stayed there one term, then I was moved 

into an executive position at the Department. And the end of that year I was 
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asked to stay on in that position, but I chose not to because of a young family. 

And then the Department said, ‘We’ll provide you with a principalship,’ so I 

was sent to [an urban Darwin school] to reopen it. I left [that school], and 

when I knew I was going to be away from that school more than a year, I 

elected to go to the – what do they call it, the unattached list, because I didn’t 

want to muck the school around. And then when I was in Canada I was 

told… I didn’t ask, I was told I was coming to [an urban primary school] as 

the principal. I think they sort of grabbed onto people like me who were a bit 

experienced and willing to stay and do the work here. That wasn’t all that 

uncommon twenty years ago. 

R4M72: I will always remember the advice that Geoff Spring gave me: ‘If 

you want to go any further up the ladder then you have to have dinner with 

the right people’. He belonged to the CLP [i.e. Country Liberal Party] and 

was active in that role, and quite clearly if you’re active in the particular 

political party that’s governed at that level. If you want to become a CEO, for 

example, then you really do need to have the right network, and I know I said 

to Geoff, ‘Getting that promotion is not as important as being comfortable 

with what you’re doing and I don’t want to have a false social life’. So I 

didn’t have the right people to dinner, but I’m very happy I didn’t. 

Not all promotional positions were filled with the right person and some respondents 

discussed instances where the person appointed was unsuitable. R7F79 noted that 

‘…there was [sic] some quite ineffective people in those positions and they were 

there; they were appointed permanently.’ 
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R5M74: …there were some people without the shadow of a doubt who were 

over-promoted, and often accelerated promotion when they were no ways 

ready for it. I often wondered whether that wasn’t the case for me. But, you 

know, I hope it hasn’t been. 

T2M60: ...that’s what I was competing with, the young upstarts; who came 

up and knew everything instantly, and were trying to get my job. And of 

course, I was adept at pushing them off the ladder all the time, because I 

knew more than they did about how the system worked in the Northern 

Territory. And it was simply self-preservation that made you look for the 

opportunities. 

R2M67: I guess for me, in my career, the opportunity to work in the Territory 

was wonderful. I never ever felt that the Territory owed me, I always felt that 

I owed the Territory because of the opportunities it provided if you wanted to 

take them. 

8.4.2 Recruitment Process 

There have been several changes to the method of teacher recruitment to the Northern 

Territory over the decades. Teachers were seconded to the Northern Territory from the 

South Australian Education Department up to the 1970s, however by 1975 the 

Commonwealth Teaching Service had taken over this role, with South Australian teachers 

returning to Adelaide. Then with NT self-government, the last change occurred with the 

development of the Northern Territory Teaching Service. 

When the Darwin Community College (DCC) was formed in 1974 one of its four 

original programs was Teacher Education. The operations of DCC were delayed due 
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to Cyclone Tracy (Giese, 1990), but in any case the Territory began to produce its 

own teachers during the (late) 1970s, so as time passed it did have at least a small 

local source. Towards the end of 1984 the DCC became the Darwin Institute of 

Technology (DIT). The number of graduates, according to the National Teacher 

Supply and Demand Working Party (1988, pp. 64-65) was only three or four dozen a 

year in the 1990s and this continued as late as 2003. 

In mid 1989 DIT and the University College of the NT, which offered degrees from 

the University of Queensland, were merged to form the Northern Territory 

University (NTU). This became Charles Darwin University (CDU) in 2003. In his 

brief history of the University, Webb (2014) writes about the early, abortive attempt 

to start one in the NT and how people in education were involved, such as Geoff 

Spring and James Eedle, but does not give any details about teacher education. 

In 1981, interstate recruitment made up 75% of all new appointments to urban 

schools, with very little local recruitment, and interstate recruitment accounted for 

100% of appointments to isolated communities and specialist teaching areas such as 

mathematics, science, technical and secretarial studies and guidance and special 

education (NTDoE Annual Report 1980-81, 1981a). The 1998 Commonwealth 

Teacher Supply and Demand Report, reported through the NTDoE Annual Report, 

(2000, p.11) that the NT, ‘was in a particularly vulnerable position because of its 

heavy reliance on interstate recruitment and the lack of a guaranteed supply of 

suitable graduates from the Northern Territory University’. The NT reacted to this 

report by undertaking several marketing initiatives, which included actions such as 

provision for electronic applications via a website, participation in the annual careers 
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expo, representation on NTU working parties on teacher education, and an 

investigation to establish why teachers leave the service. 

For 1990-97 actual figures for course completions in initial teacher education in the 

NT are provided in the National Teacher Supply and demand Working Party (1988, 

pp 64-65) and represented in Table 9 below. 

 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 

Primary Teacher Education 59 91 40 47 1 0 0 0 

School Teacher Education - 

general 

0 0 0 36 41 34 34 29 

Secondary Teacher 

Education 

7 16 16 26 18 17 23 14 

Early Childhood Teacher 

Education 

0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 

 

Table 9: Course completion in NT initial teacher education1990 to 1997. 

R9M89: There weren’t teaching programs really pumping teachers out in the 

Northern Territory. There was a period probably in, I’m thinking through the 

late ’90s probably or second half of the ’90s into early 2000 or whatever, 

where there was a real shortage of teacher training programs so that was a 

particularly difficult time. 

In 2002, the education department began a bursary program in order to entice 

students to the profession. Twenty-three $12,000 bursaries were offered to student 

teachers that were attending local training institutions, with a priority given to 

applicants willing to teach in remote areas. This scheme was implemented to address 

the long-standing difficulty the Territory had to recruit and retain teachers (NTDEET 
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Annual Report, 2002-03). By 2004, the number of applicants being accepted into the 

scheme had increased to sixty-two, with the bursary valued at $20,000 in 2010. 

In 2003 and 2004 the numbers of local grown teachers in the NT were similar to the 

numbers in Table 6, with MCEETYA (2005, p. 164) reporting that ‘Teacher 

completion numbers in the Northern Territory have been quite consistent. Of the 76 

completions recorded in 2003, 33 were in primary and 11 were in secondary 

teaching.’ In 2010, however, the NT had 294 completions in initial teacher training, 

which was 1.7% of the completions in Australia (Department of Education and Early 

Childhood Development, 2012, p.20), although a significant proportion of those were 

probably distance education students studying at CDU from other states. 

The NT has never been in a position to supply all the teachers it needs, but starting as 

early as the 1970s it has thus at least been supplying some of its teachers. In 1974, 

the first college for the training of Aboriginal teachers and assistant teachers was 

established for the training of Aboriginal teaching staff. The location of the college 

was approximately a sixty-minute drive from Darwin, in the small township of 

Batchelor. Batchelor had been developed to support the uranium mining enterprise at 

Rum Jungle from 1948 to 1971, when the control of the township was handed back 

to the Northern Territory Administration.27 Fifty Aboriginal students were enrolled at 

Batchelor College by 1980 (NTDoE Annual Report 1979-80, 1980). By the 

following year, the Department was boasting that they already had more Aboriginal 

teachers and assistant teachers than any other Australian education system (NTDoE 

Annual Report, 1980-81, 1981a). 

                                                 

27 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Batchelor,_Northern_Territory. 
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In 1989, a significant milestone was reached in the Aboriginalisation of Aboriginal 

community schools with the appointment at Yirrkala of the first Aboriginal Principal 

who had, since 1987, been designated as an Associate Principal-in-Training (NTDoE 

Annual Report 1988, 1989a, p. 2). Geoff Spring, Secretary for Education, accepted 

the responsibility for this appointment: 

I appointed the first Aboriginal principal of a normal school - Mandawuy 

Yunupingu – from Yirrkala. Within a year, we had 16 other applicants who 

had qualifications from Batchelor (and Deakin University sitting on top of 

Batchelor), so within a year or so we had 16 other fully qualified Aboriginal 

principals of Aboriginal schools all around the Territory. (Geoff Spring, n.d.) 

Recruitment in the Territory, unlike other states which had a wide pool of home 

grown teachers, meant that teachers were recruited from all over Australia as well as 

internationally. T2M60 recalls, ‘When we started to recruit teachers for the 

Commonwealth Teaching Service we got teachers from the eastern states – 

Queensland, New South Wales and Victoria and even some Tasmanians.’ 

The SEETRC (1998, p. 28) recognised the difficulties in recruiting teachers to remote areas of 

Australia: 

The staffing of rural and remote schools continues to be a problem nationwide, 

particularly in the NT. The review found that although there may be an excess of 

teachers in larger Australian cities, many were reluctant to move to a rural/remote area 

for a teaching position, on the basis that ‘professional and personal isolation was a 

disincentive to country appointment’. 
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Recruitment from national and international sources resulted in an eclectic mix of 

teachers from very different backgrounds. Kimber (1975, p. 16), a teacher at Alice 

Springs High School, described the various cultural mix of teachers in schools as, ‘A 

melting pot of ideas, talents and resources’. Kimber recollected that, 

There has been considerable change since 1970. 1971 saw the first of the 

Americans, and now they have come to be a substantial portion of the staff, 

complementing the considerable number of American students – the children 

of the Pine Gap Space Base. There are 8 Americans and 1 Canadian now out 

of a staff of 93. In addition, we have 4 New Zealanders, 1 Dutchman, 1 

Indonesian, and 1 wild Irishman – a veritable United Nations. This wider scan 

of personalities and interests has together with the introduction of television 

only two years ago, helped break down the isolation and parochialism of the 

Alice. 

New Zealand was a reliable source for recruitment and superintendents would travel 

there annually for recruitment road shows. 

 R4M72: I did, I think, three trips to New Zealand for recruitment and we got 

some good teachers. In fact, I’m always pleased with the fact that one of three 

recruits we got from New Zealand became the Australian National Teacher of 

the Year, went to Tennant Creek High. 

Although many good teachers were recruited to the NT, there were just as many who 

were not good. However, given the national shortage of teachers, the NT education 

system had no other choice but to recruit any calibre of teacher in order to reduce 

vacancies. 
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R6M75: … there were a lot of people who were recruited who weren’t suitable 

as teachers anywhere probably, and they didn’t last long, although we got some 

really good ones of course, but not many really good people applied here as 

their first choice. 

R4M72: … by recruiting someone where there was a question mark, stops the 

political outcry about the Territory government hasn’t supplied sufficient 

teachers, [that] there’s this school and this school and this school without 

teachers. If you solve that problem, then you create the long-term problem of 

having underperformers or poor performers recruited. 

 R6M75: I did a lot of teacher recruitment interviews around Australia. I had 

one session as a superintendent of staffing and some of the people that came in 

for interview were obviously totally unfit for teaching, and in some cases, we 

were virtually forced to recruit them because we had no one else to put in front 

of a class, and this was particularly so for Aboriginal schools, and I felt was 

very sad that we had to staff the most needy schools with our least experienced, 

less well qualified and less able teachers. 

The NT branch of the Australian Teacher’s Union voiced their concerns and asked 

for the immediate resignation of Geoff Spring, the then Secretary for the NT 

Department of Education following his comments to the media regarding the poor 

quality of teachers that were being placed into Aboriginal schools (1991 Conference 

Motions, 1991, p. 4). ‘[D]iscipline and traditional values can be provided better by 

the churches than by itinerant teachers from the South without a lot of experience 

with Aboriginal communities.’ 
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R7F79: At other times we’ve had to pick up people who were questionable, 

and at times we have them forced upon us if there’s a vacancy here and 

someone is requesting a transfer, we have to take them, and sometimes we’ve 

had to take people – we won’t name names – but we’ve had to take people who 

really, in terms of the department system, shouldn’t be teaching, you should be 

able to say, even if they have passed their probation, that these people – you 

know, there are procedures there, I don’t think many schools use them. I think 

teachers even on probation panels want to pass. Teachers don’t like to fail other 

people. They’re happy to criticise them but they’re not happy to sort of say, 

‘You’re not good enough; you’ve got to go’, even if you do that really gently, 

and factual [sic], I think some dead wood stays in the system. 

R5M74: I think that it occurred, that people who couldn’t pick up employment 

elsewhere tended to lob into the Northern Territory. But there were some very 

good teachers infused amongst the more mediocre brethren and sisters as well. 

 R6M75: We always had trouble recruiting teachers. When I first came to 

Darwin in ’75, our biggest source of recruitment I think was backpacker type 

teachers who were travelling around Australia, around the world. They’d lob 

in Darwin, look for a job and end up teaching for a year or two and then move 

on. 

R4M72: I know I used to have quite heavy debates with the head of the 

personnel – HRM, HRT person – because her judgement of her job, quite 

appropriately, was how many vacancies she hadn’t been able to fill. Whereas 

my approach was, I’d rather live with the political outcry and pressure on me 
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to have vacancies, because if we don’t, it never comes up as a problem. It 

disguises it. But it’s a tough line to follow, and I couldn’t really ask her to be 

too – she would see herself as a failure if she had vacancies on a whiteboard. 

Specialist teachers were essentially difficult to recruit to the Territory, however this 

was also an Australia wide issue. Shortages were most significant with mathematics 

and science teachers. The NTDoE Annual Report (1981a, p. 7) reported on the 

difficulty of recruiting specialist teachers: 

The Territory must compete with State systems for the employment of 

teachers and continued to experience recruitment difficulties in some 

specialist areas. Also of concern was the growing national shortage of 

Mathematics and Science graduates. It is expected that this shortage will 

extend to a number of other secondary specialist areas from 1982 onwards. 

R7F79 …. maths teachers were in very short supply, so we were getting quite 

a lot of maths teachers who had failed their probation in other states, were 

brought up here and not only given positions but also paid several steps above 

where they should have been paid simply to get them here. Many of them 

were total disasters and the rest of us who were maths teachers were picking 

up the pieces. 

Wallace, Nair, Barton-Johnson and Shaw (2006, p. 22), in a study about the impact 

of innovative information and communication technology (ICT) teachers on the 

teaching and learning process in Australian schools, were concerned with the issue of 

transient teachers in the NT. ‘Attracting and keeping such ICT innovative teachers in 

schools is a significant problem in the NT and high teacher turnover has damaging 
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effects on students learning and on parents’ attitudes towards, and support of, the 

school.’ 

R5M74: I had a bloke that turned up sort of answering an ad for a semester. 

This person had retired from teaching, looked at the ad, ‘Oh yeah, I’ll come 

up.’ Yeah, he had a real holiday for six months in the classroom and the 

bloody kids were sacrificed, you know? 

R7F79; I can remember working at Nightcliff, which was about four years, 

with maybe three, four, five, six teachers who should never have been put in a 

classroom and had actually failed probations down south. 

R5M74: And we’re still suffering, if that’s the right word to use, by the 

arrival of people in the Northern Territory who are totally inappropriate to fill 

positions in our schools. It’s probably one of the reasons for why the success 

in Indigenous education is as abysmal as it happens to be, because people 

tend to come in, they’re placed in those circumstances, and from that rather 

sad beginning, sad for a number of reasons, they can move on and do move 

on to an urban school context, and so it goes. 

Teachers working in remote schools encountered additional significant challenges 

compared to those teaching in urban schools. They were required to learn and live by 

the rules of the specific Aboriginal community they taught in, as well as 

understanding the distinct cultural roles, responsibilities and behaviours that children, 

women and men followed. Most communities also had their own Aboriginal 

language and new teachers were faced with language barriers and very little, if any, 

training in ESL. In addition, generally young teachers were isolated from their family 
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and friends, usually several thousand kilometres away. For the first time, many were 

faced with the complexities of a multicultural society. 

R6M75: It was very rare that we could get a good teacher from a school in 

 

Figure 31: Harry Scrawls cartoon depicting recruitment in the NT (Developing 

Education, 1973, p. 25). 
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Darwin to go out and work in the bush. We had some success in getting some 

good people go out into promotion positions, but gee it took a lot of talking, 

particularly if they were married with kids. 

For this reason, induction programs were an important step for the new teacher 

recruit. In 1978, induction was introduced in the NT for beginning teachers posted to 

remote areas as a one week course in January, before teachers went to their school 

(NTDoE Annual Report, 1979-80, p. 25). By 1981 this was reduced to a three-day 

induction course held in Darwin and followed up by orientation programs in Alice 

Springs and Tennant Creek (NTDoE Annual Report, 1981a, p. 1). 

In 1982, a five-day induction course was held at Kormilda College for teachers 

posted to Aboriginal schools, followed by orientation programs in the regions 

(NTDoE Annual Report 1981-82, 1983a). By 1988, teachers appointed to remote 

locations participated in induction recall programs in their region after their first ten 

weeks of service (NTDoE Annual Report 1988, 1989a, p. 45). 

R6M75: I think most of us who did interviews interstate were pretty honest 

about what conditions were like in schools, both in the towns and in the 

outback. So they had a fair idea of what they were coming to, although I 

don’t think coming from Toorak or wherever, they didn’t really have any 

understanding of what life in an Aboriginal community would be. 

T2M60: The Queenslanders provided a lot of the teachers who taught in 

Aboriginal schools because they had their (Australian) School of Pacific 

Studies [sic: Administration, thus ASOPA.]. And their teaching and training 

in teaching was, in our belief – inadequate, it was not academically 
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orientated. And there was insufficient material available to them, through the 

State department, for them to really understand how to teach Aboriginals. 

And both Queensland and Western Australia had had long histories of not 

adequately teaching their Aboriginal population – not dealing with them on 

an equitable basis. Now together with that you had the differences in 

educational philosophies – out of Victoria and New South Wales. They had 

 

Figure 32: The Saga of Harry Scrawls. Cartoon depicting the issues of teaching in 

schools in remote regions of the NT (Bucknall & Myers, 1995, p. 57). 
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always been in opposition to each other. They’d always tried to outsmart each 

other and Victoria had always been dominating in the academic field whereas 

New South Wales dominated in the union field. 

The Native Schools Bulletin (1952-59, p. 163) reported that, 

White teachers who have been in Aboriginal schools usually need some 

‘rehabilitation’, so it is advisable to place them in schools such as Nhulunbuy 

where a gradual adjustment can be made, rather than for example straight 

back into Darwin schools. In this way, they can get back their White 

standards and also their teaching strategies for white schools. The problem 

can be in convincing teachers or guiding teachers that they need to leave the 

Aboriginal school. 

Many of the respondents recalled incidents where young, newly recruited teachers 

had been placed in remote community schools.  

 R6M75: Saw some terrible things happen to teachers. I suppose one I would 

talk about was probably the best teacher I had ever seen – have ever seen – in 

an Aboriginal community. She showed early promise of being an outstanding 

teacher, and after about 12 months she let all her standards slip, from her 

personal hygiene, personal health. Working with the kids she thought she 

could best help them by being as they were. After two years, I compulsorily 

transferred her into a town school. I had some trouble with her and with the 

union about doing it. Twelve months later she thanked me because she’d 

recovered and she was proving the potential I thought she had when I first 

saw her. 
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In 2004, a directive from Peter Plummer, Chief Executive, Education, was sent to all 

NT principals asking them to talk to teachers about dressing more neatly for school. 

Unsuitable dress standards for some of the teachers that taught in remote schools and 

then were transferred to urban schools was certainly an issue raised by several 

respondents. Dress standards had of course changed from the conservative style of 

the 60s and 70s, which T2M60 described: ‘In the system it was customary for the 

male teachers to dress in white shorts, white shirt, long white socks and suitable 

shoes; and for the female members of staff to wear simple print cottons, and maybe 

skirts and blouses.’ 

R2M67: I do worry, sometimes, and I have had to guide teachers, particularly 

young males, would you believe, in the way they come to school dressed. 

And I always find that surprising because to me it’s an honour to be a teacher. 

I don’t mean you come in in your dinner suit, God forbid, but a minimum 

sensible professional standard of dress is appropriate. 

R5M74: We once had a staffing officer who told a story, and it goes a bit like 

this; he said, ‘I have pretty lovely young ladies coming into the office and 

they want jobs in our schools, they want to go into the bush.’ He said, ‘What 

happens is this. They go out to the bush,’ he said, ‘the finery gets taken off 

and thrown into a cupboard. And you substitute shoes and stockings with 

thongs.’ He said, ‘You then dispense with the razor blades and become hairy 

legged and hair arm-pitted.’ He said, ‘You then put away the nice dresses, the 

chic clothing outfits that you’ve got, and you get into these shapeless 

bombshell type dresses.’ He said, ‘And you know things are complete from 

the viewpoint of the acculturation and change when they’re sitting on the 
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ground cross-legged, with one of those string bags from which they extract a

packet of Drum tobacco and they roll their own.’ And he went on to say that

he didn’t think that Aboriginal people had any respect for people who let their

own cultural standards down because of some conceptual thing about

conformity to another culture, and I think he’s right.

 R6M75: I think we probably attracted some who were a bit feral anyway, but

some of them honestly believed they would have more influence with the kids

if they were more like the kids. My argument always was that the parents are

asking or demanding for education of a standard that they would get in a

Darwin school. That didn’t mean the teacher came along in odd thongs, holey 

shirt and a pair of dirty shorts that hadn’t been ironed for six months, but I

think some of those people honestly believed that they would have a better

effect with the kids but they didn’t. I think they lost all respect. 

8.4.3 Difficulties in Attracting and Retaining Teachers

The impact and nature of employment periods, the transitory nature of teachers, 

cultural deprivations, qualifications and competence, and teacher working conditions

such as financial hardships, terms of service and student-to-teacher ratios, were 

significant issues that impacted on attracting and retaining quality teachers.

Historically, the teaching profession has also been through periods of teacher

shortages at a national level and this has restricted the flexibility of education

departments in all jurisdictions to select from a wide pool of applicants. This

situation was improved however with the introduction of Commonwealth

scholarships after the war, with the Commonwealth Reconstruction Training Scheme 
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(CRTS). Established in 1944, the scheme provided scholarship and stipends to 

returning servicemen and women for education and training, including teacher 

training (Campbell and Proctor, 2014). 

As it took a number of years to train a teacher, teacher shortages were addressed by 

shorter training periods in teachers’ colleges, ‘The late Forties therefore saw the 

advent of emergency training schemes: first the one-year special courses for Primary 

teachers beginning in 1948’ (Thiele, 1975, p.213). Many people were selected and 

pushed quickly through a training course to satisfy recruitment positions. Attempts 

were also made to recruit trained teachers from the United Kingdom. 

Teacher shortages were addressed by shorter training periods in teachers’ colleges. 

Many people were selected and pushed quickly through a training course to satisfy 

recruitment positions. Teachers’ colleges also neglected to fail poor quality trainees, 

in order to generate more teachers. Campbell and Proctor (2014, p. 193) wrote that 

‘In South Australia there was the infamous “pressure cooker course”. Other teachers 

were called back from retirement.  

Barcan (1972) agreed that there were serious issues with teacher shortages after the 

war, but by 1959, once the shortage of primary school teachers was coming to an 

end, the demand for teachers in the secondary schools had now significantly 

increased. To address this issue, many academically able teachers were diverted from 

primary schools to secondary schools, and the best teachers in secondary schools 

were moved into the rapidly expanding teachers’ colleges and universities as trainers 

and lecturers. Some states reduced their course lengths to attract more applicants and 
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to move them through courses and quickly into schools. Barcan (1972, p. 194) felt 

that: 

One of the most disgraceful situations was the two-year junior secondary 

course in New South Wales, which made it possible for eighteen, nineteen, or 

twenty-year olds to find themselves teaching adolescents aged fifteen or 

more. 

Teacher transiency was a major problem in the NT as teachers came and went on 

their one to three year contracts. Marsh, Pratt and Griggs (1961, pp, 40-42) were 

concerned with the transient nature of Territory teachers, in particular the difficulties 

of replacing staff during the year and the destabilisation of the school community. 

They referred to the issue as the ‘Floating Population’: 

The transitory nature of the population and of staff also, tends to hamper the 

efforts of teachers. It is noticed that generally the school spirit which is found 

in schools of other states is not found to such a degree in Darwin and is even 

less evident in the schools where conditions are substandard and inadequate, 

viz. Darwin High and Darwin Primary Schools. 

Urvet, Heatley and Alcorta (1980, p. 8) also considered transiency as a huge concern 

for a quality education system in Territory schools. 

The mobility factor has affected not only the student population in terms 

of curricular and standards in-equivalence and lack of continuity, but also 

teachers and administrators whose transient nature has, in the past at 

least, created severe strains at the organisational and pedagogical levels, 

in a system already faced with the difficulties of rapid expansion. 
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Due to the transient nature of the population, families would come and go and 

children were considered the ones that suffered as a result of the movement. Marsh, 

Pratt and Griggs (1961, pp. 40-42) considered the detrimental effect on children 

when public servants, who in 1961 already comprised a large part of the population, 

were absent from the classroom for long periods of time as they took leave. ‘This 

invariably means a long break away for the children and this can be very serious 

educationally.’ The Darwin Teacher’s Association (1960, p.41) also echoed this 

issue: ‘This “leave during school time factor” hampers the child’s progress and 

unless class numbers are reduced it is difficult for a teacher to bring a child up to the 

standard. This factor is negligible in S.A.’ 

The Darwin Teacher’s Association (1960, pp. 41-43) recognised that, ‘…compared 

with other school systems, the Territory experiences an abnormally, high turnover of 

staff’, and that ‘…there were difficulties with respect to availability of relief staff for 

short term employment.’ 

Providing longer term contracts would have provided a solution to the problems, 

however Marsh, Pratt and Griggs (1961, p. 160) felt that it was not practical to meet 

a proposal that South Australian teachers be required to serve for longer periods. 

‘There are legal and ethical objections to this and in many cases an unhappy and 

rebellious teacher giving conscripted service could not be expected to give the 

quality of service that is required.’ 

Some of the contracted teachers were not interested in longer periods in the Northern 

Territory anyway and did not want to stay any longer than they had to. The report of 
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the working party on the Northern Territory Teaching Service (NTDoE, 1979, p. 17) 

expressed the belief that: 

  …. the needs of education in the NT will be best served if conditions of work 

for teachers are the best possible, and better than those prevailing elsewhere. 

Unlike other states the Territory still faces a major challenge in attracting and 

retaining the best available teachers. 

Page 28 of the same report stated that: 

The NT does have problems pertinent to a teaching service which are either 

peculiar to the NT or present in the NT to an extent not encountered in the 

various states. These problems must be tackled in a positive manner. Various 

ad hoc solutions have been instituted in the past with varying degrees of 

success. We consider it is time that a cohesive and realistic attempt was made 

to recognise the problems ad tackle them. 

The report of the Working Party on the Northern Territory Teaching Service. 

(NTDoE, 1979, p. 35) advised that: 

Because of staff ceilings, government policy, the number of teachers on leave 

etc., we have a very considerable number of ‘temporary’ teachers in the N.T. 

most of whom have been recruited interstate and brought to the N.T. This 

position is undesirable especially if our aim is to create the most effective 

N.T.T.S. All possible measures should be undertaken to give qualified 

temporary teachers permanency. 
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The problems of attracting and retaining teachers in the NT was clearly a major 

problem for remote communities. Milburn (2010) in a Sydney Morning Herald 

article titled ‘Wanted: Teachers to go the distance,’ reported that over 95 per cent of 

teachers in the Territory’s remote schools were hired from interstate’ and that, ‘A 

teacher’s average length of service in remote schools is nine months.’ The article 

identified a NT departmental investigation which found that: 

…interstate recruits were often unprepared for the cultural shock of living in 

an isolated community, where all the students are indigenous and speak 

English as a second language. …the territory government realised it had to 

radically change the way it recruited teachers to combat chronic student 

underperformance and high staff turnover in its desert schools. 

Local teachers recruited from the Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary 

Education (BIITE, the former Batchelor College) to teach in Aboriginal schools were 

also struggling to stay in schools, as reported by the SEETRC (1998, p. 209), who 

were concerned with the number of the dropouts among new Aboriginal teachers. 

Evidence was supplied as follows: 

Within Darwin and the greater area, we have 60 indigenous teachers. Only 

five of them are in classrooms, however… It’s hard for any person going out 

into the schools’ first year out. Our indigenous teachers do not last in the 

classroom because it is very difficult to teach an English constructed program 

to Aboriginal kids. 

Reasons provided for teacher transiency other than contract periods were based on 

the working conditions in schools as identified by the Education Department itself in 
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its policy Direction for the Eighties (NTDoE, 1983c, p. 3), where it was reported that 

‘Because the Northern Territory has many of the features of a developing country, 

including illiteracy among a significant proportion of the population, education has a 

more crucial development role to play than in other parts of Australia’, and that: 

We believe the needs of education in the NT will be best served if conditions 

of work for teachers are the best possible, and better than those prevailing 

elsewhere. Unlike other states the Territory still faces a major challenge in 

attracting and retaining the best available teachers. 

R7F79: …. at the moment [in 2009] the big frustration of staffing in schools, 

it’s going down, down, down. When we first came into this school in the 

beginning of the ’80s we were well staffed, we had resource teachers to help 

out with English and maths. 

R10F73: I just went to school the other day and there was an acting principal, 

an acting assistant principal, an acting this, and acting that. 

R10F73: I think it’s unique in that there’s such a high turnover of staff, and I 

think the kids move from school to school more. There’s the Defence Forces, 

those kids move around a lot, and the teachers just seem to come and go. 

Ladwig and Sarra (2009, p. 7) considered that given the challenges of education in 

the NT: 

It is to the Northern Territory’s credit that it has developed and attracted a 

critical mass of individuals who are committed to, and capable of, operating 

and maintaining a properly functioning, ethical and professional government 

department of education and training. 
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One of the biggest frustrations discussed by respondents was the difficulty in 

recruiting teachers and then losing them through resignations. There were many 

teachers who did not serve their full contract periods and resignation levels were high 

in the Northern Territory education system. Resignations were for a variety of 

reasons, and included a high proportion of single teachers who were mobile and 

intentionally only came for a short period as they made their way onto Asia and 

Europe, families that missed the support of their extended family and returned to 

their home base, and teachers that were unable to cope with NT conditions. (NTDoE 

Annual Report, 1979-80, 1980). 

Before self government the resignations also included teachers who transferred 

within the Commonwealth Teaching Service (CTS) from the NT to the ACT. Under 

the CTS, it was not unusual for teachers to accept employment in the Northern 

Territory in anticipation of transfer to the ACT (NTDoE Annual Report, 1980-81, 

1981a). 

R4M72: With the Commonwealth Teaching Service too, there was quite a – 

you know, how kids sometimes play Mum off against Dad or Dad off against 

Mum? Well the teachers in the Territory could play off the Commonwealth 

Teaching Service against the Northern Territory Education Department and 

vice versa. 

Resignation also included poor performers who had been encouraged to resign, but 

without necessarily formally identifying the correct reason for leaving. Respondents 

recalled incidents regarding teachers who were not suitable for their positions 

resigning under various forms of persuasion. 
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 R6M75: While I was Superintendent, I kept track of every resignation that 

came through, and I would talk to the Principal about the reason for 

resignation. It was often quite different from the one that was given on the 

paper. The resignation they would just say, ‘wanted to leave Darwin or return 

to family’, but I would say in a quarter of the cases, it was because the 

Principal was putting pressure on them for poor performance. 

 R7F79: I can remember sitting on one memorable probation panel where we 

just said to the guy, ‘Just go; you’ll have a nervous breakdown if you stay any 

longer. You’ve got to think of your mental health,’ and I got a box of 

chocolates and some roses for my troubles. 

R6M75: We had a very ineffectual principal. I knew he was ineffectual. 

There was little I could do to start action. The assistant principal was always 

coming in and complaining and people would never do it officially. She’d 

come around to my home and whinge about him, and I’d say, ‘Look, you’ve 

got to do something officially.’ She wouldn’t because she was frightened 

she’d be blackballed from then on, but eventually two classroom teachers 

came to me officially, laid a complaint about him. As soon as I said to him, 

‘We’re going to start taking action,’ he resigned. 

 R4M72, I had a phone call from the Secretary at the time to say, ‘You are to 

get rid of this principal’, and I said, ‘But how?’ He said, ‘Oh, that’s your 

problem.’ I said, ‘Will you give me that direction in writing?’ He said, ‘No, if 

it comes to writing, the only thing you write is your resignation.’ So I had to 

work through with this principal the way in which would happen to protect 
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that person’s dignity and to ensure that the financial benefits helped offset the 

issue of having to go. Those things were really aggravated and you had 

sleepless nights because you knew what you were doing was not the correct 

way of doing it. 

Figure 33 shows the annual teacher resignations from NT self-government through to 

1989. 

 

Figure 33: Teacher resignations from NT Self Government 1979 to 1989, 

sourced from DoE Annual Reports. 

The secondary teacher resignation rate was higher than the primary rate, due to the 

national shortage of specialist teachers. Experienced teachers from interstate or the 

Territory who were willing to teach in remote communities remained in short supply. 

Thus, neophyte teachers, mainly from interstate, were often recruited to teach in 

these areas (NTDoE Annual Report 1988, 1989a). Neal and Hird (1976) reported that 

in the NT, ‘High teacher turnover was a problem as was teacher isolation from the 

mainstream, difficult living conditions, teachers being disadvantaged in opportunities 
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for further education and in-service, limited range of teacher competency and lack of 

relief staff.’ 

For much of the eighties and nineties, New South Wales continued to be the main 

source of recruitment for the NT, followed by South Australia. High resignation rates 

continued well into the new millennium with the 2003/04 Annual Report stating that 

of the 507 resignations in this financial year, reasons for 79% of resignations were 

not specified, so DEET was to implement an Electronic Exit Interview in to assist 

with identifying reasons (NTDEET 2003-04 Annual Report, 2004). 

Milburn (2010) reported in the Sydney Morning Herald that teacher recruits in 

remote communities did not stay for a long period, and that: 

Recruits who failed to stay in their jobs had difficulty coping with the 

extreme weather and even simple aspects of life, such as no bitumen roads 

and no grass in the school playgrounds. Others hadn't realised they might be 

living in a community where only a handful of other adults spoke English. 

This problem is continuing. In a Northern Territory News article titled ‘NT teacher 

attrition rate worst in Australia’, Aisthorpe (2016) reported that the Northern 

Territory was still not able to retain teaching staff in schools with nearly one-in-six 

teachers leaving the Territory each year equating to ‘the highest attrition rate of 

teachers anywhere in the country at 15.94 per cent — more than double any other 

jurisdiction.’ 

A Department of Education Strategic Workforce Plan 2016 to 2018 had been 

implemented with the view to recruit up to 130 teachers for the beginning of the 

2017 school year. Aisthorpe (2016) reported that a department spokesman advised 
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vacancies would be ‘filled on the basis of merit which is a new model, rather than 

tenure based,’ and that the ‘new plan was to ‘retain and recruit high quality staff.’ 

8.4.4 Quality of Teachers 

Issues of teacher quality can be traced back to the first Territory school inspection by 

J. I. Rossiter, Inspector of Northern Territory Schools under the responsibility of the 

Queensland government. His first inspection was in 1913, when he found ‘a 

generally unsatisfactory system in operation, teachers were poorly qualified and 

tended to teach what they liked’ (Department of Education and Science, 1969, p. 2). 

Teacher qualifications and the quality of teachers for the NT have been an ongoing 

issue. The Darwin Teacher’s Association (1960) felt that given the ‘unique’ teaching 

context in the Territory and the wide spectrum of ability levels amongst the students, 

that a better quality of teacher was required to be recruited to the NT. The use of 

remedial teachers and specially trained opportunity class teachers were urgently 

required in both the primary and high schools and a principle of selection should be 

used. 

It is felt that only strong and capable teachers are able to cope with the special 

problems of teaching in Darwin. ... It is suspected that in some cases teachers 

are ‘grabbed’ rather than selected but we realize that this expediency is 

necessary at times to fill vacancies immediately. This Association feels that 

consistent advertisements in Gazettes or Teachers Journals, say once a term 

could enable teachers to make up their mind more carefully and enable them 

to make inquiries about conditions before they decide to seek employment in 

Darwin. The usual advertisements in 3rd or 2nd term giving only 2-3 weeks 
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for a decision can result in a dissatisfied teacher who decided to apply 

without considering all aspects. 

The Darwin Teacher’s Association (1960) also felt that there was not enough support 

given to teachers: 

A system where problems are so varied and acute, teachers cannot be left to 

their own devices. It is unrealistic to expect teachers, many of whom are 

inexperienced and have not gained insights into the aspirations and needs of 

such diverse groups, to establish an educational philosophy, provide 

educational experiences, and determine course content without considerable 

assistance. The administrative structure should take care of this problem. 

The following year Marsh, Pratt and Griggs (1961, p. 152) reported that, 

Some very good teachers come to Darwin and also some who are quite 

ordinary. Perhaps we get a higher proportion of ordinary teachers because 

only those who volunteer for service in the Territory are posted here. 

The Australian College of Education conducted a survey in 1963 which revealed that 

the Australian teaching workforce was ill equipped. Regarding the survey, Barcan 

(1972, p. 195) found that ‘The most outstanding characteristic of the Australian 

teacher might be said to be relative youth and inexperience’ and that the average 

secondary school teacher had been trained to teach in primary school. Furthermore, 

the survey found that only 19% of teachers were university graduates and that just 

under 65% of teachers were trained in teachers’ colleges, with 41% of teachers 

having only one years’ training or more. Two-thirds of all teachers were under thirty-

five years of age, but only 41% of those under thirty-five had degrees. The result of 
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the survey concluded that ‘Many of those engaged in the teacher profession did not 

satisfy basic requirements for professional status.’ 

In 1976 James Eedle (1976, p. 44), NT Director of Education wrote, ‘I believe that 

the great majority of teachers in the Territory are honest, dedicated, vocationally 

committed people, but to many lack some of the basic tools of their trade, and I 

would put this down to deficiencies in teacher training.’ 

Ladwig and Sarra (2009, p. 3) in their review of the structure of the Northern 

Territory Department of Education and Training stated that: 

The fundamental issue facing education in the Northern Territory is one of 

quality. Great strides have been made in building the basic infrastructure of a 

modern schooling system over the past few decades; but, the issue of quality 

remains as yet under-addressed. 

Marsh, Pratt and Griggs (1961) were also concerned with the number of teachers that 

taught in the NT schools with different training backgrounds, in particular the ‘use of 

partially trained or untrained teachers’. They felt that if families were to be attracted 

to the NT, then the educational facilities for their children needed to be a better 

quality than the education they had been receiving in their home. A better quality of 

trained teacher was required for NT schools. In this regard R5M74 noted that:  

 a hell of a lot of my time, and that of my senior leadership group, goes into 

developing people so that they can do their job better in terms of building 

kids and achieving, hopefully, the outcomes that we want. We are riddled 

with teachers in our system up here who oughtn’t to be teaching. We also 

have a hell of a lot of teachers in our system who are got to be’s, not want to 
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be’s. They don’t want to teach, but they have to teach, and often it’s because 

they weren’t sufficiently qualified to pick up any other occupation from a 

training viewpoint. 

R2M67 was a bit more positive in his appraisal of teachers:  

…there were teachers I wouldn’t give you anything for, but not very many. 

And what I did come to respect was those who stayed, and there were many 

stayed. Well, they were very impressive with the children. And that’s, as I say, 

one of the things that’s inspired me to keep at this job for years and years and 

years, is the quality of those people. 

R9M89 suggested that quality teaching did not come about from years of experience 

alone:  

 R9M89: You can have a teacher of 15 years who still struggles to create 

positive bonds with kids and so in terms of trying to attract experienced or 

quality teachers to your school. it’s been a bit of a lucky dip, particularly 

when you have to source teachers from interstate. It’s very, very hard to find 

a quality teacher who you know will instantly be able to go ahead and form 

those sorts of bonds and deliver their learning programs. 

R7F79 was more negative, especially in relation to maths: 

R7F79: I think teachers, they do need to be literate and numerate to be 

allowed through the door and that’s not necessarily happening. I look at 

people, particularly in numeracy, who are not very numerate, who get into 

schools. I look at the standard of literacy of some of the teachers, and I’m not 



341 

 

saying that’s new, it’s possibly been around forever, but I probably, in this 

position, see it more where we have a comment code bank for our reports 

simply because I think if we let teachers write their own we might have a lot 

of corrections, not all teachers but some, we’d have a lot of corrections that 

we need to make. 

R7F79 also remembered when: 

I think the first headline was ‘Maths Teachers Can’t Count’ because it was 

based on the fact that we had so many people teaching maths who were 

completely untrained in the area., that we started with some fairly sensational 

allegations, which were true, but we had a lot of people teaching maths who 

simply didn’t have a clue. 

She also felt that being smart or having a strong academic background did not 

necessarily equate to a person being s suitable teacher: ‘There are some really smart 

teachers who are lousy, smart people academically who are lousy teachers.’ She and 

another respondent gave actual examples of teachers of questionable quality: 

R7F79: I can remember working with someone at Nightcliff and he was told 

to teach maths, the second highest class in Year 10 and I had the top class. I 

used to have to sit for a whole lesson and tell him what he had to teach the 

next day., and even then, when the lesson was on he would often knock at the 

door and say, ‘Look, can you help me with such and such, I’ve forgotten.’ 

R5M74: A while ago I sent back a whole bundle of reports to a teacher and 

she had to rewrite every one of them because of spelling mistakes and 

punctuation glitches that were built through the documentation. And she 
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looked at me and she said, ‘It’s not my fault I can’t spell.’ And she was right. 

Because her training hadn’t given her the capacity to spell. It wasn’t 

important when she did her teacher education that she should be able to spell. 

R4M72: Poor performers have been enabled to stay on as poor performers 

and I guess we’ve all seen examples of it in schools where if they get through 

probation which they shouldn’t have done in the first place, but you had to be 

relatively hard-nosed as a principal to tackle the political and the legal side of 

failing probation. It also meant that in some cases you knew you wouldn’t get 

a replacement teacher because you weren’t in a position that attracted 

applicants and so what’s worse, no teacher or a poor performing teacher? 

Even so, R4M74 also suggested that poor performance really reflected on the higher 

administration: 

I think when it’s poor performance, that it really depends so heavily on the 

principal and if it’s a poor performing principal, it depends entirely on the 

superintendent. I would still be concerned about the fact that poor performers 

are allowed to be with our kids. 

An article by Ferrari (2006) appeared in The Australian arguing that ‘teachers are not 

as smart as they were 20 years ago.’ This was the result of an analysis of literacy and 

numeracy tests which showed that the standard of student teachers had fallen. The 

study also indicated that smarter women were not choosing teaching as a career and 

that while ‘11 percent of women who scored in the top 25 percent of literacy and 

numeracy tests in 1983 chose to become a teacher, this had dropped to 6% in 2003.’ 
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The following year the Senate Standing Committee of Employment, Workplace 

Relations and Education (SSCEWRE, 2007, p. 63) similarly reported that, ‘Teaching 

no longer attracts the same proportion of clever young people as it did forty years 

ago.’ The report considered that people were now more concerned with better paying 

professions. R9M89 seemed to concede that this might be so to some extent: 

 

Figure 34: The Saga of Harry Scrawls. Cartoon depicting the issues associated 

with teaching in remote schools (Bucknall and Myers, 1995, p. 59). 



344 

 

Teachers of 20 years ago or 30 years ago might be able to demonstrate how 

they’d work out the square root of 50, and who knows why you might have 

wanted to do that 30 years ago because probably the average – many teachers 

now would struggle with that concept. 

However, R3F71 questioned this: 

I don’t know that the teachers are any less smart than they used to be. I think 

it’s more the fact that the system that they’ve got to work under has changed 

considerably and the expectations of teachers have changed. The perception, 

because of what they’re expected to do now, has changed as a result of that. 

This is understandable in that the complex demands of classrooms, the influence of 

technology, the changing expectations of the community, these and many more 

factors impinging on teachers make it necessary for them to be both teachers and 

learners throughout their teaching careers. The SEETRC (1998, p. 217) recognised 

that the nature of teaching was consistently changing and that it was ‘imperative that 

teachers update their skills and subject knowledge through their careers.’ 

The above comments are in spite of attempts by the Department to improve the 

quality of teaching. During 1978 the importance of expanding the local input into 

teacher development was recognised when the first annual program of workshops, 

conferences and seminars was published, with 89 in-service sessions throughout the 

NT (Annual Report 1978, NTDoE, 1979-80, p. 24). In 1979, fifteen teachers won 

Australian Study Awards. Eight of the awards were under the School Commission 

Exchange and Travel Scheme for exchange programs with Canada, the UK and Bali 

(1978 Annual Report, NTDoE, 1979-80, p. 25). 
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In 1996 the NT education system developed guidelines for the Performance 

Management Program. This program required all departmental employees to 

annually review their roles, goals, objectives and developmental needs. The aim of 

this program was to inform annual training plans and ultimately improve employee 

performance. The Department already had many professional development 

opportunities available to teachers and staff, including programs that developed 

awareness of human resource management; Nipping in the Bud, which aimed to 

reduce interpersonal conflict and grievances in the school communities; a Teachers 

in Industry program, which enabled teachers to be released from classrooms and 

work in business settings so they could better understand how industry operated; and 

a Renewing Teacher’s Knowledge program, which provided opportunities for 

teachers to upgrade their professional knowledge. This latter program supported 2- or 

3-year trained teachers by enabling them to acquire full training through university 

(Annual Report 1996, NTDoE, 1997). 

Respondents interviewed spoke fondly about the professional development (PD) 

opportunities that had historically been widely available to them and how this had 

impacted on and improved their teaching practice. Professional development 

opportunities, however, were one of the many casualties of devolution and the 

withdrawal of departmental support left schools with limited resources to provide 

school professional development for their teachers. 

R10F73: The [Indigenous] school made sure that people were – sort of had PD. 

Although I found it wasn’t around the teaching so much it was more around the 

understanding about how family – like the skin names [i.e. Indigenous section 

terms] and that sort of stuff and the relationships between kids, which was 
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really important to know because you were in a boarding school, so that you 

could be a bit aware of that sort of stuff. 

R10F73: I became really aware of needing to do some retraining, some actual – 

like a course in ESL, and even though I knew that doing a course doesn’t 

necessarily cater for your needs, I thought with my experience, what I’m doing 

in the classroom together with a formalised course, I should be able to marry 

those two and learn some stuff. 

In 1995, the Department of Education provided a variety of scholarships, awards, 

exchanges and bursaries. Some of these included Australian full-time study awards, 

for periods of paid leave up to 12 months to attend approved courses of study; 

assistance of up to 8 hours per week study leave and assistance with fares 

reimbursement for compulsory residential programs; HECS scholarships and 

reimbursement for approved students; teacher exchanges, fellowships and study 

programs to Canada, the UK, Indonesia, USA and New Zealand; and an Employee 

Development Scheme for 3 months personal development leave on full pay (NTDoE 

1995b, p. 20). Many of these professional development opportunities have since been 

phased out as a result of funding cuts. 

Until the Teacher Registration Board (TRB) was introduced in the new millennium 

there was no statutory body accounting for teacher professional development. The 

introduction of the TRB policy required teachers to undertake 100 hours of 

professional development (PD) over a five-year period. 

Professional associations representing subject areas were agents of professional 

development for teachers and were sought after by schools and the department to 
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provide professional learning opportunities for teachers, and they were also 

valued by a number of the respondents: 

R2M67: I’ve always valued the role of professional associations, and in my 

time in the Territory, 20 plus years ago, they were very enriching 

organisations, very engaged with schools and school life, provided brilliant 

professional learning programs, wonderful opportunities for people to work 

with each other. 

R7F79: I worked a long time for professional associations; we did it out of a 

suitcase, very little given to us at the time of the first joint councils. … they 

set up the joint council for the first time and allocated a budget for PD that 

could be used through the professional associations. We could get PD but we 

had to put in submissions for it. Prior to that a lot of work done in your own 

time, but no support from the Department from our own conference, for 

clerical support, for time release, for anything at all, and then all of a sudden 

we get the Principals’ Association so well-funded with people paid to go to 

all the conferences that they have, and at one stage they were even having 

their meetings in school time, which I objected to quite strenuously, thinking 

that those people should be in school, not out having meetings, and why 

should one association be funded above the others. 

R2M67 …the Principals’ Association was seen as a very powerful body: a 

lobbying body, a consultative body, a supportive body. A lot of that seems to 

have gone and I think part of the problem is the teacher business of life. I also 

think a lot of it is – and I include myself in this – a frustration that those 
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associations no longer have the impact that they used to have. I don’t know 

why that is, whether the curriculum requirements are so different, whether we 

are not as consultative with each other as we used to be, whether it’s the 

bureaucratic model impacting; probably all of those things. But I just don’t 

sense that they have the impact, and I think that’s also reflected in the 

declining membership. 

R7F79: I’ve been involved in the Maths Teachers’ Association from the 

beginning, when I first came up here, and eventually when I was at Nightcliff 

I was the Nightcliff rep, I went to all their events, but eventually I became 

president for several years and eventually was on the national executive for 

several years. Now that was in the late ’80s, early ’90s. 

In recent decades however, professional associations have suffered the loss of 

members and executive staff as teachers struggle to keep up with the growing 

demands being placed on them. R3F71 had a number of comments about this: 

…way back in the ’80s and early ’90s, and particularly with our Library 

Association at the local level, we had in excess of one hundred members and 

we’re down to about twenty now, if we’re lucky, and that’s right across the 

Territory. ... 

It’s really difficult getting people to workshops half of the time these days 

because their lives are so busy: ‘No, I can’t be bothered’, ‘I’m too busy’, ‘I’m 

doing this’, ‘My time out of school now is sacred to me’, ‘It’s sacrosanct’, 

‘I’m not doing anything anymore’ – so I guess people have become a bit 

more egocentric to some extent. ... 
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Everybody is rush, rush, rush, so ‘not taking on any more meetings’, ‘I’m on 

overload’, ‘no more, not doing anymore.’ That’s the common one. So, you’ve 

really got to entice people; you’ve got to have some pretty good carrots to 

dangle in front of them now, or they’ve got to be really committed people to 

want to do professional development for their own professional enhancement 

to get them along to meetings of any sort anymore. And then when you do get 

them there, it is really, really difficult to get anybody to put their hands up to 

do anything. So, it comes down to being the same old committed people. 

R2M67 also commented on this: 

You don’t hear much about them anymore, whereas before we used to be 

inundated with the Science Teachers Association are running this, and 

Language Teachers running that. And it was exciting stuff. And you actually 

had to make a choice: ‘What am I involved in? I’d like to be in all of them, 

but I can’t.’ I’ve had that dilemma a number of times. I don’t have that 

dilemma anymore because I don’t really value a lot of the stuff that they do. 

And it has not been replaced by system-led professional learning. 

8.5 Summary 

Chapter 8 frames participants’ responses against issues identified in A Class Act, 

(SEETRC, 1998), if primarily in the context of how events impacted on them as 

educators operating within the NT public education system. The teaching profession 

had historically been a young person’s domain, but as a result of teachers remaining 

in the profession, the average age of teachers had increased from 34 to 44 years 

(2006) and in addition the profession was now more female dominated (8.1). The 
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profession of teaching was also in dispute (8.2) as there was a decline with the status 

of teachers in Australia (8.2.1). Parents were now playing a larger role in the 

management of schools (8.2.2) and the historical place of parents volunteering their 

time in the school library had now changed to encourage parent involvement in the 

management of schools (8.2.3). The media has also played a part in their reporting of 

teachers and devaluing the profession through the reporting of industrial disputes and 

poor results achieved with national assessment programs (8.2.4). The role of the 

school principal also changed as their workload increased with the self-management 

of schools and the introduction of performance contracts (8.2.5). 

Many factors also impacted on and increased the work load for classroom teachers, 

such as the various curriculums being used in schools (8.3.1), the pace and scope of 

change in terms of teaching methodology, the use of school inspectors, classroom 

design and the diversification of teaching practices (8.3.2), the changing role of the 

classroom teacher (8.3.3), negative student behaviours (8.3.4), national assessment 

(8.3.5), and the impact of technology and introduction of computers and Smart 

Boards into the classroom (8.3.6). The system itself also caused considerable stress 

for teachers, with many teachers feeling that the departmental executive were leading 

a charge against them with constant educational reform, mostly as a result of the 

transience of senior executives. Teachers felt a disconnect between the system and 

their work in their classrooms, and many felt undervalued (8.3.7). 

Recruitment of quality teachers to the NT was also a difficult task as the NT was 

unable to produce enough teachers themselves (8.4). Many young people came to the 

NT to take up positions that they would not have been considered for in larger 

jurisdictions, and there were multiple opportunities for teachers to quickly advance in 
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the system (8.4.1). Teachers in remote schools encountered significant challenges as 

they were required to live and work by the rules of the Aboriginal community 

(8.4.2). Teacher transiency was a huge issue, compounded further by one-to-three 

year contracts (8.4.3) as well as by the quality of teachers that were being attracted to 

teach in the NT (8.4.4). 
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Chapter 9 Conclusion and Later Developments 

What experience and history teach is this, 

that people and governments never have learned anything from history, 

or acted on principles deduced from it. 

(Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel28) 

The Northern Territory public education system has cultivated a history shaped by 

socioeconomic, political and demographical influences over one hundred and thirty-

three years to 2010. This research captured a sense of a time in a place that has seen 

tremendous educational change and growth. 

This research had three aims. First, to construct an overview that captured the 

development of the public education system in the Northern Territory. Secondly, to 

provide a source for future researchers and decision makers and that the research 

findings may contribute in some small way to ongoing educational change in 

education. Thirdly, that the personal and professional experiences of educators who 

had taught in the Territory for a long period of time were shared. 

This final chapter provides a conclusion to the thesis. Section 9.1 provides a 

recapitulation on the chapters one to eight. Section 9.2 draws together observations 

evidenced through the research. As the end date of this research was 2010, there is an 

overview of events that have occurred up to 2016 in section 9.3, Section 9.4 

identifies areas for further research, and Section 9.5 summarises the chapter. 

                                                 

28 Sourced from izquotes.com/quote/344047. 
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9.1 Thesis Overview 

This thesis research examined the development of the Northern Territory public 

education system during a one hundred and thirty-three year history to 2010. The 

body of information was organised into three main parts. Part 1 included an 

introduction to the research (Chapter 1), an overview of the Northern Territory 

context (Chapter 2), a literature review (Chapter 3) and the research design and 

methodology (Chapter 4). As well as introducing the research, Chapter 1 established 

the context, including the researcher’s standpoint, reasons for the research being 

undertaken, and how the researchers’ personal and professional experiences drove 

this research. The researcher’s mother was in various teaching and executive roles in 

the NT public education system from the sixties through to the nineties, the 

researcher herself from the nineties, followed by one of her sons in the new 

millennium – three generations of Territory teachers with over six decades of a 

professional relationship with the NT education system. 

Socially, economically and geographically, the NT is very different to the rest of 

Australia, as presented in Chapter 2. The NT has a widely-scattered population of 

approximately 212,000 (2011 census) who occupy a land area of around 

1,346,200km, with more than half the population concentrated in the capital city of 

Darwin. Until self-government in 1978, the NT was managed by a variety of 

administrators; initially South Australia, followed by the Commonwealth and then 

returning to joint management by both South Australian and the Commonwealth 

until self-government in 1978. Although many people ventured to the Territory for 

work in mining, agriculture and construction, the public service remains today, as it 

was in the 1960s, the largest employer of the Territory population. 
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Climatic conditions experienced during the long build-up of the wet season and the 

geographical remoteness to the rest of Australian are several of the defining 

characteristics of the Top End. For some people, this meant that the NT was a short-

term adventure. This has resulted in a high level of transiency which continues today 

and impacts on the education system as it consistently struggles to attract and retain 

quality teachers for its schools. 

Chapter 3 presented a review of relevant literature, including both published and 

non-published materials, but excluding documents such as annual reports, education 

union bulletins and federal and local reports and reviews, as this literature is 

identified and examined throughout the body of the thesis. There was limited 

literature available that documented the journey of public education in the NT, 

particularly after self-government in 1978. The Department of Education annual 

reports were a valuable source of data and provided opportunities for cross checking 

against Federal and NT reports, as well as oral recollections from participants.  

Literature was also reviewed on the wider history of Australian education, to provide 

a national social and political context. As Northern Territory education was managed 

by South Australia for a considerable period, literature concerning the history of 

public education in South Australia was also examined.  

The SEETRC (1998) review, A Class Act: Inquiry into the Status of the Teaching 

Profession, was also an invaluable source and provided a portal into issues regarding 

teaching, teachers and schooling nationwide in the late nineties. This inquiry was 

used as a framework for participant responses in Chapter 8. 
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Chapter 4 explained the research design and methodology. This qualitative research 

was driven to a large extent by the oral recollections of participants who had taught 

for long periods of time in NT schools. Their individual perceptions and 

interpretation of events and the collated recollections of related events that emerged 

between the participants enabled a richer source of data which was presented in 

Chapters 7 and 8. 

Part 2 was divided chronologically to represent the two significant stages in the 

development of Territory education. Chapter 5 focused on the development of the 

education system from the 1800s through to the late 1970s, which predominantly 

involved administration by either the South Australian Government, Commonwealth 

Government or a combination of both. Although schools began to be established in 

some Australian colonies as early as the late 1700s, learning environments in the 

Territory did not start to appear until the late 1800s. In addition to eclectic 

administration from afar, the NT also witnessed several periods of complete 

rebuilding of infrastructure, with involvement in the Second World War and the 

bombing of Darwin in the early forties and the impact of Cyclone Tracy as one of 

Australia worst natural disasters in 1974. 

It was during the 1970s that South Australia began withdrawing its educational 

commitment to the NT and the Commonwealth began once again to assume full 

control. Thus, this decade saw many changes to the direction of education in the NT, 

including the establishment of the Commonwealth Teaching Service, the end of a 

dual system of education which had previously separated students in Aboriginal and 

mainstream schools, the abolition of the Inspector of Schools positions, and an 
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increased autonomy to school communities as the Territory moved towards self-

government in 1978, with local administration of its own public education system. 

Chapter 6 explored the development of the public education system once it was 

removed from Commonwealth control and came under the administration of the 

Territory with self-government in 1978, continuing through to 2010. Self-

government brought with it a rush to once again change direction and implement a 

multitude of policies. Within the thirty-two years to 2010 there has been ongoing 

reform within the education system which has resulted in little longevity for policies 

and programs in schools. The Territory introduced its own teaching service, there 

was unending swinging between centralisation of services and regionalisation in 

order to best cater for the different geographical contexts between north and south, a 

period of abundant funding in the eighties came to an abrupt ending with economic 

review cutbacks, educational management was devolved to unprepared schools, and 

there were ongoing national and Territory reviews and policy implementation as a 

result of an ever-changing political and social landscape. 

Part 3 incorporates Chapters 7 to 9. Chapter 7 ‘Teaching Territory Style’ introduced 

the ten participants interviewed by the researcher, as well as four others represented 

by their archived accounts. These participants provided an insight into the type of 

educators that came to the Territory, their motivations for teaching in the NT, initial 

experiences and their reasons for staying. To retain confidentiality, the participants 

were allocated codes and references that might identify them have been removed to 

maintain confidentiality. 

Most of the participants recruited to the Territory came with little knowledge about 

the Territory, with little experience in teaching and usually only a two-year degree 
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from a teacher’s college, and on a two- or three-year contract, with no intention of 

remaining in the Territory. They were lured to the NT through the sense of 

adventure, increased promotional opportunities, and limited teaching opportunities in 

their home town. Many were recruited to remote Aboriginal communities in roles 

that should have been undertaken by more experienced teachers. 

In Chapter 8 the same educators talk about issues and events that impacted upon 

them in the Territory public education system. The attraction, retention and quality of 

teachers for Territory schools were issues raised by all the respondents. The 

SEETRC (1998) inquiry into the teaching profession, A Class Act, was used as a 

framework to organise the participant narratives in Chapter 8. The SEETRC inquiry 

determined that because teaching in the late 1990s was very different to earlier 

decades, the profession had evolved to become highly multifaceted and challenging 

to the extent that many teachers had become very disenchanted. Many of the issues 

presented in A Class Act were problems that were also addressed by the participants 

as they discussed the declining status of the teaching profession, the impact of 

external forces such as parents and media, and the ineffectiveness of the system in 

which they were employed. 

9.2 Summary of Findings 

This research has provided insight on some of the issues that have challenged the NT 

public education system. The Territory was branded as the frontier of Australia, 

including in the years before self-government where many of the public servants 

came to the NT on short term contracts, with a view to use the Territory either as a 

springboard to further travel through Asia, or to take a short-term opportunity for 

promotions which would further their career. The participants involved in this 
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research were the teachers who did remain in the Territory despite the challenges (as 

shown in Section 7.4). 

There are several key themes that have evolved through this research, the first of 

which is the ongoing reform and changeability of policies in education. There is no 

doubt that the earlier administration from afar impacted on the stabilisation of the NT 

government agencies, with the development of the public education system in the NT 

occurring largely within the parameters of the South Australian Government and the 

Commonwealth Government. Developing a viable education service meant that the 

job of building, equipping, resourcing and administering schools was a complex task 

and common themes emerged over the decades to highlight issues related to social, 

geographical and political complexities. Geographical remoteness in particular 

produced a high cost structure that increased with the population spread outside the 

main urban centres of Darwin and Alice Springs. 

Federal and Northern Territory reports between 1961 and 2010 highlighted many 

reoccurring issues and challenges in the administration of a public education system 

with problems not found elsewhere. During the period of South Australia and/or 

Commonwealth administration up to the 1980s, principals and teachers found that 

they had a fair amount of freedom and autonomy in their classrooms with the use of 

curriculum, resourcing and ways of working, (as discussed in Chapter 8). 

The surge in the Territory population, which began in the ’70s and ’80s, and the 

development of a suitable education infrastructure, along with the ongoing provision 

of facilities and resources, presented huge challenges for such a small system. 

Politicisation in Territory education resulted in constant development of educational 
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reform and policies which impacted on schools, many of them embedded without 

rigour or an evaluation process and this ultimately led to ongoing frustrations with 

teachers. As R5M74 in argued (Section 8.3.7), ‘What the hell are we going to do 

next? I used to argue that we were implementing change, but never evaluating what 

we had done in say two or three years’ time and building on that. It would just be 

change.’ 

Self-government in 1978 was considered a turning point marked by the beginning of 

Territory involvement in their own education system, an opportunity to develop, 

implement and administer policies that were relevant to the Territory education 

context. This has not produced stable results, however, and since self-government, 

Territory education has continued to undergo consistent reform and transformations. 

The autonomy and freedom in schools also gave way to the centralised management 

of schools as a business. The freedom teachers had experienced began to lessen as 

the new system became characterised by policies designed to reshape the system. 

Executive staff were now being seen as separate to teachers, standardised curriculum 

and resources were being developed for schools to implement, technology now 

meant that communication was through email and not personal interaction, teacher 

standards were being driven by a registration board, and police checks were 

compulsory. In terms of quality and training, teachers were now required to have 

four-year university degree. 

Much of the educational reform in the NT since self-government has had multiple 

and ambitious purposes and has usually always occurred during periods when there 

was a change of government and leadership. Policies implemented generally lasted 

no longer than a ministerial term and became ever changing as new ministers and 
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chief executive officers were appointed. And as with pre self-government, policy 

changes were still not allowed a full implementation period. As Fullan (1991, p. 49) 

argues, ‘The total time frame from initiation to institutionalization is lengthy, even 

moderately complex changes take from three to five years, while major restructuring 

efforts can take five to ten years.’ 

Towards the ’90s and through the new millennium, unstable and short term political 

appointments increased regularly, which impacted on governance infrastructures, 

consistent policy formulation and staffing structures (see Section 8.3.7). Changing 

organisational goals and the corporate to school and teacher relationships were 

further challenged by constant changes with systemic policy and direction. Distance 

between the policy makers in the corporate system and the teachers in the school 

communities has increased to such an extent that there is now a challenge to find 

new ways of bridging the gap between the top-down designers and the practitioners 

who are being required to implement new reforms. 

The Territory political climate has never allowed the stability of time. This has 

severely impacted at the school’s level with disenfranchised teachers who have very 

little regard for the agency that employs them. Teachers have been overwhelmed by 

the regular reform changes being forced upon them and have become resentful about 

the unending systemic expectations required from them. 

The history of what has been implemented in the past has also been ignored. It 

became very clear throughout this research that the Northern Territory public 

education system is an organisation that through ongoing short-term reform policies 

has tried to adapt to changing circumstances, but instead has continued to reinvent 
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itself, with little consideration for corporate history. R5M74 (in Section 1.2) felt that 

‘You’ve always got “Johnny come Charlie” from the new chums on the block 

wanting to try something out, and they’re not prepared to do it in terms of studying 

what’s gone before. And this is where the history of education in the Northern 

Territory becomes that paramount and so important.’ This was evident with data 

obtained from Federal and Territory reports and was certainly supported by the 

participants that the researcher interviewed. R6M75 summed up with this statement: 

‘…there’s very little corporate memory of what things were like in the past; what’s 

been trialled and what’s failed; what’s been tried and succeeded and should be built 

on.’ 

Despite the issues that living and teaching in the NT brought with it, many teachers 

came to the Territory for a short period to face varied pedagogical conditions, and 

were further exasperated by challenging demographics, climatic and isolation factors. 

Many of these teachers up to the 1980s were young; and they came from various 

ethnic origins with differing levels of training, teaching backgrounds and life 

experiences. Connell (2010, p. 343) refers to these teachers generally as having an 

‘occupational culture’, 

Teachers hold distinctive traditions, customs, language, attitudes, style of 

dress, manners, ways of seeing the world and ways of dealing with problems. 

This occupational culture is informal and it cannot be taught in university 

courses, but it is very powerful in the work context. 

It became evident in this research that although the Territory did attract teachers to 

teach in the NT (Section 8.4), the challenge has been to keep them. More teachers 
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have left than have chosen to stay. As noted in Section 7.4, geographical distance, 

professional isolation, appropriate housing and a humid climate have been reasons 

for teachers leaving the Territory. This along with cultural deprivation and difficult 

working conditions, especially in remote schools, resulted in a transiency of teachers 

and their families. 

Another issue arising from this research is that of quality staffing. The system has 

been extensively challenged by the goal of attracting and retaining quality teachers. 

Unlike other Australian states, the Territory did not begin producing local teachers 

until the late 1970s, and the number of graduates have never been anywhere near 

sufficient enough to address the recruitment needs (Section 8.4.2).  Ongoing 

recruitment from national and international sources has not only resulted in an 

eclectic mix of teachers from different professional backgrounds with varying 

teacher skills and standards, but the attraction of quality teachers has been difficult, 

particularly when other Australian jurisdictions have also had difficulty recruiting 

specialist teachers to their own schools. 

Although teachers have become more skilled with university qualifications and 

online professional development opportunities, the world of teaching has changed 

over the decades and reshaped all those who interact with it – teachers, students and 

parents. The professional status of teachers has declined (Section 8.2) whilst the 

complexity of teaching and community expectations have increased. The young 

teaching force in the 1960s and 1970s have aged (section 8.1) and the presence of 

male teachers has declined as teaching becomes a female dominated profession. 
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Parents who once respected the role of principals and teachers, now have unrealistic 

expectations and teachers are having to justify more and more what they are doing in 

the classroom. The introduction of Devolution (Section 6.3) endorsed parent 

involvement in schools, elevating their previous ancillary roles on fundraising 

committees and library and canteen assistants, to being decision makers in school 

finance and recruitment. 

As the media has become more technologically advanced, the roles of schools and 

their teachers are devalued as good news stories have become secondary to enterprise 

bargaining negotiations and the reporting of poor student assessment data (Section 

8.2.4). 

Principals who were once pivotal to the leadership and wellbeing of their teachers 

and students have become agents of bureaucracy as they compete with other schools 

for funding and better student results, as R2M67 reveals: ‘…one of the sad things I 

find is that schools are forced to compete with each other.’ Principals, who since the 

late 1990s are no longer permanent in the system, now operate on contracts and are 

vulnerable to instant dismissal. They have less time for the pastoral care of their 

teaching staff as they manage bureaucratic expectations. As R6M75 felt, ‘They have 

got less involvement I think with day to day education in schools, which impacts on 

teachers.’ 

Many teachers have faced more than twenty years of change at an accelerated rate 

and are cynical about new changes (Section 8.3.3). Changing technologies and a 

move away from the three Rs have also challenged teachers, from teacher generated 

methodology with blackboards and textbooks to whiteboards and neat bookwork, 
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followed by student generated methodologies with Smartboards, iPads and mobile 

phones. The overcrowded curriculum (8.3.1) means that the class timetable is now 

engorged with specialty areas of need, all competing for increased class time 

allocations (Section 8.3.3): sex and drug education, fitness and nutrition, road safety 

awareness, money management, girls programs, boys programs, and social and 

emotional wellbeing programs are only some of the themes competing against the 

traditional subject areas of mathematics and English. As R2M67 says, ‘It is a 

frustration of teachers who are saying, “No, we won’t do all those roles now because 

they’re not really our roles.”’ Not only are teachers battling to incorporate these 

subjects into their programs, they also must cater for the student disorders that 

impact on the learning process, such as attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 

(ADHD), Asperger syndrome, and physical disabilities. As R10F73 recalls, ‘When I 

started I don’t remember having kids like that. I don’t know where they were, but I 

didn’t have them.’ 

Student behaviours that were not evident in classrooms four decades ago now 

challenge teachers’ professional ability to teach (Section 8.3.4). R3F71 maintains 

that, ‘In my experience, you didn’t have the behaviour problems.’ By the late 1980s, 

teachers began to see a change in the social, cultural and vocational aspirations of 

their students (Section 8.2.1). Teachers were starting to see the impact of separation 

and divorce in families and the changing domestic arrangements in the lives of their 

students. These changes increased the workloads and roles of teachers. As reported 

in the NT News, Stevenson (September 2013) refers to a primary school teacher who 

has ‘cleaned up excrement, nursed sick kids, been punched, spat on and confronted 
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by hostile parents. And then you get to high school and suddenly they’re big enough 

to properly assault you.’ 

The relationship that teachers in the NT had with the corporate system has also 

changed considerably over the decades (Section 8.3.7). Teachers once felt connected 

 

Figure 35: The Saga of Harry Scrawls (Bucknall and Myers, 1995, p. 6). 
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and valued, and there was strong communication between corporate executives and 

the teachers themselves. As education has become more politicised, the breakdown 

in the relationship has impacted on the role and attitude of the teachers, many of 

whom feel alienated by the system that they belong to, with a constant referral to the 

relationship as an ‘us and them.’ There is a general belief that the bureaucracy has 

isolated itself from the business of teachers and teaching. R2M67 recalls how he felt 

operating in a school: ‘It’s very easy to run a school from the top of a high-rise 

building. The day to day grind, the crappy stuff you’ve got to deal with, it’s 

exhausting some days; its draining; its demoralising.’ Cameron (1996, p.65) also 

reported that the system had issues with the bureaucracy/schools relationship: ‘The 

‘us-them’ syndrome, between schools generally and ‘the office’ or ‘the Department’ 

is omnipresent.’ 

Those teachers that did make the Territory their home and in particular the 

participants that were involved in this research, stayed because the challenges were 

insignificant compared to the attraction of a more relaxed lifestyle, increased 

promotional opportunities, closeness to Asia as a holiday destination, and the choice 

to work within a small system. As Nan Bell (1996, p. 56) put it, ‘It all had its ups and 

downs, it all had its frustrations, but in the thirty-eight and a half years I worked in 

the Territory I basically had a ball, and I have absolutely no regrets whatsoever about 

coming up here.’ R2M67 sums it up with, 

…while I’m disappointed at the model we use, we still have a great future for 

public education in the NT. And it’s going to get better because we’ve got 

more and more people wanting to make their home here, kids wanting to stay 

here and do their tertiary stuff and that sort of thing. So I think we’ve got a 
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great future. And I’m not saying that out of false optimism, it really comes 

from deep in the soul. 

9.3 The NT Public Education System since 2010 

The research undertaken was documented to 2010. Since then, the public education 

system in the NT has undergone considerable political unrest with a change of 

government from the Australian Labor Party (ALP) to the Country Liberal Party 

(CLP) in September 2012. This resulted in a significant exit and replacement of 

executive and teaching staff, resulting in major staff cuts in corporate education and 

schools, along with abolishment of various education programs that had been 

implemented with the previous government. Instability in the political arena has once 

again seen an influx of executive members coming and going in the form of 

education Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) and Ministers, resulting in more 

education reviews, ongoing changes of policy, and new directions for schools. 

Political turmoil endured for most of the four years of CLP government, during 

which, ‘There were eighteen cabinet reshuffles and eight different deputy leaders, 

most of them forced out through resignations or sackings’ (Smee and Walsh, 2016, 

p.xiii). 

In October 2016, the CLP lost the election by a landslide, holding only two seats in 

Parliament. As at the end of 2016, the Territory is now governed by the ALP, with a 

new Minister for Education and a new CEO, representing another four years of 

changes to the NT public education system. 

The Department of Education now provides education services to over 32,000 

school-aged children across the Northern Territory’s 151 government schools. As at 
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the end of 2015 there were 27 schools with 10,918 students in the Darwin region, 32 

schools and 8,313 students in the Palmerston and Rural region, 27 schools and 3,850 

students in the Katherine region, 16 schools with 3,937 students in the Arnhem 

region, 17 schools with 1,639 students in the Barkley region, and 32 schools with 

4,072 students in the Alice Springs region. Indigenous students made up 44.4 per 

cent of the student population, and approximately 48.8 per cent of Northern Territory 

students had a language background other than English (NTDoE Annual Report 

2015/16 pp. 5-6). 

There was also a total of 3,593 fulltime school based employees as at 30th June 2016, 

which included 1,865 classroom teachers, with 38.9% of these teachers employed on 

a temporary contract basis. Males represented 23.2% of the teaching force, and the 

average age of teachers was 43.2 years. The yearly retention rate for teaching staff 

was 69.6 per cent (NTDoE Annual Report, 2015/16, p. 72). The Chief Executive 

Officer for education was Gary Barnes from 2009 until 2013, being replaced by Ken 

Davies until September 2016, when Vicki Baylis was appointed in an acting 

capacity. 

The Northern Territory Curriculum Framework (NTCF) that was developed and 

implemented for NT schools in the early millennium as a common curriculum began 

a phase-out period with the introduction of the new Australian Curriculum. Teachers 

were using both curricula, the Australian Curriculum and the NTCF, to teach, assess 

and report, and in 2012 the Learning Area Achievement Standards for the Northern 

Territory were developed to enable a consistent assessment and reporting 

methodology using the two curricula. From 1 January 2016, Northern Territory 
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Government schools commenced implementing the complete Australian Curriculum 

from Transition to Year 10 (NTDoE Annual Report 2015/16). 

9.4 Areas for Further Research 

There were many events and issues identified throughout this research which have 

not been possible to fully examine. The history of Indigenous education in the NT 

needs to be undertaken as a matter of urgency while historical documents are still 

accessible. All of the educators interviewed for this research discussed Indigenous 

education, as many of them have been involved in the politics and education of 

aboriginal children. This includes the development of the Batchelor Institute for the 

training of Aboriginal people as teachers, and also the political arena of bilingual 

education and English as a second language (ESL) policies and curriculum. Other 

areas of possible research include: 

 Development of Secondary education in the NT and the ongoing relationship 

with the South Australian Government; the introduction and current state of 

middle years schooling and the impact on secondary education. 

 The history of Languages other than English (LOTE) in NT schools, 

including the roles of departmental agencies such as the Alice Springs 

Language Centre, the NT School of Languages, and the varying language 

policies in the Catholic, independent and public systems. 

As mentioned in Section 9.3, there has been significant changes from 2010 to 

2016, where the public education system in the NT has undergone 

considerable turmoil with two changes of government. The results of this 

research to 2010 will provide a fundamental foundation for a researcher to 

continue documenting the journey of NT public education. 
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9.5 Summary 

Chapter nine provided a conclusion to this research, with a summary of the previous 

eight chapters that and an overview of the thesis (9.1). Section 9.2 provided findings 

on issues that challenged the Territory public education system. This included the 

ongoing reform that the system had endured through the variety of South Australian 

and Commonwealth administrators, and the continuing reform and policy 

implementation which continued once the NT achieved self-government. Much of 

the reform can be aligned to the changes in NT government and executive leadership. 

As a result, this has impacted on teachers who have been overwhelmed by the 

changing systemic expectations required from them. Living and teaching in the 

Territory brought with it many challenges, which also meant that the system was 

challenged in retaining quality teachers. This research also found that in addition to 

the unusual complexities that teachers faced in the Territory, there were other issues 

that impacted on the retention of teachers. These issues included the decline in the 

professional status of teachers, the management role that parents began to play in 

schools and the increasing expectations they had for the teachers, the changing roles 

of the principal, the impact of technology in the classroom, catering for student 

disorders and negative student behaviours resulting from changing domestic 

arrangements in the lives of their students, and the gradual breakdown in the 

relationship between the teachers and the corporate education system. A brief 

overview of the NT public education system from 2010 to 2016 was also presented 

(9.3) to sketch the further reform that took place with three changes of government 

and executive staff in this period. Numbers of staffing, schools and students have 

been provided as at 30th June 2016. Section 9.4 concludes this chapter with 
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suggestions for further areas of study leading on from the events and issues identified 

in this research. 
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Appendix 1 Timeline of NT Educational, Political 

and Social Events 1863-2016 

Year Education Political / social / economic 

1863  Former NSW settlement in the NT was 
annexed to South Australia, with NT 
electors voting as part of Flinders. 

1870  The construction of the Overland 
Telegraph line from Port Augusta to 
Port Darwin was authorised. 

1871  Alice Springs was discovered and 
named. 

1871  Gold was discovered at Pine Creek 

1873  The NT Times began publishing (ceased 
in 1932). 

1874  Palmerston District Council was 
established and the first hospital 
opened.  

1877 The public first school in Palmerston 
(now Darwin) was established and 
administered through the SA education 
system. 

 

1882  The Fannie Bay Gaol was built. 

1884  32 pastoral stations were now 
operating, with more than 96,000 cattle 
and 26,000 sheep. 

1885  The commencement of a railway from 
Palmerston to Pine Creek and Railway 
Jetty. 

1888   The NT becomes a SA electorate in its 
own right. 

1893  Pine Creek school opened as a private 
school. 

 

1989  The opening of the Port Darwin to Pine 
Creek railway. 
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1895  First parliamentary committee of 
enquiry into the NT. 

1897  A cyclone known as the ‘Great 
Hurricane’ damaged Palmerston. 

1901  Federation: the former colonies become 
states of the new Commonwealth of 
Australia. NT becomes part of SA 
electorate of Grey. 

1902 Travelling teachers go to Brock’s 
Creek, Yam Creek and Burrundie (on 
the goldfields). 

 

1907  SA passes the NT Surrender Act 
preparatory to hand over to the 
Commonwealth. 

1911 A Department of Education is 
established responsible to the 
Commonwealth Administrator of the 
NT. 

The NT came under Commonwealth 
Control.  Palmerston was renamed 
Darwin. 

 

1913 First Aboriginal School, Kahlin 
Compound, opened in Darwin 
(continued until 1938). 

The NT Public Service was created by 
ordinance (repealed in 1928). 

1914  The Commonwealth signed a contract 
with Vestey’s Meatworks to construct 
and operate a meatworks in Darwin 
Completed in 1917 and closed 1920. 
The First World War began. 

1915  The Bungalow opened as the first 
school in Alice Springs. 

Palmerston District Council is replaced 
by Darwin Town Council. 

1917  The extension of the railway from Pine 
Creek to Katherine. 

1918  The Darwin Rebellion: Civil unrest was 
directed at the Administrator, who 
leaves in 1919. End of the First World 
War. 

1919 . A Royal Commission on An enquiry 
into the state of affairs in the NT 
reported in November. 

1920  Vesty’s Meatworks closed down. 

1921 NT’s first high school opened.  (Closed 
1925 and replaced by the Queensland 

The Northern Standard (newspaper) 
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scholarship system). began publishing. 

1922 High School classes began in Darwin.  

1923  The supply of electric light and cold 
storage was contracted for Darwin. 

1926  The NT is divided into two territories, 
North and Central Australia, and a 
Government Resident appointed to 
each (until 1931). 

1928 An Education Branch created and 
headed by a Supervisor answerable to 
the Government Resident of North 
Australia.  Central Australia remained 
under the control of the SA system. 

 

1930  For the purpose of child welfare, an NT 
State Children’s Council was 
established under SA’s State Children’s 
Act 1895. 

1931  The two NT regions were amalgamated 
back into a single territory.  

1932  Electricity was supplied to Darwin. 

1933  Gold was discovered at Tennant Creek. 

1934  England to Australia air service was 
established with Darwin as a regular 
stopover. 

1935 The first Tennant Creek school opened.  

1937  A second major cyclone damaged 
Darwin, meanwhile an aerial passenger 
service Darwin-Alice Springs -
Adelaide was established by Guinea 
Airways and the Bank of NSW was 
established in Darwin. Electricity was 
supplied to Alice Springs. 

1938  Army and Navy personnel increased in 
Darwin, and a RAAF Aerodrome was 
under construction. Bagot Reserve 
opened. 

1939 Tennant Creek and Alice Springs were 
the only two schools remaining open as 
NT children were evacuated. 

The Second World War began, as did 
the supply of reticulated water to 
Darwin from Manton Dam. 

Alice Springs hospital opened and the 
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Royal Flying Doctor Service was 
established in Alice Springs. 

1940  A private bus service between Darwin 
and Nightcliff commenced. 

1941 Education becomes one of the branches 
of the NTA, with the small staff 
remaining members of the NT Public 
Service. Care of half-caste children was 
handed over to missions. 

The Northern Territory Administration 
(NTA) was established. Most public 
servants other than education staff 
transfer to Commonwealth Service. 
Manton Dam was completed. 

1942  Darwin was bombed on 19 February. A 
new Darwin Hospital was built at 
Myilly Point. 

1943  Symons report on the redevelopment of 
Darwin released. The Stuart Highway 
was bitumenised from Darwin to Alice 
Springs. 

1945  

 

NT Education came under the control 
of the Superintendent of Primary 
Schools of SA, to be represented in the 
NT by an Assistant Supervisor. 
Equipment and buildings funded by 
Commonwealth. SA Curriculum was 
adopted; all staff were employees of the 
SA Department of Education. 

End of World War II. 

 

1947 First pre-school centre opened. 

 

Passing of the NT Administration Act 
1947 giving NT its own Legislative 
Council. The Retta Dixon centre 
opened, operated by the Aborigines 
Inland Mission. 

1948 Secondary education was introduced in 
Darwin to year 9 (as higher primary 
school). 

Installation of sewerage mains in 
Darwin. Radio station 5AL began 
broadcasting in Alice Springs. 

1949 Apprenticeship and Adult Education 
classes began, administered by SA. 

Uranium was discovered at Rum Jungle 
and Bachelor township established.  

1950 A dual system of Education began, with 
under the Commonwealth Office of 
Education and other schools run by SA. 
In Alice Springs the School of the Air 
commenced in September. 

The NT now came under the 
Commonwealth Minister for 
Territories. 

1951 The first school library in the NT 
opened, in Tennant Creek. 

 

1952  The NT News began publishing. The 
UK government signed an agreement to 
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receive NT beef. 

1953  Building of Stokes Hill Wharf 
commenced in Darwin. 

1954 A new (Watts Gallagher) curriculum 
was adopted. The first preschool for 
Aboriginals was opened at the 
Bungalow in Alice Springs. Secondary 
education introduced to Alice Springs 
(as higher primary school). Subsidies 
became available to pastoralists to 
provide schools for station Aboriginals, 
staffed by teachers employed by the 
Northern Territory Administration 
(NTA). 

 

1955 A policy for secondary education for 
part-coloured children in southern 
schools is announced.  

The NT Welfare Branch was created. 

The Humpty Doo Rice Project (CSIRO 
experiment) began, to become 
abandoned in 1962. 

1956 Responsibility for the education of 
Aboriginals was transferred from the 
Commonwealth Office of Education to 
the NT Welfare Branch. Darwin High 
School opened in February. 

 

1957 Seven more pre-schools were opened in 
the NT. 

The municipality of Darwin created, 
with a mayor and 12 elected 
councillors. (Renamed Darwin City 
Council in 1981). 

1958  The NT Representative in parliament 
was granted full voting rights on 
matters affecting the NT. 

1959 Parap Primary School opened 
(destroyed in 1974 by Cyclone Tracy). 

The NT Housing Commission was 
established. Darwin was designated as 
a city. 

1960 Secondary education was introduced to 
Tennant Creek (as higher primary 
school). 

Town Management Boards (Town 
Councils) were established in Tennant 
Creek, Alice Springs and Katherine in 
1960/61. 

1961 The Commonwealth Report on the 
Educational Needs of the People of the 
Northern Territory was released in 
April, 1961. An Education Board was 
established and a Superintendent of NT 
Schools and an Inspector were 

Policewomen take up duty with NT 
police force. 
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appointed. 

1962 The Watts and Gallacher Report on an 
Investigation into the Curriculum and 
Teaching Methods used in Aboriginal 
Schools in the Northern Territory was 
published. 

The NT Tourist Board was created. 

1964 21 administration, 4 private and 3 
subsidised schools in the NT were now 
following the SA curriculum. The Pre-
school Teachers Association of the NT 
was formed. 

The colours red ochre, white and black 
are adopted as official colours of NT. 
Branches of the Country Party (Country 
Liberal Party after 1974) were 
established in the NT. 

1966 Katherine School of the Air began 
broadcasting. 

 

1967 Classes began at Kormilda College for 
Aboriginal students. Ludmilla Primary 
school opened. 

 

1968 The Education Branch of the NTA was 
abolished and the Commonwealth 
Department of Education and Science 
assumes responsibility for NT schools. 
A regional office established in Darwin 
is jointly staffed by Commonwealth 
and SA officers, with the SA 
continuing to supply teachers. 

Administration of the NT is transferred 
from Commonwealth Minister for 
Territories to Minister of State for the 
Interior. Planning begins for the 
development of a Community College 
in Darwin. 

1969 The SA Free book scheme was 
introduced to the NT (and continued 
until the SA withdrew from 
administering education in the NT). 

 

1970 SA educational commitment to the NT 
to be withdrawn over a 5 year period 
beginning in 1971. Nightcliff High 
School opened as Darwin’s second high 
school. The NT Council of Government 
School Organisations (COGSO) was 
established. The Commonwealth 
Teaching Service (CTS) was set up for 
staffing NT schools. 

Australia adopted the metric system, 
converting to it between 1970 and 
1988. 

1971 Teaching staff will come from the 
Commonwealth Teaching Service CTS) 
rather than SA, with ACER preparing a 
report on the proposed organisational 
structure of the CTS. An NT Education 
Branch was established within the 
Commonwealth Department of 
Education and Science. 

Darwin and Alice Springs receive first 
TV transmissions. Darwin River Dam 
is completed. 
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1972 Legislation established the 
Commonwealth Teaching Service 
(CTS) as a statutory authority. 

Nabalco in Gove became an alumina 
processing plant for the export of 
bauxite. 

1973 The dual system of education ended. 
An NT Director of Education became 
responsible for administering education 
in the NT. The Inspector of Schools 
position was abolished and Principal 
Education Officer (PEO) was created. 
A Bilingual Education section was 
established. The NT Teachers 
Federation (NTTF) and NT Schools 
Principals Association were formed. 

The Commonwealth Department of the 
NT is established. 

 

1974 South Australia ceased servicing 
correspondence students in the NT. 

Darwin Community College was 
founded (Darwin Institute of 
Technology from 1984). Cyclone Tracy 
hit Darwin on Christmas Day, causing 
the evacuation of a large portion of the 
population.  

1975 Preschools were integrated into 
neighbouring primary schools. The 
Minister established the Advisory 
Committee on Education in the NT 
(ACENT). 

The Darwin Reconstruction Committee 
was established to coordinate and 
undertake rebuilding of Darwin. 

1976 The Commonwealth (Neal) report on 
Professional Staffing for ACT and NT 
Schools appeared. 

The railway line between Darwin and 
Katherine was closed down. 

1978 The NT government appointed Dr 
James Eedle as its first Director of 
Education. The creation of an Early 
Childhood Education Advisory 
Committee announced. 

The NT became self-governing. 

1979 The NT Education Department was set 
up and an Education Advisory Council 
(EAC) established. There was a Report 
of the Education Advisory Group on 
Matters relating to the structure of 
Educational Administration for a self 
governing Northern Territory, a Report 
of the Working Party on the Northern 
Territory Teaching Service, and a 
Report of the Task Force on 
Curriculum/Accreditation/ Assessment 
in Northern Territory Secondary 
Schools. A Curriculum Advisory 
Committee was replaced by a 
Registration Committee. 
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1980 The Northern Territory teaching service 
was formed. Within the Department of 
Education separate Northern and 
Southern Directorates were established. 
School based purchasing was 
introduced. Katherine and Alice 
Springs School of the Air began 
providing secondary level schooling.  
Dripstone High School opened. A 
common Core Curriculum was 
introduced. The Direction for the 
Eighties report was published. A 
transition period between pre-school 
and year 1 was introduced. 

Death of Azaria Chamberlain and the 
beginning of a widely publicised 
criminal case, ultimately the basis for a 
movie. 

 

1981 The Teaching Service Act 1981 
established the NT Teaching Service 
(NTTS) and transferred teachers from 
CTS. Principal Education Advisors 
(PEAs) were redesignated as Regional 
Superintendants. The NT Department 
of Education published a Green Paper 
on primary and secondary education in 
the NT. All schools were now expected 
to begin implementing core and 
recommended curricula, with the WA 
Maths Syllabus and WA Unit Progress 
(reading) being recommended. 

 

1982 The three term system was changed to a 
two term system, providing a four week 
midyear vacation and a six week 
vacation at the end of the year. 

 

 

1983 The Curriculum Advisory Committee 
was replaced by an independent 
statutory Board of Studies. Northern 
Territory Schools – Directions for the 
Eighties was tabled in the Legislative 
Assembly. Legislation on school 
councils was passed.  Children under 
four were now admitted to preschool 
only under special circumstances. 

 

1984 The NT Student Assessment program 
for urban primary schools was 
implemented.  Core Curriculum was 
extended to Year 10. A dollar for dollar 
scheme doubled computer education 
projects. Yirrkala Community School and St 
Therese's School became the first Aboriginal 
schools to have their bilingual programs fully 
accredited. Introduction of the NT Junior 
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Secondary Studies Certificate. 

1985 Two gifted classes were developed, in 
Parap and Alawa Primary.  A 
departmental review was carried out 
and annual reports were to be changed 
from financial to calendar years. 

The University College of the NT was 
established as a branch of the 
University of Queensland. 

1987 Funding cuts imposed on the NT 
government by the Commonwealth led 
to some teaching positions being 
abolished. Core Curriculum was 
replaced by Core Objectives. The NT 
Department of Education produced 
Towards the 90s, Excellence, 
Accountability and Devolution in 
Education. 

The NT Open College formally 
commenced operation in Jan. 

1988 NTBOS started a review of existing 
primary and secondary curricula during 
the year. International Programs 
Management Unit established to facilitate 
NT involvement in overseas education 
and training programs. 

 

1989 NT Education department published a 
handbook ‘Action Plans for School 
Improvement’ and established a 
timeline. An enhanced ‘Master Teacher 
Scheme’ was introduced. CSIRO and 
the NT government developed a joint 
science education centre. 

Northern Territory University began as 
an amalgamation of Darwin Institute of 
Technology and the University College 
of the NT. 

1990 All NT schools were involved in the 
preparation of action plans for school 
improvement. The NT Department of 
Education became the first NT 
government agency to have a totally 
smoke-free workplace. 

   

1991 NT Government announced significant 
cuts in school staffing levels and in 
curriculum and support services, and 
also that devolution would be 
compulsory for all NT Government 
schools from the start of 1992. 

  

1992 Devolution Symposium was held. The 
Curriculum Advisory Support Unit 
(CASU) established. Publication of 
Continuity and Change: A Review of 
Secondary Education in the Northern 
Territory. 
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1993 Responsibility for teacher recruitment 
passed from the NT Department of 
Education centrally to the divisions. A 
police check was introduced for new 
teacher recruits. 

The NT Public Sector Employment and 
Management Act (PSEMA) delegated 
jurisdiction over all NT Public Sector 
employees, including teachers, to the 
Commissioner for Public Employment. 
The former public service act and the 
teaching service act were repealed 
removing any legislative distinction 
between the NTPS and the NTTS. 

1994 NT Department of Education developed 
four divisions, namely Operations 
North, Operations South, Curriculum 
and Assessment, and Corporate 
Services. 

 

1994 Launch of the Partners in Education 
parent policy. MAP results published 
for the first time in the NTDE Annual 
Report. The NTCE was introduced for 
students who successfully complete 
their senior secondary studies from 
1996. The WA literacy program First 
Steps was introduced into a number of 
NT schools. 

 

1996 Introduction of the NT Certificate of 
Education to replace the Senior 
Secondary Assessment Board of South 
Australia’s certificate (First issue of 
NTCE’S Jan 1997). Performance 
management programs were introduced 
for all departmental employees. An NT 
version of Outcomes Profiling was 
introduced for student assessment and 
reporting. 

 

1997 Introduction of Group School 
Principals to Central Region. 

 

1998 The national A Class Act Inquiry into 
the Status of the Teaching Profession 
recognised the challenges of teacher 
recruitment in the NT. 

Referendum on NT Statehood held on 3 
October was defeated. 

. 

1999 A 1998 education review resulted in 
recommendations for Schools…Our 
Focus. Learning Lessons, an 
Independent Review of Indigenous 
Education in the Northern Territory, 
was published. 

    

2000 Cluster School Model was introduced,  
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replacing Superintendents. 

2001 Plan on a Page initiative introduced, 
with the Department identifying targets 
on one page with six principles, eight 
strategies and four outcomes. The 
Learning and Technology in Schools 
project (LATIS) was launched and the 

NT Curriculum Framework piloted (for 
full implementation in 2003). The NT 
Department of Education was replaced 
by the NT Department of Employment, 
Education and Training (DEET).  

A Labor Government wins the NT 
election, replacing the Country Liberal 
Party, which had run the government 
since self government. 

 

2002 MAP testing becomes mandatory for all 
year 3,5,7 students. The Student 
Teacher Bursary Scheme was 
introduced for eligible applicants 
willing to teach in remote NT schools. 

 

2003 Secondary Education Review Future 
Directions for Secondary Education in 
the Northern Territory, chaired by 
Gregor Ramsay.  

Dellit, J. Connecting Cultures. Report 
of the Review of languages Learning in 
the NT.    

Completion of a modern railway line 
from Alice Springs to Darwin. 

 

2004 The Student Administration and 
Management System was implemented 
in all NT Government schools. The 
Alternative Education Program (AEP) 
was established to re-engage 
disengaged students in Darwin and 
Palmerston. The NT Teacher 
Registration Board was established and 
all NT teachers were to be registered in 
2005. 

The NT University amalgamated with 
the Centralian College (founded in 
1993) and was renamed Charles 
Darwin University. 

2005  The new CEO (Margaret Banks) 
presents a DEET Action Plan, a six 
point strategic plan for the 
Department’s priorities and directions.  
A $42 million initiative Building Better 
Schools is introduced to improve 
secondary education in the NT over the 
next four years. 

 

2006 Launch of the Indigenous Education 
Strategic Plan 2006-2009. 
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2007 Middle Year School reforms 
introduced. $12 million allocated to a 
Building Better Schools initiative to 
improve the delivery of quality 
secondary education. Accountability 
and Performance Framework (APIF) 
was introduced as a four year 
improvement cycle for schools. Closing 
the Gap: A Generational Plan of Action 
was released. 

 

2008 NT DEET was renamed the Department 
of Education and Training (DET). All 
year 7 students join years 8 and 9 to 
form the Middle Years. A new division 
was created: Early Childhood Services. 

 

2009 Inaugural Surviving and Thriving in 
NT Schools forum was held in Alice 
Springs. NT Curriculum Framework 
was updated by including National 
Statements of Learning. Upgrade to 
distance learning with new service 
called Satellite to all Remote Schools 
(STARS). A new NT Certificate of 
Education and Training (NTCET) 
introduced to schools with secondary 
students, building on the NTCE. 

Ladwig published a structural review of 
the NT Department of Education and 
Training:  Delivering the Goods. 

  

2010 
DET 

Remote Teaching Service was 
established to address the demand, 
supply and retention of quality teachers 
in NT’s very remote schools. A 
Literacy and Numeracy Strategy 
released to improve Literacy and 
Numeracy outcomes in schools. A 
Families as First Teachers (FaFT) 
program was established in 14 
community sites. The Every Child 
Everyday Strategy was launched to 
improve enrolment and attendance in 
schools. 

 

2011 Launch of the Centre for School 
Leadership and Development. 

The Northern Territory government 
released Territory 2030, a strategic plan 
to guide and promote future economic 
and social development in the 
Territory. 
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2012  The new Australian Curriculum for 
English and Mathematics was 
implemented in all schools. 

The Country Liberal Party (CLP) wins 
the NT election and returns to power. 

2013  Publication of the 2013–15 strategic 
plan, Creating Success Together. A 
Teacher Performance Development 
Framework was released to build 
teacher capability to achieve enhanced 
student outcomes. The Australian 
Curriculum in History and Science to 
be implemented in all NT schools.  

 

2014 Increased school autonomy with all 
schools working towards operating with 
a global school budget, providing 
independence and flexibility to allocate 
their resources as needed, relevant to 
the unique context of their local 
community.  A review of the Education 
Act commenced with the release of a 
discussion paper. The NT International 
Education and Training Strategy 2014–
2024 was released. 

 

2015 The 10-year Indigenous Education 
Strategy A Share in the Future was 
implemented. Direct Instruction and 
Visible Learning programs began to be 
implemented. 

 

2016 A revised NT Education Act 
commenced on 1 January. The 
following strategic plans were released: 
Great Start Great Future. An early 
years strategic plan for 2016–2020; 
Work Like the Best: Middle Years 
Teaching and Learning Strategy 2016–
2018, ̛ and Growing Success Together 
2016–2018, as well as the 2016-18 
attendance strategy Every Day Counts. 

A Labor Government is returned to 
power. ABCs Four Corners air a 
program about the mistreatment of 
children in Darwin’s Don Dale Youth 
Corrections Centre and a royal 
commission established. 
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