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ABSTRACT 

The participation rates and success rates for Aboriginal students in the senior years of 

high school are very low when compared with their non-Aboriginal peers. The 

Northern Territory is comparably worse than the national average. While the 

numbers of Aboriginal students participating and succeeding is increasing most 

research has focussed upon those who are 'failing'. This research takes the opposite 

approach: an ethnographic study of a small group of academically successful 

Aboriginal students at the senior secondary level. If the factors that have influenced 

them to succeed can be found and replicated it can be argued that the numbers of such 

students should increase. 

Since the arrival of the European, Aboriginal people in Darwin have occupied the lowest 

socio-economic rung in society. Unti11962 Aboriginal people in the Darwin area were 

restricted in their movements and where they could live. This history of white 

domination of Aboriginal people and their low socio-economic status is a heritage young 

Aboriginal people growing up in Darwin today are acutely aware of. They hear this 

history in their homes and go to school with this knowledge. The special needs of 

Aboriginal students in Darwin had not been recognised until the mid-1980's. Even today 

most of the resources allocated to Aboriginal education goes to those living in remote 

areas. According to a recent Commonwealth Government report Aboriginal Education 

(1985), Aboriginal student achievement in urban areas is low because of the inadequacy 

and inappropriateness of past programs. 

The methodology used in this study is an ethnographic one. One of the aims of this 

project was to gain an ernie perspective, that is, to see the situation from an insider's 

viewpoint. A sample of six students in the senior secondary years were chosen for 

this study. As well as structured and unstructured interviews with the students and 

their Aboriginal parents other informants included seven successful Aboriginal career 

people and six teachers and administrators at the school and one office-based 

administrator in the Education Department. 

One of the major findings of the project was that successful Aboriginal students have 

a strong Aboriginal identity and a strong personal identity. This strengthening 

Aboriginal identity is changing as students grow older and they begin to consciously 
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challenge the negative stereotype of Aboriginal achievement in the wider society. A 

seco11d major finding of the study was that the students and parents possessed some 

vital Western school cultural knowledge and beliefs necessary for success at school. 

such as individual effon bringing rewards in terms of career. Imponantly, they did 

not see such knowledge as a threat to their Aboriginality. 

Some of the values and beliefs traditionally believed to be a characteristic of 

Aboriginal people such as not planning for the future are challenged by the results of 

this project. For example, all of the students have long-term career goals and the 

determination and desire to succeed at school. Some also consciously choose their 

peers depending upon their attitude toward school. Institutional racelessness. or the 

purponed ethos of treating all students the same. was found to be prevalent at the 

school and a hindrance to Aboriginal students being able to possess a strong 

Aboriginal identity necessary for success at school. While professing to treat all 

students the same there is evidence that many teachers and administrators believe that 

Aboriginal students need more practical courses rather than being encouraged to 

choose academic subjects. Very few Aboriginal students chose academic subjects or 

sought advice from teachers about tertiary study and professional careers. The school 

tended to reflect the beliefs and values of the wider society with regard to low 

expectation of Aboriginal student achievement. 

If there is to be a positive improvement in Aboriginal student retention and 

achievement in the senior secondary years then there has to be positive and on-going 

support for Aboriginal identity. School cultural knowledge necessary for academic 

success has to be made explicit to students and their parents. Finally, educators have 

to challenge the status quo and make qualitative changes in their relationships to 

Aboriginal students. 

3 



CHAPTER ONE 

STATEMENT OF THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 

Participation rates and success rates for Aboriginal students in the senior years of high 

school are very low when compared to their non-Aboriginal peers. The Repon of the 

House of Representatives Select Committee on Aboriginal Education (1985) stated 

that: 

The low rate of participation and of success of Aboriginal students at 
secondary school was a matter of great concern to Aboriginal communities and 
to the committee. (p.8) 

This statement is strongly supponed by statistics published in the Repon of the 

Aboriginal Education Policy Task Force (1988): 

Moreover, access to and participation in education for Aborigines beyond the 
age of fifteen, whether in senior secondary school, technical and funher 
education or higher education, remains at unacceptably low levels- generally at 
rates 3 to 5 times lower than for the community as a whole. (p.1 ) 

Currently in Australia, for every 100 students who begin school at 5 years of age. 75 

of them are still at school or higher education at 16-17 years of age, over 40 in the 18-

20 year old group and 20 in the 21-24 age group. For Aboriginal students though. 

the picture is dramatically different: only 31 of a possible 100 students are still in 

education at 16-17 years of age, about seven in the 18-20 year old group and four in 

the 2 1-24 year old group. 

On the national level, a comparison between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students 

clearly shows a much lower participation in fonnal education by Aboriginal students. 

particularly in the final years of high school. The situation in the Nonhern Territory 

is worse. While not as low as some States, the participation of Aboriginal students in 

school at 16-17 years of age is below the national average: a participation rate of 25 

per cent in the Nonhern Territory compared with 31 per cent nationally. Thus of a 

possible hundred Aboriginal students who begin school in the Nonhern Territory less 

than seven will still be participating in some form of education in the 18-20 year-old 

age group. 
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In addition to having low participation rates, it can also be argued that Aboriginal 

students in senior secondary schooling also have a lower success rate when compared 

with non-Aboriginal students. Thjs is reflected in markedly lower enrolments in 

tertiary institutions. For example, in the 18-20 year age group the participation rate of 

Aboriginal students was almost eight times lower than the corresponding rates for all 

Australians, or two per 100 Aboriginal people as opposed to almost sixteen for non

Aboriginal people (fask Force 1988). 

In order to redress this situation the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Education Policy (1989) has as its purpose: to increase enrolment, attendance and 

retention rates for Aboriginal students so that they are comparable to other Australians 

by the year 2000; and to improve the learning outcomes for Aboriginal students to a 

level equal to other Australians. 

In outlining the low participation and success rates of Aboriginal students compared 

to other Australians the Task Force (1988) described some of the difficulties such 

srudents faoe : 

Aboriginal students frequently face discrimination and alienation within 
schools and other educational institutions, and education is often not delivered 
in a way which fu ll y meets the needs of Aboriginal people. Racism is a key 
fac tor in the alienation Aboriginal people experience within the various 
education institutions. (p. l ) 

There are al so many hjstorical, cultural, political and socio-economic reasons which 

may be put forward to explain the low participation and success rates of Aboriginal 

Australians: a history of dispossession and violence against them by Europeans 

(Reynolds, 1987), racist policies of governments in the past and the continuing racist 

ideology of some white Australians (Cowlishaw, 1988), poor health and nutrition, 

and low employment rates. There are also educational reasons such as lack of access 

to schooling by many Aboriginal students until the 1970s, and the low expectations of 

many teachers (fannock and Punch 1977). 

However, despite the low participation and success rates of Aboriginal students 

described above and the reasons put forward to explain the situation, there is an 

increasing number of Aboriginal students who are succeeding at school. For 
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example, in 1986 there were some 20 000 Aboriginal students enrolled in secondary 

schools in Australia compared with 2 000 in 1970 (Task Force 1988) and almost 5 

000 enrolled in T AFE and higher education courses compared to less than 100 in 

1969 (Task Force 1988). Aboriginal Australians in increasing numbers are 

overcoming the disadvantages they face as a group and as individuals and are 

succeeding more often at school. 

Most research in the field of Aboriginal education has been focussed upon those 

students who are 'failing' with the intention of finding the underlying reasons for this 

situation. This study will take the opposite approach. By undertaking an 

ethnographic study of a small group of Aboriginal students successful at the senior 

secondary level, specific and powerful factors may be revealed which have influenced 

such students to succeed. It can be argued that if these factors can be replicated there 

will be a resultant increase in the number of Aboriginal students participating and 

succeeding at school. By documenting and highlighting success stories more 

headway can be made in redressing the problem of 'low expectations' for Aboriginal 

students which is prevalent in Australian society and education systems (fannock and 

Punch 1977). 

It is intended that this research will have both practical and theoretical implications. 

On a practical level it is hoped that the results of this research will assist in improving 

the academic achievement of Aboriginal students. In order to do this, specific 

recommendations are made in the concluding chapter in relation to some people and 

institutions which influence Aboriginal student behaviour toward formal learning: 

teachers, schools, the Northern Territory Department of Education, and the Northern 

Territory University. On a theoretical level this research may shed some light on 

current theories put forward to explain the achievement levels of minority groups. 

At this stage it is appropriate to describe the background of the researcher. I am 

providing this information because any researcher brings to the situation a 

background of cultural experiences, beliefs and values which cannot be completely 

forgotten when engaged in describing , interpreting and conceptualising the behaviour 

of members of another culture. I am of Anglo-Saxon origin, and fit into the category 

of middle class in terms of socio-economic status. My background includes training 

as a primary school teacher followed by nine years of classroom experience (Victoria, 

Canada and the Northern Territory) and then five years as a consultant in the field of 
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gifted education in the Curriculum and Assessment Division of the Northern Territory 

Department of Education. My academic qualifications include a Bachelor of Arts, 

Diploma of Teaching and a Graduate Diploma of Educational Studies in teaching 

gifted children. My aim in undenaking this research is to promote the development of 

Aboriginal self-determination by improving the chances of more Aboriginal students 

succeeding at school. The ethnographic perspective was chosen for two reasons. 

Firstly, because I wanted the successful Aboriginal students to speak and articulate 

for themselves those factors which they attribute to their success. Secondly, as 

pointed out by Watts ( 1982) it is only the ethnographic method which is capable of 

capturing such a complex situation with a richness of detail not possible with other 

methods of research. 

7 



CHAPTER TWO 

TilE RESEARCH COMMUNITY 

2.1 Aboriginal people and the European settlement of Australia . 

Any study of Aboriginal people in Australia since the anivaJ of European~ reveal' 

continuous themes of oppression. violence . exploitation . indifference . and 

discrimination (Broome 1982; Reynolds 1987). The Janet whiCh held a central pl.ce 

in the lives of Aboriginal people, was taken from them. Thear root' and connection 

with ancestors and much of the meaning of their ex1stence was removed Wlth the 

land. 

The history of European settlement in Northem Australia followed a 'urnlar pattern to 

that of the earlier settled southern pan of the cont:ment. So bad was the vtolence and 

oppression of the Aboriginal people in areas where land was desared by Europeans 1n 

nonhem Australia, that a small European humamtMlan m1nonty became concerned 

that they were witnessing the destruction of a race of people (Reynolds 19H7 ). They 

argued, and were supponed by Governments. thar the only way ro protect the 

Aboriginal popuJation from Europeans was to confa.ne them to cCTUln dcs1gnared areas 

which would be off-limits to all Europeans except those on orficaal busane~s . 

Legislation for Aboriginal people in the Northern Temtory to be confined to reJCrves 

was passed in 1911 and remained in force until 1962. 

While many Aboriginal people were confined to the reserves others found 

'employment' on cattle stations or in the larger towns as domcsncs. Lafe on the canJe 

stations was hard and the rewards for Aboriginal workers were poor Often they 

were not paid at all for the work the y did and were dependent on what food the 

Europeans would give them. Their state of housing was poor and thcar heal th 

deteriorated. On the cattle stations. Aboriginal people suffered v1olcnce at the hands 

of Europeans for trivial offences: 

Aboriginal people were slapped. punched and k..ick.ed, beaten wtth belts. whaps 
and stirrup-irons. (Broome. p. l32) 
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A parent of one of the students in this study, Valerie (all personal names in this study 

are pseudonyms), confmned this statement. She was employed as a domestic on a 

large cattle station in the Northern Territory in the 1950s and 1960s: 

I used to get hit with a stockwhip if I back-answered, eight or nine whips on 
the back or the bottom. The station manager's wife used to drink: every night 
and would hit me with a wooden spoon on the knuckles for banging a door 
accidently. 

For those Aboriginal people in urban centres like Darwin, Europeans also sought to 

control their lives (Broome 1982). 

2.2 Aboriginal people and the European settlement of Darwin. 

Darwin was founded on its present site in 1869 after attempts at other locations in this 

isolated region of northern Australia failed. Local Aboriginal groups in the Darwin 

area were driven off their land as a matter of course when the town was established. 

The discovery of gold at Pine Creek, 200 kilometres south of Darwin, and the 

building of the railway south from Darwin gave an impetus to the fledgling settlement 

and led to the immigration of relatively large numbers of Chinese people. The 

pearling industry attracted other workers from the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia 

and the Torres Strait Islands. By 1911 Darwin had a population of 1379 persons, 

half of whom were of Asian origin. Europeans numbered 374 while the Aboriginal 

population was estimated at 305. 

There is no doubt as to who occupied the lowest rung on the social ladder in this 

polygot community. Broome (1982) describes the position of Aboriginal people in 

Darwin through the latter half of the 19th century and the first half of the 20th century: 

Darwin was a typical colonial town, highly stratified socially and residentially 
along racial lines. The white colonial masters, bureaucrats and employers 
lived in fine houses at leafy Myilly Point; the Chinese in a shanty town; and the 
Aborigines, the lowest class in their colour-conscious community, lived either 
in humpies in the Kalin Compound or among the mangroves at nearby Frances 
Bay. (p.l21) 

Successive administrations in the town sought to solve the Aboriginal 'problem' and 

in particular the 'half-caste problem'. The so-called 'half-caste problem' as described 
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in official repons was that the ' half-caste' person could not belong in a white or 

Aboriginal community. Because of the low number of white women in the town at 

the time, the numbers of offspring of liaisons between Aboriginal women and white 

or Asian men, was increasing. The solution to the problem was found in restricting 

the movement of Aboriginal people within the town's precincts and their contact with 

other races. This led to the establishment of Kalin Compound in 1912 in the present

day suburb of Larrakeyah. The Aboriginal inhabitants of the Compound were subject 

to a curfew between dusk and dawn while the perimeter of the Compound was fenced 

to keep out undesirables and to restrict the inmates movement out The Compound 

contained a school 'and a separate section, known as the half-caste home, was set 

aside to provide accommodation for part-Aborigines.' (Cummings 1990, p .18). The 

separation of so-called full-blood Aborigines and part-Aborigines continued to be a 

concern for successive administrations. 

Movement within the Darwin urban area was also restricted for Aboriginal people 

with the introduction of a system of identification discs in 1932. Aboriginal people 

who were employed within the urban areas of Darwin were issued with the discs so 

that other Aboriginal people entering the town's precincts could be readily identified 

and removed. 

By being employed as domestic help in European homes an Aboriginal presence in 

Darwin was essential for maintaining the lifestyle of the Europeans . Joyce. an 

Aboriginal professional career person in her early 30's, and who was interviewed for 

this study, can still remember the specific homes in which her mother worked: 

They trained you up to be domestic servants. That is what my mother did in 
Darwin. I can still go around Nightcliff and Fannie Bay and remember the 
houses that my mother cleaned 

For Aboriginal people of mixed European and Aboriginal descent their lower status in 

Darwin society was reflected in the ways they were treated by institutions. Bob, aged 

about 50 and another of the successful Aboriginal career people interviewed for this 

study says: 

I have always been proud of being a ' half-caste '. We didn't have the same 
rights as whites, for example my mother could not give birth to me in the white 
ward of the hospital, but I put myself above the situation. 
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Joyce describes how white education and society made Aboriginals of mixed descent 

view 'full-blood' Aborigines: 

Urban people were brought up to think of themselves as ' half-caste'. We 
never thought of ourselves as Aboriginal. It was drummed into us that 
black:fellas were lazy and dirty and so we never wanted to be like them. We 
felt we were better than them because we were half white. 

Thus while Aboriginal people in general fLlled the lowest level of society there were 

social divisions, created by deliberate policy decisions of the white administration, 

within the Aboriginal population itself. Young Aboriginal people growing up in 

Darwin today hear this history in their homes and go to school with this knowledge. 

2.3 The socio-economic status of Aboriginal people in Darwin today. 

The recent history of Darwin has been dominated by two major events: Cyclone Tracy 

in 1974 and Self-Government in 1978. Cyclone Tracy literally changed the face of 

Darwin while the advent of self-government has resulted in a large increase in 

population and a growing middle-class of public servants. The population of Darwin 

climbed from 21 540 in 1966 to almost 73 000 in 1986 making it the fastest growing 

city in the nation (Taylor & Jaensch 1989). Compared with most other urban centres, 

Darwin's population contains a larger proportion of young people. Its population is 

more mobile with many public servants making Darwin a temporary posting before 

heading back to southern States. The Northern Territory Public Service employs 

almost half the workforce while manufacturing accounts for less than five percent of 

jobs. 

Darwin is also characterised by a low percentage of privately owned housing (40 per 

cent) compared to the rest of Australia (69 per cent) and a corresponding higher 

percentage of public housing (Taylor & Jaensch 1989). There has also been a 

deliberate policy of integrating public and private housing, thus preventing to a large 

degree, the spatial separation of different socio-economic groups (Taylor & Jaensch 

1989). 

The Aboriginal population of Darwin in 1986 was 5 536 or 7.6 per cent of the total 

population (Taylor & Jaensch 1989). After the legal restrictions on Aboriginal 
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mobility and residency rights were lifted in 1962, Aboriginal people have taken up 

residence throughout the Darwin urban area. Aboriginal people are also able to live in 

all-Aboriginal communities in the urban area: the Bagot community, Kulaluk, 

Railway Dam and various hostels. 

The unemployment rate for Aboriginal people in the Darwin area in 1986 was much 

higher than for the rest of the population (12.9 per cent versus 6.8 per cent) and the 

number in the workforce was also much lower (24.8 per cent versus 45.5 per cent). 

If employed, Aboriginal people are more likely to occupy non-professional positions 

than their non-Aboriginal counterparts. For example, of those Aboriginal people 

employed only 8. 7 per cent occupy managerial , administrative or professional 

positions compared to 24.1 per cent for the rest of the population. While the 

economic position of Aboriginal people has cenainly improved in the post-war years. 

they still have much higher unemployment rates. For those who are employed, 

Aboriginal people are more likely to occupy the jobs with the lowest pay and the 

lowest status. Thus their relative socio~onomic position in Darwin society has not 

changed since the nineteenth century. 

2.4 The schooling of Aboriginal students in Darwin prior to 1978. 

A school was established in the Kalin Compound in 1914 and it remained separate 

from the European education system although they did mix for sporting events 

(Cummings, 1990). At the Kalin school, children were only taught to grade thre~ 

level and it was recommended that: 

teaching in schools should be of a very simple character. it should include 
reading, writing ... arithmetic and singing .... the main training should be 
industrial , simple agricultural, carpentry .... stockwork for the boys, domestic 
work and gardening for the girls. (Administrator's Report 1912, 51. Quoted 
in Cummings 1990, p.20) 

For the offspring of Kalin girls and white fathers the stratified society described 

earlier was reflected in the education and employment prospects for urban Aboriginal 

students in Darwin in the 1930s and later. 
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Jimmy, the grandfather of one of the students in thls study. went to school in Darwin 

in the 1930s. His mother was brought up in Kalin Compound and consequently 

didn 't have much schooling while his father was a butcher and also had little 

schooling. Jimmy did well at school and always came in the top seven of the class. 

In tests the only boy he couldn't beat was a Chinese Australian who became an eye 

specialist Jimmy always thought he would be a doctor too, but finance was a 

problem. His parents couldn't afford to send him interstate to complete the fmal two 

years of high school. [The last year of high school in Darwin at that time was year 

ten.] Jimmy staned work as a butcher, then during the war worked on the railways 

and later as a plant operator for a government department. Looking back on his 

education and comparing what happened to him to the Europeans in the class Jimmy 

said; 

Most of the Europeans ended up as directors in the Public Service or got good 
jobs. For example, [a European friend I knew] became director of Native 
Affairs. They [Europeans] were below me at school but got the best jobs. I 
could only get a manual job. The Europeans were in a better position to pick 
up any of the jobs that were going. They got the best jobs irrespective of the 
gra.dings they got at school. In those days a caste system operated. Aboriginal 
people couldn't join the Public Service and work their way up. We were 
prevented from entering the system. The only jobs you could get was as a 
messenger boy. 

Jimmy's daughter, Gwen, went to school in Darwin in the late 1960s and early 1970s 

and experienced being put into a lower stream at high school: 

I did really well in primary school and up to grade ten in high school. I was 
keen and interested. Even though we could cope with the maths they put us 
(the Aboriginal kids) in different groups .... They put all the whites in one 
group and all the Aboriginals, except for two white kids, in another, even 
thoug h our grades were equivalent and we were doing the same work. I was 
doing better than some of the white kids but they were still put up to a higher 
level. When we were put down our grades got worse. We lost interest. It 
restricted our options. It was very discouraging. They said we couldn't cope 
but we could. 

So for two generations this Aboriginal family has been denied the opportunity to 

receive an education appropriate to their abilities. Through a combination of 

economic circumstances and school policy toward Aboriginal students the socio

economic status of this family within the wider community has remained very low. 

Jimmy's daughter Gwen is a pensioner and mother of two teenage children. She 

lives in a Housing Commission home and cannot afford to own a car or have a 
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telephone. She is able to maintain a reasonable lifestyle through the suppon of her 

extended family. Therefore, educational opponunities denied in one generation can 

have major socio-economic implications for subsequent generations. 

Aboriginal people were given the right to vote as a result of the 1967 referendum. 

Government policies based on social justice were beginning to be implemented at that 

time, partly as a result of international pressure. The 1970s saw the introduction of 

new policies of self-determination and self-management for Aboriginal people. This 

recognised for the flrst time the validity of Aboriginal culture and the rights of 

Aboriginal people to maintain that culture in the face of the overwhelming forces 

which sought to absorb it 

The practical results of such a policy shift can be seen in the Northern Territory 

education system. For example, 22 bilingual and bicultural programs funded by the 

Commonwealth Government have been introduced in the Northern Territory since 

1973. Aboriginal studies courses are now offered at secondary level and there is the 

recognition that Aboriginal learning styles need to be taken into account by teachers. 

The number of Aboriginal people involved in policy making and the education 

process generally has increased dramatically, albeit from a very small base. But the 

special needs of Aboriginal students living in urban areas were not to be recognised 

until the mid-1980s. 

2.5 The schooling of Aboriginal students m Darwin smce self
government in 1978. 

The prevailing view in the Northern Territory Department of Education in the early 

years since self-government was that Aboriginal students in urban areas had access to 

the normal range of educational programs offered to other students and that few, if 

any, special programs needed to be provided. This was the view expressed in 

Northern Territory Depanment of Education Annual Reports. For example, the 1979-

80 Annual Report states: 

The Depanment provides a number of special services aimed at meeting the 
p~icular needs of the Aboriginal population. These services are mainly 
designed for the remote communities where Aboriginal Territorians live in 
relative isolation from European influences. In urban areas, Aboriginal 

14 



students have access to the nonnal range of educational services provided. 
(p.14) 

In the 1980-81 Annual Report this view had been slightly modified by stating that 

while Aboriginal students could avail themselves of the normal range of educational 

services they could also be provided with 'additional services where required' (p.l6). 

These additional services are not spelt out in the 1980-81 Report. 

In 1983 the Nonhero Territory Department of Education published Northern Territory 

Schools - Directions for the Eighties, a major policy document whic h provided a 

framework to which all Government schools were expected to adhere. Almost all 

sections of the document dealing with Aboriginal education were concerned with 

Aboriginal students living in non-urban settings. The only specific reference to urban 

Aboriginal students appeared in a section on English as a Second Language (ESL) 

programs in urban schools: 

The Government is considering extending the arrangements for migrant 
children to include urban Aboriginal children whose first language is other than 
English. (p.58) 

By the 1986 Report there were new developments funded by the Commonwealth: 

In April 1986, a homework centre for Aboriginal secondary students was 
opened in Darwin. Staffed by experienced tutors with Commonwealth 
funding, the centre operates for 2 hours on Monday and Wednesday evenings 
in the Aboriginal Task Force Building at the Darwin Institute of Technology. 
Similar centres were subsequently opened at Sanderson High School, Driver 
High School, Casuarina Public Library and the Malak Community Centre. 
(p.25) 

In 1986 there was an inservice conducted by TESL and bilingual education personnel 

which focussed on the needs of urban Aboriginal students. Urban Aboriginal 

students were also receiving ESL suppon: 

The total number of urban students receiving ESL suppon in 1986 was 1 152 
of whom 479 were of Aboriginal language background. (p. 22) 

In the Annual Report for 1987, there is recognition of the needs of increased numbers 

of Aboriginal students from rural communities enrolling in urban schools: 
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During 1987, 10 ESL (English as a Second Language) co-ordinat.ors for 
Aboriginal education were appointed - six in urban centres and four m rural 
centres. The urban appointments reflect the need to help urban classroom 
teachers with the increased numbers of Aboriginal children who are 
transferring from their rural communities to urban centres. Many Aboriginal 
students are also included in programs available for migrant second-phase 
learners of English. (p.25) 

In the 1988 Report there is mention of the appointtnent of 15 regional co-ordinators of 

English as a Second Language in both urban and rural centres. These positions were 

created as a result of the Northern Territory Aboriginal Education Consultative 

Group's (FEPPO Twelve Point Plan published in 1986. Therefore a trend can be 

discerned where the needs of urban Aboriginal students are being increasingly 

recognised by the Department of Education although provision is incorporated within 

that provided for non-English-speaking background students. 

2.6 Aboriginal education policy and the urban context. 

Major repons written on Aboriginal education in the Northern Territory pay scant 

attention to the needs of urban students. The Watts Gallacher Report (1964) was a 

milestone in determining policies in Aboriginal education but concerned itself with 

Aboriginals in non-urban areas only. 

Even in the 1980s most attention was still focussed upon the needs of non-urban 

Aboriginal students. In a major Department of Education review of Aboriginal 

education, Aboriginal Education in the Northern Territory: A Situation Repon June 

1986 (unpaginated), only one of its thineen basic principles concerned itself 

specifically with urban Aboriginal students. The principle is: 

A positive response to the special needs of urban Aboriginal students in terms 
of programs and staffmg. (Section 2.2) 

Initiatives which would address this principle are outlined later in the repon: 

Feppi is investigating criteria for establishing special Aboriginal units in more 
urban schools. The introduction of secondary colleges in Darwin and Alice 
Springs with their greater attention to the secondary-T AFE interface will 
provide a greater range of courses and improved aniculation between 
secondary and teniary levels of study for many urban Aboriginal students. 
(Section 22.2) 
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The Feppi Twelve-Point Plan itself was also mainly concerned with the needs of non

urban Aboriginal students with none of its twelve points highlighting the specific 

needs of urban Aboriginal students. 

In a review of Aboriginal education in remote communities Talking Is Not Enough 

(1990) conducted by the then Minister of Education, Mr Tom Harris, the needs of 

urban Aboriginal students was recognised briefly with ·a single recommendation that: 

a review of the educational needs and difficulties of Aboriginal students 
attending schools in urban areas be undertaken in 1991 with its 
recorrunendations to be implemented in 1992. (p.44) 

In 1990 the Northern Territory Deparunent of Education developed a 'Strategic and 

Operational Plan' (1990). This Plan was in response to the prospect of 

Commonwealth funding to achieve the aims of the 1989 National Policy on the 

Education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. An examination of the 

Plan's strategies reveals that the predominant focus, at least in the 1990-92 Triennium 

is upon meeting the needs of Aboriginal students living in non-urban areas. More 

than one proposal to begin work on developing a policy and strategies to meet the 

needs of urban Aboriginal students was put to the Department in November 1990. 

The main proposal came from a meeting of approximately one hundred Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal educators attending the 'Curriculum Reference Meeting' in 

Darwin. This researcher also developed a proposal which was put to the Department 

but it was rejected on the grounds that all the monies had already been committed for 

the current triennium and that thought was being given to a refocus in the next 

triennium In the meantime a few Aboriginal Liaison Officers have been appointed in 

the Darwin urban area and some homework centres have been established with 

funding directly from the Commonwealth Government. 

2.7 Academic attainment of Aboriginal students. 

While many Europeans in the nineteenth century believed that Aboriginal people were 

uncivilised savages, there were some, even in the early years of the colony, who 

believed otherwise. For example, the Reverend James Gunther in the 1830s stated 

that: 
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Their intellecrual faculties are by no means so inferior as is generally supposed; 
their mind is quite capable of culture; of this I have many decisive proofs .... at 
least the young men and b1>ys very soon acquire and speak the English 
language correctly and fluently. Yoo can draw o.ut their minds so as to reflect 
and reason. (Quoted in Broome 1982, p.30) 

In the early part of the twentieth century, theories on race infonned those who were 

charged with the responsibility of determining government policy toward Aboriginal 

people. According to a theory widely accepted at the time, there was a hierarchical 

order of humanity which consisted of the European at the top, Asian races below him 

with the Aboriginal person on the bottom just above the ape! Cummings (1990) 

quotes from the 1912 Administrator's Report which describes the genetic placement 

of the part-Aborigine whose: 

.. mother is a full-blood Aboriginal, the father may be a white man, a Chinese, 
a Japanese, a Malay or a Filipino. The mother is of a very low intellectual 
grade. while the father most often belongs to the coarser and more unrefmed 
members of higher races. (p. lO) 

It was held that the children of such unions were 'not likely to be, in most cases, of 

much greater intellectual calibre than the more intelligent natives.' (Administrator's 

Report 1912, 47, quoted in Cummings 1990, p.lO) 

More recently. Aboriginal students have been the subject of much uninformed testing 

by well-intentioned educationists and psychologists using instruments appropriate to 

middle class Europeans in other parts of the world. Such testing has led at least one 

observer to state that such research tells us more about the person doing the research 

than about those being tested with instruments so culturally inappropriate (Kearins 

1988). 

It was not until the 1940s that the importance of schooling for Aboriginal students 

was stressed because it was seen as a key mechanism for the achievement of 

assimilation. The considerable improvements made to the accessibility and quality of 

education offered to Aboriginal students of primary age did not bring about any 

significant improvements in the achievement of Aboriginal students and was 

supplemented in the 1960s by compensatory education programs such as advocated in 

the Watts-Gallacher Report (1964). These programs were premised upon the belief 
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that Aboriginal people suffered from cultural deprivation due to factors such as low 

linguistic and cognitive ability and poor home environment. 

In the 1970s and 1980s educational researchers have begun to look at Aboriginal 

student attainment using tests more appropriate to the Aboriginal students' knowledge 

and background (Kearins 1988, Eckennann 1988, Boulton-Lewis 1986). This 

research has demonstrated that Aboriginal people have a similar capacity to learn as 

other Australians and in some areas, such as spatial ·skills, surpass non-Aboriginal 

Australians (Kearins, 1986). While it is at last recognised that Aboriginal students 

have the potential to achieve at levels comparable to their non-Aboriginal peers, the 

attainment of that potential is yet to be realised. 

The Hughes Report (1985) concluded its summary of the history of Aboriginal 

schooling by stating: 

From this shon history of Aboriginal education it is clear that poor Aboriginal 
achievements can be explained very much by the inadequacy and 
inappropriateness of past Aboriginal programs. (p.28) 

The issue of the academic attainment of Aboriginal students is described in more detail 

in the following chapter, section 3.3. 
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CHAPTER3 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

3.1 Culture defmed. 

A defmition of culture is necessary if we are to understand why cultural minority 

groups do not succeed in an education system which reflects the values and beliefs of 

the dominant group. Culture has been defined as "a system of standards for 

perceiving, believing. evaluating and acting." (Goodenough 1981, p.ll 0) Each 

society has a unique view of reality or world view which determines the education 

given to its children. Education, which is much wider than schooling, is the means 

by which cultural knowledge and values are transmitted from one generation to 

another. In contemporary Australian society. schooling is an important pan of 

education. When schooling or formal education systems have as their students only 

those from their own culture and its dominant group, then there is continuity and 

consistency between the culture of home life and that of the education system. 

Difficulties arise, however, when the schooling system includes students from 

another culture with a different world view. Given that fonnal education systems will 

not usually present or reflect more than one world view, usually the world view of the 

dominant group, children from a culture representing an alternative world view will 

have difficulties learning in such a context (Harker & McConnochie, 1985; Harris. 

1980). 

3.2 Theories regarding cultural minority students' failure at school. 

Aboriginal education has been influenced by overseas research and theory which has 

put forward explanations of the failure of cultural minority children at school relative 

to children from the dominant culture group. Genetic deficit was an explanation 

accepted by many people as a result of Darwin's theories on the origin of the species 

and the commonly held belief in a hierarchy of races with the white man at the 

pinnacle. Minority students were deemed to be inherently inferior both intellectually 

and morally to White, middle-class children. In the 1960s. genetic deficit theory was 

replaced by cultural deficit theory which sought to explain minority group's school 
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failure on a poor home environment which was not conducive to school learning 

(Deutsch et al 1967). The language used at home was seen as inferior to white middle 

class language and minority children were considered to be intellectually 

impoverished by an unstimulating home environment. They were seen as 'socially 

disadvantaged' and 'culturally deprived' and so the blame for their school failure 

could be directed at their home environment rather than at the education system. 

In the 1970s cultural deficit theory was replaced as the main explanation for minority 

group's school failure by cultural difference theory. Cultural difference theorists did 

not seek to, put a value on cultural differences between the dominant group and 

minority groups. An explanation could be found in the different communication 

styles of teachers and minority students which led to misunderstandings in the 

classroom and a consequent lack of achievement by minority groups (Heath 1983, 

Philips 1982). The cultural deficit and the cultural difference theories in particular 

have been very important in influencing teachers' attitudes toward the education of 

minority students. 

Other theorists sought to explain minority student failure by examining the total social 

context in which the students were operating. Culrural reproductionists such as Apple 

and Weis ( 1982) explain such failure in terms of schools setting up mechanisms 

whereby students are sorted into academic and non-academic streams of education. 

This sorting reinforces the social boundaries already existing in society because those 

from so-called disadvantaged backgrounds are predominantly sorted into the non

academic streams. For some writers such as Bowles and Gintis (1976), academic 

achievement has little to do with student ability but is predominantly determined by 

social class background. Because school is a microcosm of the dominant society, 

those who are born into families in the dominant social class are much more likely to 

succeed. Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) claimed that children from the dominant 

social class possess, through inheritance, the 'cultural capital' of their class which is 

then used as currency in exchange for higher education and employment in the 

professional sphere. Other writers such as Fordham ( 1988) have focussed upon the 

minority students' response to, and interaction with, the dominant society and its 

institutions including schools. Oppressed groups may resist school learning 

deliberately as an act of defiance and unwillingness to be co-opted into the dominant 

ideology (McDermott 1974, Willis 1977). They see the school system as a threat to 

their culture and their belief system. 
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Trying to understand the predicament of minority children from the children's 

perspective has been the approach taken by other researchers. Interpretative theorists 

such as Erickson (1987) seek to find out. through immersion in naturally occurring 

social events, the meanings of events for the people engaged in them. This is based 

on symbolic interactionist theory which postulates that human beings act toward 

situations on the basis of the meanings that situations have for them. Thus, if there is 

no meaning to be derived from school in terms of understanding and interpreting the 

world they live in because it reflects a world view contrary to that of the srudent. then 

children from minority groups will not respond positively to such learning. 

The most recent persuasive theory is that of cultural ecology which states that the 

main factor influencing a minority group 's academic success at school is the nature of 

their treatment by the dominant group and the minority group's response to that 

treatment This theory is discussed more fully below in section 3.5. 

3.3 Australian research. 

In Australia research has followed similar trends to overseas in seeking to explain the 

disappointing academic achievement of urban and rural Aboriginal students compared 

to their non-Aboriginal peers. Cultural difference theories (Eckennann 1973, 1987, 

Harris 1980, Christie 1985) explain this situation by describing the incompatibility 

between school and home values or in terms of different language use (Eades 1983) 

and a misinterpretation of Aboriginal student behaviours by teachers (Malin 1989). 

Perceived teacher racism (Mcinerney 1989) and low teacher expectations (fannock 

and Punch 1977; Watts 1982) are also cited as reasons for this situation. Resistance 

theory (Folds 1987, Keefe 1988) explains minority school failure in terms of 

students' unwillingness to cooperate with a system which they see as attacking their 

fundamental values and beliefs. Lack of motivation (Wright and Parker, 1978) in 

school learning has also been cited as a reason for the poor performance of Aboriginal 

students. This lack of motivation is due to the incompatibility of the values of school 

and those held to be important by Aboriginal people. Because Aboriginal children 

display high levels of need for affiliation and a lower need for achievement they 

appear to have little motivation to strive for success in a school setting. 
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Most research into cognitive abilities of Aboriginal students before the mid-1970s 

used tests or tasks which were ethnocentric. That is, they were tasks which 

presupposed a western cultural background which emphasises specific knowledge 

and ways of thinking. Results of this kind of research led writers like McElwain and 

Kearney (1973) to make this statement 

The results of this testing may be summed up by saying that the Aboriginal 
groups are inferior to Europeans. and in approximately the same degree as they 
have lacked contact with European groups. (p 47) 

That students from minority cultural backgrounds perfonned poorly (compared with 

the dominant group upon which the tasks were nonned) is not surprising. It could be 

argued that a similar situation would occur if European students were asked to 

perfonn tasks appropriate to the Aboriginal context, such as finding direction in the 

bush. Kearins ( 1985) surruned up early psychological testing of Aboriginal people by 

saying: 

... from psychological testing throughout this century have come mostly 
unflattering reports on Aboriginal intelligence. other information makes it clear 
that an inaccurate and far from complete picture has been presented by such 
reports. (p.78) 

Since the late 1970s a few writers have begun to focus upon the cognitive strengths of 

Aboriginal students (Kearins 1981. 1986, 1988; Klich & Davidson 1984) and found 

that Aboriginal students can surpass their European peers on tasks which employ 

particular skills. Kearins found, for example, that Aboriginal children (whether 

traditionally oriented or not) performed significantly better than White Australian 

children on visual spatial tasks requiring memory for spatial location of a kind 

postulated as useful in desert way-finding. Boulton-Lewis, Neill and Halford (1986) 

tested Aboriginal students on their capacity to process information based on 

Aboriginal cultural knowledge. Aboriginal and European children were tested on the 

same underlying cognitive process but given tasks which were culture-appropriate. 

The researchers found that Aboriginal children possess a similar capacity to process 

information as European children of the same age. Mcinerney ( 1988) has also found 

that some Aboriginal students are motivated to perfonn well at school provided they 

are able to resist peer pressure against academic achievement and are supported by 

their parents. Therefore if the cognitive strengths of Aboriginal students are the focus 

of learning, or if the students are given the contextual support necessary to learn alien 
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knowledge and skills. along with tasks which are based upon the knowledge they 

bring to the learning situation then they will perform as well as their European 

counterparts. 

3.4 Determinants of school success. 

Watts ( 1982) has described in theoretical tenns those determinants which are 

important for Aboriginal children achieving success at school. The complex set of 

factors include the relationships between many elements set in the context of the 

history of the dominant society and Aboriginal society and their interaction over 200 

years. The Aboriginal student is part of an Aboriginal family and community which 

in tum is part of the larger community dominated by Western values and beliefs. The 

dominant group determines the structure of teacher education, the school system and 

the individual school. The Aboriginal student is also part of his/her peer group which 

has its own set of values which may or may not be congruent with the dominant 

group. Watts (1982) summarises the conditions necessary for academic success by 

Aboriginal students: 

Success is likely when all the forces suppon the child in his school endeavours 
in ways appropriate to his/her cultural and personal characteristics and when 
the wider society and school personnel transmit to him and his community, 
both directly and indirectly, messages which affirm their value as Aboriginal 
Australians. (p.8) 

That so few Aboriginal students are succeeding at school seems to suggest that not all 

the relevant forces are supporting the child in his/her endeavours. One of the aims of 

this study will be to see to what degree the forces that Watts refers to have been 

supportive of those Aboriginal students who are succeeding at school. 

Christie (1985) argues that individuals develop a functional learning system 

appropriate to their social and economic setting. In traditional Aboriginal society 

learning is done in an infonnal context and is distinguished from the fonnal context of 

western schooling in a number of important ways. For example, in an informal 

Aboriginal learning context the learner is motivated by the desire to fulfil adult roles in 

society. In the western classroom a range of extrinsic motivations may be employed 

such as reward, approval of the teacher or competition with other students. Christie 
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has defined the behaviour required of successful learners in the classroom as 

'purposeful learning behaviour.' The successful learner has to exen self-conscious 

and ongoing personal control over attempts to achieve classroom goals. Successful 

classroom learners have the linguistic knowledge and skills or acquire them in the 

day-to-day interaction with the teacher to be able to: 

• accurately identify the goal of the particular learning task; 

• consciously take personal control over their own classroom learning 

behaviour through coordinating the above two behaviours; and 

• identify and interpret the feedback from the teacher (and others) as non

personal and non-judgemental and apply it effectively in subsequent learning 

situations. 

Thus there is certain cultural knowledge associated with school learning that students 

must acquire and implement effectively in the day to day interaction in the classroom 

if they are to be successful. 

3.5 Cultural ecology theory. 

Recent research in the United States into school adjustment and academic perfonnance 

of minority c!hildren by Ogbu (1987) suggests that 

... the main factor differentiating the more successful from the less successful 
minorities appears to be the nature of the history . subordination, and 
exploitation of the minorities, and the nature of the minorities' own 
instrumental and expressive responses to their treatment, which enter into the 
process of their schooling. (p 317) 

Ogbu has identified three types of minorities in cross-cultural studies: autonomous, 

immigrant and involuntary. Ogbu claims that it is the involuntary minorities who 

usually experience the most difficulties at school partly because they appear to 

develop a social identity in opposition to the dominant group. Involuntary groups are 

those whose entry into society occurred through invasion, slavery or colonisation. 

Such groups appear to equate success at school with a corresponding loss of cultural 
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and ethnic identity. In order to maintain a strong cultural affiliation and ethnic 

identity, involuntary minority students will resist the culture of the school. 

Using Ogbu's categories, Aboriginal people can be classified as an involuntary 

minority group because of the colonisation and invasion of their land. If Ogbu is 

correct in his assessment of the involuntary group's response to school we could 

logically expect most Aboriginal students to resist school. For those students who are 

succeeding at school we may expect them to have 'given up' a strong affiliation with 

their Aboriginal heritage and identity unless they have learned to live in two separate 

'social worlds'. Such dual sets of knowledge could enable successful students to 

enact appropriate social behaviour in both minority group and dominant group social 

contexts. 

While the vast amount of research has been directed to explaining the factors which 

cause minority students to underachieve at school very little research has sought an 

explanation as to how some minority students do succeed. Research by Fordham 

(1988) in the United States has revealed that black students who are academically 

successful face a terrible dilemma. As young African American children grow up in 

the home they learn about the cultural values of Black Americans which emphasise the 

collective ethos of reciprocal social and economic relationships. This collective ethos 

is in opposition to the individualistic ethos of the school and the dominant white 

culture. Fordham argues that by bringing their indigenous cultural identity into the 

school context where it is in conflict with the school ethos they are inadvertently 

ensuring their failure in the school system. Conversely, those students who minimise 

their connection with the indigenous culture and assimilate into the school culture 

improve their chances of succeeding at school. Fordham terms this strategy as the 

adoption of a 'raceless' persona: the denial of their ethnic origins while identifying 

with the values of the dominant culture. If Fordham is correct. then academically 

successful Aboriginal students who have acquired Christie's notion of purposeful 

learning and school cultural capital, will have to forgo a strong identification with 

their cultural group. 

While Ogbu and Fordham have focussed upon involuntary groups' response to 

school, Gibson's (1987) research has centred on Punjabi Indians who are voluntary 

immigrants in California. She concludes that they see school learning as being an 

additional set of values and skills to be used when appropriate rather than replacing 
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those of their traditional culture although they do replace those values that conflict 

with doing well at school. As a group they are academically successful when 

compared to other groups including middle-class English-speaking Americans. This 

fmding suppons Ogbu's research and provides insights into how Aboriginal people, 

if they are to be successful at school, might approach schooling. The approach of the 

Punjabis lends support to the Two-Way Schooling theory of Harris (1990). A two

way school is one where Aboriginal children will be taught their own culture and 

languages by their own people while the culture of the West will be taught as skills to 

be used in appropriate contexts rather than as a belief system to replace their own. 

According to Ogbu and Gibson, the vital determinants as to whether a minority group 

will be successful in the western school system are: 

1. The history of the relationship of the minority group with the dominant 

group. 

2. How the minority group has responded to school. 

With regard to the fonner, recent research has also sought to define strategies which 

will empower minority students in the education system. Cummins (1986) believes 

that previous attempts at educational refonn, such as compensatory education and 

bilingual education, have been less successful than hoped because they have not 

altered in any significant way the relationships between educators and minority 

students and between schools and minority communities. According to Currunins, 

schools can either 'reflect or counteract the power relationships that exist within the 

broader society' (p.32). Cummins predicts that attempts to re-define the power 

relationships between minority groups and the dominant culture will be fiercely 

resisted by those in power. The empowennent of minority students can only come 

about if: 

... individual educators become advocates for the promotion of students' 
linguistic talents, actively encourage community participation in developing 
students' academic and cultural resources , and implement pedagogical 
approaches that succeed in liberating students from instructional dependence. 
(Currunins 1986, p.32) 
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With regard to Ogbu and Gibson's second point. there is evidence to suggest that. in 

general , Aboriginal people have responded in a similar way to other involuntary 

groups. That is, they resist the schooling system offered to them by the dominant 

group in Australian society. This evidence includes Aboriginal peoples': 

• continued determination to resist assimilation through their lack of attendance 

at school; 

• desire to set up and control their own schools; 

• desire to take control of education policy and curriculum and their 

implementation; 

• effons to reformulate a cultural identity after the ravages of the past 200 

years; and 

• continuing relative failure at school because edocation systems, schools, and 

teachers have not fully understood and/or respected their cultural world-view. 

Leaving aside the individual abilities of students it seems that from what Ogbu, 

Gibson, Watts, Cummins, and Christie are saying, the prerequisites of Aboriginal 

student success in the Western schooling system must include: 

• a not overwhelming negative historical relationship between the Aboriginal 

group and the dominant society; 

• a belief by the Aboriginal group that the education system does not constitute 

a threat to their culture and belief system; 

• positive attitudes on the pan of teachers, schools, and education systems 

toward the minority culture; and 

• possession of school cultural knowledge by the Aboriginal group. 
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3.6 The aim of this study 

If Cummins is correct, then there is a responsibility on education systems, schools, 

the individual educator of minority students, and by implication any researcher in this 

field, to be advocates for minority students rather than legitimising the belief that the 

location of their failure is in the students themselves or their families or their cultural 

group. This research is an attempt to do just that It aims to: 

• undertake an investigation from the point of view of the minority Aboriginal 

students, their parents, and successful Aboriginal career people; 

• find what strategies the students and their families have used in order to become 

successful; 

• uncover to what degree the school reflects and reinforces the values and beliefs of 

the dominant group in the wider society; 

• see how far the education system, the school and its teachers, have become 

advocates for Aboriginal students; and 

• describe what specific strategies, if any, they have put in place to improve 

Aboriginal participation and attainment 
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CHAPTER4 

RESEARCH :METI-IOD 

4.1 Introduction 

An ethnographic interview technique including some structured interviews was 

chosen as the method for this research project. Ethnography has its origins in 

anthropology and is concerned with uncovering patterns in behaviour of a social 

group and explaining the meaning behind those patterns. Heath (1982), in describing 

the essential nature of ethnography, says: 

The goal of ethnography is to describe the ways of living of a social group, a 
group in which there is in-group recognition of the individuals living and 
working together as a social unit. By becoming a participant in the social 
group, an ethnographer attempts to record and describe the oven, manifest, 
and explicit behaviours and values and tangible items of culture. (p.34) 

4.2 The nature of ethnographic research. 

The philosophy behind ethnography is that the researcher undertakes an holistic study 

while focussing upon particular cultural phenomena in a naturally occurring context 

The researcher should adopt a non-judgemental attitude in his or her interpretation of 

the cultural phenomena. 

A fundamental tenet of ethnographic research is that the researcher should acquire. as 

far as possible, an ernie perspective: that is he or she should attempt to understand the 

situation from the point of view of the participants. to understand the conceptual 

framework they are operating from. In order to obtain this ernie perspective there are 

a range of data-gathering techniques used by the ethnographer. The main ones used 

in this project were structured and unstructured interviews, observation, life histories, 

and studying written documents relevant to the history of the group. 

Ethnographers recognise that cultural practices are not static and have their origins in 

the history of the group: 
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For any particular social group studied, ethnographers have attempted to relate 
the origins and history of the group through time to consider the social past as 
well as the social present. (Heath 1982, p36) 

Therefore an integral pan of any ethnography is an interweaving of historical data in 

the report. 

4.3 Reasons for choosing an ethnographic method for this study. 

Ethnographic research usually involves the study of a relatively small group of people 

in an intensive and detailed fashion. The focus of this research involved Aboriginal 

students who are successful in the senior secondary years. There is only a smaJJ 

number of Aboriginal students succeeding at that level of schooling, so choosing 

ethnography was a logical procedure to adopt. Another important reason for 

choosing such a method was the researcher's personal preference to 'know' people 

rather than deal with quantitative data. The ethnographic studies I had read were very 

interesting in tenns of writing style which was very personal and detailed and which 

revealed ins ights which would be unobtainable from quantitative techniques. In 

addition I wanted to avoid the ethnocentrism which had typified many earlier studies 

of Aboriginal student attainment. Finally, I was also motivated by a personal belief 

that academic achievement can be socially constructed to a significant degree rather 

than being predominantly inherent in the child. An ethnographic approach is an 

excellent method to reveal the often subtle social factors influencing Aboriginal 

academic attainment 

Ethnography is concerned with considering the social and historical context in which 

the group in the study operates. This holistic methodology seemed to me to offer the 

best chance of uncovering subtle and culturally relevant factors which may be 

overlooked in a less fine-grained approach. The success of ethnography in 

uncovering these subtle factors was also important: 

Interpretative studies, both in Australia and elsewhere have led to a heightened 
awareness of what goes on in the classroom. Many of these studies have 
generated classroom applications which have enhanced teaching and learning 
in multi -ethnic classrooms. (Malin 1989, p 133) 
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The strengths of ethnography compared to quantitative studies were summarised by 

Heath (1982): 

... quantitative studies do not provide actual data about events either in the 
classroom or the communities of students and teachers. Moreover their 
findings are often used to predict the academic future of certain groups of 
students. Used in these ways they reinforce stereotypes and easy 
generalizations about abilities of students, the inability of others to fit. and the 
disintegration of family and community life. They often allow already 
overworked teachers and principals to have reasons for closing off innovations 
and options in instructional methods and evaluation techniques. (p 43) 

However, there are two major weaknesses in adopting this approach. First of all, 

there is the problem of the generalisability of the findings. Because a small sample is 

studied in a particular context there is no certainty that the conclusions from such a 

study can claim to be applicable in other contexts. Each reader is therefore left to 

make his or her own assessment Secondly, as previously stated in Chapter 1. any 

researcher brings to the situation a background of cultural experiences. beliefs and 

values which cannot be completely forgotten when engaged in describing, interpreting 

and conceptualising the behaviour of members of another culture. 

4.4 Methodology used in this study. 

Before beginning any study involving work in an education and cross-cultural setting, 

permission must be sought from those bodies representing the interests of those under 

study. Approval to commence the research was sought and obtained from the Deputy 

Secretary of the Curriculum, Evaluation and Research Division of the Northern 

Territory Department of Education, the School Principal and the Chairperson of the 

School Council. The suppon of institutions representing the interests of Aboriginal 

people was also obtained. This included FEPPI the Aboriginal education consultative 

group and CAIS the Centre for Aboriginal and Islander Studies at the Northern 

Territory University. 

While the methodology is described below in a sequential way, there was a recursive 

element involved as well. 
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Choosing a focus for tbe study. 

Irnponant decisions about what will be the focus for the study, who shall be the 

informants and which setting will be chosen had to be made before the study could 

begin. The researcher has a long background in the education of gifted children and 

had been concerned for some time about the small numbers of Aboriginal students 

who had participated in such programs. While much research had been undenaken 

into factors which influenced Aboriginal students to underachieve at school, very 

little, if any, had focussed upon the few who were succeeding. If the factors which 

influenced Aboriginal students to succeed could be identified and then replicated there 

should be a consequent increase in the numbers of academically successful students. 

The focus of the study became ftnding those factors which had been influential in the 

success of Aboriginal students at senior high school. 

It was obvious that to obtain the largest pool of students from which to choose 

informants, the setting should be one in which the largest numbers existed A school 

in Darwin was therefore chosen which contained a significantly larger number of such 

students than any other. Students in years 11 and 12 were selected as informants 

because, simply, by achieving satisfactorily at that level of schooling, they were high 

achievers compared to the total Aboriginal student population. 

To fulfil the requirement that the study should take a holistic approach the three most 

important groups influencing a student's success were chosen as informants: the 

students themselves; their parents (especially their Aboriginal parent); and the teachers 

and administrators in the school. In addition, a group of successful Aboriginal career 

people were also chosen in order to bring a reflective aspect to the study. Because of 

their age and experience it was felt that they may be able to illuminate and reflect on 

factors which were imponaot in their success. It was of interest whether these factors 

were similar to, or different from, the students in the study. 

Choosing a variety of informants and interviewees brought to bear different 

perspectives on the research question. And as Heath (1982) states: 

.. the behaviours of pupils are ideally viewed not only in relation to fit or 
contrast with those of teacher, typical student, or successful pupil, but also 
with respect to home and community enculturation patterns of pupils and 
teachers. (p.37) 
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Data collection. 

The main method used in collecting data was open-ended structured interviews. For 

the students and parents this usually consisted of three to five interviews, spread over 

several weeks. The length of interviews varied but usually lasted between one to two 

hours. They were held in locations which were the most comfortable and convenient 

for the interviewees. For the other informants there was usually only one interview 

lasting from one to two hours. 

The topics discussed during the structured interviews were planned beforehand by me 

but were open to change depending on the interests and information given by the 

interviewee. If an interviewee requested that specific questions be asked rather than 

an open-ended topic be discussed. I had prepared specific questions under each topic. 

Recording of the interviews was by way of hand-wrinen notes but I did occasionally 

tape record an interview. The interviews were typed up the same day on computer and 

additional information added. This additional information included details about the 

setting, the mood of the interviewee and other infonnation given by the interviewee 

which had not been wrinen down in the notes. 

School records and a list of Abstudy students at the school from the Department of 

Employment Education and Training (DEEl) were used to identify Aboriginal 

students who were enrolled in academic subjects and to check on attendance records. 

Records from DEET which contained a list of Abstudy students at the school was 

crucial in deciding who we would classify as being 'Aboriginal' for the purposes of 

this study. (See section 4.5.2). 

Incidental encounters took the form of informal meetings with a variety of people in 

different contexts. For example, there were many occasions where I would spend 

time talking to the Aboriginal Liaison Officer in her office about the project and other 

matters when interesting insights into student behaviour would emerge. Aboriginal 

students would also 'pop in' while I was there so information and ideas were gleaned 

in this way. 
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To obtain an historical perspective, reading of Aboriginal and Australian history, 

panicularly from the Aboriginal point of view was undertaken. Broome (1982), 

Reynolds (1987) and Cummings (1990) were most informative. 

Analysis 

Preliminary analysis during fieldwork was undenaken. This took the form of looking 

for patterns in the data collected and reflecting upon its link to theory. Dobbert (1984) 

says that: 

The focus of ethnographic research will be on patterns that relate ideas to each 
other, to people, and to material objects, people to people, groups to 
groups ... a pattern may be defined as the organisation or structure behind 
behaviour. (p.39) 

This preliminary analysis was ongoing throughout the research and it resulted in some 

tentative theories and ideas being formulated, then perhaps discarded with new ones 

taking their place. 

During the analysis, themes began to emerge. As they appeared they were compared 

and contrasted with theory. In this way some themes were adopted while others were 

discarded after further analysis. Some of the original categories were found not to be 

significanL For example, injtially it was sunnised that there would be an important 

teacher who influenced students to pursue their studies to year 12 but this did not 

seem to be an important factor for the students or parents in this study. 

With these themes or tentative hypotheses in mjnd the data was again read for 

confirmation. The main aim at this stage was to retain an authentic Aboriginal voice 

rather than putting a researcher's bias upon any themes adopted Thus the data had to 

strongly reflect the theme. Because complex situations have many layers of meaning 

and perspectives. more than one major theme was found. What emerged was an 

over-riding theme for each of the groups: students, parents and teachers. The data 

from the successful career people was used to supplement data from the other three 

groups and to give an hlstorical perspective. 

The final step consisted of refining these tentative hypotheses/themes which had been 

derived from an emk perspective. 
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4.5 Choosing the research setting and community. 

4.5.1 Selecting the research site. 

1be research site virtually selected itself because of the criteria required The criteria 

for the research site included the following: 

(i) should be easily accessible for the researcher because of the expense and 

the time involved in travelling to distant research sites on a regular basis; 

(li) have as large an Aboriginal student population as possible in the senior 

secondary years from which to choose interviewees; 

(iii) be relatively unfamiliar to the researcher but not be completely unfamiliar. 

This helped to ensure that the researcher came to the situation with an open 

mind and few preconceived ideas of what would be found. I did not have an 

intimate knowledge of the school but had occasional contact with some of the 

teachers and students over previous years. 

4 .5.2 Defming who was Aboriginal. 

The flrst problem a researcher faces when collecting data on Aboriginal students is to 

know exactly who is an Aboriginal person and who is not Teachers often conunent 

that they are not sure . Urban school records are often inaccurate because some 

Aboriginal people do not indicate on enrolment fonns that they are Aboriginal. The 

problem was 'solved' to some extent by using the list of Absrudy recipientS provided 

to schools by the Depanment of Employment. Education and Training. Thus a fonn 

of self-nomination was used. overcoming the problem of people other than Aboriginal 

people themselves defming who is, and who is not, of Aboriginal descent. 
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4.5.3 Selecting the target students. 

Selection of the students was achieved using a diverse range of methods. Firstly, 

using the Abstudy list provided to the school by the Department of Employment, 

Education and Training, the researcher checked through the school's computer print

out of students and the subjects they had chosen. Aboriginal students who had 

selected predominantly academic subjects were then listed. For the purposes of this 

study academic subjects were defined as those which would enable the student to 

apply for university entrance anywhere in Australia - in other words Publicly 

Examined Subjects (PES). From this list of students the researcher checked their 

Term One reports to see if they were progressing satisfactorily. Progressing 

satisfactorily was defined as achieving at least a 'satisfactory' grade in a majority of 

subjects. 

Secondly. English teachers were asked by their Senior teacher to nominate students. 

It was reasoned that English teachers see all students and so would be the best single 

group to nominate students. 

Tb.irdJy, the Aboriginal Liaison Officer was asked to nominate students whom she 

knew to be successful at schooL 

Finally, prospective students and parents were able to indicate, during the initial 

interviews. whether they were willing to participate in the study. (From those 

approached one student and one parent declined to participate.) 

When deciding on the final six students for the study the researcher also tried to 

obtain a balance of: girls and boys, socio-economic groups. one and two parent 

families, families where both parents were of Aboriginal descent and where only one 

parent was of Aboriginal descent. Finding students who had both parents of 

Aboriginal descent proved to be the most difficult. Only one of the students had 

Aboriginal parents and even there the father did not live at home. 

The six students chosen for this study constituted almost the entire school population 

of Aboriginal students on Abstudy who were progressing satisfactorily in academic 

subjects. 
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4.5.4 The initial interview with parents and students. 

Once prospective students were selected they were approached individually by the 

researcher and the Aboriginal Liaison Officer together. Students were pre~nted with 

information about the purpo~ of the re~arch, the form their participation would take. 

and the time commiunent involved. The Aboriginal Liaison Officer spoke in 

particular about the possible benefits to Aboriginal people of the study. 

H the student agreed to be involved in the study, a letter was ~nt home to parents 

asking them to indicate whether they were interested. and if they were. to nominate a 

time and place where we could meet. Meetings usually took place in the parents' 

home. They were presented with similar information to that given to the srudents and 

their agreement to participate in the study was sought. The participation of the 

Aboriginal Liaison Officer, I believe, not only added credibility to the study in the 

eyes of Aboriginal students and parents, but it also assisted in putting them at ease in 

the irnponant initial interview. 

4.5.5 Selecting the non-student interviewees. 

The purpose in interviewing 'key' school and Department of Education personnel and 

Aboriginal career people was to gain another perspective which would enable a more 

holistic view of student behaviour to be obtained. Such personnel can have an 

important influence upon Aboriginal students' attitudes to achievement through the 

policies and programs they suppon and implement 

The criteria used to select school and Departmental staff interviewees was basically 

three-fold. They had to: 

(i) hold a key administrative position in the school or Department of Education 

and as such can have a major influence on school or Education Departtnent 

policy; or 

(ii) have a high involvement with Aboriginal students through counselling or 

teaching subjects popular with Aboriginal students; or 
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(iii) advise students in career and tertiary studies. Such teachers are in a crucial 

position to influence Aboriginal student attitudes to tertiary studies and 

professional careers. 

A total of seven interviewees were chosen. 

One important aspect of gaining an historical perspective of Aboriginal student 

achievement was interviewing successful Aboriginal career people. Not only were 

they able to give the historical perspective but they were also able to reflect on their 

success and detennine the factors that were influential in them succeeding. They 

could then be compared and contrasted with those factors deemed to be important for 

students in 1990. 

The successful Aboriginal career people were selected from the researcher's own 

lmowledge of such people, by asking such people themselves to nominate others, and 

by asking my key informants. The criteria used to select this group included: 

(i) having a professional career; and 

(ii) having a relatively high position in the organisation for which they work. 

Those who were in positions where they could influence policy were preferred 

because this reflected a high level of appoinonent. 

There was also the need to have similar numbers of men and women and for them to 

represent a range of careers. A total of seven people was chosen. 

4.6 The infonnants and the interviewees. 

In ethnographic research there is a need for the researcher to have access to both 

informants and interviewees. An informant through informal conversations uncovers 

patterns the researcher had not anticipated. The interviewee answers questions asked 

by the researcher. A major technique for the acquisition of informants is the use of a 

sponsor or key informant who knows you and your work and who can introduce you 

to a number of potential informants and interviewees. The recently appointed 

Aboriginal Liaison Officer filled the role of a key informant. By being in her office 
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several times a week, talking to her infonnally, and having students come to visit the 

office on a regular basis, I gathered useful information including the names of 

possible interviewees and infonnants. Through these informal meetings she also 

provided useful insights into the research question. A school counsellor also served 

as key infonnant (especially in my initial contact with the school) because she put me 

in touch with appropriate teachers, efficient methods of fmcting out information using 

school records, and had detailed knowledge about some of the prospective students. 

4.6.1 Students and Aboriginal Parents 

The interviews with the parents of students were predominantly carried out with the 

Aboriginal parent only. There were basically two reasons for this: 

1. To obtain an Aboriginal perspective on the history of the family, their values 

and the education of the student 

2. Interviewing the Aboriginal parent on their own would diminish to some 

extent the influence of the non-Aboriginal spouse on their responses. 

The drawback to such an approach was that the non-Aboriginal spouse may have 

interesting insights too and may remember incidents forgotten by the Aboriginal 

parent Described below are the six students and their parents. 

Evonne and Valerie 

Evonne is 18 years of age and in Year 12. She lives with her mother Valerie, a 

younger sister and two nephews her mother is looking after. They live in a ground 

level brick house in an Aboriginal community in Darwin. The house is right on the 

coast surrounded by other similar houses. 

Evonne's mother, Valerie, was born several hundred kilometres from Darwin on a 

large cattle station. At about eight or nine years of age she was taken away from her 

family by the station manager and employed as a cleaner. The station manager 

promised her parents (and the Welfare Branch) that he would send Valerie to school 
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but he never did. She taught herself to read by looking through discarded 

newspapers. Valerie doesn't like talking about how she was treated by the manager 

and his wife but she did reveal that she was beaten for the slightest misdemeanour. 

Valerie had her fiJ"St son at seventeen years of age in the mid-1960s and moved to a 

small town to live. There she worked as a cleaner and did casual work like ironing. 

She had four children, Evonne being the third , born in 1972. In 1986 she moved to 

Darwin. Valerie is full of energy. She sees humour in many situations and laughs 

uproariously at jokes and funny stories. She is a pensioner and appears to have very 

little money, if any, saved. Up until 1990 she had no driver' s licence or car but 

bought a car for Evonne for about $2 000 which she had to borrow. There is no 

phone in the house but they have a television and other electrical appliances such as a 

washing machine. Whenever I interviewed Valerie at home we would always sit 

outside under a big shady tree. I was never invited into the house. 

Evonne is a quietly spoken girl who seems mature and detennined to achieve well at 

school and fulfill her dream of being a dancer with the Sydney-based Aboriginal and 

Islander Dance Company. She admired a young Aboriginal friend who had been a 

dancer in the Company for a number of years. Despite her apparent maturity she does 

allow what appeared to me to be small setbacks to discourage her, resulting in 

lowered motivation. She is well aware of influences which may divert her from her 

studies and does have trouble committing herself wholeheartedly to her work. 

Consequently by September of 1990 she had dropped out of school and obtained a 

temporary job on an Aboriginal settlement hundreds of kilometres from Darwin. In 

early December 1990 she travelled to Sydney with a friend to audition successfuUy 

for the Aboriginal and Islander Dance Company. 

Neil and Myra 

Neil lives with his mother Myra, and younger brother in a three-bedroom ground 

level house in one of the few privately built suburbs in Darwin. The street is well 

cared for with well-tended nature strips and gardens. They have one small car which 

both Neil and his mother drive. The house is well furnished and has a television and 

telephone and other electrical appliances. 
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Myra was born in Darwin but was raised in Brisbane. She returned to Darwin when 

in year ten at high school. She did not complete the year but instead left school. Her 

father was in the Services and her mother, an Aboriginal woman, sometimes had 

casual employment at a hospital. They are now separated as is Myra from her 

husband who is also European. Myra works in the Public Service as a middle

ranking clerk and has ambitions to further her education in the future and to establish 

herself in business. 

Neil, a Year 12 student at the time of the interviews, is a tall fair-skinned young man 

who exudes a quiet confidence. He is very determined to become an RAAF pilot and 

has chosen subjects which will allow him to apply for the Defence Academy. In the 

past, his mother had been worried that he was studying too hard and not participating 

in enough leisure activities. 

Lisa and Gwen 

Lisa lives with her mother, Gwen, and younger brother in a relatively old brick 

Housing Commission house in a street where most other houses are the same. The 

suburb is considered to be one of the poorest in terms of socio-economic criteria The 

house itself is in need of repair and repainting and. during one of my visits, an 

employee of the Housing Commission inspected it and was going to recommend that 

it be refurbished. The family has no car or telephone. 

Gwen is part of a well known Aboriginal family in Darwin. She is very close to her 

extended family which was evident by the fact that whenever I visited her house there 

was usually someone from the extended family visiting. Gwen's mother lived on a 

Reserve interstate but married a visiting Darwin man and they moved back to Darwin 

in the 1940s. She regularly visits her relatives interstate. Gwen has been separated 

from her Aboriginal husband for over ten years. She receives the single mother's 

pension and does some casual work from time to time. 

Lisa, a Year 11 student at the time of the interviews, is a very quietly spoken girl who 

is very close to her family. She enjoys sport, and has represented the Northern 

Territory on more than one occasion. While she is keen to do well at school, she does 

not have a well defined goal for her career as do some of the other students in the 

study. She also appears to be less socially and politically aware, sometimes finding it 
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difficult to respond to questions which would require such knowledge. While proud 

and conscious of her Aboriginality she believes that the 'real' Aboriginal people still 

speak an indigenous language and follow a traditional lifestyle. 

Kevin and Jut 

Kevin lives with his parents, older brother and younger sister in an elevated Housing 

Conunission house on a busy road. Kevin's grandfather (on his mother's side) from 

interstate was also staying with the family at the time of this research. 

Kevin's mother Jan was born and raised on an Aboriginal Reserve interstate. At 

about 11 years of age Jan was made a state ward because her mother died and her 

father 'took off for about ten years. She moved to a well-established middle-class 

seaside suburb of a large city, living in an institution run by the Anglican church and 

attending the local high school. Jan has been very active in politics and was involved 

for some years in a state Aboriginal Education Consultative Committee. She is 

presently employed as an administrator in Aboriginal welfare. 

Kevin, a Year 12 student at the time of the interviews, attended school interstate 

before coming to Darwin with his family three years ago. He is a quietly spoken but a 

very willing talker who is determined to do well at school and in his chosen career -

as a Diplomat in Foreign Affairs. His knowledge of current events, Russia, 

Aboriginal history and aeroplanes is encyclopedic. There is a close bond between all 

family members and Kevin is very aware of what his success at school means to his 

parents. 

Caroline and Karen 

Caroline lives with her mother Karen, her stepfather who is European, an older sister 

and two younger brothers in a privately built elevated house in a quiet street in a 

relatively new suburb. Like most suburbs in the town there is a mixture of privately 

built and Housing Commission homes. A self-contained flat had also been built 

underneath the house and is used by Caroline and her older sister. 

Karen is the oldest of eight children and has lived in Darwin all her life. She is very 

family oriented and being the eldest in her family has adopted the role as organiser of 
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family functions. Her first husband. Caroline's father. lives interstate. Her second 

husband has a secure middle-management position in a government organisation. He 

completed the early years of high school. Karen was briefly employed as a 

hairdresser when she left school but became pregnant and has not returned to the 

wortdorce. 

Caroline. a Year 12 student at the time of the interviews, has a fair complexion, and 

gives the impression of being very confident but admits to being quite nervous and 

unsure about things. She is very determined. having set very high goals for herself 

with regard to school and her future career. She wants to be a marine biologist and is 

keen to study interstate in the same town as her natural father. Her career plans are 

very important to her and she is not prepared to let marriage or children deter her from 

achieving her goal . 

Stephen and Max 

Stephen lives with his father Max. his mother (who was born in England) and nine 

brothers, in a Housing Commission house in a quiet street adjoining a park. The 

house is sparsely furnished and the yard quite bare. There is an extra room added on 

to the house. His father works in a semi-government organisation and his mother is a 

nurse. Stephen is the eldest of ten boys ranging in age from 18 down to four. 

Mu's ancestors come from Thursday Island and the Katherine Region. He actively 

pursues h1s family history and heritage and has returned to both places to find out 

more. He strongly believes that his children should be aware of their family history 

and on special occasions they perform traditional dances. Max has been the victim of 

a recent rac1st comment which was made public in the press. Both he and Stephen 

have reacted very strongly and emotionally to the slur on the family name. They have 

sought legal advice and have found that nothing can be done to seek redress. This 

appears to have been a decisive factor in Stephen choosing to study Law at university. 

Stephen. a Year 12 student at the time of the interviews, is a very confident and 

Wk..anve young man who is repeating Year 12 in 1990. He is financially independent. 

working regularly at a fast food outlet and owning a $5 000 car. He is very close to 

his father and mother. and the family regularly goes on holidays overseas together. 
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Stephen's younger brother is also completing Year 12 this year and plans to study 

medicine interstate. 

4.7 Validity and reliability. 

As with much ethnographic research, a small sample makes it difficult to comply with 

reliability and validity criteria but cenain strategies can help. Checking data and 

conceptualisations with the informants and interviewees assists in improving the 

validity of the theories postulated. In all, twenty people other than the students 

involved, were able to cross-reference information provided by the students. 

Validity in a research study is defined by the degree to which the researcher's 
conceptualisation conforms to the reality of the situation as seen by the 
participants in the events. An ernie perspective, the goal of interpretive 
research, if successful , possesses internal validity by its bottom-up or 
inductive approach to the analysis: in its quest for the concrete particular. 
(Malin 1989, pl56) 

Validity is built into the ethnographic method by adoption of the ernie perspective. It 

is an insider's view presented in their own words and is therefore accurate as they see 

it Reliability can be enhanced by the researcher providing information which 

describes his or her culture, education and any biaises he or she may have. 

To enhance the external reliability of a study, a researcher can provide the following 

information: the researcher's status relative to the informants/participants of the study; 

the social situations and conditions in which the fieldwork was conducted; a 

researcher' s professional and academic background as it may influence his or her 

interpretations; the theoretical constructs of the study; and the methods of data 

collection and analysis. In this way, the replicability of a study for future research is 

improved (adapted from Malin 1990, pl60). 

4.8 Limitations of the research method. 

Apart from the limitations of any ethnographic study as described earlier there are 

specific limitations in this project. The researcher is a middle-aged European male 

with a middle-class background. This may have influenced interviews with 
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lldolescent Aboriginal students and their parents. The problem was partially overcome 

by having the Aboriginal Liaison Officer (who is of Aboriginal descent) present at the 

initial interviews. 

A second limitation of the study is that the method of recording of almost all of the 

interviews was by taking notes. Audio recordings would have provided fmer detail 

and prevented the researcher 'filtering' information (due to preconceived ideas) as it 

was being presented in the interviews. 

Another factor which limited the selection of students in the initial stages was that the 

Abstudy list originally supplied to the school at the beginning of the year was very 

inaccurate. It contained the names of 55 students (in February) whereas the list 

provided later in the year (August) had grown to 122. 

Tbe roost imponant limitation of the study was the low number of Aboriginal students 

who were succeeding in academic subjects in Years 11 and 12 at the school. Of the 

122 students only 18 were enrolled in enough PES subjects to enable them to apply 

for interstate university entrance. But by August of 1990, six of these 18 students 

had either dropped out or were irregular attendees at school. Overall the drop-out 

rates for Aboriginal students, panicularly in Year 11 , were staggering. By August of 

1990 almost 50 per cent had either dropped out or were irregular attendees compared 

to less than 10 per cent of the total school population. In Year 12 the drop-out figure 

for Aboriginal students was 32 per cent compared to 29 per cent for the whole school. 

1be actual drop-out rates for the year will be higher because more students will drop

out after August. This is comparable to the national figures quoted in the Hughes 

Repon ( 1988) and referred to in chapter one. 

4.9 Summary. 

The major aim of ethnographic research is to provide an explanation of cultural 

behaviour through an ernie approach. This ensures that the data has a high internal 

validity. Adopting an ethnographic approach to research in Aboriginal education is a 

relatively recent phenomenon because most research in the past has been quantitative 

and ethnocentric. Ethnographic research has been found to provide insights which 

have enhanced teaching and learning for minority groups. 
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.. 

The main method used in this study was structured and unstructured interviews. 

These interviews were conducted with the six Aboriginal students and their parents, 

seven teachers and administrators at the school, a senior administrator in the Northern 

Territory Department of Education and seven successful Aboriginal career people. 

Thus, a total of 26 people were interviewed, twenty of whom were of Aboriginal 

descent 

The six students chosen for the study were almost the universal set of successful 

Aboriginal students enrolled in academic subjects. Thus, these students represent the 

type of Aboriginal student who 'makes it' . The others do not choose academic 

subjects and so preclude direct entry to higher education and university. Without 

such panicipation in the academic stream at school, Aboriginal students are denied 

empowennent in the wider society. 
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CHAPTERS 

IDENTITY : A STRENGTHENING 
ABORIGINALITY CHALLENGES 
STEREOTYPE. 

5.1 Introduction. 

AND CHANGING 
THE NEGATIVE 

A common thread throughout the interviews with students, parents and the successful 

Aboriginal career people was the strength of their identity. Identity has two imponant 

aspects: personal and group identity. Firstly, there is the strength of their personal 

identity which is demonstrated by their determination to succeed and their belief in 

themselves to be successful. They want others to accept them for who they are. 

Because of this strong personal identity the students in this srudy are also able to 

resist, to a large extent, the peer pressure which would urge them to drop out of 

school. Supponing them in their positive approach to school and learning is the 

positive relationships they have with their parents. 

The second important aspect of their identity is the strong pride students. parents and 

Aboriginal career people have in their Aboriginal heritage, culture and history. For 

these students this pride is growing stronger as they grow older. This growing pride 

is accompanied by an anger at the perceived negative stereotyping of Aboriginal 

people by the wider society and the media. For some, this negative stereotyping has 

become a motivating factor to succeed and thus prove it wrong. Each of these 

particular aspects of identity will be discussed in detail below. 

5.2 A strong personal identity: Accept me for who I am. 

The belief that they are individuals and should be accepted for who they are seems to 

form the basis for a strong sense of individualism for the students. And it is 

accompanied by the ethic that they are also prepared to accept others in a similar way. 

This individualism is an example of how Aboriginal people living in urban areas have 

adapted to the urban environment dominated by Western values and beliefs. It is also 

a reflection of a heightened political awareness on the pan of the students because 
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they see their success will eventually have a positive impact upon the wider 

Aboriginal community. This social change has not been at the expense of their 

Aboriginal identity as shalJ be described in later sections of this chapter. Examples of 

the strength of this personal identity and individualism are reflected in the following 

statements. 

Stephen puts it succinctly: 

My friends have to take me for who I am 

Caroline expresses the corollary of this belief by declaring a non-judgemental view of 

her friends and admiration for her father who is an individual: 

I take my friends as they are. I admire my father because of his views and the 
way he thinks about things. He is different to everyone else, he is an 
individual. 

Evonne's description of her best friend reveals the qualities of pride and independence 

of thought as being those she most admires: 

My best friend has her own beliefs and will listen to the opinions of others. 
She is sure of herself and carries herself well. I need friends like her because 
they don't depend on me. Close friends like her understand me. 

Individualism can be clearly seen in the case of Neil who states that there are some 

people he just could not be friends with. He is independent, choosing his own 

friends and 'dropping' them if they do not share his positive view of school: 

I could never be friends with someone that uses drugs. I use to hang around 
with a group in Year 10 who had negative attitudes to school. I think I came to 
the realisation on my own that it wasn't the way to go. 

While Caroline says she is predominantly independent in thought and action she does 

have to suffer the antagonistic comments from others: 

No one panicularly influences me. Occasionally they might influence me to be 
slack. Some students have called me a square or a nerd but I don't care. I just 
agree with them 

49 



Bob. a high ranking Aboriginal bureaucrat has also come in for a fair share of 

negative penonaJ comments from other Aboriginal people: 

Some (Aboriginal] people have called me a snob because of the way I carry 
myself and put my ideas forward assertively. 

For Bob. his identity has never been in doubt: 

I have always been proud of being a half-caste. We didn't have the same 
rights as whites but I put myself above the situation. There has never been a 
problem with my identity because I know I am as good as the next person. It 
is all in the way you dress. act. talk and how you see yourself. 

As we shall see in a later section. the personal identity of some other successful career 

people is closely linked to their Aboriginal identity. As their Aboriginal identity has 

undergone changes so their personal identity has changed. 

Thus for both students and successful Aboriginal people in careers there is a strong 

belief in the individual and his or her right to have an identity. This sometimes has 

the effect of incurring the admonition of peers and may influence decisions about 

membership of friendship groups. 

5.3 A strong Aboriginal group identity: pride in culture and heritage. 

When discussing their identity as an Aboriginal person two main themes emerged 

from the student interViews. Firstly. they identify very strongly as Aboriginal people, 

and ll.rt proud of their history, culture and heritage. Secondly, this pride in their 

Abonginalny is strengthening as they grow older. For most, the realisation of their 

Abongmality was not a conscious thought until their early high school years. It was 

som~times initiated by having to declare their Aboriginality in order to obtain 

Abstudy. In some high school subjects such as English and History they were also 

~xposed to the history and literarure of Aboriginal society. This helped to raise their 

Aboriginal consciousness. 
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Examples of their pride in their Aboriginality are reflected in the following statements: 

I am proud of my Aboriginal heritage. You can't change it so you have to 
accept it and be proud of it I thlnk everyone should be proud of their own 
culture. (Caroline) 

You always support your race. I think of myself as being Aboriginal. (Neil) 

Kevin gives an unequivocal response: 

I'm dammed bloody proud of my race. We've survived 200 years of bloody 
massacres, babies have been taken from their families and they've tried to tum 
us into whites. We all consider ourselves to be Aboriginal and we are proud 
of it. You can be 100% Aboriginal even if you've only got a little Aboriginal 
blood. 

The only variation on this theme was Lisa, who said she was sure of her 

Aboriginality but thought that more 'real' Aboriginal people lived traditional lifestyles 

and spoke an Aboriginal language: 

You know you're not really an Aboriginal because you don't speak the 
language. If you are brought up in the traditional way then you are Aboriginal. 
You have to live like them and believe in their ways. 

Evonne couched her pride in terms of the negative stereotype attributed to Aboriginal 

people by whites: 

I am proud of being an Aboriginal because I know they are not as bad as a lot 
of white people have made out in the past. We have a lot to be proud of: our 
ancestors, what they believed in, their spiritual values. They were a strong 
healthy people. 

The second feature of their pride in their Aboriginality is that it is growing and 

strengthening as they grow older. As they become more conscious of their 

Aboriginality, are exposed to Aboriginal studies and literature at school and begin to 

question their parents on family history there is a growing awakening about j ust how 

they fit into the scheme of thlngs. 

The older I get the prouder I get and the more I learn. We're getting smarter. 
getting a bigger population and we are not dying out. (Kevin) · 

At the start of year 9 I became aware of my Aboriginal background and it has 
strengthened ever since. Since then I have also learnt a lot about Aboriginal 
history and my family background. (Neil) 
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As I get older I am becoming more aware of my race. When you are younger, 
race doesn't concern you. When I started to receive money through Abstudy it 
made me start to think about being Aboriginal. My Aboriginal identity is 
getting stronger as I get older. (Stephen) 

Caroline goes further by saying that the Aboriginal background is something which 

makes her 'richer' compared to those from a monocultural background: 

Other people don't have an Aboriginal background so I am lucky. I've got 
something others don't have. 

As we shall see in section 5.7 below, the parents of students have been very 

influential in the development of their children's strong Aboriginal identity. 

For the career people their Aboriginal identity has sometimes undergone rapid change. 

An example of this is Joyce who went to school with the white station children and 

was treated like one rather than like the Aboriginal children from the local camp. 

Urban people were brought up to think of themselves as half-caste. We never 
thought of ourselves as Aboriginal. It was drummed into us that blackfellas 
were lazy and dirty and so we never wanted to be like them. We felt that we 
were better than them because we were half-white. 

It was the influence of politically aware relatives and working as a welfare officer that 

Joyce developed her strong Aboriginal identity. A similar history was also being 

experienced by Nicole who describes working in Aboriginal welfare as the turning 

point of her life: 

I became politically aware of my situation. You've got to see where you fit in, 
to know your place in the scheme of things, understand the history of 
Aboriginal people. I began to see everything clearly. I saw Aboriginal people 
as an oppressed group but I also saw some very positive things. We did have 
a culture and we had strengths like brotherhood. 

There seem to be some differences in some of the experiences of the student group 

compared to the career people who went through school some 15 to 30 years before 

them. The students seem to be consciously aware of their Aboriginal identity in their 

early teens. The successful career people did not develop this strong identity until 

they were in their middle twenties or later and it was activated by first hand experience 

of dealing with the problems Aboriginal people face in the community. This may be 
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explained by the changes brought about during the Whitlam era in the early 1970s and 

since then. The Freedom March and the Tent Embassy of that era were modem 

landmarks in Aboriginal people identifying positively as Aborigines. Land rights 

legislation recognised the traditional beliefs of Aboriginal people as being legitimate in 

the eyes of the law. From all these changes came a greater readiness of Aboriginal 

people to identify positively with their history, culture and beliefs. 

5.4 Willingness to declare Aboriginality and confront racism. 

Most student infonnants were prepared to declare their Aboriginality and confront 

racist attitudes. These confrontations usually consisted of two types. Firstly, when 

the whole Aboriginal race is being criticised or secondly when the student himself, or 

herself, or another individual is being criticised. 

Stephen describes a situation when he is with his non-Aboriginal friends and they 

criticise Aboriginal people as a whole group: 

When I am in a group of white kids and they start saying negative things about 
Aboriginal people they become very apologetic when they realise that I am 
Aboriginal. I argue very strongly with them. I jump on the offensive when 
people attack Aboriginal people. 

Caroline has to suffer the criticisms of her friends for receiving Abstudy: 

I have arguments with my best friend about Abstudy. She can't get Austudy 
because her parents earn too much. I tell her that not to receive Abstudy would 
be to deny my Aboriginality. 

[It should be noted that Abstudy is also means tested] 

Peer pressure can also be directed toward outward signs of a student's Aboriginal 

identity: 

I don't talk to one of my friends any more because she criticised me for 
wearing a black, yellow and red bracelet. She said: "That's really statementy 
(sic). You don't have to wear that bracelet to show me that you're Aboriginal." 
I took offence at that comment. (Evonne) 
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There wen: other occasions. however. when a student might decline to acknowledge 

his or her Aboriginality. For example when he or she is the only Aboriginal person in 

a class discussion with a teacher who is known to be unsympathetic: 

In the English class we were discussing black/white relationships when a 
white girl said that Aboriginal people shouldn 't receive land or extra benefits 
and that sacred sites were nonsense. I didn 't want to reveal my Aboriginality 
in the class so I didn 't say anything. There is no-one in the English class who 
is obviously Aboriginal. The teacher changed the subject I've been told that 
the teacher is a bit touchy with Aboriginal students. (Neil) 

When discussing a hypothetical situation where career prospects might be lessened if 

cen.ain people knew of her Aboriginality, Caroline was hesitant about declaring her 

Aboriginality openly: 

To do well in science I might have to deny my Aboriginal heritage, it all 
depends on the people I am working with. I would do it if I had to. 

Nevertheless Caroline publicly declared her Aboriginality by entering and winning a 

poetry competition in Grade 11; 

I wrote a poem called 'Black Like Me' which won a prize last year. I wrote it 
because of the way white people stereotype black people in negative ways. 

All students were very emphatic about their pride in their Aboriginal heritage and in 

cenam situations. such as with small groups of their peers, were willing to defend 

thetr Aboriginality. However there were cenain contexts where they would choose 

not to. 

From the perspective of the career people at the time they were going to school they 

were less conscious of the racist attitudes that prevailed. Looking back from their 

perspective as an adult they now recognise that racism did exist but was just an 

·accepted' pan of Aboriginal life then. 

5.5 Countering the negative stereotype of Aboriginal people 

All informants. students and the successful career people alike, spoke of their 

abhorrence at the negative stereotype of Aboriginal people which they believe is 
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prevalent in the wider society. All the students stated that from the Aboriginal point 

of view the world is not a fair place and that history has treated them unkindly. As we 

saw earlier Caroline responded to this by writing down her feelings in a poem. For 

others, this negative stereotyping seems to provide the motivation to prove it wrong 

by their own actions and achievements. 

Kevin puts the situation into a historical context 

From the Aboriginal point of view the world is not a fair place. We have only 
had equal rights for 23 years and white people expect miracles overnight. Let 
our generation get a good education and good jobs. We are only just starting 
to reach our potential and beat the system You can either fail the system and 
become an alcoholic or be No 1 such as the best doctor in Australia. Just 
because you are Aboriginal doesn't mean you can't make it. I want to be a 
diplomat Not just a representative for Australia but for Aboriginal people as 
well. I want to show the world that we are still here, that we haven't been 
turned into whites and that we haven't been wiped out. 

Stephen stated: 

I would like to achieve to show European and Aboriginal people that we can 
do well. Also as an incentive to other Aboriginal kids. Aboriginals have not 
been given the opponunity to do well. We are stereotyped into being in the 
gutter with a beer bottle or being obviously dnmk in pubs or being in hospital. 
We are not given chances. When I say that I am Aboriginal people get a shock 
because I own a $5 000 car. earn $100 per week and am doing well at school. 
Stereotyping gets up my nose. When Aboriginals do excel, their Aboriginality 
is not highlighted but when they are painted in a negative light their 
Aboriginality is highlighted. For example an Aboriginal cricket team thrashed 
England in the 1860s so we can do it. Aboriginals do achieve a lot but we 
don't hear much of them. 

Caroline expressed similar sentiments: 

There are a lot of stereotypes of Aboriginal people. For example, people see 
Aboriginals in pubs and comment on it. It is taken for granted that they go to 
the pub when they get the dole check. People don't really take the time to 
really observe Aboriginal people. They take some things for granted. 

In the past these negative stereotypes may have been the impetus for some Aboriginal 

people to fulfill the stereotype. These students. however, are angry and in rejecting 

the stereotype, may use it as a goad to prove it wrong and unjust In this context, the 

negative stereotype serves to reinforce a strong Aboriginal identity and solidarity. 
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5.6 Career goals, determination and the desire to succeed. 

Parents of the students in this study universally described their son or daughter as 

being determined and having a strong desire to succeed The successful career people 

also described themselves in a similar way. This determination and desire to succeed 

is perhaps a reflection of their strong personal identity and belief in the power of the 

individual 'to make things happen'. Some have also set themselves career goals 

which they wish to achieve. These values are not typically associated with traditional 

Aboriginal values. 

Responses from parents included the following examples: 

Stephen is self-reliant and very independent especially over the past 12 
months. He is very determined, he wants to do Law/Economics which will 
take five years of study. He stands up for himself. For example, he has asked 
teachers to re-mark some of his essays and exams when he thinks they have 
been wrong. (Max) 

Caroline is very determined. She has always wanted to achieve to a high 
standard and wants to succeed. She is very independent too and wants to go 
to University in Brisbane. (Karen) 

If Lisa sets her mind on doing something she will do it. In sport she has 
trained hard to get into the NT softball side. In schoolwork she tries hard too -
the other day she carne home with 19 out of 20 in a Legal Studies assignment 
(Gwen) 

Kevin is extremely determined. He has a goal and will work at it from every 
angle. He is highly motivated. He is very methodical too. He is a quiet boy 
and a deep thinker. It is scary, the concentration he has. (Jan) 

Similarly, Aboriginal people who have been successful in their careers describe 

themselves or have been described by others in much the same terms as the parents of 

the students in this study. For example, Nicole had to wait 12 months in order to 

begin nursing training because she was too young. Later, as a mature-age Aboriginal 

student with no year 12 experience she was to undertake her legal studies at an 

interstate university where there was little or no support for Aboriginal students. In 

the 1950s, Ian, now a nationally respected educationist, travelled interstate to begin 

his teacher training, having been a graduate of a year 12 class of seven pupils in the 

early 1950s. Bob's wife describes him as 'having a driving force to succeed at all 

costs.' 
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Oear long-term career goals are described in more detail in the following chapter, in 

section 6.4. 

5.7 Relationships with peers. 

Most of the student informants had a few close friends who were usually supportive 

in their wanting to do well at school. Just having friends at school was an incentive 

for Lisa to continue with her education. Sometimes peers were friendly rivals and 

would compete against each other to see who would get the best marks in a particular 

exam or test. They also helped and supported each other in school. In addition there 

are examples of informants having a positive influence on other students who have 

negative attitudes to school. 

My friends have influenced me to stay on at school just because they are here. 
If I didn't have any friends at school then I wouldn't come here. (Lisa) 

Peer pressure has been positive- to do well at school. We help each other out. 
(Evonne) 

I have been competing with my best friend since I was in primary school. 
(Caroline) 

In school I have competed with some of my friends so that I would achieve 
better results. (Stephen) 

At different times some of the informants have not had any special friends. This 

appears to lbe panly their own choice. One student, Neil, chose to disassociate 

himself from his friendship group because of their negative attitudes to school. 

I used to hang around with a group in year 10 who had negative attitudes to 
school. I think I came to the realisation on my own that it wasn't the way to 
go. I still go out with them occasionally. They are now starting to change 
their attitudes and want to do well at school. (Neil) 

And as for Kevin, he states: 

I've never really had close friends so it is not that important. 

The attitude of Stephen's friends to school varies but he identifies with the friend with 

the most positive attitudes: 
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I have three close friends. We have some things in common like similar 
personalities, sense of humour but we have different ambitions. We probably 
don't value school to the same degree. Sara wants to be a scientist and values 
education very highly. My attitude to school is closest to hers out of the 
group. Michael just wants to do well enough to get into an apprenticeship 
while David would prefer to be somewhere else other than school. 

All of the informants were consciously aware of peer influence and that it could be 

positive or negative. Most were able to resist friends who had negative attitudes to 

school: 

You can't let your friends drag you down. Some very intelligent people get 
dragged down because they go out to nightclubs too much. I wouldn't be 
friends with kids who just sit around, who wag class, waste time and put 
things off till next year. They never pick themselves up. (Kevin) 

Stephen was one student who admitted to being influenced by his peen in a negative 

way: 

Last year I got slack because of my friends. fd thought we had had enough of 
school. But I never wagged class. 

The consequences of following negative peer influences were an important factor for 

Lisa: 

Two of my friends wagged classes and their mums found out One was sent 
to another school. If I wagged classes I would get into big trouble from my 
mum. She has threatened to send me to boarding school. But she knows that 
I would never muck up in school. 

Then there are examples of informants positively influencing others in their attitudes 

to education: 

Andrew thinks that me setting high standards is good. I have goals. 
Sometimes I tell him he is lazy. If he comes here [my house] he has to do 
homework and if he doesn't get it done he has to go home. (Caroline) 

Joyce , now a career person, tells of her experience of doing well at school which 

resulted in her being cut off from her natural peer group: 

I always did reasonably well at school and was singled out and put with other 
kids that did well. Most of my Aboriginal friends were down the back and I 
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was up the front I ended up with very few friends. In high school I was the 
only Aboriginal kid in one of the classes. 

The difference between Joyce and the students in this study is the notion of 

consciously choosing peers. Joyce's peers were chosen for her by being placed in a 

certain situation by her teachers. The students in this study have consciously chosen 

peers who share their positive view of school and doing well. 

5.8 The importance of the family and the quality of the parent/child 
relationship. 

The relative imponance of the family to their lives varied between the parents and 

srudents. For the parents the family was the most important thing in their lives while 

for the students career was in some cases more important. For some parents the 

extended family played a significant part in their daily lives while for others it was the 

immediate family that was most important This elevation of the immediate family as 

much more imponant than the extended family is another sign of adaptive social 

change and the increasing importance placed upon individualism by some Aboriginal 

families. 

Stephen and Kevin both see a supporting immediate family as important for success: 

We are a close-knit [immediate] family and most of us are only one year apart. 
We son of fonn a peer group together. As a suppon the family is really 
important. Home is somewhere we can come home to! It is good to talk to 
mum and dad. (Stephen) 

The family is really important. Especially if you want to succeed you need a 
supponing [immediate] family. My parents really worry about how I am 
getting on at school. They say: "You are our future. " They want us to be 
successful. (Kevin) 

For the parents the importance of the [Aboriginal] family is paramount: 

Never forget your roots. Looking after your immediate family is the most 
imponant thing. Family is always there to fall back on. Obligation and 
responsibility toward the family is most important. I want my chi ldren to be 
pan of a close-knit family group. I was one of eight and we were always a 
close-knit family group. (Karen) 
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For Jan 'family' is a larger concept than your immediate relatives and includes all 

Aboriginal people: 

I would kill for my own [immediate] family. The extended family is also very 
important. All Aboriginal people are pan of a larger family. I took my 
children to demonstrations and meetings so that they would become aware of 
the problems Aboriginal people face. 

But for Myra the extended family does not play a large pan in her life: 

I am not really close to my brothers and sisters. My mother still lives in 
Darwin and I see her occasionally. We are not a close family and it doesn't 
play a big part in my life. We are all independent. 

For students the family sometimes comes second to school commitments or career 

obligations. This is another clear break with traditional Aboriginal practices where the 

importance of social obligations is above that of school or career. 

Family is relatively important although homework comes before a family 
gathering. (Caroline) 

My family is important to me but it would not stop me going to Sydney to 
work in the Aboriginal and Islander Dance Company. (Evonne) 

The family is not as important as some other things in life. For example. my 
education. I am more individually oriented than family oriented.. (Neil) 

The relationship between students and their parents appears to be generally very 

good. This is evident in the way each speaks about the other and from observations I 

made during the interviews. Some students admire their parents for the hardships 

they have overcome and the sacrifices they have made. Some students also 

acknowledge that their parents have been very influential in the formation of their 

attitudes about being Aboriginal. 

Dad has been a big influence on my beliefs and has been a big influence on me 
identifying as an Aboriginal. He has taken me to rall ie s and explained to me 
the reason for them. I still have my own opinions though. I admire my father 
and mother because it is not easy bringing up ten boys. We are all well 
provided for. Neither of them smoke and they are against drugs. They both 
have a healthy lifestyle and I think it rubs off onto us kids. They have taught 
me that you can have a good time without having to take nasties. (Stephen) 

My mum knows a lot about Aooriginal history and I've learnt a lo t off her: 
aoout the massacres of Aooriginal people by whites, the fight to get the right to 
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vote. land rights, and traditional culture and beliefs such as working with the 
land and not exploiting it (Kevin) 

I admire my father {who lives in Brisbane) because of his views and the way 
he thinks about things. He is different to everyone else, he is an individual. 
He has always worked hard and that is where I think I've got my striving for 
perfection. (Caroline) 

I admire mum. She is strong because of what she has gone through. She has 
strong beliefs from her mother and her experiences. (Evonne) 

While I have only a couple of direct comments from the informants about the amount 

and quality of the communication between family members, it was something that I 

was able to infer in relation to all but one family. I could tell that there was a great 

deal of mutual respect between students and their parents by the way students spoke 

about their parents and vice-versa. It was also evident in the way they chose to 

nominate their parents as people that they admire. 

Developing independence and attempting new areas of interest was encouraged by the 

parents: 

I want my children to be reliant on themselves in a tight situation. Be prepared 
to have a go at something no matter how hard. (Jan) 

I do tty to encourage him in different ways. For example, I encourage him to 
try new things and have a go. I encouraged him to try drama and basketball to 
balance his srudy. (Myra) 

Giving advice about what not to do was also important: 

I have advised her not to follow the crowd, not to get tangled up in the wrong 
crowd. She has followed that advice. I've told her I don't want her to get 
involved with boys. to get herself pregnant. (Gwen) 

The successful career people were not so lucky in their family relationships 15 to 20 

years earlier and generally speaking did not receive the same support from their 

parents often for reasons outside their parent's control. Bob's mother died while he 

was quite young and his father left the family to their own devices for some months. 

Bob worked after school to support his brothers and sisters. He left school at 14 to 

take up an apprenticeship. Nicole was removed from her family in Darwin when she 

was eight years old and sent to Croker Island. When she returned several years later 

she was fostered by another family. Joyce lived with her grandmother for part of her 
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education in one town and later moved to another town to be with her mother. Her 

home life was not a happy one and she opted to go to boarding school interstate to 

finish school. This is worth recording because it demonstrates that while some 

Aboriginal students can succeed without family suppon larger numbers will succeed 

if such support is provided. If the retention and achievement rates of Aboriginal 

students is to signifiCalltJy improve. suppon from home is necessary. 

5.9 Linking data to theory. 

Interpretative research seeks to uncover the meanings that events have for the people 

involved in them These meanings arise in the process of interaction between people, 

that is . they are socially constructed (Berger and Luckmann, 1967). These 

interacnons and our interpretations of them are dynamic as we adapt to one another 

(En ch o n and Shultz. 1982). From these socially constructed meanings. people's 

behav1our 1s determined. There is allowance in this theory for people to respond to 

t~ samt event in different ways because they make sense of a particular event 

de~ndmg on thetr ~rsonal and cultural background (Dorr-Bremme, 1982; Erickson, 

19~6 ) Through mteraction with other people and our response to them we fonn an 

tdea of ourselves and our place in the world: our identity. 

Jordan ( 1985) has described how the categories provided in the census European 

soc1ety 1n Ausuaha has influenced the construction of Aboriginal identity. The 

d1ffe~nt census forms used by the states and the Commonwealth attempted to 

cacrgon~ AbongmaJ people into sub-groups according to their 'blood' eg half-caste, 

p&n ·Abongmal. full -blood. In the Northern Territory. Cummings (1990) describes 

tk <.kf1n 100n~ amved at by an inquiry into the 'Aboriginal question' by John WilJiam 

B~y m 1928: 

ln tackling this question. Bleakley determined that some classification should 
be m.:Uk of the amount of European blood possessed by individual Aborigines. 
The dhuncu on he proposed was between 'half-castes'. those of fifty per cent 
or mo~ Abong1nal or Asian blood; 'quadroons', the offspring of 'half-caste' 
and ~ hne parents or of 'octoroon ' parents; and 'octoroons. the offspring of 
·quadroon ' and ~hne parents. For Bleakley it was essential that these groups 
be l.ept :>eparate from 'full -blood' Aboriginal people and al so from each other. 
He believed that the predominantly European 'half-caste' should be permitted 
to ta.ke his or her place in European society. that with proper training they 
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could fill a role as domestic servants, and that with proper management they 
could become 'fairer' with each successive generation. (p.l3) 

Between 1954 and 1972 Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory were either 

classified as 'full-blood' or white (Jordan 1985). This classification led to much 

confusion because so-called "white" people did not consider themselves to be white, 

nor were they accepted by Europeans as such. This has militated against Aboriginal 

people having a single identity because their identity was always defined by 

Europeans. Depending on how a person was categorised they were accorded 

different rights and privileges. For example, so-called 'full-blood' Aboriginal people 

living in the Kalin Compound in Darwin were obliged to observe curfew times while 

those accorded "white" status had no such restriction. Thus a different status was 

accorded to different Aboriginal people depending on their categorisation by the 

European administration. Historically then, Aboriginal people in Darwin have been 

accorded a lowly status and their cultural values and beliefs denigrated resulting in a 

loss of pride in their Aboriginal identity and even confusion as to their 'real' identity. 

The cultural-«ology theory expounded by Ogbu (1987) categorises different minority 

groups in society depending upon their history of interaction with the dominant 

group. Aboriginal people in Australia, with a history of being colonised and the 

subsequent conferring of a lowly status, are categorised as being "castelike" or an 

"involuntary minority" in a similar way as the American Indian. Ogbu asserts that in 

order to preserve their culture, such groups develop "secondary cultural differences" 

which are in opposition to the dominant group. These differences develop out of a 

history of oppression, marginalisation and/or unequal opportunities. The adoption of 

an oppositional culture to the dominant culture and its institutions. militates against 

success at school. Part of the oppositional culture is that members doubt the ability of 

school to deliver good careers to them. Thus we find 'that the minority groups 

characterised by widespread school failure tend overwhelmingly to be in a dominated 

relationship to the majority group'(Cummins, 1986). The development of an 

oppositional culture is similar to the resistance theory developed by other writers in 

Australia (Keefe 1988, Folds 1987, Davies & Munro 1987). 

These theories and the history of Aboriginal people in Darwin help us to understand 

why Aboriginal children have a long history of underachievement at school. There 

are also traditional Aboriginal values which have also militated against school 
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success. The group ethos of the Aboriginal community which was accorded more 

importance than individual identity (Harris 1980) and the autonomy given to young 

children by their parents are two such values (Malin 1989). 

However, none of the above explains why some minority children are successful at 

school. Another category of minority group described by Ogbu is the voluntary 

immigrant As a group, they adopt a different attitude to school and the dominant 

group. They do not see school learning as a threat to their own culture and thus are 

prepared to cooperate. Gibson (1987) in her study of Punjabi students in California 

found that they were prepared to acculturate without assimilating. That is, they 

deliberately live in two social worlds by employing behaviours and expressing 

attitudes appropriate to each social context Harris (1990) believes that for Aboriginal 

people to be successful in the Western school system and at the same time retain their 

cultural identity, they need to adopt this strategy. 

From the data presented in this chapter, it appears that successful Aboriginal students 

and their families adopt some of the strategies of the 'immigrant' group. In doing so 

they have adapted to the urban environment and replaced some beliefs traditionally 

associated with Aboriginal people by a new individualism. The Aboriginal students 

and their families in this study: 

• have not adopted an oppositional strategy or resistance to the dominant 

group; 

• strongly identify with their cultural group and this identification seems to be 

strengthening; 

• believe that achieving well at school will result in a good career, and 

• are prepared to abandon or modify some of the values traditionally associated 

with Aboriginal people which work against school success. This includes 

non-competitiveness with friends in school, putting family before study, and 

expressing loyalty to peers before study. 

From the data presented here, there seems to be only limited support for the 

'racelessness' theory. (Fordham, 1988). For example, in cenain situations, such as 

being the only Aboriginal person in a class with an unsympathetic teacher, students 

may not be prepared to defend Aboriginality. Against this, however, there are 

situations where they do defend their Aboriginality. Also there is an almost 
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unamimous agreement that their identity as an Aboriginal person is growing and 

strengthening. 

It is also imponant to note that this growing and strengthening of Aboriginal identity 

is accompanied by some values and beliefs which are changing from those traditional 

beliefs associated with Aboriginal people. For example, there is a new individualism 

which places greater emphasis upon the needs and aspirations of the individual in 

contrast to those of the social group. This can be clearly seen in the deliberately 

choosing peers who support a positive attitude toward schooling. Some of the 

students 8JI'e also prepared to 'have a go' in public and take risks rather than practice in 

private until a skill is perfected (Coombs, Brandl & Snowdon 1983). There is more 

emphasis placed upon the immediate family by some of the informants than the 

extended family . In some urban contexts such as Adelaide, Aboriginal people with 

such attitudes and beliefs may be criticised by other Aboriginal people as being 

coconuts. That is, black on the outside and white on the inside (Malin 1989). 

Therefore. there may be a social price to pay in terms of affiliation with a wider 

Aboriginal social group by adopting such attitudes. 

So far we have seen that, for the Aboriginal students in this study, having a strong 

personal and Aboriginal identity with the support of family and peers provides the 

base from which students can work to be successful at school. In the following 

chapter I shall examine other aspects of the family's role and in the subsequent 

chapter I investigate what role the wider society and the school play in either assisting 

or hindering their success. 

There are several tentative conclusions which can be made about the necessary pre

conditions for success at school for Aboriginal students from the data presented in 

this chapter: 

• They value individualism and claim the right to be accepted for who they are. 

• They have career goals. are very detennined and have a strong desire to succeed at 

school. 

• They are very proud of their Aboriginal culture and heritage. 
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• Their identification as an Aboriginal person is growing stronger as they get older. 

• Values and beliefs associated with the students' Aboriginality are adapting and 

changing in some imponant ways. 

• They abhor the negative stereotype of Aboriginal people that they believe is 

promoted by the wider society. For some students this negative stereotype is a goad 

to succeed and prove it wrong. 

• They are aware of peer pressure and either distance themselves from peers or choose 

peers who suppon their positive view of school and learning. 

• They value the family. especially the immediate family. and have a good relationship 

with their parents who in tum suppon them in whatever they want to do encouraging 

them to take risks and attempt new areas of interest 
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CHAPTER6 

SCHOOL CULTURAL CAPITAL: KNOWING THE RULES AND 
PLAYING THE GAME. 

6.1 Introduction. 

The findings of this study suppon the notion that for the dominant group in modem 

Western society there is knowledge possessed to a greater or lesser extent by most 

adults about what is involved in being successful at school. This knowledge would 

include beliefs about the value and irnponance of school and the power of the 

individual, through his or her own effons, to determine their level of success at 

school. Such knowledge would also include regular attendance at school, provision 

of appropriate writing and reading materials plus a reasonable level of parental 

involvement and interest in the child's education. For parents of senior secondary 

students and for the students themselves there is additional knowledge which is 

irnponanL This would include an understanding of the importance of homework, the 

time committnent required to complete it and how this might require difficult decisions 

to be made about other commitments outside school. There is evidence already 

presented in chapter 5 that the students and their parents in this study possessed much 

of this school cultural knowledge. For example, both Stephen and Lisa place 

imponance upon regular attendance at school while completing homework is 

imponant for Caroline. 

This knowledge has a practical aspect as well. For example, recognition of the 

irnponance of homework will usually necessitate the provision of a quiet place and 

time in which it can be done. The provision of tutors in particular subjects expresses 

the high value being placed on education. So for students and parents with this 

knowledge and the practical strategies associated with it, the prospect of success at 

school is enhanced. For students and parents who come from a cultural background 

where such knowledge is not widely known the chances of success at school are 

lessened considerably. For many parents and students of Aboriginal descent this is 

often the case (Wans 1982, Harker & McConnochie 1985). 
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There is another aspect to having this theoretical and practical knowledge and that is: 

having a long-term purpose behind learning and succeeding at school. That is. if 

parents and students have a good reason for wanting success at school. if they 

perceive a goal is achievable by cooperating with the education system. then success 

will also be enhanced. This purpose may be a personal or group goal or a 

combination of both (Ogbu 1987, Gibson I 987, Mclnnemey 1988). 

Bob sums up the need for Aboriginal people to acquire the cultural knowledge of the 

dominant group: 

The only way that Aboriginal people are going to participate [successfully) in 

European society is to play the game and to know the rules. 

6.2 The school-related cultural knowledge possessed by the parents 
and students in this study. 

The parents and students in this study all believe in the power of the individual to 

influence his or her success at school. They believe that individual effort brings 

rewards. Parents show their belief in such a notion by encouraging or 'pushing' their 

son or daughter to do well at school. They may discuss with them the consequences 

of not doing well and emphasise the importance of school to future career prospects. 

All of the parents had high academic expectations for their son or daughter. They all 

encouraged and expected that their son or daughter would go to university and then 

enter a professional career. In order to be successful almost all the parents and/or 

students have reduced the non-school related comrnittnents of the students both inside 

and outside the home. The students. often encouraged by their parents. may 

voluntarily reduce their commiunents in activities such as sport and socialising with 

the extended family. All parents responded to their son· s or daughter's success at 

school in a positive way. They all expressed pride in their child's achievements. 

They also encouraged their son or daughter to resist negative peer attitudes and the 

girls were urged not to become too involved with boys. 
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6.2.1 Acceptance by both parents and students of the notion that individual effort 

brings rewards. 

Gwen and her daughter Lisa both believe in the efficacy of individual effort. Lisa's 

mother, Gwen, 'pushes' her to do her homework and attend school: 

Lisa believes it is up to the individual themselves - I hope she keeps thinking 
that [because] I'll be pushing her. I've always pushed her to do her homework 
and to attend school. I've told her to pull the teacher up if she doesn't 
understand anything. That's what they are paid for. 

Kevin pronounces unequivocal suppon for the value of individual effon: 

Nothing is impossible. If you put your mind to it you can achieve anything. 
You may have setbacks, but just don't give up, just think about the future. No 
matter what sex or colour you are you are not disabled - it is not that which 
prevents you from doing anything. 

For the Aboriginal career people the attitude to the individual being able to change 

things is similar even though they may not have had parents who consciously 

encouraged this belief. Joyce found the strength to strive for success within herself. 

Her mother's expectations were that she could obtain a good job in the public service 

as a typist or switchboard operator: 

I had always wanted to go to university. I wanted to finish matriculation and 
go to Teacher's College from about year 11 onwards. It was just me. That 
was the one thing [academic learning] that I knew I did right When I went into 
high school [and they were going to stream us] my mum said: "Make sure you 
get into the commercial stream." She thought I would be a typist or be on the 
switchboard. I don't know that any of the family ever thought about going 
past high school. Their expectation for me was a decent job in the Public 
Service. To be an office person means you've really made it. 

For Bob, individual effon was a necessity for the survival of himself and his family: 

My mother died when I was about 13 or 14 and my father broke down and 
went to Cairns. When he left I worked in a garage till midnight in order to 
provide for the others [two sisters and a brother] . I still went to school during 
the day. 
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Acceptance of the notion that individual effort brings worthwhile reward~ ~~ to 

have been accepted by both students and parents and is implicit in the live~ of the 

career people. 

6.2.2 Importance placed on school to improve career prospects. 

Both students and parents expressed the commonly accepted belief in Western culture 

that it is important to do well at school because that will directly influence what career 

you can aim for. Thus. there seems to be a strong belief in planning to do well now 

in order to influence career prospects later. 

I think education is very important if you want to succeed. When you get 
married and have kids you want to give them the best education . It is 
imponant for your career. I think about what it will be like in the future . My 
parents want me to do well and they believe that I will . (Kevin) 

Mwn is keen for me to do well- she wanted me to go into law because I woul.d 
earn lots of money but I didn't like Legal Studies. She wants me to have a 
better life than she had. When I am doing homework she leaves me alone 
because she realises the importance of homework. She screams at me to get 
up on a school day if I sleep in. (Evonne) 

School means a lot to me. I want to do well because of my career choice as a 
RAAF pilot. I have checked everything out regarding subjects ... . mum wa.nts 
me to do as well as I can and will support me in anything 1 want to do. (Neil) 

Evonne's mother, Valerie, gives a different reason for her daughter to do Law: 

I want my children to get everything from school that 1 never had. I want them 
to learn, to help other people. to help Aboriginal people is the mam reason. 
They could be a lawyer, doctor or a teacher. 1 would like her to go to um but 
she wants to get a job. I'd like her to have a job for 8 or 9 months because this 
has been a hard year. She wants to work in Aboriginal affws or Legal .-\ td for 
work experience and then go to uni. I want her to do law so she can help 
Aboriginal people. 

To reinforce the imponance of school and working hard some parents deliberately 

give their son or daughter important learning experiences. Max showed his children 

the negative consequences of not doing well : 

We have asked the kids what they have wanted to do and we have encouraged 
them in that I believe that you have got to have an education to get on and we 
have impressed upon them the importance of it. 1 took them to puhs to show 
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them how they would end up and to the CES [if they did no t do well at 
school]. And my wife [a nurse) has shown what would happen to them if they 
got sick. (Max) 

On the other hand Jan tried to give her son a positive experience: 

Some events are really imponant for children to experience. For example. I 
took Kevin to State Parliament one day to see a new member being welcomed. 
When I wrote a note to the teacher explaining the reason for the absence he 
said it was the most incredulous (sic) reason he had ever heard of. 

[Kevin is now very interested in politics.] 

For the successful career people, school could mean an institution such as an 

Aboriginal Hostel in town, being sent away to an instirution on an island hundreds of 

kilometres from home, or attending the local school in town or on the station. For 

example, Nicole who was taken from her parents when she was nine years of age and 

brought up on Croker Island for two years, then fostered out in Darwin, recalls the 

main influences on her attitude to work and learning: 

On Croker Island there was a heavy Christian influence and di scipline which I 
liked. I am still a practising Christian. When I think about it I realise that is 
the thing that really makes me. I believe that God takes care of you and has 
brought me to where I am. My family and whoever I was with were always 
very strict, I was never allowed out. I got love from my grandmother. My 
foster family also were very disciplined but they were also caring and I was 
part of the family. 

So the major influences on me were the influence of Christianity , the most 
important, strong discipline by all the care-givers and the third one was that my 
identity was never in doubt. I was always with Aboriginal people and I 
always saw myself as part of their group and part of their struggle. I always 
identified with them. 

6.2.3 High parental aspirations for their children. 

All of the parents of students in this study expressed high educational and career 

aspirations for their son or daughter. They all expected their son or daughter to 

undenake t·eniary study and from there to enter a professional career. As we saw in 

the previous section Valerie who has had no formal education at all wants her 

daughter to do law. Max compares the possibilities for his children with what it was 

like for him twenty five years previously: 
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I want my children to get a good education and to support themselves. You 
have to have education otherwise you have nothing. I had no goals when I left 
school. Back in those days in Darwin you could onJy get work as a wharfie, 
labourer or clerk. It was a matter of survival in those days. There are 250% 
more opportunities for my kids now. One of my c~ildren wants to go 
interstate to do medicine and Stephen wants to do econorrucs here at NTIJ. 

Gwen believes that Lisa's personal qualities would be suitable for her to take up a 

teaching care.c-r: 

I'd like Lisa to finish school and then go to Uni . I think she would be good at 
working with people. She is very soft - especially with children. I have 
suggested that she become a teacher but she just says she will see. 

Myra expresses a more general aspiration for her sons: 

My philosophy of child rearing is that I want them to grow up to be happy and 
reasonably successful and to lead a comfortable life. In terms of ambition I 
don 't [necessarily) want to see them as doctors or prime ministers but to fit 
into the community so that they are happy. I want them to be socially 
successful and to fulfil themselves. I actively encourage them to be 
independent and to be reasonably confident and sure of themselves. 

Jan sees success in terms of beating the system which is stacked against Aboriginal 

and working class people. She also claims the system is harsh on those Aboriginal 

men who have been successful: 

We can't alter the system but we can beat it on an individual level by not 
allowing the system to beat us through the pygmalion effect. Successful 
Aboriginal people challenge the stereotype. By doing this you are beating the 
syste m because the State doesn't expect you to succeed. When a working 
class person 's child becomes a doctor that is beating the system. But 
individuals beating the system is not enough. We have to beat it en masse. All 
successfu l Aborig inal men have been denigrated by the system. They damage 
them psychologically by saying they are not Aboriginal. 

For successful career people the parental aspirations fifteen to twenty years ago were 

much lower. There were few if any professional career opportunities in Darwin at the 

time and no university in the town. 
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6.2.4 Sacrifices that have to be made. 

An irnponant aspect of the 'cultural knowledge' needed for success in the senior years 

of high school is an appreciation of the amount of time needed to complete 

homework. This has to be taken a step funher however because in order to complete 

set work and other study requirements some time usually spent in leisure activities 

will have to be sacrificed. For students this often means cutting back on the time 

spent playing sport: 

In my spare time I play basketball in a competition. I used to belong to other 
clubs such as the Boys Brigade and Cadets but they took up too much time. I 
haven't continued much with sport since primary school because I have been 
concentrating on schoolwork and academic achievements. (Neil) 

I haven't dropped sport completely this year but I have dropped back to one. 
(Stephen) 

For the parents this has implications too: 

I know that Caroline is heavily into study so I do her chores for her so that she 
can keep her mind on it. Her older sister had the ability but did not put in any 
effon. Caroline has the ability and works hard so I do not want anything to 
get in the way of her being successful in the exams. My mother was too busy 
to give us any individual attention although she did buy encyclopedias for us to 
help in our schoolwork. (Karen) 

Not giving up some commitments may have a negative effect upon achievement 

according to Lisa's mother: 

Lisa could still do better if she gave up some of her sport. Last night she 
stayed up at her cousin's place until after midnight doing homework after a 
sports meeting. I don't think she is doing her best now. She did better at 
primary school. You go through stages though - she will probably get the 
hang of it next year. (Gwen) 

For the successful career people in this study the need to make sacrifices during high 

school was not important for most did not progress beyond Year 11. 
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6.2.5 Parental control and peer relations. 

Parental control of students is evident especially in their relations with peers. They 

are concerned that their son or daughter does not get caught up with the 'wrong' 

crowd From the evidence given in the previous chapter it appears that the students in 

this study consciously choose friends who are positive to school. These are examples 

of two more adaptive cultural changes. In wider Aboriginal society parents do not 

exercise strict control over their children and friends are not chosen on their attitude to 

school. 

Max believes that there is not enough parental control and gives an example of how 

far he is prepared to go to ensure his children's security: 

I think that a lot of children are out too late at night and there is a lack of 
parental control. I have always picked up the boys from wherever they are, 
even when they have finished their shift at 4 am at 'Hungry Jacks'. 

For the parents of girls their relations with boys is an imponant factor: 

She hangs around different people now, mainly [extended] family. One 
cousin who wagged school and went out with boyfriends was sent to the 
Catholic school by her parents. Lisa doesn't see much of her now. [If her 
friends tried to get her to wag school] it wouldn't worry her. She would tell 
them where to go. [I told her that] "You don't have to worry about what 
anybody else says." I advise her not to follow the crowd. not to get tangled up 
with the wrong crowd. I've told her I don't want her to get involved with 
boys, get herself pregnant. She has followed this advice. (Gwen) 

Evonne used to be friends with the manager's daughter here but she had a 
boyfriend and dropped out of school. She used to go out a lot at night. So 
now Evonne is no longer friends with her. She chooses friends who want to 
do well at school. I don't know why she is so different. Anyway, I'm just 
proud of her. (Valerie) 

Jan says that while Kevin has been exposed to the usual peer pressure there is a larger 

issue involved. That is the issue of Aboriginal culture having to come to terms with 

those who are gifted: 

If we had lived in a total Aboriginal situation he may have had pressure [not to 
succeed at school]. He has had the normal peer pressure . Aboriginal people 
have to come to terms with giftedness. Up here [compared to a southern state] 
I find that Aboriginal people are quite competitive in spon and in school. Just 
from the things Kevin tells me. 
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As we saw earlier (Section 6.2.2) in Nicole's description of her experiences many 

years ago on Croker Island and with her family and foster family, parental or 

institutional control, could be very strong too. 

6.2.6 Positive Parent response to student success. 

When talking about their response to the success of their son or daughter in school all 

the parents said that they were very proud of their children's achievements. Most 

parents saw it as a personal achievement for the students and sometimes a reflection 

on the attitudes they had encouraged at home: 

[I feel] my wife and I have achieved something when we see Stephen get on in 
his studies. I am proud of his achievements. Stephen comes home and tells 
us all about his results. (Max) 

I am very proud of Caroline, especially if she achieves the goal she is striving 
for. I am proud of her now for what she has achieved. She hasn't given in to 
peer pressure. She could have rebelled because of the [poor] relationship with 
her stepfather. It is up to the individual - if they want to succeed they will. 
(Karen) 

For Jan, Kevin's achievements have wider implications for Aboriginal people 

generally: 

I am proud of Kevin. He is the first generation [of Aboriginal people] who are 
succeeding. I am proud that he hasn't wanted to go off and waste his time. 
He doesn't respect people who waste their time. He has a responsibility to 
himself, to his family and to Aboriginal culture. He is a continuation of 70 
000 years of culture in the same place. Only now after 200 years are they 
achieving to their potential. It has been a conscious political effort on my part. 
He is the frrst generation which has not been affected by the welfare system. 
Now that they are in the mainstream that is good but they still need a little bit of 
help. (Jan) 

Kevin's attitude of not wanting to waste time is another example of social adaptation 

because a strong consciousness of time is not typical of Aboriginal people. From 

Kevin's point of view he recognised that his parents were proud when he did well: 

In primary school you got certificates if you did well. You felt proud when the 
teacher praised you. I got quite a lot of these certificates for good behaviour, 
sport and schoolwork. Mum was really proud and so was dad. (Kevin) 
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6.2. 7 Parental involvement in school. 

The parental involvement with school seems to have been quite strong relative to 

Aboriginal parents' involvement in schools generally in this city. especially in policy 

making committees. Max is heavily involved in two schools at the moment 

We have had quite a bit of contact with the schools. I am on the Aboriginal 
Parent Awareness and Student Support Committees of two schools. 
Whenever the boys have been in trouble with teachers such as detention, 
which I don't believe in, I have confronted the teachers over it 

For Karen, parental involvement in school is more 'hands on' in the classroom: 

I hope that I have influenced Caroline positively. I have always been there for 
her to fall back on. I have always been at the school helping out such as going 
on class camps. 

Jan was a member of a State Aboriginal Education Consultative Committee for a 

number of years. 

6.3 Cultural knowledge transfonned into practical assistance. 

Most of the parents in this study were able to give practical assistance to their son or 

daughter which took various forms. Myra gives three practical examples of how she 

has helped her son: 

I think that an area to study is very important Each boy has his own bedroom 
and desk. I have helped him with his English. He has had tutors through 
Abstudy which has helped boost his confidence. I encouraged Neil in having 
reasonable study habits from early on. I used to always ask if he had any 
homework today. I also organised a desk for him quite early. When I was 
studying at the University we all went to the library there regularly and I 
encouraged him to use it 

Kevin, who is typical of the students, has his own room and parents who understand 

the need for quietness at study time: 
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rve got my own room to do homework in. Sometimes I go to the State 
Reference Library or to the library at school. It's really not too hard to work at 
home [even though we live on a busy road] . Mum and dad try to keep quiet 

EvOODC was the only student who did not have ideal situation at home: 

I could do better if I stopped going to nightclubs and there was more peace 
and quiet at home. I have my own bedroom and do my homework there. 
Other children play on the trampoline, climb trees and play music outside my 
bedroom window which disturbs me. I told my mum about it and she used to 
tell the kids to be quiet Sometimes I go to the University library - I've been 
three times this year. 

For tbe career people there is little evidence of their parents taking specific strategies 

to belp them except to say school is good for you and to insist that they do their 

homework. Where families were larger, there was a significant amount of dislocation 

and dysfunctioning of families and the need to just survive economically was more 

pressing. Typical was Nicole who was placed in the non-academic stream at high 

school when ber results indicated that she should have been placed in the academic 

stream. Sbe bad no care-givers who had the cultural knowledge to confront the 

school: 

When I was in primary school I did OK in the academic subjects [averaging 
about 70%) but because I was of Aboriginal descent I was put in the technical 
Sb'e8l1l with all the other Aboriginals. It took me a while to work out what was 
going on. I was disappointed because I was a diligent student. I had no 
parents who knew the system and knew what I was capable of and there were 
no counsellors to look out for you. 

6.4 Qear long term goals: Giving a purpose to learning. 

Planning for the future after school can give students a purpose in doing well at 

school. Most students had very definite individual goals for wanting to do well at 

school. 1bese goals involved a particular career. Only Lisa did not express a desire 

to ~ehieve a particular goal in the future. Kevin was very defmite about achieving not 

only personal goals but goals which would have implications for Aboriginal people as 

well . 
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6.4.1 Personal goals. 

The students in this study varied in their commitment to having definite personal 

goals. Stephen and Caroline have mapped out their futures with their chosen career 

being an irnponant pan of that future. As well as having clear career goals, Stephen 

also has firm ideas about a future family: 

In three years time I will be at Uni doing a Law/Economics degree . In ten 
years I would want to be settled in a law firm and starting to be a barrister in 
civil law. Criminal law is dicey because I wouldn't like to be responsible for 
putting away someone if there was any doubt about it. It would play on my 
conscience . I used to want to be a corporate lawyer for say BHP because of 
the commissions you get. Big companies take care of you - it is security - like 
being in a family. In ten years time I will be married at 25 or 26 - I think you 
are closer if you marry earlier - and I would like to have a big family not a 
stereotyped one with one boy and one girl. (Stephen) 

Like Stephen. Caroline has set high goals and has a clear idea of what she wants to 

achieve. Having a family is not uppermost in her mind: 

I have a habit of setting really high goals and getting upset if I don't achieve 
them. I always wanted to be a doctor and I knew I would have to do well at 
school if I was to achieve that aim. In three years I will be at Uni doing marine 
biology. In ten years time I will be working at the Great Barrier Reef or at 
Seaworld. I like Dolphins, whales and sharks. I might be married. I might 
have kids. I don't think about such things. In 20 years time I want to be still 
working as a marine biologist because it is interesting. (Caroline) 

Another view of why Stephen wanted to do law is provided by his father: 

He set himself the goal of doing law a couple of years ago. Before that he 
wanted to be a policeman. A co uple of years ago something happened to our 
family when we were criticised by someone (publicly) and we oied to get 
some sati sfaction from the law and couldn't This made Stephen want to get 
involved in the law. (Max) 

Kevin sees himself pitted against a society which poses a big test: 

I call society the system - it's like a big test - you try and beat it. to get on top. 
In three year s time I will be at ANU I know I will. I will be learning about 
foreign affairs and politics. In ten years I will be working in foreign affairs as 
a diplomat in another country. I will also be married with heaps of kids. I am 
go ing to marry an Aboriginal girl and the kids will be sent to the best schools 
to give them the best education. 



Neil who wants to be a fighter pilot for the Air Force has similarly specific ambitions: 

I could be at 20 000 feet above the eanh cruising at high speed or I could be at 
Uni doing a degree in accounting economics and business or I could be a 
helicopter pilot or in my own business making a lot of money. I don't plan to 
get married until I am over 30 and hopefully will have 2 children - a boy and a 
girl. 

EvOODC however is less defmite about having one career aim and has more than one 

opcioo in mind; 

In three years time I want to be working for an Aboriginal Development 
Company like A TSIC but it would only be a short term job. Or I could be 
going to University and doing photography or as a dancer in the Aboriginal 
and Islander Company or in journalism. In ten years time I would like to be a 
photographer or a dancer but I still want to be single with no kids. In twenty 
years I probably will have a child. but I still want to be independent and doing 
wtwever interests me at that moment in time. 

Lisa is tbe least sure of what she sees for herself in the future: 

I don't know [what I want to do] . 

For the successful career people their goals upon leaving school twenty years ago 

wa-e more limited but developed after they had been in the workforce for some years. 

For example. Nicole became convinced that she needed to complete a law degree so 

that she could influence policy toward Aboriginal people. She came to this 

cooclusion after working as a nurse for ten years. Bob became involved with the 

welfare and education of Aboriginal youth after running his own business. 

6.4.3 Group goals. 

While personal goals were cenainly the most frequently expressed by the students 

tbey nevenheless did express some other larger goals. These usually involved either 

their parents and i.mmediate family and I or Aboriginal people in general. Kevin went 

into much detail: 

I want to achieve my goals. to satisfy mum and dad and so I can say to other 
Aboriginal kids that they can be No. 1. Just because you are Aboriginal 
doesn't mean you can't make it. My goal is to be a diplomat. Not just a 
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representative for Australia but for Aboriginal ~pie as well.. I want !0 show 
the world that we are still here, that we haven t been turned mto wh1tes and 
that we haven't been wiped out 

My long term goal is to own a shipping company. I want to start a shipping 
company here and train Aboriginal people , e specially from outback 
communities - those who haven't had an education and teach them all about 
shipping. The company will have an Aboriginal name and will fly the 
Aboriginal flag. It will help Australia and help the workforce. It will show the 
world just what Aboriginal people can do. 

I want the whole race of Aboriginal people to make it In the 'Business 
Review Weekly' I want them to say that the biggest company is Aboriginal and 
that it is run by Aboriginals. 

Successful career people have now come to see the group goal as the main motivating 

force in their striving for success in the Western world. For example. Nicole as a 

lawyer, believes that she can influence the situation of Aboriginal people through 

appropriate legislation. Bob sees his work in education as being important in 

improving the lives of Aboriginal youth. 

6.5 Linking theory to the data. 

The theory of cultural capital as espoused by Bourd.ieu and Passeron ( 1977) is based 

on the belief that groups in society possess through inheritance a level of cultural 

capital which is like economic capital in that it can be 'exchanged' or 'invested' in 

success at school and in turn in pursuing an influential career. Some groups in the 

community come to the education system with what society at large considers to be 

'good taste, insight and sound judgement'; a rich stock of relevant information; and a 

good command of language. School functions to discriminate in favour of those with 

an inheritance of this cultural capital. People from sub-cultures such as the working 

class or ethnic minorities come to school with a different set of 'good taste, insight 

and sound judgement' . But this different set of values and knowledge does not 

operate as capital in school because it is given no value by those in the dominant 

positions of power. Groups in society without the cultural capital deemed valuable by 

the school system and society will necessarily 'fai l'. This could help to explain why 

minority groups like Aboriginal Australians, which have had a history of being 

dominated and dispossessed, 'fail' in the education system. For the few that do 

succeed they must have acquired the cultural capital necessary to succeed. 
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Eri<:kson (1987) postulates that what is decisive in minority group achievement at 

school is whether as a group and individually they accept the institution of school as 

bc:i.Dg legitimate because they believe that it poses no threat to their cultural identity. It 

is because of a positive belief that one's personal interests will be advanced by 

compliance with the school authority that cooperation is given. The data presented in 

this chapter suggests sttongly that, as a group, these Aboriginal students and their 

families do accept school as a legitimate institution and are willing to cooperate with it 

in order 10 achieve their goals. This attitude is similar to that of the voluntary 

immigrant group described by Gibson (1987). Erickson also says that if students are 

10 succeed at school then they and their parents will need to trust the individual school 

and its teachers. This trust is developed and maintained through the day-to-day 

cocounller'S between individual students and teachers in classrooms. We shall examine 

tbis aspect of school legitimacy in the next chapter. 

Ogbu (1987) explains that. historically, the lack of achievement of Black Americans 

in schools is due to the pen;eived lack of career opportunities available to them when 

tbey gradua!e. Minorities were denied equal opportunity through a job ceiling. The 

unequal opportunity structure bred a cynicism in the Black community which was 

communicated to the children. They in tum could see little point to school 

achievement and so school failure became the nonn for the group. Ogbu's findings 

~ supported by Mickelson (1990) who documents what she tenns the 'attitude

achievement paradox among Black American adolescents.' Using a sample of 1,193 

high school seniors [Year 12 students] she found that there was a conflict between the 

positive attitudes Black adolescents have toward education and what they experienced 

or observed around them. What they saw around them were Black people with 

educational qualifications who were fmding commensurate career paths denied to 

them by the existing opponunity structure. Mickelson holds that it is this negative 

experience which influences Black Americans to perfonn below their potential. She 

concludes by saying: 

Without fundamental change in the larger opportunity structure, the 
underachievement of minority and working class students is likely to persist 
even in the face of the best-designed and most lavishly funded educational 
reforms. (p.60) 
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Thus school failure can no longer be represented as due to an individual lacking talent 

or certain social groups 'having' certain characteristics which make them unfit or fit 

for success. 

From the data presented in this chapter there is no doubt that for the six students and 

their parents there is an expectation that their educational credentials will be rewarded 

in the career structure. They believe that doing well at school is going to be decisive 

in attaining their career goals. They strongly articulate the commonly accepted belief 

that it is through individual effort and hard work that their personal and group goals 

can be achieved. It is beyond the scope of this paper to speculate whether they will be · 

given equal opportunity when they enter the workforce but there are signs that 

opportunities are being given to Aboriginal graduates in special training programs. 

For example, the Australian Broadcasting Commission has places set aside for 

Aboriginal people to train in different fields of the media. 

In summary, the main ideas expressed by the infonnants in this chapter were: 

1. The parents and students do have some school and Western cultural knowledge 

which can enhance student success. This cultural knowledge includes: 

• individual effort brings rewards 

• a high value is placed on doing well at school 

• parents have high academic aspirations for their children 

• parents respond positively to students doing well at school 

• in order to do well at school some sacrifices may have to be made 

• parents have a responsibility to try and exert some control over the student's 

choice of peers 

• parents need to involve themselves in school matters 

2. The parents and students are future oriented; that is, they consciously and 

deliberately plan for the future. 

3. The students are predominantly individually oriented and usually set themselves 

long-term personal goals. 

4. Some students and parents have a pan-Aboriginal perspective. 
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CHAYfER 7 

INSTITUTIONAL RACELESSNESS: 'URBAN' ABORIGINAL 
SniDENTS ARE NO DIFFERENT FROM OTHER STUDENTS 

7.1 Introduction. 

1be previous two chapters concentrated on those characteristics of students and their 

families which may be influential in school success. This analysis included an 

india!ion of how far Aboriginal parents and students are willing to change to meet the 

demands of school. This chapter will broaden the perspective and examine the school 

cootexl That is. teacher knowledge, expectations and attitudes toward Aboriginal 

students; the relevance of the standard curriculum to Aboriginal students; the 

relationships between the school and the families and the relationships between 

aa.cbcn and students; and how much the school is willing to change to meet the needs 

of Aboriginal students. But fli'S~ the influence of societal attitudes and beliefs on 

Departmental policy, on the school and its teachers, shall be examined briefly. To 

assist this examination, the views of informants from the school (both teachers and 

IMbninislralon), a senior administrator in Aboriginal education within the Department 

of Education, and senior Aboriginal educationists will be used 

7.2 'Real Aborigines' and Department of Education policy for 
Aborigi.na1 students living in urban centres. 

Tbere is a predominant view in mainstream society that the 'real' or 'genuine' 

Aboriginal person is one who is still living in a 'traditional' manner. This concept has 

even been internalised by some Aboriginal people living in urban areas. A student in 

this study stated that even though she was Aboriginal and identified as such, the 'real' 

Aboriginal people still spoke an Aboriginal language and lived in a traditional way. 

This predominant attitude has informed Government policy in such a way that 

Aboriginal people living in urban centres are assumed to be like everybody else and 

usimilated inro mainstream society. 
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The wider society's attitude, and Government policy in tum. det.ermines to a large 

extent Education Department policy toward Aboriginal students living in urban 

centres. Frank. a senior administrator in Aboriginal education. in the Northern 

Territory Department of Education says: 

There never has been a policy [for urban Aboriginal students) because they 
were never considered a special problem. 

One possible explanation for there being no Departmental policy for urban Aboriginal 

students may be found in the history of Aboriginal education in the Northern 

Territory. For many years there has been separate schooling provided for Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal students .. From 1955 until 1973 . the Welfare Branch of the 

Northern Territory Administration. Department of Territories was responsible for 

Aboriginal education in the Northern Territory (fschimer 1982). So-called public 

education, predominantly for urban students, was administered by South Australia 

from 1948 until 1973 (fschimer 1982). Thus there were two separate systems of 

education operating in the Northern Territory, administered from offices thousands of 

kilometres apart. The assimilationist polic ies which prevailed during this time no 

doubt would have influenced policy makers to assume that the needs of 'pan

Aboriginal' students in urban schools were being catered for by the nonnaJ programs 

and curricula being offered to all students. lbis may have been compounded by those 

'pan-Aboriginal' people who sought to assimilate into mainstream society in their 

attempts to achieve equal rights (Cummings 1990). 

Bob, a senior Aboriginal educationist, strongly supports the view that there is a need 

for policy with regard to the education of Aboriginal students in urban centres. He 

also suggests that the structure of the Education Department and the individual views 

of senior administrators has blocked the development of such a policy: 

There is no recognition by the Department that urban Aboriginal children are 
spec ial kids with special needs. Senior people [in the Department of 
Education] say that urban [AboriginalJ kids have access just like other kids. 
they are the same as everyone else. It is crucial that the Educauon Depanment 
develop a policy for urban Aboriginal students. Aborig inal education is a 
minefield in the Education Department. Different people have different roles 
and some of them are negative. 
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A senior officer in Aboriginal education in the Education Department. Frank. 

~gnises that urban Aboriginal students have special needs and supports the idea of 

devdoping a policy in this area: 

Urban Aboriginal students have special needs and there is a need for a policy 
to meet those specific needs. In the past the Northern Territory Department of 
Education has pretended that there are no Aboriginal children in urban schools. 

At the school level too there is a recognition that Aboriginal students have special 

needs which are being overlooked. A teacher involved with Aboriginal students at the 

school. Colin. suggests that this oversight has political significance: 

1be Department of Education doesn't recognise that there is a problem and 
(consequently] there is a lack of funding. They really need to be in ESL classes 
but they are seen as only for non-Australians. Politically there is a hidden 
agenda of non-assistance [by the Northern Territory Government]. They need 
conciliation but they are used for political election purposes. 

The l.ck of policy direction from the Department is compounded by the lack of 

relevant training and knowledge by teachers and administrators in schools. 

7.3 Teacher knowledge and attitudes. 

As a consequence of having no Departmental policy to provide direction for schools 

there has been little suppon for schools in meeting the needs of urban Aboriginal 

students. For example. there are very few Aboriginal support personnel in schools 

and almost no Aboriginal teachers to provide role models. Most non-Aboriginal 

teachers have had no background in Aboriginal history and culture which leads to a 

lick of understanding of the needs of Aboriginal students at the classroom level. 

7.3.1 Te.cher Training. 

A high proportion of informants cited the lack of training of teachers in Aboriginal 

Studies. and Aboriginal education and culture as being a contributing factor in student 

failure at school. A teacher at the school. Colin. sees a solution to this deficiency in 

teacher understandings through creating greater access to schools and classrooms for 

Aboriginal people in the community: 

85 



Most teachers have never done Aboriginal Studies. The teacher training 
process is at fault. We don 't admit that there are Australians of a different 
colour. The Aboriginal community has to have greater access to school and 
classrooms. 

This lack of knowledge on the pan of teachers disadvantages Aboriginal students in 

schools according to John. a senior school administrator: 

Teachers need to be more aware of the background of the students and have a 
historical perspective. We all have a European background and we know how 
to build on European student's knowledge. Because we don't acknowledge 
the historical background [of Aboriginal students] we are disadvantaging those 
students. Teachers might understand the special needs of Aboriginal students 
but they don't demonstrate it much. 

7.3.2 Teacher Attitudes and Beliefs. 

Apan from varying levels of knowledge about Aboriginal culture and education 

teachers also bring their own attitudes and beliefs about Aboriginal people to the 

classroom. As was shown in a previous chapter there is evidence of a negative 

stereotype of Aboriginal people in the non-Aboriginal community. Teachers, being 

members of the non-Aboriginal community would have been exposed to this negative 

stereotype and some would have accepted it consciously or unconsciously. A 

teacher. Marjorie. outlines the range of attitudes she has observed at the school: 

The~ is a mixed attitude toward Aboriginal kids by teachers from being lazy 
and wasung taxpayers' money to others who enjoy them, see a lot of value and 
want to work with them. 

Colin cited evidence of negative attitudes in previous years at the school: 

Ln the earl y 80's Aboriginal students were shunned by the school community 
b~ students and teachers. There was a monoculture and defacto assimilation. 
For e.x.ample. students were punished by not being allowed to panicipate in 
sport tf they cLdn 't attend subjects or perform in class. It was cutting off their 
mam avenue of self-esteem 
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7.3.3 Unconscious racist attitudes. 

Associated with teacher attitudes and beliefs is evidence of unconscious racist 

attitudes. 'The students and their parents did not believe there was a lot of evidence to 

suggest there were oven racist attitudes expressed by any of the staff. But for John. a 

senior administrator in the school, there was clear evidence of racism: 

There is racism [toward Aboriginal students] here. It is very subtle at times 
and it is not very active. But the sooner we recognise it the better. There is 
[also] a lot of resentment towards Asians and the extra assistance they get. 
Lower expectations in English because it is their second language. It is also 
widespread among the students although no-one is overtly racist. Some 
teachers have a lack of concern for students who don't attend regularly and 
who don't speak English. 

Surprisingly. John did not think that these racist attitudes would affect a student's 

.adc:rnic perfonnance: 

But we are more socially tolerant here than in other places. I don't think it 
plays a part in a student's academic attainment and most teachers are 
compassionate. 

Aboriginal people, being the recipients of racist attitudes. comments and actions are 

more likely to recognise its existence than a non-Aboriginal person who may believe 

they treat everyone the same. Bob, a successful Aboriginal career person believes 

that racism exists in Darwin and is evident in classrooms by the way some teachers 

pick' on Aboriginal students: 

Racism is a big problem in Darwin. Aboriginals are not treated the same in 
class. For example, they are blamed for any trouble and they sit in the back of 
the class. 

7.3.4 Treating all students the same. 

One commonly expressed attitude of teachers at the school seems to be that it is right 

and proper that all students be treated the same. It could be argued that treating all 

students the same, regardless of cultural and language background, is a form of 

racism and is assimilationist. Because teachers are members of the dominant culture 

and the middle class they will treat students according to the values and beliefs of that 
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group. By denying a minority group the opportunity to be educated, at least some of 

the time. according to their cultural values and learning style we are expecting them to 

fit into the dominant group's way of thinking. 

A counsellor at the school. Liz, stated that generally teachers don't distinguish 

between Aboriginal and European students: 

I think Aboriginal students are viewed by teachers as being like white kids and 
don't see any ethnic problems. 

This is corroborated by Paul. the humanities teacher: 

In my three manic classes I have some Aboriginal students but they are no 
different to the other students. 

But from the point of view of two of the students some teachers do not treat all 

students the same. Stephen says: 

Some teachers will give Europeans more time and assistance. Generally we 
[Aboriginal students] do not get the same type of enthusiastic help as European 
students. For example, the boy who sits next to me is European and the 
teacher [of one class] will spend in-depth time with him but only give a brief 
explanation to me. There is another Aboriginal student who sits in front of me 
who asks for a lot of help and I get the impression that she only gets a little 
help. 

Stephen's views are supported by Kevin: 

If you have the determination teachers won't stop you but at the same time they 
will not encourage you. Aboriginal students are definitely not encouraged to 
take the harder courses. You can see it in the way that Aboriginal students stay 
in the lower maths group. They want to be with their friends too. Unless you 
are really good you don't do the harder subjects. 

Bur Evonne thinks the school encourages all students regardless of their cultural 

group: 

The school expects everyone to do well regardless of who you are. We are all 
able to use the same facilities. 

Some teachers recognise that there are teaching strategies which appeal to Aboriginal 

students more than others. For example, Colin says: 
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In the courses [Aboriginal Studies and NT Studies] there is a bias toward an 
oral conttibution rather than a written one and an informal approach in the 
classroom. 

For Bob, an Aboriginal educationist. there should be more in-service courses for 

leaCbcn explaining diffc:rent learning techniques: 

Thc:re should be more meaningful in-service which should be aimed toward 
developing positive attitudes to different learning techniques. 

7 .3.5 Teacher expectations 

While some teachers profess to treat everybody the same, they appear not to have the 

same expectations. This is described by John, a senior school administrator: 

I have seen teachers adopt negative attitudes toward Aboriginal students 
regarding their expectations for those students. They have pre-conceived 
notions. Teachers need to have an historical perspective of where the students 
have come from. their history. We are expecting a lot for them to do well. 
Maybe the next generation will take the next step. 

Some teachers believe that the problem lies with the students having lower 

expectations of themselves. Marjorie says: 

I am regarded as one of the teachers who gets on well with Aboriginal 
students. They do well in my classes. It is just that their level of aspiration is 
not in that direction [tertiary study] . They are not even doing the subjects to 
even contemplate it Even talented students I have had have not been 
interested. Most Aboriginal kids go off and become semi-professional 
sponsmen. I used to be aPE teacher at another school and they excel mostly 
in spon. They do not value or think about the opponunities in teniary 
education. 

Uz says it is a combination of student and parental expectations: 

I haven't found that Aboriginal students have unreal expectations - often they 
don't have any. Two very bright Aboriginal girls I know well, haven't really 
thought through what they want to do after school. They don't have a plan. 
Their mothers have expectations of their daughters completing school but 
nothing after that Parental expectations are one level on from their own 
experience. 
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Comments made by parents of academically successful students in this study (quoted 

in an earlier chapter) do not support Liz's observation although her comments are 

probably true for most Aboriginal students. 

One teacher, Paul, thinks that career is not important for Aboriginal students and that 

they don't plan for the future: 

I'm involved with Aboriginal kids through sport but I never see them here 
[Careers Office] because they are not in the academic stream. Career is not 
important to them. They get jobs through football or their fathers as a courier 
or do Aboriginal courses at Centre for Aboriginal and Islander Studies. They 
don't really show concern for next year. 

The career advisors had not until this year approached Aboriginal students specifically 

as a group to give them advice. The career advisor's attitude was that it was up to the 

students to approach them. They do call meetings of students from time to time but 

not meetings just for Aboriginal students. Aboriginal students rarely attend those 

meetings. Marjorie says: 

My role is to collect and disseminate information to students from Universities 
and other higher education institutions from all over Australia. When students 
come to see me they have already made a decision about a career or course they 
want to do and they are after very specific information. I see Aboriginal 
students very very rarely. In four years on the job I may have seen [a total of] 
ten out of between 200 and 250 per year. 

There appears to be a vicious circle of misunderstanding because of the differing 

perspectives of teachers, students and parents. Students think that teachers have low 

expectations of them while the teachers tend to blame the low expectations of students 

and parents. Certainly the students and parents in this study do have high expectations 

for themselves and their children. 

7.4 Subject selection, career and tertiary studies advice and curricula. 

From a study of subjects chosen by Aboriginal students in the school it was found 

that very few selected academic subjects which would allow them to apply for 

university places interstate. From a total of 81 Aboriginal students in Year 11, ten 

had chosen four or more publicly examined subjects (PES) and by September only 
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six of these ten were still regular attendees at school. In Year 12 the situation was 

similar. Of 41 Aboriginal students eight were enrolled in enough PES subjects to 

apply for interstate university entrance. By September two of these eight students 

were no longer attending school regularly. Thus there are very few Aboriginal 

students enrolled in sufficient academic subjects to allow them to apply for general 

university entrance. A powerful influence on the subjects they choose are their peers. 

7 .4.1 Peer Influence and subject choice. 

From tbe evidence provided by students, teachers and Aboriginal educationists, it 

appears that peers have a major influence on an Aboriginal student's choice of 

subjects. 

Neil says: 

What your friends do is an extraordinarily large factor. If you don't have 
frieods in the group then you don't feel comfonable. There are social 
pressures and peer pressures. You become disconnected from the group. You 
have to make friends in the class and you may not know anyone. It is hard for 
an Aboriginal [because] some Aboriginals don't have the confidence. They 
tend to choose classes depending on the leader of the gang. 

There is also the nerd factor. If you do the top subjects you are considered a 
nerd [by other Aboriginal students]. It is not trendy or cool. The cool subjects 
are physical education, woodwork and technical studies - anything that doesn't 
~uire writing. Most of the Aboriginal kids don't know what they are going to 
do after school. Academic subjects require clear set goals. If they did have set 
goals they would be in a dilemma in regards to friends' attitudes to them. 

This is supported by the observations of Cheryl, the Aboriginal Liaison Officer. 

1be biggest problem that Aboriginal kids have is that they try and change their 
subjects just to be with their mates. Even if they don't like the subjects or 
aren't any good at it lbey use me to see the coordinators (to get their subjects 
changed]. 

It is also supported by Lisa. a student 

If you are with your mates you feel confident, you speak out and contribute in 
class. 
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7. 4.2 Career and Tertiary Studies Advice. 

1bere are three teachers who provide career and tertiary studies advice in addition to 

other teaching duties. Students can initiate contact with the advisors or they may 

obtain information at meetings called by the advisors. A clear manifestation of lower 

expectations. at least by the students, but accepted by career advisors. can be seen in 

the low numbers of Aboriginal students who seek advice on professional careers and 

tertiary study options. Paul. a career advisor, says: 

I give very few [Aboriginal students] advice on professional careers. No more 
than six per year out of a total of 200 to 300. This is because they are not 
doing the higher academic subjects. Maybe lack of ability. lack of role models 
in their family and friends and peer pressure. I have seen a few Aboriginal 
students break out of the mould in my class. There is added tension for them 
through extra pressure because there are so few [high] achieving Aboriginals. 
You can see that occurring when they don't give answers to questions you 
know the y know and through their lack of participation in class discussion. I 
dtrect them to special Aboriginal programs but other than that I treat them the 
same as any other student. I haven't had any Aboriginal kids coming to me 
wanung to be a doctor or lawyer. 

But there seems to be a lack of liaison with Aboriginal organisations which may 

influence Aboriginal students toward tertiary study. Marjorie. the tertiary studies 

advtsor says: 

I haven't had much contact with the Centre of Aboriginal and Islander Studies 
(CA lS) at the Northern Territory University. They have never been to this 
school We don 't think of Aboriginal kids when we think of uni and we don't 
tlunk of CAIS when we think of uni. 

Teacher. Colin. believes that Aboriginal students will not go to European course 

counsellors because: 

Aboriginal students don't regard European teachers as bona fide course 
coun~etlors . They would be more comfortable with an Aboriginal person on 
the other stde of the table . They just play along with the European way just to 
survtve. If an Aboriginal student said they wanted to do Physics the body 
language [of the career advisor] would be one of shock and there would be 
comments later about :"What's that Aboriginal student think he or she is 
do tng?" They would vet the bona fides of an Aboriginal student in that 
situation more closely !than a European). they would require greater 
venfication that they could do it.. 
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Colin also believes that it is the .lack of support from the education system that 

discourqes Aboriginal students enrolling in the academic subjects: 

Europeans have problems coping with a winner. It is intensified with 
Abonginal students. There are lines you don't cross if you are Aboriginal. 
1bere are no Aboriginal students in Physics classes because there is a lack of 
suppon for Aboriginal students right through the education system. 

This view is supponed by a student. Kevin: 

Here 1 lot of Aboriginal students just do PE or Year 11 courses. Teachers 
don't real.ly give them the encouragement to do other subjects. Unless you do 
it yourself. say you want to do [an academic subject], they don't care. 

7.4.3 ~ 

1be low expectations and stereotype of Aboriginal students as being interested only in 

ooo-Kademic subjects is apparent when some teachers and administrators talk about 

what is 1 relevant curricula for Aboriginal students. They invariably say that what is 

needed is sboner. more practically oriented courses. Rarely is thought given to how 

more Aboriginal students can be encouraged to take academic courses or how such 

courses could be made more relevant for Aboriginal students. Because Aboriginal 

students predominantly choose non-academic subjects, it is assumed that they are 

capable of succeeding only in those subjects. 

Marjorie, I teacher. says: 

We are constrained by the timetable. We need a curriculum leader to write 
practically oriented courses with content that will interest them [Aboriginal 
students], that will develop their thinking skills and for other kids too. They 
are probably the biggest disenfranchised group in the school. The sad thing is 
chat we don't have enough courses for them or enough teachers in the practical 
subjects. 

Tbe attitude that Aboriginal students need more practical courses has the effect of 

marginalising them. Rather, more effort needs to be spent on encouraging them to 

take academic subjects. 
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John, a senior administrator, thinks that the length of the courses is too long: 

Twenty week courses and some curriculum is inappropriate for Aboriginal 
students. 

Srudent. Kevin, says that curricula should be modified particularly in primary school. 

The modification is to suppon Aboriginal identity, not make the courses more 

practical: 

The curriculum has to be modified. Aboriginal students have to be taught to be 
proud to be Aboriginal at an early age. 

7.5 Aboriginal personnel in schools. 

Because of student reticence to be singled out and a reluctance to openly participate in 

class discussions, Aboriginal personnel are desperately needed in schools. The 

reluctance to seek advice may be explained by understanding the 'nature' of 

Aboriginal students. For the student. Stephen. Aboriginal students 'by nature' are 

different to European students: 

They aren't as outspoken. They tend to be shy and to stay in the background 
and don't get involved. That is their nature. If there is a majority of 
Aboriginal kids in the class they are more active and participate. If they are a 
minority they remain silent. They are scared of being looked down on, 
jumped on [if they say something wrong]. It is a carry on from when 
Aboriginal people were looked down on. 

Gwen, a parent supports Stephen: 

They are afraid to talk out. to express themselves. Most of the time they have 
the ability but they sit back and let the others do the talking because that is the 
way they are brought up. I didn't like reading out loud at school - I didn't 
have enough confidence. I used to hate talking in front of the class. I could 
do bener on paper. Almost all Aboriginal kids are like that. afraid to speak 
out. 

Having more Aboriginal personnel in schools may help to overcome this shyness. 

Aboriginal parents believe that having more Aboriginal teachers in schools would 

benefit Aboriginal students because they communicate with them better. Myra, a 

parent, stated: 
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School can help Aboriginal students by making parents aware of tutoring 
possibilities because they respond well to a one to one situation. Someone 
they can trust - they are more inclined to trust an Aboriginal person. There 
should be more Aboriginal people in schools as teachers, Aboriginal Liaison 
Officers - this is very imponant because systems can overwhelm Aboriginal 
people. There should be courses in Aboriginal studies. 

~ another parent. supported this view: 

There should be more Aboriginal teachers because they communicate better 
with the Aboriginal students. The curriculum should have more Aboriginal 
content When my 8 year old daughter was told Aboriginal stories by the 
Aboriginal trainee teachers she was [really excited]. She wants to learn an 
Aboriginal language because her nephew at Yirrkala has picked up a language 
in less than one year. Schools reflect white culture and learning, all the 
teachers are white and so Aboriginal people can't identify with it as much. 

Stephen, a student. also believes that a larger Aboriginal presence in the school would 

be beneficial: 

The:re is no one they can tum to if they have problems, there are no Aboriginal 
1eaehers. If there were a few more Aboriginal Liaison Officers and Aboriginal 
teachers there may be incentives and role models. 

Teacher Majorie also supports this view and sees a wider role for Aboriginal 

involvement: 

We need to bring in Aboriginal people and parents from the community to help 
devise courses and content 

7.6 1be 'professional' role of the teacher and pastoral care. 

A contentious subject with teachers in the school concerns their professional role and 

whether it should include a significant element of pastoral care. A senior administrator 

in the school, John. believes that the prevailing teacher attitude of treating students as 

if they can handle their own problems and be treated as adults needs to change: 

Teachers reflect a factory mentality to learning here. They think you shouldn't 
have to do pastoral care. They do the professional role of teaching well but 
they believe that students should be able to be treated as adults. The sc~o?l 
has a motto which suggests that we care about the welfare of students but It IS 
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not translated into school policy. We are trying to change that because we 
believe that about half of our students are in need of some pastoral care and 
support of varying levels. We need to identify those who will require some 
pastoral support before they get here so that they can be directed to specific 
courses which will help them get over their difficulty. 

This view is supported by MaJjorie, a teacher: 

There is not enough support for these kids, not enough pastoral care. They 
don't need to do five subjects with five different teachers, four hours every 
week. We rely too much for them to do the work at home but often the home 
environment is not conducive to this . They only need to do three or four 
subjects [and spend a longer time in each one]. They need more face to face 
teaching and the stability of fewer teachers. 

The Aboriginal Liaison Officer believes that Aboriginal students will do better in 

classes where the teacher cares about them: 

Students will do better in classes when they think the teacher cares about them 
- a sympathetic approach by teachers is needed. 

This notion of caring teachers is backed up by Gwen, a parent: 

These days teachers should be your friend- they would get better results. 

7. 7 Aboriginal Studies and other subjects with a major Aboriginal 
component. 

The status of subjects preferred by Aboriginal students is also a factor in not being 

able to choose Publicly Examined (PE) subjects. For example, Aboriginal Studies, 

which is predominantly chosen by Aboriginal students is a School Assessed (SA) 

subject. If it were a PE subject then it would give Aboriginal students a start in 

making PE subject choices. Ray, a senior Aboriginal educationist says: 

Aboriginal Studies has extreme value to those students who take it. But it is 
only an elective and it was meant for everyone whereas only Aboriginal kids 
seem to take it Because it is an elective it has little status and does not get as 
much financial support as other subjects. It was intended to redress racism 
and inequity. 
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Aboriginal educationist. Bob sees an inequity in the amount of resources made 

available to understanding the culture of overseas countries compared to that available 

for understanding the indigenous culture: 

In lemlS of curriculum I think that Aboriginal Studies should be a compulsory 
subject for all students at school at some stage in their Junior Secondary 
schooling. The purpose of that would be to combat racism. It should also 
fonn pan of the primary school curriculum and it should use Aboriginal 
people. There would be long-term benefits to the white students in terms of 
their understanding of Aboriginal culture. There is lots of money being poured 
into the Indonesian project but very little in getting to know the original people 
who actually live here. 

Tbal there are benefits in Aboriginal studies for Aboriginal students is supponed by 

ae.cbcr Colin who says: 

1be main concept we want to get across [in Aboriginal Studies] is that there is 
such a thing as Aboriginal history. Quite a few of the [Aboriginal] students 
were quite surprised that there is such a history. It gives them an opportunity 
to learn from their parents and grandparents. They have remained silent for so 
long. It is a learning process. The course attempts to promote self-esteem and 
tbe idea that achievement is possible. 

He also anests to its popularity with Aboriginal students: 

In semester one last year we staned with 20 students but soon we had 37 
because others moved from other subjects. All but two or three are Aboriginal 
students. 

Other subjects too may have an Aboriginal component which make them attractive to 

Aboriginal students. Colin again: 

Legal Studies in Year 11 has an Aboriginal Law component For example. the 
students discuss Land Rights. Deaths in Custody. the non-acceptance of 
Aboriginal Law by society. This follows through to Year 12. In first semester 
there were 11 out of 20 students who were Aboriginal, and four out of 20 in 
semester 2. The drop-out rate for Aboriginal students is higher. Northern 
Territory Studies is offered in second semester and is a carry-over from 
Aboriginal Studies. In a class of 27 thirteen were Aboriginal. Aboriginal 
issues are discussed in this subject and we participate in NAIDOC Week. The 
Europeans in the course often have good peer relations with other Aboriginal 
students and there is a good level of rapport through sporting contacts. 
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7.8 The Aboriginal Liaison Officer: Window-dressing or a source of 
support for Aboriginal identity? 

One aspect of schooling for Aboriginal students is the very low numbers of 

Aboriginal people employed in the school. In this context the provision of an 

Aboriginal Liaison Officer, who is of Aboriginal descent. is extremely important. 

However, how that person is received by the school and teachers, the status they are 

accorded and the support they are given is crucial to their effectiveness. 

The Aboriginal Liaison Officer, Cheryl, saw her role as being very important: 

I provide a service to Aboriginal students. For example, advice on Abstudy, 
how to fill out forms, tutorial help. preparing them for jobs. It is a very 
important job because I am a role figure, being there when you need someone, 
an infonnation source. 

John, a senior administrator in the school, also saw Cheryl's role as important, but 

said that there were problems : 

The Aboriginal Liaison position is an important one but it has a most 
unfortunate history. We didn't have one, then one had to leave under most 
unfortunate circumstances. The primary function [of the person] is to make 
sure that people come to school, get to class and then support them. 

Colin believes that Cheryl was not given the support needed to be successful: 

Having an Aboriginal Liaison Officer is only window dressing. The school is 
not fair d.inkum and not committed to it. It doesn't have much legitimacy with 
the teachers because the person is not a teacher and is Aboriginal. The position 
has not been thought through. Support for that person has been limited 
because of staffing restraints. I think they will let it run for a couple of years, 
then say it hasn't achieved anything and axe it The Aboriginal Liaison Officer 
typically starts off with no knowledge of the school or its structure and has to 
go through a learning process and so there is a loss of credibility. The 
demands of the position are immediate. The expectation is that if a student is 
black that officer will be able to son out all the problems with those students. 
It's not a one person job, there should be at least three in that position. 

Over the past eighteen months the position has been filled by three different people 

and remained unfilled for long periods of time. The interviewing panel for the 

position did not have an Aboriginal parent representative on it 
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7.9 Relationship of the school to the Aboriginal community. 

Traditionally, the school and the Aboriginal community have had good relations. 

John, the senior administrator says: 

Theile is a positive attitude from the school and it is reciprocated from the 
Aboriginal community at least superficially. They think they get a good 
bearing here but it doesn't run deeply on both parts. 

This view is supponed by Marjorie, a teach~: 

Aboriginal kids like this school. There is a bond between Aboriginal kids and 

this school. 

There is a lack of parental involvement in the school. Bob says that Aboriginal 

parents are threatened by the structure of schools: 

Parents are threatened by the structure of schools. Not many actually approach 
1eaehers. There are a lot of good teachers and principals but some do not have 
a good relationship with Aboriginal people. 

This view is supponed by John, a senior administrator in the school: 

Parents need a lot of suppon from schools. They are over awed by a place like 
this. Unless there is some personal contact Their school experience is limited 
• the attitudes towards Aboriginal people were negative then and that comes 
across to the kids. Aboriginal organisations should target the parents and 
introduce the STEP Program [how to be an effective parent] and others like it. 
Parents should inform themselves how the education system works and put 
forward any special requirements if they have any. So far they have had no 
say in curriculwn or schools. 

Teacher, Colin. believes that there needs to be a much greater Aboriginal presence in 

the school but that the attitude of 'shame' will be hard to overcome: 

Students need to see more family suppon by having Aboriginal parents around 
the school in roles. Shame would be hard to overcome. At the moment our 
suppon services don't suppon Aboriginal students. Aboriginal parents went 
through an education system that was hostile, they didn't do well and therefore 
don't want to get involved in the school. 
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Bob says that the structure of school councils djscourage Aboriginal people from 

becoming involved: 

School Councils are closed to Aboriginal people unless they understand how 
they operate. For example, if you are interested in getting on the Council you 
have to lobby beforehand because it seems tied up before the meeting even 
begins. There has to be more access for Aboriginal people to be involved. 
There should be more Aboriginal teachers on the staff as well. 

7.1 0 Linking theory to the data. 

In a Plenary address to the 'Education for All' Conference held in Darwin in October 

1990 Isaac Brown turned Fordham's (1988) concept of "racelessness" around: 

For many Aborigines it is not a matter of adopting a racelessness to stay within 
the schooling system as suggested by Fordham, but having to cope with an 
educational system which forces them into a raceless context This is the basic 
tenet of assimilationist policies, which assumes that cultural identity must be 
forfeited in mainstream education. 

From the data presented in this chapter there appears to be a lack of suppon systems 

for Aboriginal students, particularly suppon for a strong Aboriginal identity which is 

necessary for success at school. There is an assumption that Aboriginal students in 

urban centres will •fit in ' to the mainstream education system. Many European 

teachers lack training in Aboriginal education while some are at least unconsciously 

racist in their attitudes and have low expectations for Aboriginal students. The 

paradox is that while Aboriginal students are not being understood culturally and are 

supposedly being treated the same as all other students, teachers and administrators 

want more practical and shorter courses for them. 

There is a lack of Aboriginal personnel in the school with whom Aboriginal students 

might identify. The status of the Aboriginal Liaison Officer in the eyes of the teachers 

seemed to be low. There is also little genuine communication between the school and 

the Aboriginal community although the school seems to have a history of having a 

reasonable relationship with Aboriginal parents. The school has Little or no contact 

with critical Aboriginal institutions such as the Centre for Aboriginal and Islander 

Studies at the Northern Territory University. Personnel from the Centre could be 

crucial in giving Aboriginal students career advice which may encourage them to go 
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on 1D tertiary education. At the moment very few Aboriginal students are choosing to 

do ICidemic subjects or seeking the advice of European career advisors. 

1be lack of some fonn of pastoral care at the school is also disadvantaging Aboriginal 

students as they are one group of students who stand to benefit most from such a 

program. A pastoral care program would aim to suppon students through the period 

of their life when extremely imponant decisions have to be made, when often they 

lack the experience 1D make considered and informed judgements. Such a program, if 

it supponed a strong Aboriginal identity, would make a positive difference to the 

prospects of Aboriginal students in tertiary study and careers. 

1be relatively low status of subjects dealing with Aboriginal history and issues is not 

conducive to encouraging Aboriginal students to progress to tertiary education. For 

example. Aboriginal Studies can only be taken at Year 11 and is not a PES subject 

1be attitude that Aboriginal students will •fit in ' is also evident by the absence of a 

Education Depa.nment policy for teaching Aboriginal students in urban schools. Until 

tbc:re is system-level recognition and action toward recognising the need for a specific 

policy and suppon for schools to cater for Aboriginal students, they will continue to 

be the most disenfranchised group in our schools. 
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CHAPTERS 

CONCLUSION 

8.1 Purpose of the research. 

The purpose of this research project was to uncover factors which appear to be 

decisive for those Aboriginal students who are successful at senior high school. Most 

previous research has concentrated on investigating factors which have been 

important in the underachievement of Aboriginal students and has therefore focussed 

on students who are not succeeding at school. This research takes the opposite 

approach: focussing on those few students who are succeeding at senior high school. 

It can be argued that if the factors which have been decisive in their success can be 

replicated. then the numbers of such students will increase. 

Associated with the purpose of this research was my aim of wanting to tell a positive 

story about Aboriginal student achievement. Much of the discussion and debate in 

Aboriginal education concentrates on negative aspects which often do not provide 

positive direction for the future. Such debate and discussion may also reinforce the 

negative stereotype of Aboriginal student achievement held by the wider society. For 

such stereotypes to be challenged, there must be concrete information available which 

provides evidence to the contrary. Hopefully, the results of this research can play 

some small part in this. 

8.2 The ernie perspective. 

The ethnographic method was chosen because it best suited the context of the research 

project. An ernie perspective, a fundamental feature of ethnographic research, is one 

in which the researcher tries to present the views of the participants themselves. For 

200 years non-Aboriginal people have sat in judgement on Aboriginal people and 

provided various 'solutions' to the 'Aboriginal problem.' It is time that Aboriginal 

people had opportunities to speak for themselves regarding their education. I hope 

that their voices have come through loud and clear in this research. 
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1be main method used to collect data bas been structured and unstructured interViews 

with students and their Aboriginal parents over several months. Interviews with 

successful Aborigj.nal career people have added another dimension which has enabled 

a comparison to be made with the experiences of present day srudents. School-based 

and office-hued educators have provided a different perspective. 

8.3 Validity, reliability and limitations of the research. 

1be validity of research findings is delmnined by the degree to which the researcher's 

coocepb••lis.ation of the situation agrees with the reality of the siruation as seen by the 

participants themselves. An ernie perspective ensures a high internal validity in that 

my interpretation of each informant's viewpoint is equivalent to each of theirs. 

External validity, geoeralisability to other contexts, has been enhanced through 

comparing and contrasting the results and conclusions with other studies of minority 

groups. Validity bas also been enhanced by employing four different perspectives: 

students. parents, Aboriginal career people, and Department of Education personnel. 

A comprehensive and holistic description has been possible by drawing upon the 

evidence provided by the different informant groups. In all, there was a total of 26 

i.larviewces. 20 of them Aboriginal people. 

Reliability is tbe extent to which the research results can be replicated. Reliability in 

this study has been enhanced in several ways. Firstly, a detailed description of the 

research method including the theoretical framework used and data collection methods 

has been given. Secondly, my professional, personal, and academic background 

which may influence interpretations has been provided as well as my status position 

relative to the infonnants. Thirdly, the interpretations of the data in chapters 5, 6 and 

7 have been reviewed by Nicole, a successful Aboriginal career person and one of the 

key infonnants in this study. 

There are however, several limitations of the research method. As in most 

ethnographic research, a small sample (in this case, six students and their Aboriginal 

parents) fonned the major source of data . With such a small sample, the 

generalisability of the results to other high achieving Aboriginal students in other 

contexts is limited The amount of time for the collection of the data was also limited, 

with the interviews taking place over a period of six months. Another limitation is 
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that the researcher is a middle-class Anglo-Saxon male with a non-Aboriginal cultural 

perspective. Finally, most of the interviews were recorded by detailed, often 

verbatim, handwritten notes. Using an audiotape may have provided a more accurate 

and perhaps richer record of the interviews. 

8.4 Results of the research. 

From the results of the research, the following factors seem to be imponant in the 

students' success at school. 

1. Strong personal and Aboriginal identity. 

(i) All students and their parents are very proud of their Aboriginal culture and 

heritage. 

(ii) Students value individualism and claim the right to be accepted for who 

they are. 

(iii) AU students said that their identification as an Aboriginal person is 

growing stronger as they grow older. 

(iv) All students abhor the negative stereotype of Aboriginal people and for 

some it is motivation to do well at school and prove it wrong. 

(v) Most students were able to make conscious choices about peer friendships 

which enhanced their success at school. 

2. Display of academically purposeful learning behaviour. 

(i) Students are very determined and have a strong desire to succeed at school. 

(ii) Most of the students have clear, long term career goals. 

(iii) Most students put study before family or peer obligations. 

3. Positive relationship and suppon within the family. 

(i) All students value family relationships very highly with a priority on the 

immediate family rather than the extended family. 

(ii) All students seem to have a good relationship with their parents. 

(iii) All students have strong suppon from their family to do well at school. 
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4. Parents and students possess some school and Western cultural knowledge and 

aaicudes which ~ imponant for success at school. 

(i) Widely held Aboriginal values and beliefs ue changing in the urban 

covironmcn~ in part. as a response to the demands of school. 

(u) The imponance of homework was recognised by all students and parents. 

(iii) Parents endeavoured to provide a quiet place where homework could be 

done. 

(iv) Some of the students consciously choose friends on the basis of their 

aaitude 10ward school. 

(v) Most students have clear long-tenn goals and are willing to place 

achievement of those goals above family obligations and leisure activities. 

8 .. S Other findings. 

E~ which impacted upon the level of success of Aboriginal students in general 

was also col.lec1Cd in the course of this research. There seemed to be strong evidence 

to suggest that the school reflected, in large part. the values and beliefs of the 

dcminant group in the wider Australian society There did not seem to be a high level 

of advocacy for Aboriginal students on the part of the school as an institution or by 

some teachers. That is not to suggest that teachers were uncaring but they seemed to 

have accepted tbe 'status quo' of Aboriginal achievement and had little if any idea of 

bow to change that situation. At the time of the research ( 1990). the school had very 

few IU'alegies in place to improve Aboriginal panicipation and attainment 

Summarised. these findings include: 

(i) 1bere is unconscious and conscious institutional racelessness by the Department 

of Education and the school. This is evident by the lack of Depanmental policy with 

regard to the special needs of Aboriginal students in urban areas and the attitude of 

llWlY teachers of 'treating all students the same'. 

(ii) There is a general lack of teacher knowledge about the special needs of Aboriginal 

smdcnts living in Darwin. 
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(iii) Low teacher expectations for Aboriginal students in terms of achievement in 

academic subjects are evident in the notion that practical, shon-term courses are 

especially suitable for Aboriginal students. 

(iv) There is a negative attitude on the part of some teachers toward the provision of 

pastoral care in the school. 

(v) Very few Aboriginal students select enough publicly examined subjects (PES) 

subjects to enable them to apply for University courses. 

(vi) Very few Aboriginal students seek advice on tertiary courses and careers from 

non-Aboriginal teachers. 

(vii) Peer influence has a powerful effect on the selection of subjects. 

(vii) There are very few Aboriginal personnel in schools providing role models and 

suppon to Aboriginal students. 

(viii ) The relationship between the school and the Aboriginal community appears to 

be good but it lacks substance. This is reflected in the low participation of Aboriginal 

parents in the affairs of the school. 

8.6 The findings, previous research and theory. 

While Aboriginal people in general can be classified as an involuntary minority group 

because of the history and nature of their contact with the dominant group, the results 

of thi s research seem to suggest that the Aboriginal students and parents in this study 

dJsplay attitudes consistent with those of the voluntary immigrant group (Ogbu 1987, 

G ibson 1987). A possible explanation for this apparent contradiction may be that 

they have adopted the behaviours and knowledge of the voluntary migrant group in 

order to achieve individual and group goals. The voluntary immigrant minority group 

sees the behaviours and knowledge learned in school as not constituting a threat to 

their cultural identity. Rather. they see such behaviour and knowledge as being a set 

of skllls to be learned and applied in appropriate contexts. They are not seen as a set 
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of behaviours w:hich were to replace those of their own culture. Thus, in a sense, 

they live in two, social worlds: an Aboriginal community and the larger Western 

society. They apply the knowledge they have gained in both contexts to ensure their 

success at meeting the demands of both. 

The successful students seem to display attitudes not normally associated with 

Aboriginal people in traditional learning contexts (Harris 1980) or even some 'urban 

community' contexts (Malin 1989). For example, in this study: 

• parents and students appear to be highly future oriented. That is, they 

consciously plan for the future. 

• students are individually oriented and set personal learning and career goals 

for themselves. 

• students consciously choose peers according to their attitudes to school, put 

study before social commitments~ and place more emphasis upon the nuclear 

family than the extended family. 

The fmd.ings of this study do not support Fordham's (1988) 'racelessness' theory 

which she put forward to explain the strategy Black American high achievers 

employed The racelessness strategy was used to assist in resolving the conflict these 

students had between loyalty to the values of their cultural group as opposed to those 

of the school. Aboriginal students in this study however, seem to have developed a 

strong sense of identification with Aboriginal culture and heritage, albeit a changing 

Aboriginal culture, while conforming to the requirements of the school system. 

Brown (1990) prefers the notion of institutional racelessness in that education 

systems do not recognise the need to accommodate the backgrounds, values and 

beliefs of different student groups within schools. In effect institutional racelessness 

and institutional racism have a lot in common in tenns of failure to acknowledge 

cultural difference appropriately. 

1be successful Aboriginal students and their parents do possess at least some of the 

imponant knowledge which Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), have termed cultural 

capital According to Bourdieu and Passeron acquiring this school cultural capital is 

necessary if a student is to be successful at school. It is inherited by those in the 
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dominant group whose values and beliefs are reflected in the values and beliefs of the 

school system. For those outside the dominant group, who do not naturally inherit 

this knowledge, the 'cultural capital ' has to be learned as a ' second' culture. 

To be successful in the formal school system, learners have to be able to set their own 

learning goals, respond to feedback from the teacher effectively and be active learners 

by taking over control of their own personal learning path. These behaviours, 

Christie (1985) has termed 'purposeful learning', which might more specifically be 

called academically purposeful learning. For Aboriginal students in traditional 

situations, these behaviours are not required because of the informal nature of the 

non-school learning situation and the purposes of such learning. The successful 

Aboriginal students in this study, who live in an urban environment, seem to have 

acquired these necessary behaviours. There is evidence that they set goals for 

themselves, are able to respond to teacher feedback and take control over their 

learning situation in a similar way to those students in the dominant group. They 

have managed to do this in ways which they believe have not compromised their 

essential Aboriginality. 

8.7 What can be done to empower Aboriginal students? 

Cummins (1986) says that minority students will continue to fail in schools until the 

relationships between educators and minority students and between schools and 

minority communities change. The failure of our school system to meet the needs of 

Aboriginal students can be seen in the very low numbers of Aboriginal students 

successfully completing Year 12 and the very few Aboriginal people occupying high

level positions in professional careers. Cummins's radical solution is for educators 

and educational institutions to redefine their goals and their relationship to minority 

students and their communities. Thus teachers will have to cease 'treating all students 

the same' and recognise the need to adopt specific strategies to change the present 

situation. For example, this would include strategies to encourage Aboriginal 

students to choose academic subjects rather than plan more courses which are 

'practical'. 

The empowering of minority students would include developing curricula which is 

'culturally responsive' (Erickson 1987). This would include teachers understanding 
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the cultural significance of Aboriginal student behaviour. For example, when 

students sit quietly at the back of the classroom, reluctant to contribute to class 

discussion, instead of labelling such behaviour as "unmotivated", it needs to be 

culturally understood. By labelling such behaviour as "unmotivated" teachers are 

'inadveru:ntly co-producing with students the very behaviour that he or she is taking 

as evidence of an individual characteristic of the student'(Erickson p.337-8). 

Similarly, when students don't put themselves forward as wanting advice on tertiary 

courses this should not be seen as not having aspirations in that direction. Rather, it 

can be understood through a knowledge of the cultural values and the historical 

background of the student's cultural group and its relationship with the dominant 

group. Teachers' thinking should be re-directed in a way which focuses on ways to 

mcourage Aboriginal students to select academic subjects. One strategy might be to 

upgrade the stalUs of subjects which are particularly relevant to Aboriginal students. 

For example. Aboriginal Studies should be upgraded to PE status. The same 

principle applies to the school's interaction with the Aboriginal community. Energy 

and thinking should be applied in finding ways in which they can become more 

involved in tbe school rather than labelling their non-involvement as lack of interest 

8.8 Recommendations .. 

Below is a list of reconunendations regarding the education of Aboriginal students in 

high school in the Nonhem Territory. These recommendations have been made on 

the basis of the findings of this research project and are divided into five sections: data 

collection; policy fonnation; supporting Aboriginal identity; making Western school 

cultural knowledge explicit to Aboriginal people; and countering institutional 

racelessness. 

Day c;ollcc:tiog 

Data needs to be gathered which will provide an overview of Aboriginal 

retention and attainments in the senior secondary years of high school. The 

data will provide a basis for the development of a system-wide policy. It will 

also provide a basis for individual schools to recognise that there is a problem 
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and to plan strategies which will improve the retention and attainment rates of 

its Aboriginal students. 

Policy formatiop by Aborjgjpal peqple 

A policy for Aboriginal students living in urban areas needs to be developed 

which, among other things, will address the causes of low retention and 

attainment levels of Aboriginal students. The policy should describe strategies 

to be implemented at the system level which will redress the problem. This 

policy formulation and implementation of its strategies should be controlled by 

at least a majority of Aboriginal people with resources provided by the 

Department of Education. 

Sjmultapeous support for Aborjgjpal jdeptity apd academic success. 

Qualified Aboriginal teaching personnel should be appointed to high schools 

to act as academic tutors and counsellors to Aboriginal students living in urban 

areas. Their major role would be to take a personal interest in students and 

negotiate with the student and parents their subject choices and career goals 

and tutor them through these. For example, one trained Aboriginal high 

school teacher per fifteen Year 11 and 12 students could provide direct 

personalised academic and counselling advice thus assisting in solving the 

problem of peer pressure influencing subject selection. If such qualified 

Aboriginal teachers do not exist, some full-time study awards should be 

available to train qualified Aboriginal primary teachers for such a role in high 

schools. 

The status of Aboriginal Studies should be upgraded to PE level at Year 12 

and available in all high schools in the Northern Territory. Aboriginal 

students should be 'directed ' into such subjects instead of schools waiting for 

them to enrol. When Aboriginal students don ' t enrol on time it is assumed 

that they don't want to do the subject and so the subject isn't offered for that 

year. 

The feasibility of introducing more subjects with Aboriginal content should be 

investigated. For example, the teaching of Aboriginal languages in schools 
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should be undertaken. At the high school the students in this study attended 

there are nine foreign languages offered but none in the local Aboriginal 

languages which have existed in the Darwin area for thousands of years. 

Maldpr Watcm Kbool cultural knowledee explicit. 

A public campaign should be mounted (similar to the one which encouraged 

girls to study science, for example) which ·would focus on encouraging 

Aboriginal students to select academic subjects, and set appropriate academic 

and ca.n:er goals. Career camps for Aboriginal high school students should be 

organised which would follow a similar fonnat to those organised by FEPPI 

in previous years. 

The provision of homework study facilities, preferably off the school 

grounds, should be available for students. These facilities should be 

conttollcd and maintained by the local Aboriginal community. 

Couptcrinc jpstjtutjopal racelcsspess, 

A major increase in the number of in-service courses for teachers which will 

address the specific needs of Aboriginal students in urban areas should be 

implemented. The organisers of such in-service courses should seek to utilise 

the services of Aboriginal people as much as possible. Evidence of the 

successful completion of such courses should be a priority in order for 

teachers to gain Master Teacher starus or promotion. 

It should be mandatory for each School Improvement Plan to include 

strategies which will lead to more Aboriginal involvement in the school. For 

example. Aboriginal parents could have regular informal coffee mornings 

organised with the assistance of the Aboriginal Liaison Officer. Schools 

could develop regular links with Aboriginal education organisations such as 

the Centre for Aboriginal and Islander Studies. 

Study in Aboriginal education should be linked to teacher promotion by being 

a priority of the Education Department for a set period of say five years, 

initially. 
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At the Northern Territory University, teacher rraining should contain a 

compulsory course in Aboriginal education for alJ teachers because all teachers 

in the Northern Territory teach Aboriginal students at some time. Aboriginal 

students who live in urban areas should be w geted in their adverti sing and 

promotion of courses, especially teacher training courses. The teaching of 

Aboriginal languages should be introduced within the Faculty of Education 

with teaching positions allocated to Aboriginal people. Aborigmal student 

teachers would then be qualified to teach such languages in schools. 

The Centre for Aboriginal and Islander Studies should be funded to take a 

more active role in promoting the Northern Territory University and providing 

career advice to urban students in Years 11 and 12. Tile Centre should also be 

expanded to provide more suppon for the increased number of Aboriginal 

students entering courses in the Faculty of Education. 

8.9 Suggestions for further research. 

Because this study is the first to focus exclusively on successful Aboriginal students 

at the senior high school level, there is a need to replicate the results to substantiate the 

findings and be able to make generalisations from them. The fTWn finding of this 

study , namely the imponant influence of a strong personal and a strong but changing 

Aboriginal identity for success at senior high school, needs to be compared with the 

strength of personal and Aboriginal identity of low-achieving Aboriginal students. 

Similarly, a comparative srudy with a group of high-achieving European srudems may 

assist in obtaining an understanding of the universal pre-requisites for success in 

Western high schools. 

This study has taken a qualitative approach. A large scale quantitative srudy of 

successful Aboriginal students Australia-wide at senior hagh school would provide an 

excellent contrast to the results of this study. Similarly a quan titative study which 

aims to find the factors which influence subject selection by students would assist in 

combating the overwhelming numbers of Aboriginal studems choosing non-academic 

subjects. The nature of institutional racelessness in the school context needs to be 
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funber established and its effect on Aboriginal students • identity needs to be examined 

more closely. 

8.10 Concluding remarks. 

Tbere are some Abcxiginal students who are succeeding at senior high school but their 

numbers are still proportionately far below those of their non-Aboriginal peers and are 

a very small percentage of Aboriginal students at those levels. H more are to fully 

participate in the school system and achieve at levels comparable to the rest of the 

population tben they have to be given more affinnative action support in crucial areas. 

1be most important suppon is a dual one: support which is explicitly positive and on

goiag for students • Aboriginal identity and making explicit the school cultural 

lmowkdge necessary to succeed academically in Years 11 and 12. 

Fmally. educationists and policy-makers should take active steps to challenge the 

swus quo. Merely reflecting the attitudes of the wider society in terms of the negative 

stereotype of Aboriginal educational achievement will not alter the situation. 

~wennent of Aboriginal students, resulting in improved retention and attainment 

rates. will only come about when those delivering the schooling change the nature of 

tbeir relationships with such students. 
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