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ABSTRACT 

This pilot study seeks to determine if there is an empowering relationship 

between sport, physical education and academic success. It investigates 

through the personal life experiences of several successful Aboriginal 

high school graduates if sport was believed to be associated with their 

success in education and employment. 

The data was collected during interviews with informants representing 

the small group of Aboriginal students who have become academically 

successful. They provide unsubstantiated recollections of their past 

experiences. 

The literature identifies the contribution and influence of sport, physical 

education and education on ethnic minority groups. It recognises the 

negative as well as the empowering possibilities for Aboriginal education 

and employment. This background provides the basis for possible 

scenarios for Aboriginal and mainstream contexts and for the interview 

questions. 

The research considers the potential opportunities for the carrying over of 

skills from one area to the other, the influence of role models on 

Aboriginal students and the opportunity of access for parents to schools 

through sport. 

The findings identify three scenarios for linking the experiences of 

Aboriginal students in each area: a positive involvement which nurtures 

a number of skills and understandings (i.e., self discipline, planning, 

leadership, Western culture capital) which may lead to academic success 

and employment; a negative aspects (i.e., low expectations, greater 

recognition of sport than academics, limited sports 'career') which limit or 

detract students from academic achievement and prospects of 

employment; and suggestions for schools to adopt (i.e., promotion of 

academic role models, encouragement of parent and teacher relationships, 

integration sport and education into the curriculum, and utilisation of 

sports trips for educational and personal development) which may 

enhance skills transfer from sport to education to achieve improved 

academic attainment or increased employment opportunities. 

A number of recommendations for schools and other education 

institutions to address specific issues identified in the study are listed. 
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1.1 Introduction 

Chapter 1 

THE PROBLEM 

The interest to undertake research in the area of sport and education carne 

from the researcher's personal experience in teaching Aboriginal students 

in high schools in South Australia and particularly in the Northern 

Territory, from the early seventies. After teaching physical education and 

being involved in various levels of school sport where many Aboriginal 

students provided support and demonstrated ability in these activities, it 

became very clear that many very competent 'leaders' left school by the 

end of year 11. Unfortunately, demonstrating such competence in sports 

did not seem to benefit these students in academic areas and later, in 

employment. Consequently, this study aims to seek out if there is a more 

empowering relationship between sport, physical education and academic 

success. Or in other words, it aims to investigate through the personal life 

experiences of several successful Aboriginal high school graduates, if their 

involvement in sport was believed to be associated with their success in 

education and employment. 

1 . 2 Background of the problem 

According to former Australian Rugby Union champion Mark Ella, both 

in the school and the community, sport has played a significant part of the 

lives of young Aborigines (Harris, 1989: 5). Whilst many Aborigines have 

found participation in sport to be fun and some have made it a focus of 

their lives or a 'career', the potential consideration of sport and physical 

education as a bridge to lifelong education appears to have been largely 

overlooked or seen as detrimental to achieving this end. 

In fact, there appears to be two opposing views about the role of sport in 

the lives of Aborigines. Some claim that the channelling of Aborigines 

into sport reduces their access to academic systems and is a form of 

institutionalised racism (Crowley, 1990: 154-5). On the other hand, many 

people would claim that sport is used to develop self-esteem, confidence 

and motivation in young Aborigines, and some would suggest that this 

could possibly be capitalised upon for academic learning. 
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Statistics indicate that Aboriginal students have poor retention rates in 

high school and relatively few have achieved success at a senior high 

school level. From data supplied for the 1976 Australian Bureau of 

Statistics Census (ABS), in the rebuilding period following Cyclone Tracy, 

it was determined that Aborigines represented 5.9% of the Darwin 

population-the corresponding figure for 1991 was 7.1% (with an 

Australian figure of 1 .6%). Importantly, it should be noted that all 

statistics taken from the period that the informants attended City High 

School would be misleading 'primarily due to the manner in which 

"Aboriginality" has been defined and recorded' in the past (Dunbar, 

Burgen, Cusack and McMasters, 1991: 2). However, in 1986 the census 

found that significantly fewer Aboriginal people remained at school 

beyond the age of 16 (12% compared to 31% NT total) (ABS, 1990: 68). 

Consequently it is not surprising that in 1991, young Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander graduates were most likely to obtain skilled 

vocational (48%) and basic vocational (28%) qualifications and only 5% 

obtained bachelor degrees against a national average of approximately 22% 

(ABS, 1993: 54). 

1 . 3 Statement of the problem 

Since both sport and physical education has tended to become more 

demanding within the curriculum and in the community, it was felt 

there was a need to investigate ways that the interests of many Aboriginal 

students could benefit from sport in academic and employment fields. 

Sport and physical education can provide excellent opportunities for 

'learning by doing' and integrating theory and practice, to gain greater 

understanding from practical applications. Therefore it seemed obvious to 

consider if these empowering experiences could be carried over to benefit 

their academic and employment life chances. 

1 . 4 Purpose of the Study 

The objectives of this study are: 
• to determine if aspects of sport or physical education have contributed to the 

academic success and the life chances of Aboriginal high school graduates, 

from their point of view, 

• to highlight the ways that they perceive this did or did not occur, and 

• to make recommendations about the education system to benefit Aboriginal 

students in academic and employment areas. 

2 



1 . 5 Delineation of the research problem 

With the inclusion in recent years of physical education into the senior 

school curriculum, this was the first opportunity for some physical 

education teachers (other than those who had taught subjects at senior 

level before) to become involved in 'academic' course matters (personal 

experience, 1985). As some Aboriginal students undertook these courses, it 

permitted their teachers to become more aware of the academic 

competence of the students, in comparison to their motivation and ability 

'on the sports field'. Coupled with the course requirements which made 

the subjects suddenly more 'academic' in nature, it was of concern for 

some teachers to see some students often struggling or resenting the 

different approach in an area in which previously they were highly 

interested and competent. 

It seemed incongruous that sport as a recreational, yet motivating 

competitive environment, which required considerable 'theoretical' 

knowledge and skills to be performed well, could not contribute more to 

academic success in various school subjects. Furthermore, the social 

orientation of 'play' activities seemed to be put aside, replaced by the effort 

to teach the content in these subjects. It was apparent that students and 

many teachers had difficulty in accepting that they could pursue academic 

topics through physical activity, which often by necessity, would extend 

beyond simply playing 'games' (Dunbar, pers. com., 1989). However, it is 

this researcher's view that this pursuit, if conducted thoughtfully, could 

draw on the interest and knowledge of previously non-academically

oriented students and contribute to their general academic knowledge and 

benefit them elsewhere in their other schoolwork and ultimately in their 

lives. 

The key question for the study is, 'Is there a carry-over from sport to 

academic success, which provides Aboriginal students with opportunities 

to improve their lifestyles through success in formal education, training 

which leads to empowering knowledge and skills, and the like?' And 

although this study has been conducted with high school experiences in 

mind, so as to link to an employment context, it may also apply to young 

children attending school as well. 

It is suggested that presently Aboriginal students and their teachers see 

sport and physical education as separate from academic learning; the 

former is recreational, fun, enjoyable and not work, whereas the latter is 
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work, serious and the pathway for access into mainstream jobs and career. 

Unfortunately, the former is often considered for respite from the 

'academic' classroom, which is also used by teachers for reward or 

discipline, but not for their empowering possibilities. Furthermore, 

Aboriginal students often 'reinforce' this perspective, by demonstrating 

their ability, interest and enthusiasm for sport and physical education, as 

against a negative outlook towards classroom mainstream teaching-in 

this way, they appear to become a participant in their own 

disem powermen t. 

However, it is argued that this situation could change-that skills and 

knowledge gained through experiences in sport and physical education 

can benefit the life chances of Aboriginal students. Unfortunately, when 

considered by teachers and students to be separate entities, these 

opportunities remain forever as 'potential'. The study will examine this 

scenario, to understand and to make any recommendations for changes 

within the education system which could assist Aboriginal students to 

become more academically successful. 

1 . 6 Significance of the Study 

The findings of this research have particular relevance for urban 

Aboriginal students at school, and in the promotion and development of 

young sports participants in the community. This is pertinent for those 

considering 'careers' in sport, but not exclusively to them, and the 

counselling and support they should receive to maximise their future life 

chances. 

This study provides valuable information for teachers, including physical 

education teachers, and sport coaches to understand and know how to 

encourage the Aboriginal student-athlete. In addition, it may lead to 

strategies, which schools could adopt, to make the teaching of these 

children more effective. 

1. 7 Definition of Terms 

In the context of this thesis, sport consists of competitive games, which 

have more-or-less formal rules and are played in the community and at 

school, but outside of a set lesson for physical education. The notion also 

includes intramurals (e.g., interclass matches) and 'unofficial' games 

organised within the community. 
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Physical education is included to denote the educational intent in 

participating in a program of physical activity at school. It is an integral 

part of the curriculum and provides an opportunity for a formal 

statement or mark to be written on student knowledge, skills and 

attitudes as these pertain to sport in school assessment reports. 

The term academic success has been chosen to represent a formal level of 

academic attainment, recognised by an institution of further or tertiary 

education (e.g., an Associate Diploma, Diploma, Degree, etc.). 

Life chances are intended to represent the opportunities that arise in the 

lives of people, which could improve their lifestyles through education, 

talent, skill training and the like. 

Empowerment refers to the adoption of the 'culture of power', the skill 

patterns and styles that will allow Aboriginal students to be successful in 

'mainstream' society. 

Throughout this thesis the terms 'Aboriginal', 'Aborigine' and 'Torres 

Strait Islander' are used interchangeably to represent people who identify 

as being indigenous Australians and who live in an urban setting, unless 

specifically stated otherwise. 

1 . 8 Limitations of the Study 

The time for which the key informants attended City High School 

(fictitious name of the school) in Darwin varied considerably, therefore 

there has been no suggestion that the particular school or particular 

teachers were totally responsible for their educational attainment. 

The city involved in the study has been identified as Darwin because the 

socio-cultural-political relationships expressed may differ from those of 

other urban settings elsewhere in Australia. The generality of the findings 

may therefore be limited. 

The study involves interviews with students who have attended City 

High School between 1960 and 1980, and who have gone on to gain an 

academic credential. It assumes that they have clear reflections of their 

school experiences and that their retrospective view would be able to 

provide a certain insight that present-day students would lack. In 

addition, they may have observed their own children, family members or 

friends' experiences at school and later, during employment. This 
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perspective would provide the study with a mature outlook and valued 

comment. 

On the other hand, the study is limited by the ability of the informants to 

remember their experiences over the previous ten to thirty years, and the 

consequent difficulty of validating their statements. However, there were 

clear advantages in working with an older age group of school graduates 

to gain a better picture of long term life chances. 

In addition, even though there was time allocated to physical education in 

the period that the informants attended high school, it was often carried 

out simply as a lesson in which games and sports were played. This 

appeared to be closer to 'sport' than skills-based physical education, the 

approach adopted in more recent times, making the term almost 

synonymous with 'sport in lesson time'. In other words, many of these 

informants probably never experienced 'physical education' as it is taught 

today, though they did experience various forms of 'sport'. 

1 . 9 This study 

Chapter 2 reviews some current literature on sport, physical education 

and academic success. It highlights their contribution and influence on 

ethnic minority groups, recognises the negative experiences and considers 

some empowering possibilities for Aboriginal education and 

employment. As such, the literature review provided a background on 

which to base the possible scenarios for sport and physical education, and 

education in the 'mainstream' and Aboriginal cultural contexts, and to 

provide a focus for the interview questions. 

The details of the research methodology of the qualitative interviews, the 

data collection, recording and processing are provided in Chapter 3. The 

findings and a discussion relating these to the literature can be found in 

Chapter 4. In Chapter 5, a brief summary is followed by the conclusions 

and some recommendations for ways of implementing practices implied 

by the findings. In addition, there are suggestions for further research. 
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2.1 Introduction 

Chapter 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter will examine the connection between sport and 

empowerment through education as already described in the literature. It 

will consider a number of major areas of focus, including the following: 

the links between sport, physical education and academic achievement; 

the links between sport, education and ethnic minority groups; the 

possible disadvantages of sport and physical education for education; and 

examples of successful integration of sport in education. 

Consideration will be given to the research involving physical education 

programs and its place in the academic curriculum particularly regarding 

cognitive and social development. As competitive sport exists in schools 

and the community, discussion will cover the relationships between 

sports participation and academic performance of student-athletes. 

Since Aborigines represent a significant minority group in Australia with 

over 250 000 or 1.6% of the population (ABS, 1991), efforts will be made to 

consider the influence of sport and education on such groups. Reference 

will be made to studies of Navajo Indian and Mexican-American students 

in the USA regarding the achievement orientations and attribution of 

success and failure of these students. Also, reference will be made to the 

influences of physical education and academic curriculum areas on 

student success and status of West Indian students in Britain and 

American Blacks in the USA. 

A number of specific areas have been identified for scrutiny. Of particular 

interest to Aboriginal student-athletes appears to be the consideration of 

the transference of skills from sport to academics and employment. 

Possible disadvantages of sport for education will cover areas of 

discrimination, exploitation and alternate forms of achievement. Finally, 

consideration will be given to some aspects of sport in the curriculum 

which may improve the students academic levels, thereby empowering 

them to improve their life chances. 
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2. 2 Links of sport, physical education and academic 

achievement 

Physical education in the curriculum 

Research linking sport, physical education and academic achievement was 

highlighted during the development of the Daily Physical Education 

Program (OPE) in Australia in 1982. The main influence in this 

movement can be traced to France. It was from a health perspective that 

experiments took place in schools in Lyons (1933), L' Aide (before World 

War II) and Vanves (1952), where reduced academic time from the school 

day was replaced by periods of physical activity {Tinning & Kirk, 1991: 65). 

Although the Vanves study had some shortcomings in its design, the 

experimental group did perform better than the control in their exams 

despite having less time devoted to academic study (Tinning & Kirk, 1991: 

66). Shephard's Canadian Trois-Rivieres longitudinal study in 1977 found 

the 'healthy involvement in physical activity approach' beneficial to 

physical and physiological performance (Tinning & Kirk, 1991: 68). 

Following the work in France and Canada, similar research commenced 

in Australia with the Hindmarsh experiment in 1978. The results showed 

gains in health and fitness and maintenance of the previous academic 

performance levels (Tinning & Kirk, 1991: 70). This issue was extended in 

the 'Schools Health, Academic Performance and Exercise Project' (SHAPE) 

which was conducted in some Adelaide primary schools in 1979 (Coonan 

et al., in Tinning & Kirk, 1991: 70). On measures of academic performance, 

the researchers found that despite differences in the length of their 

academic lesson time, there were no differences between the groups in 

relation to rates of progress or decline from pre-study levels (Tinning & 

Kirk, 1991: 70). These findings supported the development of the set of 

curriculum materials, the 'Daily Physical Education Program', which 

became the 'de facto prescriptive [national] curriculum' (Tinning & Kirk, 

1991: 31, 71). 

Tinning and Kirk (1991: 72) raise an important issue about the place of 

daily physical education in the curriculum which is central to this thesis. 

Researchers have attempted to argue the merits of physical education and 

how it complements the academic program, but: 

... by grounding their claims that physical education has value in the curriculum 
entirely in the exercise/health connection, they seem to be accepting that physical 
education has no educational value beyond developing in pupils positive attitudes 
towards exercise. 

(Tinning & Kirk, 1991: 72) 
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On the other hand, they correctly indicate that an academic stance reflects 

the view that 'mental work is of greater educational value than manual 

work and so ... [it] is the prime category of activity in the curriculum'. But 

in order to avoid this perspective, Taylor and Chiogioji (1987: 22), who 

believed that reforms are required regarding program practice, made two 

pertinent suggestions: 

• 

• 

emphasise the cognitive learning of the concepts and principles that 
underlie a particular physical activity .... [and] 

integrate the physical education curriculum into the ... school curriculum . 
(Taylor & Chiogioji, 1987: 22-3) 

It is apparent that a student who understands what a basketball does in 

flight or when it rebounds off the backboard or floor, is likely to know 

something about the physics of flight, angular motion, angles of reflection 

and friction. The student can more readily apply this understanding in an 

academic context. 

Furthermore, Humphrey (1990) observes: 

... there is an increased attention span of primary age children during participation 
in physical education activities. When a task such as a physical education 
activity is meaningful to a child, he can spend longer periods engaged in it than is 
likely to be the case in some of the more traditional types of learning activities. 

(Humphrey, 1990: 72-3) 

These activities can provide motivation in relation to: 

(a) interest-as an introduction to other academic learnings, 

(b) knowledge of results or feedback (within an integrated 

curriculum)-to aid the understanding of the activity outcomes 

and which: 

and 

... many theorists feel. .. is the strongest, most important variable controlling 
performance and learning. The physical education learning medium provides 
almost instantaneous knowledge of results because the child can actually see and 
feel himself throw a ball, etc .... in a game. 

(Humphrey, 1990: 75) 

(c) competition-providing an active interaction of children in 

cooperative and/ or competitive situations, which can be relevant to 

games or academic classrooms. 

This approach, following a reciprocal interaction model of pedagogy, 

empowers students to 'assume greater control over setting their own 

learning goals and collaborate actively with each other in achieving these 

goals' (Cummins, 1986: 28). This appears to be particularly pertinent for 

many Aboriginal students, since where students are able to cooperate, they 
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10 
are able to socialise, meeting the need for belonging and being an accepted 

member of a group (Humphrey, 1990: 60). This occurs in play and it can 

create a positive social environment for learning-on the field or in the 

classroom (Wilson, 1987: 46). 

Sport influences 

It is perhaps convenient to introduce discussion about the relationship of 

sport and education following reference to play, since when play becomes 

formalised and competitive it tends to be called sport. 

In promoting the value of physical education (including sport) in schools 

in a flyer to parents, the Australian Sports Commission highlighted the 

scope of these areas. The outcomes of being involved in physical fitness, 

aquatics, sport skills and the like, were listed as the following: 

• Group membership • Reflection and planning • Challenge 

• Personal and social development • Creative expression 

• Strategic thinking • Communication 

• Respect for self and others • Access and equity 

• Friendship • Skill attainment 

• Fitness for life 

• Success and enjoyment 

• Lifetime leisure options 

• Leadership opportunities 
(Australian Sports Commission, 1993) 

Many of these outcomes were covered in the process strand of the 

national statement on health and physical education for Australian 

schools, agreed upon by the States and Territories of Australia in 1993 

(Curriculum Corporation, 1993: 8-11). It is clear from this list that sport 

and physical education could influence a wide range of developmental 

areas of students. 

In the United States, it is recognised that sport and educational 

institutions, such as schools and colleges, are very closely linked (Snyder 

& Spreitzer, 1989: 145-6). However, in some other countries including 

Australia, sport is more closely linked to the community (within clubs). 

While sport and education play significant roles in the socialisation of 

members of society, the overlap within the framework of school sport 

provides a link between school and the community. 

Snyder and Spreitzer (1989: 162-7) refer to a number of research studies 

which tend to indicate a positive educational benefit resulting from 

participation in sports activities in U.S. schools: Rehberg and Schafer 

(1968) found there was a positive association between athletic participation 

and higher educational expectations for boys from less advantaged 

backgrounds; Buhrmann (1972) found it was strongly linked with 



educational success among adolescent boys from poorer socioeconomic 

backgrounds; Spady (1970) found that student participation in 

extracurricular activities, such as sport, and the school peer group were 

important determinants of educational goals. The recognition the student 

receives during these activities apparently 'stimulates the desire for the 

continued status and recognition ... associated with ... [them] beyond high 

school. .. [however, there was a need to develop] the requisite scholastic 

skills' (Spady, 1970 cited in Snyder & Spreitzer, 1989: 164). 

In summary, it can be seen that physical education and sport can help with 

academic studies in a number of ways. They can improve one's health and 

fitness, which can result in an improved lifestyle. Research has indicated 

clearly that time taken out of a school day to achieve physical fitness can, 

at least, maintain previous levels of academic achievement. Cognitive 

development can occur by learning content, concepts and principles 

during physical education programs or by integrating the aspects of the 

skills, knowledge and attitudes derived from these programs with other 

curriculum subjects. Finally, it can also be a motivation for students, 

providing them with feedback during the competitive or cooperative 

'learning' situations associated with sport, physical education and playing 

games. Together these can have a very powerful effect on the 

achievement of academic success. 

2.3 Link between sport, education and ethnic mi nority groups 

The few efforts to link sport and academic success of minority groups in 

research literature have mainly been in relation to Blacks in North 

America and West Indians in Britain, not Aborigines in Australia. This is 

despite them having had a long history of involvement in games and 

active pastimes (Salter, 1967; Miller, 1983) and an interest and 

involvement in 'modern' sport extending from early colonial times: for 

example, the first Test team to visit England in 1868 (Mulvaney, 1967), the 

period of professional athletics in Australia called pedestrianism 1880-

1930 (Tatz, 1987), and their success in boxing and the football codes (Tatz, 

1987; Harris, 1989). This section considers pertinent studies involving 

Navajo Indian, Mexican-American and West Indian students regarding 

their achievement orientations in sport and classroom settings. 

Duda (1983, 1986) and Duda & Allison (1982) studied the achievement 

orientations and the attribution of success and failure of Anglo, Navajo 

Indian and Mexican-American students respectively in sport and 
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classroom settings. Duda & Allison (1982: 191) recognised that ethnic 

groups appeared to lack the indicators of mainstream achievement 

orientation and were labelled as unmotivated. Their orientation was not 

always equated with outcomes, such as winning and high marks, but 

included behaviours such as trying hard and cooperating with others. The 

1986 study confirmed that Navajo students favour a behaviour or process 

orientation for success and failure in sport, whereas Anglo students equate 

it to an outcome or product criteria (Duda, 1986: 128). However, in the 

classroom, success in academic areas is often based on high marks rather 

than trying hard. Therefore, in order to motivate minority students, 

teachers should attempt to 'reward' them for working well in the 

classroom-this is similar to the situation in sport, where the players are 

rewarded for playing well, despite their team not winning. 

The Mexican-American study considered differences of ability- or effort

based attributions on success and failure. From past work based on 

attributional analysis of achievement and motivation, the pattern 

exhibited by Anglo males reflects an achievement orientation (Nichols, 

1 980; Weiner, 1974 cited in Duda, 1983: 75). The studies imply that the 

minority groups tend not to have this. The Anglo students in Duda's 

study preferred 'ego-involved' success (judgements of goal attainment 

which were based on social comparison) more, and Navajos and Mexican

Americans placed more emphasis on mastery I task-based classroom and 

'group-oriented' social comparisons, for their academic success (Duda, 

1983: 73). None preferred failure to be ego-oriented-for them to be 

responsible. This Anglo student preference combination indicates that 

they were individually very competitive, particularly in sport, which 

would improve their chances for achieving greater success (Duda, 1983: 

76). In contrast, the orientation of mastery /task based and group 

comparison adopted by the Navajo and Mexican-American students may 

put them at a disadvantage in sport and education programs where 

individuals are rewarded for being competitive. This situation could be 

overcome if teachers included opportunities for group and task based 

learning activities in their programs. 

Out of an interest in the underachievement of West Indian students in 

England and their over-representation in school sports teams, Wood and 

Carrington (1982) considered the influences in physical education and 

academic studies on student success and status. While the West Indian 

pupils were found to be bigger, stronger and faster than other pupils, and 

appeared to mature more quickly in terms of body skilfulness, many 
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teachers considered West Indian pupils unlikely to achieve academically. 

Wood and Carrington felt these teachers' reasons were ' ... related to 

notions of cultural deficit, for example, overcrowded homes, ... a failure to 

understand the school system, ... an inability of West Indian parents to 

help with academic study ... ' (Wood & Carrington, 1982: 134). The result of 

these views was 'clearly to push black pupils towards those activities in 

which they could experience some success and achieve status' (Wood & 
Carrington, 1982: 134). 

Although they made some suggestions to improve sport and PE, they 

provided nothing to directly relate it to academic studies, as proposed 

earlier in this chapter. This is despite them citing Lawson (1979), who 

recognised that an important reason for changing the shape of school 

physical education and athletic programs came from the needs to 'dispel 

anachronistic and stereotypical notions regarding the cognitive [my 

emphasis] and psychomotor abilities of Black students and to open up 

avenues which have been hereto fore (sic) closed to them' (Wood & 

Carrington, 1982: 136). 

Regarding ethnic minorities, Braddock (1981: 336) notes that a number of 

researchers (Phillips & Schafer, 1971; Rehberg, 1969; Bend & Petrie, 1977; 

Phillips, 1979; Braddock, 1980) have consistently noted a positive 

association between athletic participation and educational attainment. 

Unfortunately, 'the view of sports participation as an impediment to 

educational attainment has become the dominant perspective in the 

literature' about Black youth (Braddock, 1981: 336). Braddock indicated that 

although any interpretations from his study should remain speculative, 

he suggested the most important finding was not that there are differences 

between Blacks and Whites in educational benefits associated with athletic 

participation, but 'such payoffs, contrary to popular opinion, accrue to 

black youths as well as white youth' (Braddock, 1981: 347). 

It is apparent the ethnic minority groups considered here tend to have a 

different orientation to sport and academic achievement from Anglo 

students, which may conflict with mainstream outlooks. Even though 

they may have a strong interest in sport, there seems to have been no real 

effort to incorporate their preferred styles and efforts to learn in academic 

pursuits. In order to open up the opportunities for success beyond sport, 

these aspects are worth considering. 



2. 4 An Aboriginal context to sport and education 

During the recent historical background of protection (to about 1950) and 

assimilation (to about 1970) policies, which applied to Aboriginal people 

in Australia, sport provided opportunities for them to step outside the 

repressive laws that controlled their lives, be recognised as successful and 

maintain their Aboriginal identity (See B. Cummings, 1990). Narcys (1990) 

writes: 

individuals are born into a particular world of meaning and they inherit a history 
which locates them within certain structures in society. Identity is therefore 
socially constructed with a common world of meaning. One identifies oneself, and 
one is located in a common world. 

(Narcys, 1990: 9) 

Urban Aboriginal people have had to overcome a background of such 

negative policies and many are still trying to find their own identity and 

where they fit in terms of their families. However, Langton reflects that 

identity formation has a dynamic dimension, when she says: 

Our identity as Aboriginal people has not been destroyed by what the whiteman 
has done to us, and lives on because our culture is transmitted by living people 
whether or not they still have access to sites. When I am told stories about my 
past, I am increasingly given a sense of who I am. 

(Langton, 1981, cited in Narcys, 1990: 10) 

In the past, Aboriginal people had limited access to education and Narcys 

(1990) provided some explanation of the inequalities which still exist. 

Under a deficit theory, Aboriginal students are blamed for their 

educational failure due to a poor self concept and this results in a 

resistance to comply with the education system. Conflict also occurs when 

the teachers, in a position of power, teach the students a foreign body of 

knowledge. Furthermore, this perspective relates to other internal 

contradictions and conflicting interests, such as a 'different world of 

meaning ... [leading to] an identity which is at odds with the mainstream' 

(Narcys, 1990: 12). ln order to cope, this forces the student to develop a 

'double identity' of 'home self' and a 'school self'. 

Crowley (1990) indicates that 'the construction of Aboriginal education 

involves immense ideological contradictions'. She found that process and 

structures set up to improve it: 

are sustained by a construction of Aboriginal education which incorporates, and re
makes in even more insidious ways, the very ideological underpinnings that it 
intends to challenge. In so doing Aboriginal education both subsumes, and is 
subsumed within educational inequality. 

(Crowley, 1990: 19�) 
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She suggests that the additional activities set up as being suitable 

specifically for Aboriginal students, 'do not contain educational capital 

that will provide pupils with skills necessary to participate in, or 

challenge, the dominant culture' (Crowley, 1990: 196). Amongst the areas 

identified, such as singers, dancers and painters, sits physical education 

and sport. This assertion clearly indicates that people are attracted to sport 

and physical education because they offer, not just an escape from 

academics, but as outlined earlier, a very attractive context in which to be 

involved. 

Within sport, there are opportunities for Aboriginal students to become 

acculturated into mainstream society. While it offers a level of play, which 

is very much associated with an Aboriginal style, it also has a high level, 

serious form. However, this has a strong element of paradox-an 'ironic 

pathos . . .  that the emphasis on developing skill and excellence in athletic 

performance may reduce the spontaneity, fun, and joy of sport' (Snyder & 

Spreitzer, 1989: 31). Apparently Aboriginal people have managed to move 

from playing for intrinsic rewards and seeking challenging situations, to 

one which is more involved with extrinsic rewards. In this latter type of 

sport, 'the emphasis in sport on achievement and success through 

competition, hard work, and discipline is isomorphic to the traditional 

value orientations of the larger society' (Snyder & Spreitzer, 1989: 31). 

From a functionalist perspective, this assumes 'the opportunity for social 

mobility is relatively open and . . .  individuals generally achieve their 

appropriate rung on the social ladder based on their abilities and effort' 

(Snyder & Spreitzer, 1989: 174). As larger numbers of Aboriginal people are 

reaching the higher levels of sport, they appear to be able to influence the 

conflict perspective views of social stratification and be able to be in a 

position to contribute to changes being made. This hierarchy has 

previously reinforced the inequalities that are embedded in societal 

structures of domination and discrimination. Although, Snyder & 
Spreitzer (1989: 221) notes that there can be an inconsistency in recognition 

given to some black athletes, who having overcome such barriers and 

become successful, only to find themselves perceived as marginal people, 

not fully accepted by either the white or black communities. 

White and McTeer's (1990) study on sport as a component of culture 

capital was based on the argument that this level of sport was a status 

culture, which mattered in the education system and operated 

independently of family background. Bourdieu's theory is based on: 
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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. 

(Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977, in Day, 1991: 80) 

McTeer and White consider that, 'members of this status culture are said 

to be able to communicate more easily with teachers, are perceived as 

being more able or talented . . .  than students who do not have the same 

cultural advantages' (White and McTeer, 1990: 66). They refer to 

DiMaggio's 'cultural mobility' model, which suggests that 'the effect of 

cultural capital is greater for children from low status backgrounds who, 

through elite sport participation, can gain entry to high status cultures' 

(White and McTeer, 1990: 70). 

However, under a program of 'socialisation' at the high school in 

Crowley's study, emphasis was on 'interpersonal relationships and the 

need for support over and above demands for educationally potent 

know ledges and skills'. She dismisses the idea that an egalitarian society is 

asserted as achievable through an emphasis on self-esteem, identity and 

'culture'. She believes that such a construction leads to 'systematic 

entrenchment of Aboriginal powerlessness' and suggests that Aboriginal 

people are incapable of comprehending 'academic knowledge' (Crowley, 

1990: 19�200). Her comments were supported by Day (1991), who 

suggested that identity maintenance can co-exist with mainstream studies, 

alongside the individual orientation of effort and hard work, and acquired 

cultural capital necessary to succeed academically (Day, 1991: 56, 80). 

Crowley feels strongly that all students should be able to receive such 

knowledges and skills and it is the role of the school to teach it to them, 

rather than to selectively impart knowledge to those perceived as able to 

'cope' with it, or as culturally 'suited' to it. That is, she believes that 

students labelled as non-academic are taught courses on 'vocation skills, 

or channelled into an emphasis on sport or involvement in community 

or school 'service' activities', as if they offer no benefit to the students 

(Crowley, 1990: 198-201). Day (1991: 93), also recognises that when 

Aboriginal students chose non-academic subjects, it reinforced teachers' 

low expectations and stereotypes of them. 

The informants in Day's study, Aboriginal students and their parents from 

a senior secondary school in Darwin, had a number of comments to make 

about the participation of Aboriginal students in sport. One mother 

recognised that her daughter trained hard to get into the Territory softball 

side and she tried hard in her studies as well. Another parent encouraged 
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her son to take up other activities (including basketball) to balance his 

studies. On the other hand, a key finding of Day's study was that due to 

study commitments, students should make a sacrifice and cut back on 

their leisure time activities-one student said that he dropped back to 

playing one sport and the softball girl mentioned previously, apparently 

was under some pressure, as her mother thought that she could do better 

if she gave up some of her sport. 

Finally, the study also reported on the pressure on Aboriginal students 

with regard to them making academic course choices. They tended to 

choose subjects where their friends were, or subjects such as physical 

education or woodwork, where there was little writing involved (Day, 

1 991: 91). It also was reported that there was a lack of support from the 

education system that discourages Aboriginal students enrolling in 

academic subjects. Unfortunately, one teacher's response was to provide 

them with more practical subjects, which Day recognised as having the 

effect of marginalising them. He suggested that, 'rather, more effort needs 

to be spent on encouraging them to take academic subjects' (Day, 1991: 93). 

One strategy suggested was that schools could upgrade the status of 

subjects which are particularly relevant to Aboriginal students, such as 

Aboriginal Studies (Day, 1991: 109). 

2. 5 Skill transference to academics and employment 

The literature suggests many ways in which skills and attitudes can be 

developed through involvement in sport. It can provide visible 

opportunities for developing leadership skills, and involvement in 

competitions can enhance their achievement aspirations (Hoferek, 1982: 

73-4; Bull & Albinson, 1986: 12). According to Chmielewski and 

Mylvaganam, many of the following sports skills and abilities required to 

participate in competitive sport could be transferred to employment 

situations: 

• your ability to motivate yourself to the nth degree, not just psyching 
yourself up but your team as well 

• your high concentration levels during training or at an event 

• ability to manage your time in direct relation to setting your priorities, 
scheduling your training routines, for example 

• your competitive spirit, which can be of direct benefit in commercial 
activities 

• the ability to maintain yourself in peak form physically and mentally and 
being able to manage stress 
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• 

• 

• 

your analy tical skills, assessing your performance and that of the 
competition and being able to devise a programme to improve your 
performance 

the ability to be flexible, being able to adapt your behaviour, your routines, 
your thinking to achieve your goals - you have been doing it on the field 
after all 

the ability to select goals and work towards their fulfilment, which is part 
of being involved with sport: maybe your own goals have had to be 
sacrificed or at least modified with those of team members. 

(Chmielewski & Mylvaganam, 1991: 18) 

In addition, many of these skills and abilities would logically benefit 

students in academic pursuits. 

2.5.1 Formal training 

A number of adult education training programs appear to have capitalised 

on the popularity of sport among Aboriginal people to draw them into 

their training programs. For example, this is achieved by: providing 

sports-related courses which require academic skills; including a sport 

focus in advertising courses; utilising analogies taken from sport to 

motivate or explain content and concepts. 

The inclusion of a Level One Basketball coaching course as a module in 

each of the Northern Territory Open College of TAFE Certificates of Initial 

Secondary, Foundation, General and Vocational Studies is an initial effort 

to include courses which utilise Aboriginal interests and competencies to 

achieve an academic credential. Since the introduction of this program 

into Aboriginal communities in 1990 was a new initiative, it was wise to 

include some courses which were familiar or of high interest to the 

students. Directly, these courses may provide employment for students in 

this field and in sports coaching. Indirectly, the skills learned while the 

students undertake these courses can be applied in a wider field. 

In either case, these courses appear to satisfy the outcomes of the 

community consultations on the Royal Commission into Aboriginal 

Deaths in Custody, which recognised the: 

need for expanded or improved programs . .  .for greater recognition of the role of sport 
and recreational activities as a means of prevention [of substance abuse; and] . .  .for 
greater emphasis on education and training . . .  

(ATSIC, 1992b: 21) 

Furthermore, in the directory on tertiary courses in Aboriginal recreation, 

culture and related studies, Federal Minister Kelly said that she hoped that 

tertiary institutions would 'foster an increased interest by both Aboriginal 
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and non-Aboriginal students in Aboriginal recreation, heritage and 

cultural studies' (Department of the Arts, Sport, the Environment, 

Tourism and Territories, 1990: iii). 

In another example where sport and 'training' appear to be linked, two 

young men playing basketball are depicted in the eye-catching graphics 

used on a poster and on the cover of a pamphlet promoting a recent 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC, 1992a) 

Community Training Program, 'Our training Our future'. Although there 

was no definite effort to 'provide a general education or training through 

sport', perhaps it is considered implicit to such courses being included in 

the certificate studies and training programs. Outwardly, it appears that 

this analogy stopped with the graphics. Yet consider the following caption 

from the pamphlet and note the similarity with the points made earlier by 

Chmielewski & Mylvaganam (1991): 

Through these plans, communities will: 

• decide their training needs 

• decide their priorities-that is, which training they think is most 
important 

• work out the best way of achieving their training goals 

• work out the results they want from training. 
(A TSIC, 1992a) 

In addition to the academic aspects of sports science, the use of sport 

'training' in simulation activities could be incorporated in programs that 

teach people about time management, goal setting, evaluating 

performance and devising appropriate programs. 

ln the booklet Aboriginal opportunities in employment, education and 

training (DEET, 1989), there is mention of two men, who managed a 

successful football club (bar management). Both had attended a special 

course--one had been a chef and the other had been the club's successful 

football coach. It asked the question, 'And the secret of their success?' and 

gave the simple reply that 'They set their minds to it, and put in a lot of 

hard work' (DEET, 1989: 39). Unfortunately, neither in this instance, nor in 

the section of the booklet regarding academic courses offered in Western 

Australia, did it specifically mention that Aboriginals could bring 

competencies and management skills, derived from sporting experiences, 

to their chosen programs, although that was implied (DEET, 1989: 28-30). 
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Referring to an Aboriginal Community Management and Development 

Program, Curtin University's Centre for Aboriginal Studies lecturer 

Darlene Oxenham says: 

the course is very complementary to the student's work situation. They actually 
apply the competencies of the course in their workplace, so they have to be in a 
management or leadership or administrative role in their community or 
organisation. That's part of the criteria for coming into the course. 

(DEET, 1989: 29) 

This experience could have come from a person's involvement in sport, 

perhaps as captain, coach or administrator. 

2.5.2 Career 

Following on from comments made earlier, those who participate at elite 

levels of high status sports can develop the majority society cultural 

capital to access higher status careers and become successful, even without 

good school credentials (White and McTeer, 1990: 70; Bouie, 1981 cited in 

Ogbu, 1987: 331-2). A good example is Charles Perkins. His First Grade 

soccer (football) career in Sydney assisted him in three ways: it provided 

the finance, together with contributions from his wife's salary, to study; 

enabled him to keep fit for the long hours of study; and was a means by 

which he could mix socially and enjoy himself comfortably. He wrote 'my 

main reason for playing soccer at a high level consistently and being so 

determined to do it, [was] so I could get my degree and speak and work on 

Aboriginal affairs' (Perkins, 1975: 69-70). He went on to become one of the 

first Aboriginal people to graduate from an Australian university and this 

led him into a successful public service career in the field that he chose at 

the outset of his studies (James, 1963). 

Other football players followed in Perkins' footsteps. His graduate cousin 

John Moriarty, who was chosen to play soccer for Australia, but did not get 

to play (due to International Soccer Federation bans on the National 

team); Harry Williams, who was the first Aboriginal to actually play soccer 

for Australia; and Australian Footballer Syd Jackson, became senior public 

servants (Tatz, 1987: 9-11). In Moriarty's case, he went on to become a 

successful businessman. Nowadays, it is a common occurrence that 

Aboriginals, like lawyer and recently appointed Human Rights 

Commissioner, Mick Dodson, when introduced as the new Director of the 

Northern Land Council, have their sporting 'credentials' given at the 

same time (Loizou, 1991). 
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According to Tatz (1987: 62), Evonne Cawley (nee Goolagong), world 

champion tennis player at nineteen, was 'the most successful, most 

revered, [and the] most acclaimed Aboriginal sporting figure'. People 

considered her as wonderfully gifted, radiating fun and with the quiet 

determination to win anything. Virginia Wade (cited in Tatz, 1987: 63) 

wrote, 'she had no drive for money or power or stardom', yet she won $1.5 

million in prize money. She also seems to have had a good marriage, 

conserved her substantial winnings and was involved in business 

enterprises in the U.S. Although, never in the thick of Aboriginal politics, 

she continues to be a well respected supporter of sport in Australia. 

Of particular relevance to Aborigines in the Northern Territory, is 

achiever Maurice Rioli. He came from the Tiwi Islands and played 

Australian football in the Western Australian Football League before he 

reached champion footballer status with Richmond in the Victorian 

Football League. In particular, in 1982-3, he was the Best and Fairest player 

for his club and was the winner of the Norm Smith Medal, which was 

awarded to the best player in the 1982 Grand Final. Both in Western 

Australia, Victoria and later in the Northern Territory, Rioli was 

employed by the state and territory governments and made significant 

contributions to Aboriginal sport and recreation. He had been involved in 

business ventures, student counselling and in 1992, he successfully 

entered Territory politics as the Member for Arafura, taking on the 

shadow ministry portfolios, initially of Sport and Recreation and later, of 

Mines and Energy. It is clear that his personal experiences in the fields 

outlined here, provided him with skill and knowledge to attain the levels 

of success that he has achieved. 

It is clear that many other Aboriginal sports people have reached high 

levels, particularly in Aboriginal affairs, community development, law 

and welfare, and it is central to this thesis to understand the contribution, 

if any, that sport may have played in their careers. 

2.5.3 Leadership - seroice 

Okihiro (1984: 334) referred to Spady's (1970) findings that leadership and 

service activities (which could include sports administration, school team 

or house captain, etc., duties) assisted athletes develop skills and attitudes 

in high school that would be useful and could lead to success in further 

education. In fact, Aboriginal students have been able to gain acceptance as 

leaders amongst the school population and, as mentioned previously, 
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some Aboriginal sports personalities have accessed higher status realms of 

'mainstream' society through sport. Maehr and Lysy (cited in Mcinerney, 

1988: 11) believe: 

even the temporary assignment of a leadership role seems to be followed by 
increased motivation in spite of sociocultural backgroW1d and social experiences. 
And, more generally, higher status persons seem to be encouraged to achieve at a 
higher level and lower status persons discouraged. 

(�clnerney, 1988: 11) 

This suggests there is a worthwhile and long term benefit in offering 

leadership roles to Aboriginal people wherever possible. 

Okihiro (1984: 346-7) also cited Otto and Alwin's (1977) study regarding the 

important role of involvement in extra-curricular activities in the process 

of early job attainment (whilst recognising that high sport commitment 

can limit the time available for such pursuits). This appeared to be 

associated with a person's ability and preference for dealing with people. 

These skills are reflected in the outcomes of the Australian Sports 

Commission's national Aussie Sport Programs (Sportsfun and Challenges, 

Achievement and Pathways in Sport or CAPS), which were introduced in 

1990-1991 to promote the development of youth leadership in sport. 

ln conclusion, it can be seen that there are a number of opportunities for 

sports skills, abilities and interests to be incorporated in academic and 

training courses. However there appears to be little evidence of any 

intention by educators or trainers to make such a link, despite the many 

examples whereby Aboriginal people appear to have benefitted from 

experiences derived from school, community or professional sport. 

Particular areas which have been identified as potentially contributing to 

their education are: the academic, planning and motivation skills 

involved in coaching or training courses; the personal development 

which occurs as a consequence of a successful sportsperson's higher status; 

and their ability to deal with people. 

2. 6 Possible disadvantages of sport (for education) 

Some people argue that the encouragement of Aboriginal involvement in 

sport ultimately disempowers them. Aboriginal students are often 

stereotyped as loving sport more than other school subjects. Yet according 

to Dunbar, Burgen, Cusack and McMasters (1991: 35-6), Year 10 Aboriginal 

students only ranked Health and Physical Education in the middle of the 

subjects listed for perceived importance for educational achievement 

(although, 'students planning to leave school early rated it more highly 



than did the students planning to stay on'). However, it is clear that the 

outlooks of parents, government and wider society have had significant 

effects on the participation of Aborigines in sport and physical education. 

2.6.1 Racism 

Many forms of disadvantage have been experienced by Aborigines. Some 

of the typical forms of institutional or structural racism have been applied 

to them; they have been stereotyped, discriminated against and exploited. 

2.6.l.a Stereotyping 

Aborigines have been often stereotyped as athletes, rather than for other 

attributes which they have (Dhoulagarle, 1978; Zavos, 1987). The danger of 

the natural ability argument is encapsulated in the following statement: 

what are we to infer from the 'underachievement' of blacks in formal education? ... 
(It) could be argued that they should be encouraged to develop their gifts and 
possibly neglect areas in which they haven't much aptitude. 

(Edwards, 1973, cited in Cashmore, 1990: 88) 

Unfortunately stereotypes are often reinforced by results, myths, family 

and the media comments and attitudes (Edwards, 1984: 8-9). In one of the 

press statements attributed to Australian Football League star Nicky 

Winmar during a visit to Darwin (Aboriginal saint comes to Darwin, 1991, 

Mar 10; High flying saint in town, 1991, Mar 16), it was stated that young 

Aboriginals should 'exploit your natural talent and play football'. Yet in 

another report, the message was much different. He had been invited to a 

local school as part of one of their programs to develop self-esteem and 

identity. During this program, the coordinator invited prominent 

Aboriginal people to advise youngsters that they can achieve well when 

they start with education. This report quoted him as saying: 'I found 

something I was good at and worked very hard to get to the level that I'm 

at today' (Clark, 1991). This appeared to say, 'do your best to achieve at 

something; that is, not just football'-a view held by Lionel Morgan, the 

first Black Australian to play Test rugby league in 1960 (Harris, 1989: 58 ). If 

the 'play football' story was the only one that people read, then they would 

have missed this message. Unfortunately, since sport has such an 

important place in the lives of young Aboriginals, it is disappointing to 

read continually that 'sport-only' will provide them with all of the skills 

to live successfully in today's society. 

However, does the call of sports heroes for youths to undertake an 

education have any influence on them? Black tennis champion Arthur 
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Ashe's message to high school audiences was 'for every hour you spend 

on the athletic field, spend two in the library' (Snyder & Spreitzer, 1978: 

83). Walt Frazier, a star New York Knickerbocker basketballer, who was 

moved by Ashe's comments, said, ' ... when I talk to kids, I tell them that 

they might not have the talent to become a pro athlete. But they have 

other talents. They should make the most of what they have. And school 

is the best place to develop those talents' (1977 in Snyder & Spreitzer, 1978: 

84). Although it was suggested that stereotypic views can not readily be 

altered, no matter who the 'hero' may be, it is important that female role 

models be involved as well (Lawson, 1979: 190). Despite the valued 

intention, perhaps if an 'academically qualified' sports hero was to make 

such statements, then they might have a better chance of being believed by 

minority youth. 

2.6.l.b Channelling 

As part of the Wood and Carrington (1982: 131, 135) study discussed 

earlier, they sought to find out if West Indian students from a 

comprehensive school were channelled away from the pursuit of 

academic credentials towards involvement in school sport, but they found 

no indication of this. However, Carrington (1983) subsequently found in a 

later study, that this 'occurred in part by teachers encouraging black pupils 

to "concentrate on sport in school perhaps at some expense to their 

academic studies" ' (cited in Crowley, 1990: 100). Students, particularly 

from the higher academic levels, were involved in sport, whereas the 

lower level students were more involved with being disciplined than 

getting quality programs (Wood & Carrington, 1982: 134). As a 

consequence of such practices, Partington (1985: 20), when discussing 

Cashmore's (1982) book Black Sportsmen, referred to the stereotype for 

Jamaican students (in England) was 'winners in sport, but not in 

education'. 

2.6.l.c Disruption to academic programs 

Crowley (1990) in her study of Aboriginal students at a high school in 

Adelaide, recognised that any channelling of attention and effort towards 

extra-curricular sport actually took the students out of class, disrupted 

their lessons, and thereby contributed 'to their unequal share of 

educational goods'. That is, they actually had 'more personal free time and 

less time involved in educationally empowering experiences' (Crowley, 

1990: 99). The situation was exacerbated by activities involving the 
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Aboriginal students, which were aimed at social control, were non

academically orientated or were extra-curricular and took the students 

away from scheduled lessons (Crowley, 1990: 148-9). 

In addition, Ngarri�an-Kessaris' (Harris, Malin, Murray and Ngarri�an

Kessaris, 1992: 14) study acknowledges Aboriginal children are encouraged 

to participate in school sports in school time, which caused them to miss 

out on school work-unfortunately, they found this is hard to catch up. 

Furthermore, particular talented individuals are often targetted for 

participation in a number of different sports. This situation is made worse 

when children are also involved in community sports which also take 

them away from their school and homework studies. 

This pattern was recognised by Lawson (1979: 191) within physical 

education, where programs alternated between: 

"play" periods . . .  [and] pseudo-military training via sport . . .  employed as devices to 
compensate for academic tasks and as an arena in which the "motor-minded" 
students may enjoy some success. In either instance, social control, not education, 
appears to be the concern. 

(Lawson, 1979: 191) 

While Aborigines may have ready access to sport, unless efforts are made 

to develop better 'access to the skills and knowledge that might at least 

provide them with the option to choose to accept or reject mainstream 

education or employment' (Crowley, 1990: 157), a vicious circle of 

educational inequality may continue to exist. 

2.6.1 .d Low expectations 

Teacher expectations have a significant part to play in determining the 

type of student response and sustaining the level of performance 

(Martinek, 1981: 58). Wood and Carrington (1982: 135) advise teachers of 

physical education to avoid tolerating low standards of behaviour and 

work, since this can lead to reduced curriculum offerings. Where this 

situation occurs, minorities are denied access to good education and this 

contributes to their school failure (Ogbu, 1987: 318-9). Furthermore, 

teachers are 'permitting wild behaviour on the grounds that this is natural 

to all children, but particularly to blacks, who will be discouraged by 

criticism or persistent demands upon them' (Partington, 1985: 20). 

Delpit believes students must be 'taught the codes needed to participate 

fully in the mainstream of . . .  life' and the 'culture of power', in order to 

receive the better programs (Delpit, 1988: 296). She refers to Massey, Scott 
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and Dornbusch (1975), who found 'that under the pressure of teaching, 

and with all the intentions of "being nice", teachers had essentially 

stopped attempting to teach Black children' (Delpit, 1988: 296). Partington 

(1985: 20) refers to Rosenthal and Jacobson's (1965) self-fulfilling prophecy 

or what he describes as the 'Good boy, Leroy' syndrome, where praise and 

achievement is awarded, even when the justification for offering this was 

absent. She believes teachers are not able to remedy these situations as 

they appear not to want to listen to what Blacks are saying about their 

children's education-their efforts become the 'silenced dialogue' (Delpit, 

1988: 281). 

As it is important to recognise the alternate world views of Aboriginal 

people, teachers should not be permitted to lose the opportunities of 

empowering students in mainstream situations. Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander students from Northern Queensland, in O'Shane and 

Bickford's (1991: 39) study, were aware that they were being given 'a lower 

level of schoolwork than those around them, and of some teachers not 

expecting them to achieve'. However, when teachers emphasise the 'easy' 

nonacademic subject options, they contribute to the students' deteriorated 

academic performance (Skaalvik & Hagtvet, 1990: 305). They should 

realise that with the evolution of the economy into high-technology 

enterprises and advanced services, it requires a professionally trained, 

literate labour force and any deprivation of academic success will be 

detrimental to students in the future (Naison, 1982, cited in Eitzen and 

Purdy, 1986: 23). 

2.6.1.e The plight of the student-athlete 

At a time when there is interest in developing talented young Aboriginal 

footballers in Australia, this creates a dilemma for children and parents to 

balance sport and schoolwork. 'Putting their effort into sport has a number 

of pay-offs which are hard to forgo, such as the development of confidence 

and positive self-esteem' (Harris et al., 1992: 14). However the training to 

become successful in a sport can often interfere with a child's effort to raise 

or maintain their academic standard at school. Contrary to the situation in 

the United States, no formal scheme appears to exist which links their 

access into high level sport with plans for them to receive further 

education or skills training for employment in other fields than football. 

Perhaps one significant reason why youth find it difficult to make the 

balanced choice or recognise their reduced education options, is that 

professional sport is just so big and attractive. 
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The linking of sport with education formally may not be clear sailing. 

Edwards (1984) says it would be difficult to overcome the stereotype of 

black super-athletes and the circumstances which lead to the exploitation 

of black student-athletes in the American School-College-University sport 

system where 'sports, over the last 40 years, have accrued a reputation in 

black society for providing extraordinary, i f  not exemplary, socio-economic 

advancement opportunities' (Edwards, 1984: 8). However, he explained 

that so few actually make their living solely from sport and claims to the 

contrary, do not represent reality. A similar conclusion, relating to West 

Indians in Britain, is supported by Wood and Carrington (1982: 135). 

In Tatz's book Aborigines in sport, he writes about only 230 men and 

women, who made a 'name' for themselves out of sport-covering a 

period of 120 years. This was not a complete list, yet he suggests that only 

'for the few - for the Ellas, Evonne Cawley, perhaps two boxers, and a 

handful of footballers in soccer, league and Rules - there can be no doubt 

that sport has been a "door opener" ' (Tatz, 1987: 127). Only some of the 

comments in his book about the Aboriginal players, referred to their 

education status-few players related any contribution that education 

made to them gaining their sporting success. Elsewhere, even champion 

Australian footballer, Chris Lewis overlooked the benefits of gaining a 

private school education in Perth, and playing school first grade football, 

said: 'Without wanting to put my school down, footy at Christ Church was 

probably a step backwards for my career' (Brayshaw, 1991: 16). 

2.6.2 Alternate fonns of achievement 

Pertinent to the current situation, where the Australian Football League is 

interested in young Aboriginal players, Lawson (1979: 189) recognises that 

with the increasing professionalism in sport in the U.S. 'from an early age, 

sport marks an economic commodity as much as [being] an educated 

person'. This outlook tends to blur the differences that sport or education 

offers to securing economic security (certainly in the short term). Ogbu 

(1987: 326) argues, while involuntary minority groups, such as Aborigines, 

may realise that education is needed to get ahead in life, they don't believe 

that they have equal chances as whites to do so. Therefore they often 

develop survival strategies, such as diverting their efforts into 

nonacademic activities, to compensate for this. 

According to the findings of Duda & Allison (1982) and Duda (1983; 1986) 

discussed earlier, the decision to pursue a formal education is made more 
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difficult where there are recognised differences in attribution of 

achievement and motivation between sport and education. Aboriginal 

students may recognise that sport and non-academic subjects offer a 

preferred process, mastery I task-based orientation with group-oriented 

social comparisons, which is in contrast to a style often used in schools to 

achieve academic success. This would indicate that they would find the 

style of many nonacademic subjects and activities at school more 

appropriate than those which may be more educationally empowering for 

their future. 

Whereas Hargreaves (in Tinning, 1990: 60) suggests that when West 

Indian children in England perceive the restricted opportunities for 

success in other fields after they leave school and they see sport as an 

alternate way of achieving, Partington (1985: 18) believes that there may be 

no choice. They may find sport a compensation following discrimination 

at school and perhaps it is their only avenue to success. This view appears 

to have been pertinent for Aboriginal people in the past, if not still today. 

Unfortunately, Hargreaves (1990: 60) warns that if teachers promote Black 

participation in sport as an alternative success system, integrating them 

into the school culture or to gain prestige for themselves and their school, 

this can depress their level of academic achievement. 

Sport can provide a positive acculturation into the dominant society. 

However, stemming from the historical past of Aboriginal people, long 

term personal success needs to be achieved in a balanced, believable way. 

Ogbu (1987: 324-5), discussing the folk theory of 'making it' and the use of 

survival strategies by involuntary minority groups, such as Aborigines, 

suggested that white educators had a positive role in forming the folk 

theory that a sound base education prepares people for good jobs that pay 

well. 

In conclusion, it is clear that there are a number of instances where aspects 

of sport involvement can disadvantage the education of the Aboriginal 

athlete. People, particularly teachers, have tended to promote the sporting 

prowess of these students over their needs to be educated. They were often 

not expected to achieve academically, yet were allowed to go out of school 

all too often, so that they would have had difficulties in overturning any 

of the shortfalls in their education background. There has been little effort 

to promote success at sport, alongside of success in education. Educators 

need to listen to the increasing numbers of concerned parents and 

academically achieving Aboriginal sports role models who are demanding 
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that Aboriginal student-athletes receive educationally empowering, rather 

than exploitive, experiences. 

2. 7 Successful integration of sport in Education 

Sport and Physical Education can provide opportunities for improving the 

educational status of Aboriginal students by introducing academic content 

into courses and integrating topics with other subject areas from the 

curriculum. It can provide an appropriate context for teaching staff to 

invite Aboriginal parents into the schools to become more acquainted 

with them. In fact, some students appear to have been attracted to stay at 

school, aided by government student grants, because of their desire to play 

sport with school teams, particularly representative teams. 

2.7.1 Cognitive Physical Education and the integrated curriculum 

Taylor and Chiogioji (1987: 23) suggest educational reform to improve the 

academic offering of physical education-by emphasising the cognitive 

learning associated with activities, making the course content more 

intellectually rigorous, and encouraging learning for mastery. This should 

occur throughout the years of schooling, not just be introduced for senior 

school courses, as those with poor academic skills could be frustrated by 

the change from earlier, essentially practical approaches, and continue to 

fail. Clearly Fordham (1988: 81) would support strongly the idea of 

learning for mastery for Aboriginal students, as it involves personal 

improvement in skills rather than performance in competition with 

others, and through personal effort in service to the group. 

While it has been suggested previously that sport and physical education 

can cause students to be distracted from academic studies at school, it is 

also true that sport (along with music and art) can be integrated effectively 

into the curriculum (Brandt, 1980: 4; Werner, Simmons and Bowling, 

1989). Many subject areas can be taught during physical activity lessons as 

what Humphrey (1990: 68-71) calls 'cognitive Physical Education'-for 

example, 'the extensive body of knowledge that has resulted from research 

in the exercise and sport sciences might well be used . .  .for academic 

improvement' (Lawson, 1979: 192). 

Sport courses could incorporate a wider educating role. In the conference 

report of the Western Australian Aboriginal Sports Unit (1990), it was 

identified that most groups included education as an important item for 

improving Aboriginal sport. However, the notion of education appeared 



to be 'about sport'-topics such as, sports administration, first aid and 

sports science-no mention was made of the development of the 

'academic' skills to achieve this end (and which could empower those 

people to benefit elsewhere in their lives). Whilst development of 

academic skills may be implicit to the program, it is questionable if any 

people, deficient in these skills, were taught how to improve them-that 

is, writing and other academic skills taught so that the participants can 

present their ideas more effectively and so on. By including this 

component in courses, it might encourage more candidates to participate 

in the program and achieve its stated outcomes. 

Plato and Socrates believed that academics and athletics are not in conflict, 

but are compatible, even complementary in the process of education 

Ooseph, 1985: 20). Joseph recognises that it can only become a problem 

when people can not get their priorities in balance and focus. Although, 

Eitzen and Purdy (1986: 17) suggest that when combining academics with 

high level sport, it does require a good high school preparation and well 

established education goals. This is where Aboriginal students have had 

difficulty in the past. Ngarritjan-Kessaris believes that support, in the 

form of: 

the appointment of more Aboriginal staff in various curriculum areas, including 
physical education, would go some way towards resolving . . .  [the] difficulty of 
choosing between study and sport. They could devise sport programs which were 
more closely tied in with academic programs, and attempt to minimise the 
either I or choice between sport and school work. 

(Harris et al., 1992: 15) 

In addition, successful higher education Aboriginal enclaves, such as the 

Monash Orientation Scheme for Aborigines (MOSA) at Monash 

University and other centres of Aboriginal and Islander studies, are 

potentially in the best position to provide this support for the 

sportsperson who becomes a tertiary student (lrrluma, 1988: 2; Crisp, 1989). 

2.7 .2 Bringing Aboriginal parents into the schools 

Ogbu (1987: 317) recognises that some minority groups succeed, not 

because of their different language or cognitive style, but the main factor 

appears to be the nature of the history, subordination and exploitation, 

and the group's responses to their treatment, which is involved in the 

process of their schooling. In order to address these issues and to provide 

support for their children, it then becomes important to involve 

Aboriginal parents in the formulation of the policies and practices of 

educators. 
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Edwards (1984: 10), speaking of Black American athletes and their efforts to 

overcome inequities in the education system, is realistic when saying: 

'sport is simply too important, too influential, and too deeply embedded 

in American life for blacks to abstain from involvement'. It is therefore up 

to educators to make an effort to link education more closely with sport. 

Surely this comes within the education principles of the common goals of 

the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Policy, 

devised to improve access and equity of participation and to achieve 

appropriate educational outcomes. In particular, the following seem 

pertinent to this topic: 

3.1.5 Aboriginal youth are more likely to participate in education and develop 
learning competencies when: the organisational climate of the educational 
institution is welcoming to Aboriginal students and their parents or guardians; 
when the curriculum is and is perceived to be, relevant and appropriate; when 
sensitive and skilled teachers use teaching strategies which take into account of 
the different cultural backgrounds, socialisation experiences and living conditions 
of Aboriginal students are given clear directions on their responsibilities and 
constructive feedback on their performance. Much depends on the attitudes and 
understanding of principals and teachers. 

3.1.6 For Aboriginal education purposes the effectiveness of schools, colleges and 
other educational institutions depends in large part on the degree to which 
Aboriginal people are involved in the processes of educational decision-making. 
Without parental and community involvement there can be no guarantee that 
students will attend, that the curriculum will be relevant and that learning 
outcomes will be achieved. Aboriginal youth are also more likely to stay on and 
succeed at school when they see and have contact with Aboriginal people in 
professional roles in the school, and are exposed to Aboriginal role models. 

(DEET, 1989: 13-16) 

Eckermann (1985: 11)  suggesting that a deep chasm existed between 

minority children and effective education, provided a list of strategies to 

improve the situation. It would be interesting to determine the extent to 

which her suggestions of social activities, newsletters, personal visits, 

open days and parent-teacher interviews, provide opportunities to discuss 

sport or physical education and education issues. Perhaps if schools 

undertook sports activities consistently over a period of time (rather than 

isolated events), relationships between the teachers and the wider 

community (including parents) could develop. 

It is implicit in this suggestion that the community become involved in 

the decision-making and that an effort be made to address the education 

issue. O'Shane and Bickford (1991: 28-32) reported that Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander parents in Northern Queensland recognised the 

importance of their involvement in education and expressed a desire to 

participate. Sporting events could provide an informal gathering whereby 

'parents could develop skills to better participate in their children's 
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schooling' (O'Shane and Bickford, 1991: 31). As Cummins (1986: 26) points 

out, efforts to involve the parents in the children's education can provide 

a sense of efficacy that can be communicated to the children with positive 

academic consequences. 

These aspects have been more or less included in the Commonwealth 

funded Aboriginal Student Support and Parental Awareness (ASSPA) 

Program, which commenced in the Northern Territory in 1990, to address 

targetted areas of the Federal Aboriginal Education Policy. It has the added 

benefit of providing a number of clear roles for Aboriginal parents (Harris 

et al., 1992: 15, 152-4). It is yet to be seen whether a positive opportunity of 

using the relationships developed through sport will be incorporated in 

the efforts to enhance Aboriginal attitudes towards education and 

academic performance. 

It is useful to know that Snyder & Spreitzer (1989: 86-7) proposed a 

theoretical model of socialisation into sport (see Figure 2.1), which 

recognised that parental interest and encouragement in the child's 

participation influenced their perception of their ability and involvement 

through to adulthood. Although, in a separate study, they found that 

parent encouragement was greater for participation in sports at a higher 

level of competition (that is, university over intramural sports). 

Williams ( 1987: 262), recognised the social support of friends (or spouses 

in Figure 2.1) and while discussing American high school sport, suggested 

that the arrangement a network of supportive relationships within the 

students' environment provides us with some ideas how to encourage 

participation in formal education and sport activities. (This is a key 

principle included in 'A national statement on health and physical 

education for Australian schools', 1993: 5-7). Also included, was the 

suggestion that study halls be set up for athletes to attend before sports 

practices. Apparently home work centres, set up in some schools under 

the ASSP A program, have ironically clashed with some primary school 

sport association practices (rather than community sport activities). (The 

start of school-based activities at 3.30 p.m., is probably arranged to avoid 

the clash of times with the community-based sport activities, which are 

mostly conducted by people at 5.00 p.m., after their work finishes.) There 



Figure 2.1 A Theoretical Model Of Socialisation into Sport 

(Source: Spreitzer &t Snyder, 1976, in Snyder & Spreitzer, 1989: 86) 

must be an improved liaison between organisers to avoid such clashes, if 

the educational attainment of Aboriginal students is to improve. 
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2.7.3 Scholarships for schooling 

With the increasing interest in young Aboriginal athletes, particularly as 

paid footballers, there is value in being aware of the experiences of 

American athletes who develop their skills and reputation while 

attending educational institutions. Lawson (1979: 188) asks 'Why is sport 

so important to Black males? Why have Blacks placed such a premium 

upon sports vocational opportunities and economic utility?' He suggests 

that the system of schools and colleges appear to provide the place where 

the athletes for professional and consumer sports are recruited in the 

United States, beginning in the middle school and ending in the colleges 

and universities (Lawson, 1979: 189). According to Edwards (1984: 10), 'it 

has provided a portion of black student athlete population [including 

himself,] a means of achieving an education'. He says that the scholarship 

rules communicate to the athletes that 'we expect them to develop 

academically as well as athletically'-in fact, U.S. sports scholarships are 

cancelled if their recipients don't maintain their academic work. 

Coupled with the earlier citings of Spady (1970) and Buhrmann ( 1972) on 

academic aspirations and the pursuit of higher levels of education, Schafer 

and Armer (1968, cited in Jerome and Phillips, 1983: 187) suggest: 'another 

positive effect that participation in athletics may have on grades is the lure 

of a college career in sports provided through athletic scholarships'. The 

serendipity of such motivation is that more students get educated, in an 

effort to win a scholarship. Edwards proposes a plan of action to ensure 

that Black athletes gain an improved grant-in-aid support, tutorial 

support, accredited educational development programs and 

a mandatory, standardised orientation program for incoming and continuing student 
athletes, alerting them to the realities of collegiate sports participation . . .  
[concerning such issues as] the importance of achieving not only a degree but 
marketable skills . . .  

(Edwards, 1984: 12) 

This would provide less financial and less brilliant, sports loving Black 

youths with a better chance of gaining an education and achieving various 

life goals. 

While the extent of the U.S. scholarship scheme is unlikely to be 

introduced in Australia, there are some plans to identify some primary 

and secondary schools as 'sports schools', which would focus on specific 

sports and others, which would offer sport as an area of focus. Either way, 

it would be opportune that the academic skills be developed alongside the 
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sporting interests of the significant number of Aboriginal athletes that are 

likely to be targetted for enrolment into these schools. From discussions 

outlined earlier, there is an opportunity to incorporate within their 

programs: use of appropriate learning styles; inclusion of topics which 

recognise Aboriginal sports history; the accommodation of sports training 

and match schedules, etc. In particular, in this type of setting, Aboriginal 

students will be able to achieve academically, without having to stand out 

from their peers, and maintain their social and physical activity interests 

without the conflict of the past. 

2. 8 Research aspects raised from the review of literature 

The literature has suggested that Aboriginals may attribute their success 

and failure in sport and classroom settings differently to mainstream 

students. Therefore it would be of benefit to the study to pursue these 

aspects which may carry over from sport to education, or be incorporated 

into the latter, to provide educationally empowering experiences. 

A number of researchers have indicated that aspects of sport may have 

disadvantaged minority group students from getting a good education. 

Their teachers, the students themselves, their family background and the 

students' peer group, all may have contributed to the conflict for students 

to make effective decisions and take appropriate actions to achieve at 

school. As such, it would be worthwhile to identify the sport and physical 

education factors which particularly have a negative influence on the 

education of Aboriginal students. 

The cognitive aspects of sport and physical education was highlighted as a 

possible contributor of academic skills and knowledge. Teachers must be 

able to recognise that these students have a significant knowledge base in 

this area, which they may be able to apply it effectively in an integrated 

curriculum. The study should determine whether the 'academic 

knowledge' acquired through the participation of Aboriginal students in 

sport is recognised as cognitive development, which can contribute to the 

curriculum. Furthermore, it has been suggested that many of the skills 

developed by sports participants can also be beneficial in the areas of 

education and employment. The study should also identify recognised 

potential opportunities for transferring such skills from sport to assist 

students with their education and employment. 

There is a strong attraction for young Aboriginal students to pursue a 

sporting 'career' over an academic one. Many parents and role models are 



advising students to plan and set goals to get an education. The study 

should provide some insight into the influence of role models in getting 

students to balance their sport and education commitments, and to set 

appropriate goals for their futures. 

Finally, the literature review proposed that sport might be a vehicle for 

bringing Aboriginal parents together and enabling them to get involved 

in developing policies about Aboriginal education issues. The study could 

identify the opportunities that sport provided for bringing parents into 

City High School and whether they provided effective access to their 

children's education. 
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3 .  1 Overview 

Chapter 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This research investigates the relationship in the lives of Aboriginal 

students between sport, and physical education and academic success. It 

was hoped that this would uncover bridging opportunities for improving 

the students' education and success through capitalising on physical 

activity and sports training. It was not intended to determine any direct 

causal relationship between them, which would require empirical 

evidence. As little research had been conducted in this area with 

Aboriginal people, it was decided that a qualitative interview technique 

would be an appropriate exploratory method of collecting data to identify 

any key patterns involved. The research represents a pilot study of a small 

number of urban Aboriginal academic achievers, who attended a 

secondary school in Darwin in the period 1960-1980. 

3 .  2 Selection of informants 

The sample was initially prepared from a list of academically successful 

people who attended City High School in the period 1970-1980 and were 

now living in or near Darwin. This period was initially chosen to overlap 

the five years when the researcher had taught at the school, however, it 

had to be extended to make up a sufficiently large sample of informants. 

The informants for the study were selected from Aboriginal people who 

were academically successful or skilled. They needed to hold a position at 

middle management or executive level in the Public Service, be qualified 

as a teacher, nurse, or other professional occupation, or hold an 

equivalent level in private enterprise, and preferably with an academic 

credential. 

There was a conscious decision to select informants who had academic 

qualifications acceptable to tertiary institutions in Australia, because this 

was a widely recognised level of achievement which was readily 

determinable. Furthermore, the choice of an academic level of success 

avoided the conjecture associated with promotion of some people on 
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subjective grounds to higher status positions. As such, some Aboriginal 

'achievers', who did not have an academic qualification, were to be left 

out of the study. 

To develop a list of such qualified informants, a number of Aboriginal 

people well known to the researcher were contacted, informed of the 

pending study and asked if they matched this criterion or they knew of 

others who might. In this way, a fairly comprehensive list of potential 

subjects was compiled. On following up on the leads, it was found that 

despite some being in high achieving (status) positions, surprisingly few 

had completed an academic qualification. Only a small number of the 

'qualified' Aboriginal people had attended City High School during the 

period 1970-1980. By extending the period back to 1960, a sample of 10 

names of people, who met the criteria, was created. In addition, two other 

people were chosen to be involved in a 'pilot study' to test out the 

research questions. 

The list of informants was considered for consistency of urban background 

and gender balance, and one change was made. The list of ten people 

comprised of seven females and three males. This ratio difference 

appeared to be the pattern reflected in numbers obtained in preparing the 

master list. One subject was qualified academically, but had lived mostly 

and worked in a rural community and this was considered to provide the 

person with a different experience from the 'urban' background of the 

other subjects. For this reason, the person was replaced on the list by one 

of the pilot study people of the same gender, so that an 'urban' perspective 

was maintained. 

Later, two more informants were deleted from the list and were not 

replaced. Due to extended periods of leave from their place of work, it was 

considered difficult and stressful for them if the researcher 'pushed' for an 

interview at that time. At a late stage in the period of data collection, a 

decision was made by the researcher not to follow through with those two 

interviews. As they represented one person of each gender and there 

would have been some difficulty in locating qualified replacements, the 

sample was left at eight subjects (six females and two males). 

The information from this sample represents an exploratory study 

conducted in one urban centre-Darwin. As mentioned previously, the 

socio-political nature of Darwin may make the findings somewhat 

different from a study conducted in any other Australian city. While this 
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particular sample represents a significant number of the Aboriginal 

'graduates' from the school at that time, no suggestion is being made that 

it represents the total population of the Aboriginal people who attended 

the school. 

3 .  3 Data collection and recording 

In the study the researcher conducted an interview with the subjects, 

recording the dialogue on a portable cassette player. Due to the number of 

research questions to be asked and the concern for the interviewees not to 

have to endure lengthy interview sessions, two shorter interviews were 

conducted at a later time and location suitable to them. This worked out 

reasonably well. A copy of the full questionnaire is included as Appendix 

D. 

Most interviews were conducted in the early afternoon and in two 

planned sessions ranging from one to two weeks apart. Postponed 

sessions and instances where three sessions were conducted, caused the 

time frame to extend to four weeks in two cases. 

At the first meeting, the subjects were advised of the format of the 

interview, shown a copy of the thesis proposal, read a statement regarding 

the confidentiality of their comments and asked to provide some 

information of their academic and sporting background. At the beginning 

of the second (and third) session, the interviewer reminded the subject 

about the last question and their response, so that there would be some 

continuity from the previous session. There were some instances where 

informants provided responses relating to topics covered by the other 

questions-such questions were omitted from the interview schedule to 

avoid taking unnecessary time of the informants. 

It was decided to use a portable cassette recorder with a flat microphone 

and auto reverse. This unit, placed more or less between the interviewer 

and interviewee, permitted the interview to be carried out without any 

interruption to turn the tape over or distraction to either person. 

The methodology used was based on a list of pertinent interview 

questions developed to obtain information on topics identified in the 

literature and Aboriginal issues (also see list in 3.4), and an investigation 

of the data to identify and compare the values beliefs and actions of 

Aboriginal students. It was recognised early in the research that the 

informants' contribution was rich with explanation and insight into the 
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topic and this reinforced the approach of comparing it with that found in 

the literature. By adopting a structured interview as opposed to a more 

open ended format, their contribution remained focussed on the research 

topic. 

Practice in the trial session resulted in an awareness of the flow of the 

research focus questions and the responses from the interviewees. It 

became apparent that some early responses to questions included 

information which was to be asked later in the session and so, those 

following research focus questions were omitted. Also, the trial raised the 

researcher's awareness to the emphasis placed on certain words and 

phrases, and the use of pauses within the question to allow the subject to 

take in its different parts. By marking the focus question sheet to indicate 

such pauses, the researcher was able to consistently present pauses, and 

emphases and to use similar intonation in presenting these questions to 

each of the subjects. 

Some additional data was included in the study, such as school reports. 

An intention to interview past teachers of the informants was not 

pursued due to the time elapsed since they attended City High School and 

the unavailability of sufficient teachers who knew them in sporting and 

academic contexts. Similarly there was no effort made to substantiate any 

of the claims made by the informants during their interviews, due to the 

length of time that had elapsed and the difficulty in locating such 

evidence. 

3 .  4 The analysis procedure 

The study was based on the use of key research questions being translated 

into appropriate interview questions. These were presented to 

interviewees who perceived value or showed some interest in the focus 

of the research. All of the subjects appeared to recognise the scenario of an 

academic-sport 'dichotomy'. They all freely responded to the questions 

and covered many sensitive issues during the sessions. 

The review of the comprehensive literature gathered by the researcher 

provided a list of potential topics for consideration in Chapter 2, but also 

the categories for the close examination of the interview transcripts. These 

were collated into sport, education and related or overlapping areas and 

they formed the basis of a taxonomy of lines and nodes to link data. Super 



categories were created as follows: 

sport-access; achievement; values; school/ community sport; social aspects; 
cultural; and job prospects. 

education-school; values; relationships; Aboriginal learning; cultural; 
disempowerment; achievement; student responses to academic success; and further 
education. 

related areas-access; relationships; school; cultural; sport/ education links; 
achievement; and power 

To analyse the data, the software system NUDIST (Non-numerical 

Unstructured Data Indexing, Searching and Theorising) was chosen to 

manage and organise the copious amounts of qualitative data generated 

in the study. NUDIST enabled the researcher to handle on-line and off

line data, index, create categories, and search and retrieve appropriate text. 

It was particularly useful for handling index nodes and trees, which were 

linked to produce new categories and explore new ideas. 

The program was able to handle the development of separate trees of 

coded data, encompassing the major categories listed above. Also, it could 

identify additional ones in specific areas of 'sport' (for example, school, 

primary, community or secondary physical education) and 'education' (for 

example, school, kin, community or work), or people (for example, 

Aboriginal family members, school friends or non-Aboriginal coach), to 

extract text and create new categories out of them. A series of NUDIST 

reports of retrieved text were created to locate the meaningful linkages 

between these categories and to provide data utilised in Chapter 4. 

3 .  5 Ethical consideration 

Confidentiality was considered in approaches to the informants, where 

they were informed of all aspects of the research, correspondence and at 

the commencement of the interview sessions. In addition, the use of 

pseudonyms for each person and naming the school City High School 

were efforts to protect the identity of particular people. Following 

discussions with some Aboriginal people involved in education in South 

Australia and Northern Territory about cross-cultural research, it was 

intended to give the reporting and interpreting of the findings due regard 

to the role and interests of all parties. 

3 . 6  S u m mary 

The research was an exploratory study involving interviews with eight 

academically successful Aboriginal graduates who attended a high school 

41 



in Darwin in the period 1960-1980. Although the responses relied on the 

informants' memory, it was considered that this retrospective outlook 

would give a mature perspective of the life chances of Aboriginal 

students. The analysis of the interview data was based on a 

comprehensive list of categories generated out of the substantial review of 

literature undertaken. The use of the computer software package provided 

an opportunity to develop reports of many data interactions, and this 

required considerable discipline to remain focussed on the present 

argument. However, such reports provided the basis for the findings 

found in Chapter 4. 
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4 . 1  Introduction 

Chapter 4 

F I N D I N G S 

The subjects were eventually selected as academically successful 

Aboriginal people whose qualifications were acceptable to tertiary 

institutions in Australia. In spite of this basis for selection, the research 

data indicated that all six females and the two males had participated in 

sport, particularly team sports, during their high school years (all but one 

while at City High School). Since leaving school, some continued their 

interest in team sport, while four of the females also pursued some 

individual activities. The range of sports played by the informants were: 

swimming (2), water polo (2), basketball (6 girls), netball (1), football (2 

boys), cricket (1), soccer (1), softball (1), hockey (3), touch (football) (1), 

rugby league (1), and athletics (4). It is apparent from the list that basketball 

was a popular activity for Aboriginal girls, as all of them played it. In fact, 

two of the girls are back playing senior basketball again after breaks for 

studies and a family. That the two boys played football and athletics, 

would support the popularly held belief that these are preferred activities 

for Aboriginal boys. However, it is interesting to note that one male and 

one female student were also involved in swimming and water polo

competitive activities not commonly perceived to be popular amongst 

Aboriginal people. Several of the informants went on to participate at a 

high level of competition in their preferred sports . 

. A facet of their participation in sport was an involvement in the 

administration of the sport or as a leader in school activities, including 

sport. Both Carmel and Dorrie played significant roles as secretaries, 

treasurers, on committees or as umpires of their respective sports clubs or 

associations. Half of the informants (Carmel, Dorrie, Lena & Terry) 

indicated that they were made captains of sports teams, house captains, 

prefects or school captains during their high school careers. (The City High 

School school magazines confirmed that Terry held a number of 

leadership positions in the school and was one of relatively few 

Aboriginal students to do so at that time.) 
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The academic pathway of the informants listed in Table 4.1 indicates that 

they all attended high school to Year 1 1  or 12, but most did not continue 

on directly from school to complete their tertiary academic qualification. 

There were various reasons for the informants returning to formal 

education at a later time. Half of the informants (Carmel, Dorrie, Lena & 
Terry) left school disgruntled with the quality of their schooling and took 

jobs with the Public Service, primarily because entry was based on the 

completion of Year 11-two of these later regretted not going on to 

complete Year 12 (Carmel & Raelene). The common reason for them 

going back to study coincided with them realising that their career paths 

were limited without further study. In comparison to their desire to get 

out of school and the generally accepted limited expectations in the 

community for their academic achievement, they appeared to find a 

purpose and were then mature enough to act on it. Esther made a 

deliberate effort to get an education to get involved in policy areas. Carmel 

recognised this need from the particular role with which she was 

involved in her employment. Half of the group were offered 

opportunities to study, which they took. Frank was taken on as a trainee 

teacher by the principal of an Aboriginal college. Terry received a 

sponsored study award from a government department and Wilma 

accepted an opportunity to do nursing, despite not quite reaching the 

entry criterion. Raelene accepted an Aboriginal study grant in her 'young' 

days, but did not complete the course. 

Data found in Table 4.1 identifies the path taken by the sample population 

to achieve their qualifications. Five of the eight started work following 

school. One commenced a nursing course at a hospital. Two started 

courses after finishing school, but neither finished their first year. 

Following periods in the workforce, the other informants returned to 

studies. It can also be seen from the table, that two people returned to 

studies after more than 15 years. By this time, they had been able to 

acquire considerable personal knowledge, had various life experiences, 

their family had grown up or their confidence in their own ability had 

increased sufficiently to take this step. Apparently people could tackle 

nursing courses, which involved training during their work, more or less 

straight from school, but most of the others tackled some certificate or 

associate diploma level courses before they attempted their major 

qualifying course. Two examples of this pattern are subjects 4. and 5., who 

also are enrolled as the only postgraduate students. 
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Table 4.1 Academic pathway of informants 

X Secondary Post-secondary 

1. City Yr 8 Work/family 16 yrs 
Boarding school Yr 9 to Yr 11 Dip Teaching TAFE 

2. City Yr 10 to Yr 11 Work/family 19 yrs 
Dip Teaching 

3. City Yr 9 to Yr 11 Nursing Certificate 
Work 10 years 
Community College courses 
Law degree 

4 City Yr 10 to Yr 11 Started Uni Law 
Community College Yr 12 (passed) Work 2 Yrs 

Assoc Dip Teach 
Dip Teaching, BEd 
Work 
Enrolled MEd 

5. City Term 1 Yr 12 (incomplete) Work 3 yrs 
Assoc Dip Welfare 
Assoc Dip Community Work 
Work 2 years 
BA4 yrs P/T 
Enrolled MEd 

6 City Yr 8 to Yr 11 (twice passed) Started Community Development course 
Work 5.5 years 
Access course 
B A  
Started Law 

7 City Yr 8 to Yr 12 (not passed) Work 5 years 
Dip Social Work P /T 

8 City Yr 8 to Yr 12 (not passed) Temp Work 
Diploma of Ministry 
Nursing Certificate 

4. 2 Antecedents of success and failure in sport and academic 

setti ngs 

Following the literature study in Chapter 2 of achievement orientations 

and the attribution of success and failure of minority groups in sport and 

classroom settings, efforts were made to determine what empowered 

these Aboriginal students educationally. In the previous instance, these 

groups were found to have a different orientation to sport and academic 

achievement from Anglo students. From the attributions of success or 

failure in sport of the informants, various antecedents will be considered 

on the basis of their ability to be carried over into an academic setting. A 

number of areas were initially derived from the literature and compared 
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with key categories from the data: their participation in individual and 

group oriented activities; development of positive self-confidence; 

maintenance of a strong identity; their ability to participate in competing 

and cooperating activities; the influence of discipline; and the causal 

relationship of ability and effort. 

4.2.1 Individual or group success 

As is reflected in their choice of preferred sports, all of the informants 

preferred group oriented activities while at school. Dorrie and Frank 

suggested that Aboriginal people are attracted to activities that are more 

physical contact games, field oriented, where there are relatively few 

restrictions to playing styles and the players can display their skills, for 

example, football and basketball. The activity should also be challenging 

and depend on teamwork, rather than individual brilliance. 

Being a member of a sports group is a satisfying and sharing experience. 

Wilma explains: 

you felt so much more accepted and you felt that people understood the way that 
you thought about things . . .  that acceptance was an encouragement and you felt part 
of a team. It just reinforced a lot of good things about yourself . . .  

This outlook has been applied in academic circles. Lena indicated that the 

Centre for Aboriginal and Islander Studies (CAIS) utilises groups 

providing a collective effort to tackle academic work. Similar to the group 

rewards handed out in sport, such as premiership flags, group assessment 

can be used. Lena says that 'mixing up the groups encourages information 

and expertise sharing. Everybody owns the knowledge, [there is] no 

explicit ownership'. This supporting environment of 'team players' is 

more often associated with sport than with formal education. 

However, to become academically successful, five of the eight informants 

felt they had to take on a more individual orientation as they were forced 

to go away from Darwin to get their first academic credential, or at least to 

study and do well, they had to leave their group of friends and become 

anti-social. Furthermore, despite their earlier background of group sport 

experiences, half of the informants have become heavily involved in 

individual activities: two girls (Raelene & Esther) found that running and 

aerobics provided them with a 'physical hit' during their years of academic 

pursuit; Carmel became a fitness instructor and now continues the 

activity as a participant; and Dorrie has taken up martial arts in recent 

years. 
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Lena believes that in academic contexts schools not only encourage, but 

push, individual elitism, but in spite of the apparent clash, she does not 

see that sport and academic learning styles are necessarily inconsistent. In 
the Aboriginal situation, 'access to the next level of Aboriginal learning is 

dependent on learning and understanding of skills, etcetera, at the lower 

level. [This] . . .  permits individualism, as this is not necessarily done on a 

group basis' (Lena). Esther and Terry could see that 'if we want Aboriginal 

people to be able to influence Aboriginal affairs and Aboriginal policy, we 

must be able to get up there, we can't do it from lower positions'-they 

had to become achieving individuals. 

In summary, all of the informants had participated in a group orientation 

in sport, which accommodated individual achievement within a group 

context. Yet, as part of their education experiences, individualism was 

pushed and to achieve academic success, they had to set themselves aside, 

overcome harassment or, mostly, leave their friends and family. It was 

recognised by Lena that the group (team sport) orientation has been 

applied to the education and that this offered an excellent prospect for 

encouraging a greater number of Aboriginal students to pursue academic 

pathways. 

4.2.2 Development of a positive self confidence and strong identity 

Three informants felt that Aboriginal people are seen as versatile (Carmel 

& Terry) and competent, and they can pick up skills fast and become good 

at sport (Carmel & Raelene). As such, half of the informants appreciated 

that sport competence can provide status (Terry, Raelene, Frank & 

Wilma) and can assist in the development of self esteem and the 

confidence to tackle other areas, by most saying-and believing-'! can do 

that!' (Raelene, Dorrie, Terry, Esther & Lena). 

Whereas school sport can provide Aboriginal people with opportunities 

to develop their personal identity, academic endeavours did not directly 

provide the opportunities for developing or maintaining a strong 

Aboriginal identity. Sport experiences reinforced the personal identity of 

half of the informants when their peers selected them, or at least 

acknowledged their selection, as team captains and, particularly, as 

prefects or school captains. However Lena believed one's identity gets 

stronger as a resistance develops 'against the foreign body of knowledge 

which is presented' to Aboriginal people, contradicting what they know. 

She felt that this was a negative approach to identity formation. She 

suggested that it would not happen if schools applied Aboriginal values, 
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such as sharing, in classrooms and each child had a clear understanding of 

their world, this would allow their identity to be affirmed in a more 

positive way. 

Half of the informants (Lena, Esther, Dorrie & Wilma) believed that the 

self confidence acquired from sport could assist Aboriginal students to 

succeed in academic and employment areas. Particularly, it was thought 

that this confidence could be carried over into other areas, so that students 

are able to move from known to unknown contexts and say that they can 

do something, or at least try to do it. Dorrie explains: 

Sport does help you to become more self confident, more independent and by having 
that, you would tend to pursue things that you wouldn't normally think you had 
the ability to do. In sport, you think that you can't do things, but you can, and find 
out that you're quite good at it. There's lots of things that I can't do, but I know 
that if I can do this, I should be able to do that. So you do pursue it. Have done this 
with jobs, I think I can't do that, it's way above my level and you think "surely you 
can do it, you've done this with sport and that in the administrative part". You 
find that you can do it quite well . . . .I was told that you should never say, "you can't 
do something" . . . .  [The] person said, "there's no such thing as can't, you just do it". 

Although she talked of youngsters not wanting to do certain things 'as it's 

a big shame job' and they would make a fool of themselves, she said that 

they must reach the trying stage, if they are to succeed at anything. 

Despite opportunities at school which recognise Aboriginal sporting 

leaders, concern was expressed that academic pursuits did not 

accommodate an environment that developed or maintained the 

students' cultural identity. As a consequence, they felt that confidence and 

identity enhancing experiences, which carry over benefits from sport or 

their cultural background, must be incorporated into school classrooms, 

activities and the curriculum. 

4.2.3 Competing and sharing 

Both sport and academics require students to compete against and share 

with other people. It was suggested that Aboriginal people are motivated 

to play sport because they enjoy the activity, it provides an opportunity for 

team members to cooperate together (Esther), there is challenge in 

competing and it keeps them fit in mind and body (Carmel). Frank said 

that competition in Aboriginal society comes in 'different shapes and 

forms', related to kinship, economic ties and family structure-perhaps 

inferring some 'accepted order' of relationships existed between people 

wishing to compete with others. He believed that 'competitiveness in 

mainstream sport is not generally frowned upon by Aboriginal sportsmen 



and the public generally today'. In fact, five of the eight informants 

indicated that they had adopted various approaches to become 

competitive. They recognised that competitiveness in academics can be 

directed in different ways-against oneself, like Dorrie and her martial 

arts and Esther's aerobics. It can be directed against a course, as suggested 

by Carmel, against others, such as friends or against non-Aboriginal 

students, like Raelene's university student friends. 

Apparently the context where the competition occurs is significant. When 

sport is played amongst friends, the pursuit of excellence is permitted, as it 

is often within a group activity. This compares with academics, where 

people must study alone, compete with others in an individual activity. 

Although, while there is a strong tendency for Aboriginal people to avoid 

standing out from others in competitions (Carmel, Esther & Frank), sport 

does provide opportunities for them to be individually competitive 

within a team context (Lena). Carmel raised the subject of academic 

enclaves as suitable environments in which Aboriginal people may wish 

to 'compete'. By involving curricula which are motivating, supportive 

and involving the concept of group learning, academic learning can occur 

without being unduly competitive (Lena). The word used by some of the 

informants to describe the environment found in academic enclaves, was 

'sharing' (Lena & Raelene). Carmel and Wilma also associated the term 

with culturally acceptable behaviour. 

Consequently the informants perceive competition in team sport as a 

challenge and as an opportunity for team members to cooperate within a 

group context. It can exist in a number of forms, which five of the eight 

informants adopted in their sport and studies-against oneself; against a 

course or target; or against others. That is, information sharing or 

cooperation can sit along side of individuals being competitive. Over half 

of the study group recognised the merits of enclaves or supporting 

learning environments for Aboriginal students. 

4.2.4 Discipline 

Most of the informants were concerned about the lack of discipline 

amongst Aboriginal students and it was generally agreed that it was the 

major cause of their failure (Terry, Carmel, Raelene & Esther). It, or 

Carmel's term 'stickability', has been linked to training for sport and 

education with young Aboriginals. Both Terry and Carmel were quite 

adamant that today's youngsters lacked discipline 'to do what is asked by 

the teachers or coach that needs to be done to achieve results' (Carmel). 
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Terry admitted that he would never have made it as a League football 

player, 'because I never had the discipline'. Furthermore, Raelene was 

angry at not completing her matriculation and going on to university 

from school, and for quitting a diploma course because she lacked self

discipline. 

Terry saw that discipline and the ability of Aboriginal people to excel at 

sports were related to academic attainment and lifestyle and that they 

shouldn't be separated. He said: 

I think we lack discipline. Consider the number of Aboriginal players axed from 
NT football squads. That is translated into studies-the discipline of learning, the 
broader understanding of life and research things, the actual knowledge component 
as you progress through your studies. If we can translate that discipline to study, 
read a book a week, you spend an hour or two getting down to training for footy, you 
do warmups before you start playing. If those sort of disciplines are translated into 
education. If you spend an hour or half hour a day, you get into a routine, there's no 
softer way of doing it. 

As three of the eight informants recognised the possibility of transferring 

this discipline into the academic area, or at least used as a springboard for 

carrying over the principles of the discipline required to achieve academic 

success, 'then we will see some real gains in long term' (Terry). 

4.2.5 Effort or Ability 

Further to having made a decision to achieve a goal in sports or academic 

activities, it depends on the individual's ability or effort if they are able to 

carry out certain tasks and achieve certain outcomes. Although Frank was 

referring to a need for students and other people to be competitive, the 

following comments reflect the desire and effort for achieving success or a 

goal. He said: 

When you are little, sometimes you don't feel success for a long time. Some children 
go through life in the first seven or eight years not knowing what success is. [For] 
some of them, it's only a birthday, where they feel the hero for a day. If you don't 
really get aspects of success when you are little, by the time you get older to 
formulate goals, in order to be competitive, you strive and you set your own 
standards. I get angry when I don't achieve what I set out to do in a day. Later you 
realise that success takes more builcting, so you've got to build bridges to get success. 
For example, you have to go and study for four years to get a degree. So after first 
year, don't give up, etcetera, each year and when you get to fourth year and 
graduate, you can reap the rewards of those bridges that you have built over those 
three years. I'll never forget the first degree I obtained, that feeling was great, 
like the whole world jumped off my shoulder and I felt so strong and free. You don't 
get those feelings unless you understand that in life, as you get older, if you want 
bigger goals and bigger rewards, you've got to work harder for them. 

Others recognised that for students to be successful at sport and academics, 

a lot of effort is required (Carmel & Raelene). However, the City High 
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School report card data of four informants shown in Table 4.2 indicates 

that two of them lacked the effort (denoted by the symbol '-ve') to do well. 

Another student, despite good reports of a determined approach in class, 

had comments referring to absences and incomplete work being handed 

up-as it did not record the reasons for this, this left it for other teachers 

to suppose it was due to lack of effort. Two informants were recognised, 

according to written remarks, as capable students, yet it was reported that 

they made no effort to achieve. 

Table 4.2 Student school reports on effort and ability 

Effort comment Ability comment 

Student Sport Academic Sport Academic 

1 .  +ve satisfactory satisfactory satisfactory 

2. +ve -ve to +ve fair to 
satisfactory satisfactory 
(lazy at times) (capable) 

3. +ve, satisfactory -ve (no effort) +ve -ve to 
satisfactory 
(very capable) 

4. satisfactory +ve, diligent, satisfactory -ve to 
satisfactory 

Contrary to the situation with academics, there were no negative 

comments regarding the informants' effort in sport/physical education. 

Reported grades of these students ranged from 'satisfactory' to 'A' ('A's and 

'B's denoted by the symbol '+ve'). 

There was support from half of the informants for carrying over the effort 

applied between sport and academics. Esther felt that this idea was not 

conscious, but she recognised that 'sport does require you to work at it, 

train, put in the time . . .  goes for any other subject-got to put in that effort'. 

Like Wilma, she consistently applied herself in sport and academic 

endeavours. Apparently the idea of linking the two areas of sport and 

education was new to Carmel, 'you go through the same sort of process of 

developing an attitude to hard work and commitment to succeed . .  .I've 

never thought of it in that way, but I'd say that it could be transferred'. 

Ability represents an innate quality that an individual may have, which is 

responsible for their success in sport or academics. The informants clearly 

supported the notion that many Aboriginal people have an ability, 

referred to as 'natural ability' by Terry and Raelene, for sport. Dorrie 

recognised that while some Aboriginal students appear to have a choice to 
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pursue an academic career, they may not have the ability to go to college 

or university. On the other hand, Raelene reported the existence of the 

racist view that Aboriginal students 'were perceived as not having the 

intellectual ability to achieve'. 

Yet, the report cards of the four informants that were available for study 

(see Table 4.2), indicate that: 

(1.) 75% of the informants' sport ability ratings appeared better than 

their academic ability ratings; 

(2.) 50% of the informants with 'lower' academic ability 'grades', had 

comments which indicated that they were capable of doing better 

(and they coincided with comments of little or no effort) 

(3.) only one person (25%) appeared to make an effort beyond their 

ability level in the academic area; and 

(4.) 75% of the informants put effort in areas where they had the most 

ability-sport. 

In addition, from the anecdotal data, only two of the eight informants said 

that they (Frank & Dorrie) displayed an ability in an academic area while 

at school. 

During their interviews, it was apparent that the informants did not wish 

to attribute academic failure to any lack of ability. However, they now 

recognise that effort is required to do well in sport and formal education, 

and this is the message that they would share with students today. 

4.2.6 Summary 

The informants identified a number of significant differences between 

sport and formal education: in contrast with sport, they were not able to 

participate in a group context during their education; they often had to 

leave a socially secure base to achieve their success in study; and the form 

of competition was more individual than collective. They recognised that 

students need to develop more confidence to operate as individuals away 

from the group context, to be prepared to set themselves apart from others 

in order to develop personal study skills and to believe that they could 

achieve academic success. Clearly, it was considered that lack of discipline 

was the main cause of Aboriginal students low academic achievement. 

(Whilst discipline was retained under a separate heading, it appeared to 

represent an 'attitude' towards 'focussed effort'.) Apparently they 

perceived that academic success was attributed to effort, but Raelene 

particularly, did not wish to acknowledge that academic failure may be 
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attributed to lack of ability-this appeared to be a racist belief of 

mainstream society. 

From the antecedents for success and failure identified in this section and 

summarised in Table 4.3, there are a number of aspects where there could 

be carry over from sport to academics. (The points listed in the summary 

tables in this chapter received majority acceptance and should not be 

considered to cover all responses). 

Table 4.3 

Group/ 
Individual 

Self confidence 

Identity 

Competition 
/sharing 

Discipline 

Effort 

Ability 

Summary of antecedents for success and failure in sport and 
academics 

Sport Extent of Academics 
carry over 

Team sports with Carry over Group orientation 
individual achievement from sport to preferred, with shared 
within group orientation academics achievement/ work tasks; 
preferred some overcame 

harassment or 'antisocial' 
behaviour to achieve as 
individuals. 

Self confidence often high Possible carry Self confidence lacking 
over from 
sport to 
academics 
and 
employment 

Identity enhancing for No carry over No positive identity 
person and culture indicated maintenance 

opportunities available 

Competition, yet Carry over More competitive with 
cooperation (sharing) from sport to self, task; cooperative 
within and for team; academics within task; not against 
challenge friends/ others 

Good players display Possible carry Lack discipline 
discipline over from 

sport to 
academics 

Satisfactory to very good Carry over Poor to satisfactory 
(when activity from sport to 
appropriate) academics 

Often good to exceptional No carry over Low to satisfactory 

Therefore, if schools could operate more like the enjoyable, collective 

environments found in sport, where the teacher could develop 'fair, firm 

and friendly' relationships with their students, then more Aboriginal 

students might achieve academic success. Education institutions would do 

well to incorporate these characteristics into their modus operandi to 
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increase the effectiveness of Aboriginal students' academic learning 

experiences. 

4 .  3 Sport and physical education factors having negative 

influences on the education of Aboriginal students 

Two significant areas of negative influence on their education were 

highlighted by the informants. Firstly, the discrimination that appears to 

have emanated from the past government protectionist or assimilatory 

policies, which affected Aboriginal families in Darwin. Secondly, the 

distractions of sport, which can often keep Aboriginal youths pursuing or 

balancing their approaches to academic pathways. 

4.3.1 Racism 

Carmel, Lena and Frank believe that the inequalities in educational 

experiences and attainment which resulted from the protectionist policies 

affected particularly their parents and their families. Carmel's mother had 

a 'more fortunate' experience in bringing up her daughters: 

My mum was a little different. She worked at the hospital and brought up three 
girls, she couldn't afford to have us sitting at home and she had that idea that you 
need to read to have an education. The three of us have done fairly well. It was 
because she was taken away while very early and being with a good family. My 
mum was the nanny for a prominent Darwin magistrate's family-that family was 
very good. Other Aboriginal people weren't so lucky to get the education she did. 
Even though she only went to year 4, she had a lot of life experience and books. My 
mum was an exception in that way . . .  

Whereas Wilma's parents' background was more typical of  other Darwin 

families: 

My father was born in the 1920s and they grew up in a culture in Darwin which 
said that, because they were Aboriginat they had restrictions placed on them by 
the government. My mother was removed, because she was part Aboriginal, from 
her original family, from her mother and placed in a home, which is a concern . . .  of 
a lot of part Aboriginal people's thinking today-had our families been left alone, 
would our idea of living be different. But my mum, being positive, never took that 
as a negative thing, she was grateful for the things, for the skill she was taught on 
the mission. She said that she, until the day she dies, praised the missionaries for 
the care that she was given. Whereas she didn't take it as a negative thing. On my 
father's side, he grew up at a time in Darwin, where he wasn't allowed to go to the 
Star Theatre unless . . .  , they had curfews on time and they had to sit at the back, 
and things like that. So that when we as children came along, they had a lot of 
fears about the culture, social situation that was going on about them. 

It appears that those people's attitudes towards education still influence 

students today. In addition, some racist practices still affect the educational 

achievement of Aboriginal students: such as stereotyping, channelling 

and low expectation for Aboriginal students to achieve. 
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Sport was an important activity for the Aboriginal families living in 

Darwin and they could easily gain access to it. However, according to 

Frank, sport ' . . .  was their only outlet. It was [also] their only social 

interaction . .  .it was where everybody played on the same [even] playing 

field . . . .  [For they had] no access to academic life'. 

Although the data showed clearly that many people considered 

Aboriginal people to have more ability in sport than in education (Dorrie, 

Esther, Frank & Raelene), Lena pointed out that the statement, 

'[Aboriginal people] are naturally good sportsmen', was a racist 

assumption. On the other hand, while it could be said that few Aboriginal 

students had become academically successful (Raelene & Carmel) and that 

there were many examples of old sports heroes, who had experienced 

problems after their careers were over (Carmel, Frank & Lena), Wilma 

suggests that although people of her age were becoming more aware of 

such pitfalls, this continues to maintain those earlier stereotypes. 

It was recognised that some teachers encouraged Aboriginal students to 

choose more sporting options than academic choices. This occurred 

mostly to 'kids seen as uncontrollable ones or too dumb in academics, . . .  to 

keep them occupied until they're 15' (Lena). In addition, Frank said that 

he had written an article earlier about non-Aboriginal teachers, 'who were 

frustrated with Aboriginal kids, and gave them softball and basketball to 

play, as a means of not teaching maths or something'. With both the 

streamed classes and the directed option choices, Lena could see that this 

had 'reduced their potential'. Furthermore, Raelene believed that there 

was no expectation for Aboriginal students to go much past third year and 

there was no support for those who actually did. 

In conclusion, half of the informants drew heavily on the historical 

background of Aboriginal people in mainstream society to highlight racist 

policies and practices involving sport and education. Sport was recognised 

as a significant part of some Aboriginal students' lives but there were cases 

where it had been used ill-advisedly to disempower students 

educationally. No informants related any blatant racist experiences that 

occurred to them while involved in sport. The informants were mostly 

concerned about the stereotyping of Aboriginal students as being more 

interested in sport than education, thus expecting them not to have 

educational aspirations-teachers neither expecting them to achieve, nor 

providing them with appropriate support when they did go on with 

study. As such, the informants warn that teachers should not be misled 
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into believing that those Aboriginal students with a keen interest in sport 

don't want to achieve in education. 

4.3.2 Distraction for the student-athlete 

Aboriginal youths appear less likely to pursue academic pathways when 

they see that there is greater recognition for a person deemed skilful at 

sport than for academic excellence (Frank & Terry). As evidence, 

informants were able to list a number of local stars and Aboriginal 

families with a long history of success in sport, but only limited numbers 

of academically successful people from their era. Raelene reflects on the 

personal and collective losses of this distraction, ' . . .  those who make it in 

sport, . . .  Aboriginal sports men and women are pushed forward and hailed 

as achievers . . .  at the expense sometimes of their other education . . .  ' .  

Although Frank suggests, that in order to overcome this distraction for 

student-athletes, 'Aboriginal society . . .  has to have a certain amount of 

educational attainment itself', before it can appreciate the ramifications of 

failing to recognise academic excellence more. 

There are instances where people can not make the sacrifice to give up 

things, in order to achieve academic success. Carmel believes that 'with a 

majority of Aboriginal kids, they'll do anything to get to a sporting event'. 

She cited a friend's son who was selected to play a few football matches in 

A-grade and after that, 'all he wanted to do was leave school. . .  and be a 

footballer . . .  school went by the way. Nothing [else] was that enjoyable' 

(Carmel). Esther reinforced this view: 'Football's the most exciting, 

interesting thing giving enjoyment-it's their world of entertainment, 

[their] socialisation'. Dorrie's daughter spent a lot of time with basketball 

and had wagged school a number of times-she ha<:f. status and friends 

there, whereas she felt that she hadn't any at school (Dorrie). Although 

the informants suggested that students should be able to continue to 

participate in sport while they were studying, there was unanimous 

agreement amongst the informants that these aspects could keep people 

from pursuing an academic pathway. 

From this discussion, there may only be limited support within the 

community to promote the benefits of pursuing an academic pathway and 

gaining credentials, which will be useful to the student-athlete in the 

future. Motivation to engage in sporting pursuits appears very strong, so 

that academically striving athletes may feel that they are having to make 

greater sacrifices than other students seeking to gain a good education. 
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4.3.3 Summary 

The major issues were, firstly that students were expected to achieve in 

sport and not in education and secondly, while the recognition of sport 

achievement was so strong, academic striving students appeared to have 

to make great sacrifices to be successful in this area. Some of the identified 

factors related to sport and education which have a negative influence on 

Aboriginal students pursuing academic pathways, are summarised in 

Figure 4.4. The data revealed that teachers need to change their views 

towards Aboriginal students' achievement in sport and education, and 

that schools should acknowledge success equally in both areas. But since 

the informants supported students continuing to play sport while they 

pursued an academic pathway-it maintains social links and supports the 

mind-body orientation expressed in an earlier section-schools should 

also incorporate programs, which can accommodate rather than alienate, 

the student-athlete. 

Table 4.4 

Sport 

Academics 

Summary of identified factors related to sport and education, 
which have a negative influence on Aboriginal students 
pursuing an academic pathway 

Aboriginal Teacher Outcome 
community expectations 
expectations 

Can play well; 'Naturally' Will not give up If behaviour or 
only access; good at it; anything for ability problem, 
high interested-less 'football' give them 
recognition discipline 'sport'; sport 

problems practice first 
priority 

Limited Not expected to Given up easily Limited options; 
background to achieve; few for sport; no little support; 
understand have made it; sacrifice made separation for 
system or to not interested- bright ones 
help; little disciplinary 
recognition problems 

4 . 4  Academic development 

This section considers the educationally empowering aspects of sport and 

education. In contrast to the last section, where it was found that teachers 

negatively influenced academic pursuits and there appeared to be an 

imbalance between the two areas, this section considers of the role of 

teachers, keeping a balanced view of sport and academics, the place of the 

integrated curriculum and sport trips in school programs. 
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4.4.1 Teacher relationships 

Teachers are responsible for the academic development which occurs in 

their classrooms. As they spend considerable time with their students in 

class, within the confines of the school and perhaps, to varying degrees, 

within the community, their relationships and the presentation of 

learning opportunities is paramount to the learning experiences of 

Aboriginal students. 

According to the informants of this study, teachers do have a significant 

influence on Aboriginal students. They reported the people who 

influenced their sporting pursuits were clearly teachers (according to 50% 

of informants) and members of the family. For academic pursuits, the 

equivalent response included teachers (37% informant response) and the 

family and others (50% informant response). Carmel and Esther 

remembered certain teachers, but 'the sporting ones were more 

influential' (Carmel). Esther and Frank clearly associated the source of this 

influence with the good personal relationships developed between 

teachers and students. 

A common element in the development of the quality relationships with 

teachers and coaches appeared to be the opportunity that the students had 

to become involved in activities with them, where they could provide the 

students with encouragement and develop a good rapport (Dorrie & 

Frank). Dorrie and some friends were invited to play club hockey and 

softball with her teachers and she continued to play them for a long time 

after. Wilma singled out the relationships that she had with her physical 

education teachers: 

.. .1 really appreciated PE at school. I think most of the PE teachers always seemed 
really fair. You have a go at your teachers and you think that they're having a go 
at me, but in PE, especially during my years at school, there was a kindness or an 
ability to communicate that you saw with PE teachers, that you never really saw 
with your other teachers. You went into classes and you learnt and that was it. I 
guess out in the field, .. .it is far easier to be looser, a lot more relaxed in the 
sporting area than the academic area. 

Esther had good relationships with two of her teachers: 

Can remember two class teachers, who I liked very much, that I could go to and 
talk to, didn't feel threatened by them, took me as I was, somebody, who tried 
their best, who worked, performed and gave me positive reports, that is, got 
positive feedback, made me want to give. Compared with children wrongly 
assessed, who were treated like criminals from the start, they're not going to want 
to give, perform. 
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Unfortunately some teachers appear to lack the skills and knowledge to 

get the best from Aboriginal students. Frank says 'Aboriginal people bring 

a whole range of competencies from home that are deemed non-essential 

skills, that are always missed . . .  '. Neither did Wilma's high school teachers 

capitalise on her interest in sport in their classes, as 'they never see you as 

a really holistic person'. Frank believes that staff development and teacher 

training programs can go so far-it depends on the individual to be 

conscientious and acquire the skills necessary to effectively teach 

Aboriginal students. 

Therefore, it can be seen that the informants developed good 

relationships with some of their classroom teachers and, in particular, 

their physical education teachers. They appreciated being able to 

participate in activities with them. Good teachers were enjoyable to be 

with and utilised an appropriate manner to suit Aboriginal styles of 

learning. 

4.4.2 Balanced view to mind and body 

Aboriginal students look at things in a holistic way and carry over a wide 

range of experiences into 'whole lot of areas, walks of life, and academia is 

one' (Carmel & Terry) .  All of the informants believe that people should be 

fit in mind and body. They recognised that 'if you're physically fit, you're 

mentally fit' (Carmel). Accommodating this holistic view enables them to 

maintain their cultural identity as well. This is important, as Aboriginal 

children also have to cope with curricula that presents conflicting cultural 

knowledge which may, otherwise, alienate them (Lena)-as would an 

espoused view in the education department that sport and academics are 

separate (Carmel & Lena). 

There is support for sport and academics to go hand in hand (Frank, 

Raelene & Wilma). In fact, Terry believes equal recognition should be 

given to those who achieve in either field. Raelene says: 

there's a lot more Aboriginal support groups, parents and professional people, who 
have gone through those tertiary studies and have gone back saying 'look it's 
really important for them to study', even though you don't have to stop playing 
sport. 

Both Dorrie and Frank supported the need to play sport, as they see it may 

assist people to learn to plan and become disciplined in their studies. As 

mentioned previously, two of the girls (Raelene & Esther) became 

involved in running and aerobics during their years of academic pursuit. 

Frank even postulated that it was possible to undertake studies while 
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playing professional sport. Speaking about themselves or others, they 

supported the notion that sport and academics should be kept in balance, 

so as not to restrict people's opportunities. 

Three informants referred to sporting scholarships as a way of avoiding 

the situation where student-athletes must choose a pathway between 

sport or education (Terry, Lena & Wilma). Lena raised this as a way of 

sparing Aboriginal students having to make a choice between the two 

areas. She believed that the Australian Institute of Sport may have done 

this already. Wilma was aware of some aspects of the US system of 

developing talented student-athletes: 

. . .  they . . .  allow them the access and opportunities to go on to use the professional 
knowledge of sport to transfer it over to academics . . .  by the fact that you can play 
in a high school or college team and be paid for it and go on and use the money and 
credits for other subjects in the area of academics. Australia doesn't seem to have 
that kind of opporhmity at all. 

From the data, there is a clear link in the thoughts and actions of the 

informants for a holistic view of sport and academics. In addition, it was 

considered that a person should attempt to keep these areas in balance. 

Although there were suggestions to adjust the amount of sport to 

maintain social ties, it was considered that student-athletes should not 

have to give up sport while studying. There was some interest shown for 

scholarships or other means to allow students to practice sport while 

undertaking their academic pursuits. It was suggested that schools and 

other educational institutions could assist athletes in a number of ways, 

for example: financially with allowances; providing accommodation 

support; arranging flexible timetabling; or by developing sport focus 

schools. 

4.4.3 Integrated curriculum 

There was support for integrating the body of knowledge from sport and 

physical education within the wider curriculum-however, half the 

informants had reservations about their decisions (see Table 4.6). Their 

doubts appeared to stem from their personal experiences: physical 

education at school was considered to be recreation-a break from 

academic studies (Raelene); sport and academics within the Department of 

Education were seen to be separate (Carmel & Lena); for Lena, sport was 

'only a practical thing, when we went out and played-it was not 

integrated into science'. Wilma indicated that opportunities for 

integration were missed from both 'directions'. 
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Int Did any teachers from sport side provide any challenge to your academics 
or any academic teacher utilise things, skills, knowledge, experiences? 

W No, I don't think so. I think the people, who were good at sports, were 
great to be out with the teachers who were willing to take the time to recognise 
your abilities and to encourage you and pat you on the back, but I don't think in the 
area of sport, I was ever really encouraged academically, because I didn't see that 
area of my schooling at all. 

Int What about the academic people utilising something to do with sport? 

W No, I don't think so, either way. At that time, [the teachers'] . . .  subject was 
important and when you got into the classroom, that was the subject that you were 
taught and they never see you as a really holistic person, I don't think. They never 
really understood you. I don't think they took the time to understand where you 
were corning from. As far as numbers were concerned, they were there just to teach a 
subject and that was it. 

Int Did they pick up anything about you or utilise these strengths in the 
course, topics or anything like that? 

W I don't think so. I think it was left up to the student to pull all their courses 
together and try to make head or tail of what, why they were at school and why 
you were there. As far as understanding that it was going to be somehow important 
to you in the future, you had to do that. You went from classroom to classroom. 

As such, half the informants advocated integrating broader aspects, such 

as motivation, self confidence and social aspects, rather than academic 

skills and knowledge with sport. 

Table 4.6 

Yes 

Frank 

Wilma 

Terry 

Dorrie 

Support for integration of sport and physical education into 
the wider curriculum 

Yes - perhaps No No - perhaps 

Carmel Esther 

Raelene 

Lena 

Clearly, they recognised that if somebody likes doing something, they will 

be motivated to learn (Frank). Therefore, students keen on participating 

in physical activity might become 'active' and interested learners, if it 

were incorporated into the lessons of other subjects (Frank). Although, 

according to Carmel, 'most Aboriginal kids would say that they would like 

to be a physical education teacher, but [they] don't realise all the academics 

required to get that qualification, the science of the body, etcetera'. Carmel 

and Raelene believe that the curriculum and the dominant mainstream 

education system needs to change, to make the purpose and links between 

sport and other subject areas or careers more explicit. 
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Only a limited number of areas for integrating sport and physical 

education into the curriculum, were suggested in the interview data. 

Raelene suggested that the teachers should become cognisant of 

Aboriginal students being more competent and relaxed on the sports field, 

when planning school work. By relating tasks to active experiences, 

Carmel could see the students being able to write about their sports trips. 

Dorrie tutored students to improve their language and got them to talk 

about sport. Wilma suggested the use of computers in a sporting context. 

For one of his classes, Frank based maths activities on physical education. 

Although Terry suggested that the students would prefer using television 

or audiovisual techniques, rather than reading books, Lena, Raelene and 

he agreed that sport and physical education should be integrated into the 

curriculum areas of science, humanities or social education. 

On the other hand, two informants suggested that subject specialisation 

on sport-related topics may be attractive or more effective for Aboriginal 

students. Esther indicated that 'health' should be taught in 'theory' 

lessons. Raelene said that, while she had 'Health Education' at school, it 

lacked the depth of information that she was looking for. She indicated 

that she may have been interested in undertaking an academic course, 

which counted towards the Matriculation Certificate, had it been available 

during her time at school. 

In conclusion, the informants supported a holistic approach to learning, 

although several who experienced physical education and sport as a 

separate from their other schoolwork, found it difficult to consider it 

being linked to other areas of learning. However some were able to see a 

clear link for integrating appropriate aspects of sport and physical 

education into other 'subject areas'. They felt that this could be achieved if 

the subject-specific dependence of education, particularly in high schools, 

becomes more relaxed and responsive to the interests of its students. 

4.4.4 Sport trips 

There is wide support for Aboriginal children to participate in school or 

community sports trips-only Lena, who did had not indicate if she had 

been away on a sports trip, made no comment (see Table 4.7). The benefit 

for the students was seen as gaining new experiences, which could open 

their eyes to better ways of playing sport or becoming aware of different 

environments (Carmel & Dorrie). Also, it was believed that the 

opportunity to work together with other people made an important 

contribution to their social development (Terry & Raelene). 
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Table 4.7 Value of sporting trips 

Yes - generally Yes - academically No No - academically 

Carmel Carmel (poss.) Esther Esther 

Dorrie (?) Dorrie (?) Raelene 

Frank Frank Wilma (?) 

Raelene Terry 

Terry 

Wilma Lena- No response 

Reservations about support for sport trips are identified by the symbols (?}-not sure, and 
(poss. )-possibly. 

The sports trip provides students with a chance to go away from the 

security of their home environment, although it is difficult for Aboriginal 

people to leave their friends and to lose the support of their peers-in fact, 

'often you find that the Aboriginal sports mob will pull out or won't 

participate' because of this (Carmel). 

Relating aspects of the trip's itinerary to the curriculum provided another 

worthwhile and cost-effective educational outcome of sports trips for 

some informants. By making visits to places of cultural or historical 

value, this provided opportunities to broaden the student's education

beyond the formal curriculum (Frank & Terry). By setting them 

appropriate tasks to undertake during the trip, accompanying teachers had 

an opportunity to support them gathering particular information. 

However, although Frank indicated that he had experienced this 

approach, and he was made to do it, Dorrie felt that this would be unlikely 

to occur and had not occurred in her experience. 

It was considered that frequent trips away may have caused financial 

problems for some parents and there was concern over school work 

missed (Dorrie & Esther). The cost was often covered by friends getting 

together and raising the money for the children to go away-an exercise, 

which skilled these people in fundraising (Carmel & Wilma). When 

Raelene or Frank returned from any sports trips, they stated that it was 

expected that they pick up where they left off and catch up on what they 

had missed. Raelene did have some teachers who explained what the class 

had done while she was away, but as the other informants made no 

mention of this, it could be assumed that this practice was not the norm. 

However, Raelene did admit that if a student had problems at school, the 
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classwork missed during a sports trip more than likely exacerbated such 

difficulties that a student may have had. These issues offer some 

understanding into the reservations of support for sport trips indicated in 

Table 4.6 and identified by the symbols (?)-not sure, and (poss.)

possibly. 

It is apparent that there are many opportunities for personal development 

and academic benefits, with only a few drawbacks, for Aboriginal students 

undertaking sports trips-apart from the experiences of competing in the 

specific event. The experience of being able to travel and stay away from 

their community, at least with the support of a small group, may benefit 

them from mixing with other people, particularly non-Aboriginal people. 

However, of greatest concern, is the difficulty for elite players of catching 

up missed school work (who may be away often and especially if they are 

already academically borderline students). 

4.4.5 Summary 

It is considered that aspects of physical education and sport could carry 

over and contribute to the academic development of Aboriginal youth in 

our schools. Although, with regards to the informants' personal 

experiences, it appears that their physical activities were considered to be 

forms of recreation, and that these activities were not seen to be linked 

within the education system. From the findings of this section, 

summarised in Table 4.8, it is clear that there are areas which could be 

targeted, to increase attainment levels. Any good relations developed 

between teachers and Aboriginal students playing sport has the potential 

to be carried over into classroom teaching. Also, adopting a holistic 

approach and taking opportunities to integrate topics across the 

curriculum appeared likely to increase student interest and 

understanding. Significantly, the informants considered that students 

should not have to give up all of their sport, since it provided them with 

social links and a physical stimulus. Also, while the opportunity for 

Aboriginal students to go away from their community group may provide 

a worthwhile experience which could be related to individuals 

undertaking mainstream style study, the lack of support within the 

education system for elite student-athletes, particularly, remains 

problematic. 
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Table 4.8 Perceptions of extent to which particular areas influenced 
academic development of the informants 

Sport Extent of Academics 
carry over 

Teacher High influence; high Possible Moderate influence; no 
relationships involvement, capitalising carry over capitalising on students' 

on students' interests; from sport to interests; less 
appropriate style, academics communication, 
relaxed environment with encouragement, rapport; 
encouragement and good less relaxed, more 'work' 
rapport orientated 

Mind and body Belief in fit body-mind; Potential Often given way to sport; 
maintains cultural carry over not equal recognition; 
identity; lots of from sport to sport not incorporated as 
recognition; teaches academics part of schooling reduces 
planning & self options for student-
discipline; social, athletes 
physical balance 

Integrated Recreational; practical, Good chance Anglo system separates 
curriculum physical thing; of carry over physical education/ sport 

motivating; promotes self from sport to & academics-limited 
confidence academics integration; not related to 

interests of students; not 
active 

Trips Involved in higher level Partial carry Miss school work; often no 
of sport; motivating, over from link with curriculum; 
limited cultural support sport to wouldn't go if cost high or 
context; work together academics 'too' alone; unwilling to do 
with other people; social education tasks 
development; opportunity 
to go away 

4 .  5 Transferring sport skills to education and employment 

Central to this thesis, is the ability of the data to identify if any skills 

developed by the informants through their involvement in sport and 

physical education, could be transferred across to areas of education and 

employment. Core topics were gleaned from the data and examined: 

issues related to training; skills acquired when mixing with people; 

development of Western culture capital; taking advantage of career 

prospects and acquiring leadership skills. 

4.5.1 Training transfers and competencies 

The notion that one must train hard for sport appears to have been 

identified as being in common with the 'work ethic' associated with 

employment, and considered that it could be transferred (Terry, Carmel & 
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Wilma). Carmel recognised this in her own experiences: 

From the age six or seven and I used to get up and ride my bike from Saloni.ka to 
Parap. I always had that 'stickability'. I did that and trained every day. Even 
when I think about my team sports, I always trained. I could be relied on to tum up 
for training. I think they are linked. If you can develop those skills there and build 
up on those character things, values or attributes, I think that you translate that 
into any academic studies or even work. I probably did not think about it then, but I 
know it now. 

Referring to adult students, she envisages the same motivation being 

used to 'develop . . .  an attitude to hard work and [the] commitment to 

succeed'. 

All of the informants recognised instances where sport provided 

opportunities for people to acquire appropriate personal development 

skills, which may directly affect or be utilised within training or 

employment areas: developing self confidence planning and people skills; 

and providing diverse experiences and opportunities to improve social 

competence. Dorrie and Carmel recognised the organisational and 

planning skills required to get staff working effectively as consistent with 

preparing games practice schedules and arranging study programs. 

Furthermore, as indicated earlier by Dorrie, sport does help people become 

more self-confident and more independent. In addition, sport supports 

the development of empowering abilities, such as the courage to ask for 

help, speaking as a representative of the team and also, 'trying' was seen as 

a vital skill (Frank, Carmel & Dorrie). 

4.5.2 Mixing with people 

When Aboriginal people are involved with sport, they are able to 

participate in numerous types of activities with other people, such as 

being on committees or involved with the organisation of events. Carmel 

and Dorrie had been on numerous sports committees and fundraising 

ventures. These types of opportunities can allow people to mix with 

others beyond the 'playing sport' context and could develop the skills and 

confidence to be involved in employment areas or other activities. In fact, 

Terry saw that any opportunity for school students to interact with people 

from other places or in other roles, as an education in itself. 

Sporting trips particularly enabled young Aboriginal students to mix and 

develop relationships with non-Aboriginal people, in a pleasant, 
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supportive and motivating context. Wilma explained: 

. . .  [It) helped me to mix with non-Aboriginal people and to know that I was 
accepted. Although I was accepted . . . , as they knew me, as a sportsperson, it got me 
thinking about the ability to . . . think through issues other than sport with a person 
who was non-Aboriginal and to try it out and to realise that I had the same 
opportunities really, despite the colour of my skin and my cultural background. I 
had opportunities that if I really worked at it. Sure there had been prejudices that 
I've came up against. I really do have the same opportunities, and probably have 
more opportunities if I am willing to see these opportunities and take them when 
they arrive and use them. In my life now I would like to continue building bridges 
with non-Aboriginal people. 

This can be beneficial for strengthening an Aboriginal perspective, as well. 

Terry suggests that 'it does create better racial relations . . .  [and] there's an 

exchange of ideas and different opportunities, which flow on to 

employment'. Carmel agrees: 

If you have reasonable social skills, it makes a difference for the Aboriginal mob. 
If they can mix, be articulate and socialise a lot more with white people, I think 
they have a better chance when they go into their careers. Like the Motlops, they 
don't have problems in getting jobs, mixing with others. For the majority of 
Aboriginal people, that's not the case. It should flow, but it depends on their 
language skills, their experiences. 

Education and employment appear to offer types of work or study (team) 

groupings which may be consistent with the identified preference of 

Aboriginal people for a group orientation. Esther recognised that sport 

enabled participants to cooperate, work as a team, meet and talk to people 

(including strangers) where members have an integral role in their 

contribution to the success of the team. 

4.5.3 Developing the culture capital 

Apart from improving one's academic status, socialising with non

Aboriginals through sport can provide another important inroad into 

mainstream culture for developing the careers of Aboriginal sports stars. 

This is based on the belief by Bourdieu and Passeron (1977, in Day, 1991: 

80), that they possess 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. Nearly half of the informants 

believe that sports heroes might be offered jobs; for example, footballers 

are more often given promotional jobs or positions as prominent 

government role models (Carmel, Dorrie & Terry). In general, half of the 

informants also suggest that this socialising can be important to any 

Aboriginal person's career, by improving their confidence and developing 

networks-in practice, they are able to gain the 'cultural capital' to be 
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accepted in higher status levels than 'the sports field' (Carmel, Dorrie, 

Terry & Raelene). 

Opposing this view, Raelene considered that being a sports hero did not 

open doors. She believes that Aboriginal people are often employed for 

who they are, not as sports players�xcept, perhaps, for footballers. She 

suggests that more people are likely to be employed because of 

'assimilationist' policies, them being able to present themselves in an 

acceptable way to an employer and for some, 'being able to play the 

whiteman's game'. 

Certainly sport presents a secure social milieu for Aboriginal students. 

Some parents support it in order to encourage their children to go to 

school and to become au fait with the majority culture. Dorrie reports that 

Aboriginal people believe that if their children become more self 

confident and adopt appropriate mainstream skills, this may lead to 

increased job opportunities. Following on from the points made earlier, 

this process might involve them cooperating with others and dealing 

with various lifeskill situations in order to gain the confidence 'to carry 

[this] over into the unknown' (Dorrie). 

4.5.4 Career 

Sport has enabled a number of Aboriginal sportspersons to improve their 

lifestyles, education opportunities, and to successfully enter the 

employment sphere of the Public Service and business. Sportsmen 

Maurice Rioli (Northern Territorian and former Australian football star), 

Chris Lewis (West Coast Eagles' Australian Football League player) and 

Michael McLean (Brisbane Bears' Australian Football League player), the 

Ella brothers (Mark, his twin Glen and Gary-former Australian Rugby 

Union players) were identified as achieving better lifestyles or that their 

skills had provided them with an 'easier access to employment'. 

Reflecting this view, Terry points out that the members of an Aboriginal 

senior Public Service officers' network, 'in some way have, with few 

exceptions, . . .  played at State and NT level'. Finally, Carmel and Esther 

named a few Northern Territory sports people, who, she believed, had 

become involved in the business area. 

Nevertheless, it was suggested that few academically successful Aborigines 

see sport as a career (Esther). Wilma believes that they see their career 

elsewhere as more important than sport. By comparison to Aboriginal 

families, she mentioned that non-Aboriginal parents 'were teaching their 
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children to develop a way of thinking about a career and then channel 

their children into that, far earlier than most Aboriginal people'. She adds 

that 'you need a career to survive. In Australia, you can't really earn that 

much money on a sporting career, as you can in another area'. Although, 

Terry explained that in recent times young elite footballers are given 

support with their education and given promotional tasks rather than 

menial jobs. 

4.5.5 Leadership 

Sport offers Aboriginal people opportunities to be actively involved in 

leadership and service activities through coaching, administration (such 

as being committee members), sports club support (such as 'runners', 

sports equipment officers, strappers) and leadership (such as school house 

captains and prefects) roles. Carmel said that when she was involved in 

sport administration, she had always been the secretary or treasurer, on 

organising committees or raising money to take sides away. In fact, five of 

the eight informants were leaders at school or for sports teams (Carmel, 

Dorrie, Lena, Terry & Frank). And when Esther became aware that most 

Aboriginal people in employment positions were service deliverers and 

very few were policy makers, she made a conscious decision to attain that 

level 'to make a difference'-to become a leader. 

Aboriginal leaders need to be strong people (Carmel). Dorrie and Carmel 

suggested that leaders had developed the ability to stand up for issues or 

themselves. For example, Terry explains, 'as a prefect, an advocate for 

students, [he was] . . .  able to deal with people, deal with teachers and having 

the confidence of students to be able to sort things out'. This evolved from 

him being elected by his peers to the positions of house captain and 

prefect, in recognition of his ability at football and athletics. Therefore it is 

not unexpected that all of the comments on leadership located in the data 

came from the past school leaders (Carmel, Dorrie, Lena, Terry & Frank), 

and as indicated earlier, most of the Aboriginal 'leaders' in the Northern 

Territory Public Service, at the time of the data collection, were former 

sport achievers. 

4.5.6 Summary 

Considering the significance of sport in the lives of Aboriginal people, it 

offers a comprehensive 'arena' for developing skills for life, education and 

employment. In particular, the corollary to working hard, developing 

people skills, gaining confidence and the ability to operate effectively 
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within mainstream culture, is the empowerment of students to become 

better educated and more employable. Instances have been shown to exist 

where Aboriginal people, with strong links to sport, have been accepted in 

leadership roles, gained purposeful jobs and have operated in various 

contexts successfully. The data, summarised in Table 4.9, reflects the view 

that skills developed through people's participation in sport can be carried 

over to education and employment. 

Table 4.9 

Training and 
competencies 

Mixing with 
people 

Cultural 
capital 

Career 

Leadership 

Summary of findings for transferring sport skills to 
education and employment 

Sport Extent of Education & employment 
carry over 

Involves effort, self- Good chance Provides model for 
confidence and planning; to carry over developing work ethic; 
group activity; from sport to experiences can be 
independent; associated academics transferred to more 
with work ethic individual activity; 

opportunity to confidently 
attempt other tasks and 
develop new skills 

Involved with others to Carry over Familiarity with group 
accomplish tasks; from sport to work and committees; 
develop confidence and academics greater confidence to 
skills; familiar social communicate with non-
group context Aboriginals; stronger 

involvement in addressing 
social or policy issues 

Socialising with non- Chance of Acquire western 
Aboriginal people; gain carry over knowledge; develop skills 
confidence; familiar with from sport to for higher levels of 
'sport' culture; academics employment; increase 
cooperative with others effective networks 

Skilled performers' path; Some general Some improve life chances 
have provided some high carry over and financial standing in 
profile models; develop potential early years; opportunity 
personal skills; can get a from sport to for role models to 
promotional, coaching or academics- influence career paths of 
other job but limited youth 

direct 
opportunities 

Offers various Good Provides confidence to 
opportunities to develop potential to access academic and 
interest and skills in carry over employment forums; gain 
appropriate context; from sport to practical experience as 
practice at standing up for academics leaders 
issues; status 

70 



4 .  6 Influence of role models 

Role models can provide encouragement and advice for people, whether 

in sport, in pursuing careers or when taking the first steps to further 

education (Raelene). As such, role models appear to motivate people to 

focus on achieving a goal, so that they are able to say, 'she did it, then we 

can do it' (Wilma). 

The data, summarised in Table 4.10, found that family and teachers had 

particularly strong influences on the informant's academic and sporting 

pursuits-'star' role models seem more significant in sporting contexts. 

The predominance of teachers appears significant-they were listed by six 

of the eight informants and they did not only coincide with the four 

informants who were teachers. The people who influenced the academic 

pursuits of the informants were mostly non-Aboriginal teachers but also 

included a small number of Aboriginal people (including teachers Cathy 

Nickels and Jim Ramsay, academic Isabelle Proctor, a nurse and one of 

Raelene's mentors). It appears significant that five of the eight informants 

reported that they were not influenced by any Aboriginal academic role 

models in their school and 'early' personal study program-although two 

others found some after they were involved in post-school studies. 

Table 4.10 Influences of role models 

Informant Academic pursuits Sporting pursuits 

Carmel Two non-Aboriginal teachers; Sisters; Top NT Aboriginal 
Darwin Aboriginal teachers footballers 

Dorrie Sister-pressure to do well High school teachers 

Esther Two non-Aboriginal teachers-no Parents-'do well'; class teacher 
threat; encouraging 

Frank Particular non-Aboriginal teachers; Teacher-cricketer; skilled 
Kormilda and Batchelor College Aboriginal sportsmen; Aboriginal 
staff cricket team 

Lena Parents-pushed Grandparents and tradition; 
Aboriginal family I sporting clubs 

Raelene None-early; two people later (1 PE teachers; Black peers; particular 
Aboriginal), positive, encouraging friends 

Terry None-rationalised, better do Aboriginal sports stars-Bill 
something for job Dempsey, Billy Roe; local players, 

the Nickels and Ahmats 

Wilma None-initially; Aboriginal nurse Parents-especially sportsman 
father; PE teachers 
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Most of the informants had Aboriginal sport role models, who they could 

look upon to provide some direction. Footballers provided the most 

common examples, with former AFL star Maurice Rioli cited, at least 

once, by all eight of the informants. Frank indicated that there was a need 

to have such heroes as professional football's participation rates of young 

Aboriginal boys increased. 'You must have those prerequisites of success 

in place first', before such changes will receive the support of Aboriginal 

families. This message could easily apply to an academic context. 

4.6.1 Summary 

There seems to be an abundance of Aboriginal sporting role models for 

students to emulate. Sport was supported by family members and teachers 

in the school and provided few regrets for the informants to become 

involved. On the other hand, it was quite apparent that there were only a 

small number of Aboriginal academic achievers, which appears to be 

linked to the low number of students actually choosing to pursue 

academic pathways. Furthermore, there appeared to be no carry over of 

role model influence from sport to academics, as the informants 

considered these areas to be separate entities. 

4 .  7 Community and parental involvement in education 

This section considers the level of involvement of parents and the 

community in sport and education, the links that existed between the two 

and finally, the consideration of the outcomes of any efforts that could 

have been an advantage to such a linkage. 

Aboriginal parents often provided support for what they could relate to, 

what their children were good at or what they considered to be important 

for their children-in most cases, this meant that support, in real terms, 

went in the area of sport (Esther & Dorrie). This is not to say that these 

Aboriginal parents did not support the idea that their children should be 

educated. However, all but one of the informants said that their parents' 

past experience of schooling had left them feeling incompetent and 

unable to assist their children with their school work. 'Parents, who didn't 

have a good time at school, didn't push their kids, or even if they did, 

couldn't help them' (Carmel). In addition, half of the informants 

specifically mentioned that their parents were ignorant of the academic 

system and the changing curriculum (Carmel, Terry, Lena & Esther). 
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Six of the eight informers said there was little carry over of parent support 

from sport to education. Dorrie's parents supported both areas of their 

children's pursuits, but as mentioned in the last paragraph, it ended up 

being 'a push towards sport rather than academics' (Dorrie). Even Terry's 

parents, who supported his education over his sport interests, became 

more relaxed over this issue, as his sisters came through their schooling. 

In the area of parental financial support, Carmel indicated that, 'a lot of 

those families haven't the income to buy books or to read or understand 

or even like reading. Academically, you don't develop to your full 

potential'. Yet, the same Aboriginal children are unlikely to be lacking in 

physical skills: 

. . .  with sport. You got that support because if you wanted to send the kids away, you 
played a game of cards to get the money to get them there. After the kid got picked 
the community rallied for that family who didn't have the funds to get them 
there. 

A clear reason for Aboriginal parents not being willing to attend school 

functions, such as parent-teacher nights, can be related to their own 

unpleasant school experiences-having been institutionalised, not 

having attained a high level of schooling or having no experience of ever 

going to a school and enquiring about a child's progress (Lena, Raelene & 
Frank). Certainly Wilma's parents had such a background. According to 

Carmel, even in more recent times, it is only those parents who: 

have developed a confidence to . . .  [be comfortable] there and are not intimidated, 
. . .  [come to parent-teacher nights]. They have more language development. [She 
believes that] a lot of them have got it through sport. 

Despite a strong interest in sport, there was no evidence that school sport 

provided any opportunity for Aboriginal parents to gain access to schools. 

According to Frank, non-Aboriginal teachers may have got involved on 

sports days with Aboriginal families and developed social relationships, 

but it was seen as a social activity, nothing more. Despite some efforts to 

provide open invitations for parents to meetings and other school 

functions, access to other school business was extremely limited. Carmel 

and Terry believe that the situation may now be changing, as more people 

develop the confidence to attend. 

But Frank says, 'the school must want Aboriginal parents involved . . .  ' in 

school business and a culturally-accepted forum should be arranged, 

bringing together community members. Wilma explained that families 

and friends already utilised special nights where they discussed some of 

the things that were going on at school. In that way, 'they learnt to 
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overcome the fears through communicating and talking with people at 

the same cultural level and [who] were having the same problems' 

(Wilma). Terry recognised the trepidation of Aboriginal parents to become 

involved at school councils or other school events, but he espoused hope 

that 'they are going to change a lot with the formation of the ASSPA 

committee'. 

And so, although Aboriginal parents were familiar with physical 

activities, and were able to support those in which their children were 

involved, their participation in such school programs were considered 

limited-it did not usually extend to participation in educational events, 

such as parent-teacher nights. Despite the parents becoming familiar with 

some of the school's teaching staff, and invitations being issued to them to 

attend these events, it has only been the recent development of 

'appropriate' community programs, such as the Aboriginal Student 

Support and Parent Awareness (ASSPA) Program, that Aboriginal parents 

appear to have begun to voice an opinion on educational matters (Dunbar 

et al., 1991: 5). 

4 . 8  Discussion 

This chapter has identified some over-riding points, which appear to 

significantly influence the relationships of the Aboriginal society in 

Darwin with respect to sport and education. These include: the nature of 

sport, which made it 'attractive' to the informants; the influence of their 

community's educational experiences, including their parents, and the 

effect it had on the informant's commitment to sport and education; and 

the links between Aboriginal and mainstream pathways to success. These 

appear to be important for the carrying over of any skills, knowledge or 

values from sport to empower students for better education and 

employment prospects. 

The 'attractive' nature of sport for the informants was consistent with the 

list prepared by the Australian Sports Commission to promote the value 

of physical education in schools (see Chapter 2, p. 10). In particular, aspects 

valued were the group orientation, personal and social development, 

creative expression, challenge, and success and enjoyment. The other 

reason for the Aboriginal students to be attracted to sport, is related to it 

being more accessible than education. As with the studies of West Indian 

students, many of these students are considered capable in sport, but not 

in education, and according to Wood and Carrington (1982), often they are 
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pushed towards those activities by teachers to experience success and 

status. 

As Braddock (1981) indicated, despite support from research, as more 

minority students pursue sport to the detriment of their academic 

performance, it becomes the dominant perspective that mainstream 

society believes about them. However, what isn't widely apparent is that 

repressive policies provided Aboriginal people with little option but to 

choose the only pathway that was available to them (Broome, 1982; 

Cummings, 1990). Narcys (1990: 12) explained many of the inequalities of 

the past that prevented their access to education still exist. While these 

students were able to play sport, which offered a culturally acceptable style, 

the education system had teachers in positions of power teaching them a 

foreign body of knowledge, which was in conflict with their own 

understandings. As Lena put this, their identity is at loggerheads with the 

mainstream culture. Narcys suggests this results in Aboriginal students 

having to develop a 'double identity', one for home and one for school. 

However, without schools becoming more culturally aware, there is no 

suggestion of one's identity being transferred from sport to education. 

Apparently, the school environment could be made more acceptable to 

Aboriginal students, if it took some notice of the way teams operate in 

sport. The informants reported that enclaves such as MOSA and CAIS 

appear to be working successfully to get more Aboriginal students 

interested in taking an academic pathway. They utilise a reciprocal 

interaction model of pedagogy, which Cummins (1986) said, empowered 

students to assume more control in the learning process. On the other 

hand, it was apparent that there was another way that people were 

becoming academically successful-adopting a more individual 

perspective. This may appear contradictory, but just as sport permits 

people to be competitive within a team context, one could still develop as 

an 'individual' academically within an enclave-perhaps using it as a 

stepping stone to mainstream courses. Aboriginal people, who do not 

wish to compete against other individuals could also compete against 

oneself or a course. 

If Duda's (1983; 1986) work is taken into account, it was the Anglo 

'mainstream' achievement orientation of outcome or product (winning 

and high marks) criteria and 'ego-involved' (beating others) success, 

which was deemed to be the most competitive. This compared with the 

minority group orientation of behaviour and process (trying hard and 

75 



cooperating with others), and mastery /task based classroom and group

oriented social comparisons. It was suggested in the literature review that 

both orientations should be presented in 'ordinary' classrooms to cater for 

all students. But there was evidence in the findings that the informants 

did develop a more individual achievement (Anglo or mainstream) 

perspective. Although they took some time to achieve their credentials, 

they did have to leave their secure environment of home or friends to 

study as individuals. Raelene explains: 

It's good to have that group stuff in sport, but if you choose later to go on and study, 
you miss that group unity. It's quite lonely when you study. You may have groups of 
friends around, but the end result is that you have to sit down and do the work, the 
reading and the writing and having to actually pass yourself. The group learning in 
sport is a lot easier. You miss that when you are studying, the feeling that it gave 
you, the comraderie and the ties with other people, whereas the sport stuff is a lot 
stronger than they are with study. 

They had to overcome peer pressure, considerable discomfort and cost to 

person and family to undertake this-as did those males who wished to 

play professional football interstate. Carmel, who separated from her 

family to study interstate like Esther, referred to the similar courage 

required of: 

One of the very first [Aboriginal footballers] . . .  to go away . . .  [was] Jimmy Anderson. 
I guess because he's lived as the only black man there in a very white environment, 
he was able to deal with a school system. Probably comes through his footy, 
knowing he's got the courage, had to go away, stay away. 

According to Snyder and Spreitzer (1989), playing sport at a high level can 

help people to develop the skills to be accepted into the mainstream 

culture-although it requires more hard work and discipline, involves 

less fun and requires better performances than at lower levels. To be 

deemed successful in mainstream sport and education, Aboriginal people 

have had to bridge the difference in accepted Aboriginal styles of sport and 

education to a mainstream orientation. It has been recognised that many 

more have succeeded in reaching and being comfortable in mainstream 

sport than education. Furthermore, it has been shown that in a number of 

areas, there are opportunities for carrying over aspects from sport to 

enhance academic attainment. The following diagram (Figure 4.1) depicts 

the areas where these links appear to have been made. Also included, in 

response to comments by the informants, is the place of Aboriginal 

enclaves in the schema. From there, some students would successfully 

develop the academic skills to enter mainstream education, or would 

achieve success in some other appropriate context. 
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Figure 4.1 A suggested model of carry over 
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In this theoretical model of 'carry over', it is recognised that many 

Aboriginal students have achieved the 'step up' to serious mainstream 

sport, which is dependent on their physical skills, but few have made it to 

mainstream education. 

According to Day (1991: 73), for those involved in sport and trying to 

achieve at senior school level, they need to make a sacrifice and cut back 

on their leisure time activities. This study agreed with those sentiments, 

but informants felt that students should not give up all their sport, as it 

kept them 'active' and offered them the chance for some social 

interaction. However, the informants were aware that some students 

were unable to make the sacrifice to take up study because it was too hard. 

They lack the self-discipline to stick to the task-mentioned previously as 

the focussed effort to do what needs to be done. The informants' 

recognition that effort was required for academic success supported Duda's 
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(1983; 1986) findings, but differred from that research about Navajos and 

Mexican-Americans, in that they did not attribute academic failure to a 

lack of ability-apparently, they saw past the racist belief of low 

expectations for academic achievement for Aboriginal students. However, 

they did recognise that the expectation of some people that Aboriginal 

students should give up their sport to achieve more academically is very 

difficult for them. As Edwards (1984) said, it is too much part of their lives. 

There must be way of incorporating these students' interests in sport into 

a positive experience or academic context. 

A number of ways are available, which take advantage of student interest 

in sport and physical education to assist them academically or for 

employment. One is to integrate physical activities into the curriculum or 

to teach the underlying concepts and 'theory' of particular activities 

(Humphrey, 1990; Taylor and Chiogioji, 1987). The informants did not 

remember having much experience integrating aspects of their studies 

into or from physical education, as most saw it as a recreational activity or 

at least would have had it as a separate subject. They also saw this from a 

holistic approach, where it was difficult to have topics put into 'boxes'. 

They did not make any comments about the more academic subject of 

sports science, which is now presented at sports coaching courses and the 

like. Their 'training' consisted of experiences, being on committees, 

coaching and organising activities. They recognised that the sports-type 

training took hard work and seemed to share in common with the 'work 

ethic' of employment. While they identified a number of skills developed 

through sport that would have an employment benefit, it appeared from 

their comments that their experiences would have enabled them to 

develop the skills and abilities listed by Chmielewski and Mylvaganam 

(1991)-that is, they had opportunities to put them in practice, not just to 

learn them in theory. However, as coaching credentials are increasingly 

utilising theory components, unless the literacy skills are known or 

taught as part of the course, then Aboriginal people may be disadvantaged. 

From such a practical background, those who were sports captains, prefects 

or administrators were able to develop leadership skills, which are useful 

in management and training positions. These people could take 

advantage of competency-based training programs and have their prior 

learning recognised to gain credentials for employment (DEET). Equally as 

valuable, is the development of the cultural capital to gain access to the 

majority culture. Although the literature review identified former rugby 

78 

-- - -----...-· ----·--- ·�·- -----· 



union international, Mark Ella and some other 'big names', as having 

achieved this to access high status careers, it is important to realise that 

learning such capital or educational goods can benefit people at all levels. 

The key people who achieve in society become the role models for other 

Aboriginal people to aspire. The data indicated that mixing with non

Aboriginal people was an effective way the informants saw of 'getting 

ahead'. However, it is also indicated that the recognition given to some 

achieving Blacks in the US resulted in the unfortunate position of them 

being perceived as marginal people, 'Uncle Toms' (Snyder and Spreitzer, 

1989: 221; Partington, 1985: 19). This appears to be supported by Terry's 

comments: 

From experience, I think that success in sport is very readily accepted by the 
general Aboriginal population, but there is still the resentment by a lot of 
Aboriginal people, maybe because they don't understand enough about academic 
studies and what it's about. There's still that resentment to those with academic 
quaWications or those that have done well in what ever field of employment that 
they're in-that they are not accepted as well and people see there's an ulterior 
motive for you to get up and reach your potential. It is difficult in a number of 
areas. A number of my colleagues do experience, as I do, there is this lack of 
understanding, not with all, some couldn't care less . . .  and other groups do accept it 
quite well. There are other people who resent it, where Aboriginal people have 
advanced and it is often said, about the successful Aboriginal, that they've got up 
there because . . .  , for various reasons, [they are] not interested in Aboriginal affairs, 
more interested in being a "white fella" or whatever�utting down the tall 
poppies syndrome for those, who don't make it . . .  I hope that it's now changing, as 
we are getting a lot more Aboriginal people through tertiary education and there's 
still a few getting up in senior positions. 

In fact, three informants reported that sometimes Aboriginal leaders or 

achievers, particularly academic achievers, become stronger, because they 

are challenged by others. Whilst this would appear to suggest that these 

people's identity was under threat, and in some cases this may happen, 

both Day (1991) and Crowley (1990) believe that identity maintenance can 

exist alongside of a mainstream orientation. 

The statement that Aboriginal people had natural sporting ability was 

considered to be racist. But the significant number of successful athletes, 

particularly footballers and boxers, make it difficult not to form some such 

over-riding opinion. As Edwards (1984) said of the underachievement of 

American Blacks, what do you infer from their academic performance? 

What does one say about the message to Aboriginal youngsters, 'exploit 

your natural talent and play football', when the informants and the 

literature say that only a few make it to have a career out of sport. Sports 

stars like Arthur Ash and Walt Frazier (1977, in Spreitzer & Snyder, 1978), 

say that they should balance their lives with sport and education. Yet 
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reports from Wood and Carrington (1982), reinforced statements by the 

informants that teachers were involved in channelling these students 

towards sport. As Partington (1985) said of Jamaican students, they were 

'winners in sport, but not in education'. 

If these students are having problems with their studies or managing to 

live within the majority culture, then Delpit (1988) says that they should 

be taught the codes needed to achieve this-there is no point for a teacher 

just being nice to such a student. Crowley (1990) has a similar view, all 

students should be taught the knowledge and skills required at school, 

and it should not only be presented to those who are commonly believed 

to be able to 'cope' or are culturally suited to the information. She criticises 

the labelling of students as non-academic and the courses that they are 

then offered. She also believes that programs of socialisation, based on 

interpersonal relations and pastoral care over educationally potent 

knowledge and skills, state that Aboriginal students are incapable of 

understanding academic knowledge. Furthermore, she recognised that 

students, who were involved in lots of sport during school time, lost 

considerable time in getting educational goods. As one of the informants 

and Ngarri�an-Kessaris (in Harris et al., 1992) pointed out, such activities 

often involved the students who had behavioural problems, who missed 

out on school work. If school sport trips included educational aspects, 

instead of just social and cultural outcomes-and have it integrated into 

class activities-then these students wouldn't miss out so much in their 

'schooling'. 

Part of the problem, which was identified within the study, was that 

teachers often did not expect Aboriginal students to achieve in education. 

Wood and Carrington (1991) found that teachers of physical education 

were also guilty of tolerating low standards of behaviour and work. 

O'Shane and Bickford (1991), speaking of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islanders in North Queensland, said that students were aware that they 

being given a lower level of work than others. It is no wonder that West 

Indian students, in a similar situation, saw sport as an alternate way of 

achieving. 

One of the ways that sport and academic achievement could be brought 

together was the suggestion of some form of scholarship system or 'sport' 

schools. In this way, programs could accommodate practice arrangements 

(as occurs at the Australian Institute of Sport in Canberra) and as Edwards 

(1984) explains, the athletes would understand that there were academic 
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expectations for them as well as athletic ones. Schafer and Armer (1968 in 

Jerome & Phillips, 1983: 187) recognised that this may achieve the 

outcome of more students trying to get academically qualified to gain one 

of the scholarships. In Australia there is no major scheme whereby 

Aboriginal students can 'exploit their sporting ability and get educated' 

without having to trade one for the other. Apart from the occasional bad 

publicity about the system in the US, it would be interesting to find out 

how much the 'school' sport arrangements were responsible for the level 

of Black academic attainment-there is no such bargaining point in 

Australia. 

Another opportunity for the use of sport, considered in the literature, was 

to attract Aboriginal parents into the school so that they could become 

more understanding and involved in the education process. While such 

efforts would be encouraged under the recent National Aboriginal 

Education Program, it was disappointing to find, according to the 

informants, that there had been no such outcome. Apparently, events that 

were arranged and attended by Aboriginal parents were only social 

occasions and provided no educationally empowering benefit. However 

on the more positive side, the new ASSPA program seems to have 

developed appropriate forums for Aboriginal parents to finally become 

more involved in the schooling of their children. The reason given for 

parents not actively seeking involvement earlier, was that their 

background experiences to education were not favourable. This situation 

appears to be in parallel to Spreitzer and Snyder's (1989) socialisation into 

sport model (introduced in Chapter 2, see Figure 2.1), where each parent's 

past experiences influence directly the amount of encouragement that 

they give their children. Furthermore, it can be seen simply how this and 

the influence of spouses and friends, about one's education plans, carry 

through into the person's adulthood. 

In conclusion, it can be seen that there are considerable avenues for sport 

and physical education to contribute to academic success. Unfortunately, 

this seems to be left out of mainstream programs because the links have 

not been recognised and 'exploited'. Perhaps the teachers may have 

observed that many Aboriginal students appear to be distracted from their 

studies by their involvement in sport, and therefore the teachers choose 

to stay well clear of the 'cause' of those students' poor academic 

performance. On the otherhand, the results are encouraging in that the 

particular antecedents of success in sport-group and individual 

orientation, confidence, competition and sharing, discipline and effort-
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could be carried over to assist in making the education of Aboriginal 

students more successful. Also, it would be particularly valuable for both 

employers and Aboriginal people that the skills developed through sport 

could be recognised by accrediting bodies and utilised for employment 

purposes. 

4 . 9  S u m mary 

The study results appear to present three possible scenarios for linking 

Aboriginal student's experiences in sport and physical education and their 

academic performance. In the first scenario (Figure 4.2 Scenario A), there 

was a positive transfer as sport nurtured a number of skills, leading to 

academic success or employment. In the second (Figure 4.3 Scenario B), 

there was a negative transfer, leading to interference, which may detract 

from academic achievement, perhaps resulting in lower levels of 

employment or possibly, unemployment. Finally, Scenario C (Figure 4.4) 

presents ways to enhance the transfer of skills to achieve improved 

academic attainment or increased employment opportunities. 

Scenario A outlined below, represents the positive type of transfer 

experienced by the informants where sport nurtured a number of skills, 

leading to academic success or employment. 

Figure 4.2 Scenario A 
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A positive involvement with sport was found to nurture: 

• 

• 

self discipline-focussing effort and goal setting; developing 

'training' skills; maintaining a balance of mind and body; being 

competitive, motivated and adaptable; developing a work ethic; 

working within a team; 

planning-coping with training arrangements and demands; 

developing competencies in organising, time management and 

program planning as player or administrator; 

• leadership-being on committees; being recognised as a leader, 

captain or other; demonstrating skills or abilities; standing up for 

issues; developing people and motivation skills; 

• cosmopolitan-view-taking trips (particularly travel away from 

their own community); being on committees; mixing with people, 

including non-Aboriginals; developing a mainstream culture 

capital; 

• mainstream cultural knowledge-maintaining identity; having an 

appropriate group and individual orientation; operating in a 

collective environment; maintaining a balance of mind and body; 

and 

• teamwork-working to a common goal, as a player, support 

personnel or administrator; having an appropriate group and 

individual orientation; developing people and motivation skills. 

Scenario B outlined on page 84, represents the negative transfer, leading 

to interference, which may detract from academic achievement, perhaps 

resulting in lower levels of employment or possibly, unemployment. 

Sport was found to be associated directly or by default with some negative 

interferences detracting students from academic achievement: 

• lack of academic commitment-being under the strong influence of 

peer harassment; choosing sport over academic work requirements 

(more enjoyable); not willing to sacrifice anything for sport; 

• low expectations of teachers-interpretation of lack of effort in 

classroom as lack academic ability; sharing practice seen as counter 

to individual development; offer limited curriculum options; 
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Figure 4.3 Scenario B 

-ve interference detracting from academic achievement 
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• low family expectations, leading to narrow aspirations-consider 

sport only access; have limited educational background; can't 

understand educational system; unable to help their children; 

• greater recognition of sport by Aboriginal community-considered 

only access; little recognition given to education (reflection of poor 

personal experiences); follow sports clubs' family tradition; 

• lack of academic role models-most 'role models' come from sport, 

as only small number of academically successful Aboriginal role 

models are known to students in early ' influential' school years; 

and 

• limited career opportunities, which focusses attention away from 

education-relatively few Aboriginal people have made a full-time 

career from sport; others have found difficulty in adjusting to life 



85 
after sport, without academic credentials or appropriate 

employment skills. 

Scenario C outlined below, presents possible ways to enhance the transfer 

of skills to achieve improved academic attainment or increased 

employment opportunities. 

Figure 4.4 Scenario C 
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Ways for schools to enhance skills transfer from sport to education: 

• 

• 

Role models-utilise the increasing number of Aboriginal 

academic achievers to assist and motivate students to undertake 

academic pathways; 

Parent participation---€fforts should be made to encourage the 

parents to become more comfortable to discuss education issues 

with teachers, either directly or through such forums as the 

Aboriginal Student Support and Parent Awareness Program 

(ASSPA); 

• Awareness of and then develop skills of: 

Self discipline-the students should be made aware of the 

effort and the skills, including goal setting, required to reach their 

full potential in sport and academics. They need to able to recognise 

when sport interferes with their academic program; and 

Group and individual competitive orientation-classroom 

activities should incorporate group activities requiring a collective 

effort to tackle academic work, yet develop individual study and 

personal development skills from within that context. In addition, 

recognition should be made of the achievement orientation of 

Aboriginal students, which may differ from the mainstream 

society; 

• Cultural awareness-schools should recognise Aboriginal values. 

Students could be made aware of information, such as the exploits 

of Aboriginal (and other indigenous) sports participants, both past 

and present, to highlight areas of knowledge and interest to 

strengthen their cultural identity; 

• Good student-teacher relationships-teachers should be 

encouraged to utilise the more relaxed setting of sport and physical 

education programs to recognise the competencies of individuals, 

get involved in activities and develop a good rapport with their 

students; 

• Integrating subjects-there is considerable potential for schools to 

integrate sport and physical education within the wider curriculum 

and promote active and interested learners; 
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• Trips-schools can encourage Aboriginal students to participate in 

sports trips, however, they should seek to include opportunities for 

social, cultural and educational development. Furthermore, aspects 

learned during such trips should be reinforced and efforts made to 

cover work undertaken by the rest of their class during the 

students' absences from school; 

• Equal acknowledgement of achievement in sport and education

while Aboriginal students may demonstrate an ability on the sports 

field, schools should give equal and due recognition their academic 

achievements; and 

• Develop personal skills toward academic and employment 

outcomes-schools should recognise and encourage students to 

carry over leadership and service roles from school and community 

sport into other areas within the school community. 

Apparently, Scenario A occurred naturally for these informants and they 

were able to take advantage of these factors and achieve their academic 

and employment levels. However, Scenario B appears to happen for the 

majority of Aboriginal students and they fail to reach their potential in 

academic attainment. Hopefully, if Scenario C could be inserted into 

schools, then perhaps Scenario A would occur for more Aboriginal 

students, resulting in higher academic attainment levels and improved 

employment opportunities for these students. 
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Chapter 5 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMEN DATIONS 

5 . 1  Introduction 

In this pilot study, the intention was to determine if there is an 

empowering relationship between sport, physical education and academic 

success, which can improve the life chances of Aboriginal students and 

result in recommendations being made about the education system to 

benefit them in academic and employment areas. 

5 . 2  Research techniques 

A qualitative interview technique was chosen by the researcher to conduct 

a pilot study of a small number of urban Aboriginal academic achievers, 

who had previously attended a secondary school in Darwin. This style of 

research best suited the study, because it sought their views about the place 

of sport and physical education in achieving their academic success and 

the influences that these areas had on determining their life chances. The 

physical activity and academic areas reflected emotive and significant 

experiences of success and failure, which at times caused conflict or 

opportunity in the lives of the informants. The interviews provided 

adequate time for expression of these points of view and for suggestions of 

changes which could be made to empower Aboriginal students and 

improve their life chances. 

5 .  3 Findings supported by the literature 

In Chapter 2, the literature alluded to a number of studies about the 

sporting and academic achievements of minority groups, particularly 

West Indian (Wood & Carrington, 1982; Partington, 1985), Mexican

Americans and Navajo Indians (Duda, 1983, 1986; Duda & Allison, 1982) 

and American Blacks (Edwards, 1984; Lawson, 1979; Braddock, 1981). Tatz 

(1987) and Harris (1989) provided information about Aboriginal people's 

sporting background. The literature also covered general findings linking 

sport and academic areas (Snyder & Spreitzer, 1979, 1989; Humphrey, 1990; 

Tinning & Kirk, 1991; Taylor & Chiogioji, 1987; Spady, 1970, cited in 

Snyder & Spreitzer, 1989; Schafer & Armer, 1968, cited in Jerome & 
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Phillips, 1983) and identified a number of different aspects from sporting 

pursuits which could be applied to enhance employment opportunities. 

Finally, the qualitative research of Day (1991), Crowley (1990) and 

Ngarri�an-Kessaris (Harris et al., 1992) provided significant insight into 

some current Aboriginal perspectives about sport and academic areas. This 

recognised the lack of effort by educational institutions to utilise any 

existing or potentially empowering links between them. 

Few studies seemed to identify examples of skill transference to academics 

and employment. Chmielewski and Mylvaganam (1991) presented a 

comprehensive list of skills and abilities which could be transferred to 

employment situations (see pages 17-18), yet a number of training 

programs apparently failed to recognise and benefit from such a link

significantly, neither DEET and ATSIC nor the community consultations 

from the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (1992b) 

recognise this opportunity to train people 'through sport'. 

Chapter 3 demonstrated how the use of a qualitative interview technique 

in this research supported an investigation into a number of key areas: 

• attribution of success and failure in sport and classroom settings 

and the aspects that carry over from sport to education and provide 

empowering experiences; 

• identification of the sport and physical education factors which 

have a negative influence on the education of Aboriginal students; 

• recognition of any 'academic knowledge' acquired through the 

participation of Aboriginal students in sport as cognitive 

development; 

• identification of potential opportunities for transferring skills from 

sport to education and employment; 

• the influence of role models on Aboriginal students' sport and 

education; and 

• identification of the opportunities that sport can provide for the 

effective access to schools by parents so that they may become 

involved in their children's education. 
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5 .  4 Findings of actual research 

This particular study has been able to show that involvement in physical 

activity, including sport, played a significant part in the lives of the 

Aboriginal informants. In particular, several reached high levels of 

achievement and undertook leadership and service roles, which provided 

them with confidence and significant opportunities for mixing with other 

people, particularly non-Aboriginal people. Most undertook their study 

after a period of work and several became involved in other courses 

before undertaking their major academic qualification. 

As school students, it was considered that, in contrast to sport, Aboriginal 

students found formal education would not allow them to participate in a 

group context and the type of competition was more individual than 

collective. In fact, to do well they had to set themselves apart from others 

to develop the personal study skills required to achieve academic success. 

Since they perceived academic success to be attributed to effort, their post 

hoc view is that many Aboriginal students lack the discipline to succeed 

academically. 

It was considered that students could benefit from sport if schools carried 

over some of its characteristics. The notion of individual achievement 

within a group context could overcome the harassment presently directed 

by peers at individuals trying to achieve academically. The confidence 

developed through sport was thought to influence a person's willingness 

to make an effort and try to do things in other areas. It was felt that 

teachers could utilise the corollary of the discipline within sports training 

to develop better student attitudes to academic work. 

Two significant matters appear to have negative influences on the 

education of Aboriginal students. Firstly, the informants recognised that 

Aboriginal students were expected to achieve in sport and not in 

education. The former warned that teachers should not be misled into 

believing that those students with a keen interest in sport did not want to 

achieve in education. Secondly, while the recognition of sport 

achievement was so strong, academic-striving students appeared to have 

to make great sacrifices in order to become successful in this area. It was 

considered that if education programs were presented in more appropriate 

learning environments Aboriginal students should not have to give up 

all of their sport in order to pursue an academic pathway. Furthermore, 

educational scholarship systems like those found in the United States 
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were entertained as a way of keeping sporting achievers in academic 

programs. 

Although the informants' personal experiences could not provide any 

evidence of carry over from physical education and sport to academic 

achievement, they acknowledged that some aspects could contribute to the 

academic development of Aboriginal youths in schools. They recognised 

the opportunity that these skills could provide to enhance relationships 

between student and teacher. They believed that the holistic view towards 

having a fit body and mind, and integration within the curriculum could 

take advantage of student interest to develop appropriate skills and 

attitudes towards their education. They felt that academic and sporting 

attainment should receive equal recognition for achievement. 

Furthermore, while it was recognised that sports trips took students away 

from school, the informants felt that they provided a worthwhile 

experience for their overall development-although these experiences 

should be exploited in class later and efforts should be made to catch up on 

work missed. 

Sport was found to provide an 'arena' for Aboriginal students to develop 

skills for life, education and employment, such as working hard, 

developing people skills, gaining confidence and the ability to operate 

effectively within mainstream culture. The informants had or knew of 

other Aboriginal people with strong links to sport who had been accepted 

in leadership roles, gained purposeful jobs and were able to operate in a 

variety of contexts successfully. They felt that there were good chances of 

carrying over skills and abilities developed in areas such as planning, 

group work, being independent, working with others, socialising with 

non-Aboriginal people, providing a cultural link in service areas and 

having experience in leadership positions. 

Although there is an abundance of Aboriginal sporting role models in the 

community, there were very few academic achievers that the informants 

could emulate in their days at school. As they have considered sport and 

academics as two separate entities and there has been no history of people 

achieving in both areas, it is perhaps understandable that the informants 

could see no carry over of influence of role models from one area to the 

other. 

Similarly, a lack of a history of community and parental involvement was 

related to their past experience of schooling and the failure of schools to 

'welcome' any access to school business. While some Aboriginal parents 
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attended certain sporting events at school, the informants recognised that 

only the more confident ones became involved in the activities-most of 

which were seen as social engagements and not particularly empowering 

to improving the education of their children. They welcomed the recent 

developments of ASSP A and culturally acceptable forums to voice 

Aboriginal concerns about education. 

This particular study has been able to show that there is a potentially 

empowering relationship between sport, physical education and academic 

success, which can improve the life chances of Aboriginal students. This 

can result in recommendations being made about the education system to 

benefit them in academic and employment opportunities. Although the 

interviewees acknowledged that sport can also interfere with some people 

reaching their full potential and there were no formal efforts made in 

their personal experiences to empower them concurrently in academic 

and employment possibilities, they recognised benefits derived from their 

involvement in sport. Furthermore, they believed that there was scope for 

the education and employment system to take advantage of the interest of 

Aboriginal students in sport to enhance their prospects in these areas. 

5 . 5  Conclusions 

The study results appear to indicate that for Aboriginal students there are 

three possible scenarios for linking their experiences in sport, physical 

education and academic success. 

A positive involvement with sport was found to nurture a number of 

skills, which may lead to academic success and employment. These 

include: 

• having the self discipline to focus their effort, be motivated and 

work effectively; 

• being able to plan activities and themselves; 

• demonstrating leadership skills; 

• able to adopt a cosmopolitan-view within society; 

• understanding mainstream cultural knowledge; and 

• able to work within a team. 
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Sport was found to have a negative interference detracting students from 

academic achievement and affecting Aboriginal students' prospects of 

employment. This includes: 

• lacking academic commitment; 

• performing to the low expectations of teachers; 

• inability to overcome low family expectations, leading to narrow 

aspirations; 

• responding to the greater recognition of sport by Aboriginal 

community; 

• lacking academic role models; and 

• pursuing limited sport career opportunities, which focusses 

attention away from education. 

A number of strategies were suggested whereby schools could enhance 

skills transfer from sport to formal education to achieve improved 

academic attainment or increased employment opportunities. These 

include: 

• promoting Aboriginal academic role models; 

• encouraging parent participation; 

• making students aware of and then developing the skills of: 

self discipline; and 

succeeding in group and individual competitive contexts; 

• incorporating strategies for Aboriginal cultural awareness in 

schools; 

• including activities which encourage good student-teacher 

relationships; 

• integrating sport and physical education within the wider 

curriculum; 

• offering trips which include opportunities for social, cultural and 

educational development; 
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• 

• 

promoting equal acknowledgement of achievement in sport and 

education; and 

providing activities which develop personal skills toward academic 

and employment outcomes. 

This study suggests the informants were able to take advantage of their 

positive involvement in sport to achieve their current academic and 

employment levels. Whereas for the majority of Aboriginal students, 

sport may have a negative influence on them and they fail to reach their 

potential in academic attainment and employment. However, if the ways 

suggested to enhance skills transfer could be inserted into schools, then 

perhaps the positive response of these informants would occur for more 

Aboriginal students, resulting in higher academic attainment levels and 

improved employment opportunities for them. 

5 .  6 Recommendations 

A number of ideas on ways in which many of the specific issues identified 

in the study can be addressed are listed below: 

5.6.1 Individual or group success 

In order to promote a collective or group orientation, yet develop the 

skills of successful individuals and to encourage a greater number of 

Aboriginal students to achieve academically, educational institutions 

should develop an appropriate environment and curricula (for example, 

opportunities for group and individual learning tasks) for them to reach 

their full potential and to achieve academic success. 

5.6.2 Development of a positive self confidence and strong Aboriginal 

identity 

It is important for schools to provide a wide range of opportunities for the 

development of positive self-confidence for Aboriginal students. As it 

appears that Aboriginal people find sport an easier forum in which to 

develop and maintain their identity than is the case in formal education, 

then it follows that confidence and identity enhancing experiences, which 

carry over benefits from sport or their cultural background, must be 

incorporated into academic programs. 
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5.6.3 Acceptance of achievement by others 

Contrary to the situation for sport, academically successful Aboriginal 

people have not received the same level of acclaim. Efforts are required 

within schools and the community to ensure that Aboriginal academic 

achievers are recognised in an appropriate manner, so that Aboriginal 

students become more aware of significant achievers. 

5.6.4 Competing and sharing 

In the study, it was seen that Aboriginal students perceive competition in 

sport and academic pursuits differently. They will participate in activities 

using different competitive approaches, however, it is more likely to be 

within a group context or with a challenging task. Therefore education 

programs must be able to empower these students with the appropriate 

skills for them to be able to confidently stand up and be seen to beat others, 

as mainstream (professional) sport and academic pursuits become more 

competitive. 

5.6.5 Discipline 

It is up to educators to take advantage of common understandings drawn 

from sport where good players display a discipline to train and perform, 

transfer it into the academic work, or at least use it as a springboard for 

carrying over the principles of the discipline, to assist Aboriginal students 

to become more effective students. Particularly, they need to able to 

recognise when sport interferes with their academic program. 

5.6.6 Ability or effort 

There was a clear difference found in the results of those of the 

interviewees, whose report cards were available for study, for 

sport/physical education and academics. An important requirement for 

Aboriginal students to achieve in education is to provide them with true 

indications of their performances so that they can identify deficiencies in 

order to achieve their full potential. 

5.6.7 Racism 

Teachers should be provided with information and training to recognise 

that those Aboriginal students with a keen interest in sport can and want 

to achieve in formal education. This should address the stereotyping of 

Aboriginal students as being more interested in sport than education, thus 
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expecting them not to have educational aspirations-where teachers 

neither expect them to achieve, nor recognise that they were 

knowledgeable, but with different ways of learning. 

5.6.8 Distraction for the student-athlete 

Education institutions should recognise that one option for players who 

are heavily into playing their sport, appears to be available for Aboriginal 

student-athletes-that they come back later in life and take up studies 

again. There is a need to promote within the community the benefits of 

pursuing an academic pathway and gaining credentials, which will be 

useful to the student-athlete in the future. 

On the other hand, if these institutions ensure that there is no 

unmanagable economic hardships for student-athletes and there was 

better coordination of sport and education programs which were 

presented in socially acceptable, learning environments, then 

academically striving athletes shouldn't feel that they are having to make 

greater sacrifices than other students seeking to gain a good education. The 

existence of centres of post-school learning enables athletes the 

opportunity to return to education when their sports 'career' is over. The 

institutions could assist student-athletes by recognising that this group 

exists and incorporate programs which can accommodate rather than 

alienate, the student-athlete. 

5.6.9 Role of teachers 

Specific reference should be made about the role of teachers with 

Aboriginal students in their class in teacher education courses and 

appropriate staff development programs. It can be seen that the 

informants were influenced by their classroom teachers and, in particular, 

by their physical education teachers. They appreciated being able to 

participate in activities with these teachers, which enabled them to 

develop friendly and supportive relationships with them, yet 

acknowledged a disciplined approach. Apparently the practitioners who 

were identified as using this type of approach were deemed by the students 

to be good teachers, enjoyable to be with and utilising an appropriate 

manner to suit Aboriginal styles of learning. 

5.6.10 Balanced view to sport & academics 

In order that student-athletes should not have to give up their sport while 

studying, there was some interest shown for scholarships or other means 
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to allow students to practice sport while undertaking their academic 

pursuits. Schools and other educational institutions, through appropriate 

education channels, could assist athletes in a number of ways, for 

example: financially with allowances; providing accommodation support; 

arranging flexible timetabling; or by developing sport focus schools. 

5.6.11 Integrated curriculum 

Schools should support the integration of the body of knowledge from 

sport and physical education within the wider curriculum. Although only 

a limited number of examples of integrating sport and physical education 

into the curriculum were evident from the interview data, the literature 

presented many possibilities for this. On the other hand, two informants 

suggested that subject specialisation on sport-related topics may be 

attractive or more effective for Aboriginal students. 

However, a clearer link for integrating appropriate aspects of sport and 

physical education into other 'subject areas' will only occur if the subject

specific dependence of education, particularly in high schools, becomes 

more open and responsive to the interests of its students, in order to pass 

on effectively the required academic skills and knowledge for their stage of 

development. Furthermore, academic courses in Physical Education, 

Sports Science, etcetera, must lead to employment opportunities and 

wider academic empowerment to avoid the American Black situation 

where a significant proportion of graduate-athletes come from this 

'limited' area (Edwards, 1984). 

5.6.12 Sport trips 

In particular, if they are able to travel and stay away from their 

community, at least with the support of a small group, it is postulated that 

Aboriginal students may be able to cope better with having to move to a 

place to gain a better education or work. Schools or the school sport groups 

should continue to use sports travel, with an educational, social and 

cultural outlook, which is linked to the curriculum, to broaden the 

experiences and knowledge of Aboriginal students. 

5.6.13 Training transfers and competencies 

It is suggested that educational institutions should encourage the 

development of an attitude of 'training hard, working hard' and skills 

such as people and planning skills, and providing diverse experiences and 

opportunities to improve social competence within their programs. They 
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should also recognise such competencies already attained by people's 

involvement through community activities, including sport and cultural 

experience. 

5.6.14 Mixing with people 

It is worthwhile for education and employment activities to offer different 

forms of work or study (team) groupings consistent with the identified 

group orientation as a preferred social context for Aboriginal people. This 

is in recognition of their participation in numerous types activities with 

other people (particularly with non-Aboriginals), such as being on 

committees or the organisation of sports events. 

5.6.15 Developing the culture capital 

It is recommended that existing and potential elite performers are given 

opportunities to broaden their outlooks of the world and be 'taught', 

rather than left to learn, mainstream culture skills. This acknowledges 

that, apart from improving one's academic status, socialising with non

Aboriginals through sport can provide another important inroad into 

mainstream culture for developing the careers of Aboriginal sports stars. 

5.6.16 Career 

Although sport has directly or indirectly benefitted people from their 

experience in sport, it has been suggested that few academically successful 

Aborigines see sport as a career. Therefore if they see their career 

elsewhere as more important than sport then programs must be put in 

place to develop other academic and/ or employment skills which will 

permit them to access other careers after their sporting days are over. 

5.6.17 Leadership 

Schools should recognise that sport offers Aboriginal people opportunities 

to be involved in leadership and service activities through coaching, 

administration, sports club support and leadership roles. Yet those schools 

which have replaced the 'public' leadership positions, such as prefects and 

house captains, may have taken away the main, if not only, training 

opportunity for Aboriginal youth to develop leadership skills within a 

mainstream context. It is suggested that bona fide opportunities for 

providing such training should be reconstituted in schools, with 

responsibilities which extend past simply being the sports captain! 

Furthermore, education and employment agencies should recognise the 
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skills or competencies that Aboriginal people bring to their classroom or 

workplace, when devising training courses and considering job 

a pp lica tions. 

5.6.18 Influence of role models 

It would be worthwhile for educational institutions to acknowledge 

equally academically and sport achieving Aboriginal students as role 

models, and to introduce programs, which promote other Aboriginal 

academic achievers in schools. This would overturn the present small 

numbers of Aboriginal academic achievers available to encourage these 

students to pursue academic pathways. 

5.6.19 Community and parental involvement in education 

Schools should support the recent development of appropriate 

community programs, such as the Aboriginal Student Support and Parent 

Awareness (ASSPA) Program, so that Aboriginal parents can voice their 

opinion on educational matters and participate in education decision

making. Perhaps the disappointing finding in the study is that despite a 

strong interest in sport, there was no evidence that school sport provided 

any opportunity for Aboriginal parents to gain access to schools. 

5 .  7 Areas for further research 

While the study was undertaken in Darwin and it may be possible to 

generalise some of the findings from this research to other locations, it 

would also be appropriate to undertake a similar project in a rural and a 

larger urban setting. 

Other research topics which are related to this study could include: 

• Investigation of the sporting and academic backgrounds of current 

Aboriginal academic achievers and underachievers; 

• Identify the common elements of personal management skills (for 

example, time management, goal setting, program planning) of 

participants in academic and sporting contexts (to assist individual 

students and student counsellors); 

• Compare the parental expectations for Aboriginal academic and 

sporting achievers; 
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• Identify a range of career options which are consistent with the 

skills and abilities found in sport (such as the list of Chmielewski 

and Mylvaganam, 1991) and which may be of interest to Aboriginal 

people; 

• Investigate the opportunities available for Aboriginal parents to 

access their children's school sporting program and other school 

business; 

• Compare the group and individual competitive orientations found 

in sport and academics, with particular applicability of Aboriginal 

students. 

• Investigate the contribution of sports trips to the personal and 

academic development of Aboriginal student-athletes. 

Also the following longitudinal study would be worthwhile: 

• Undertake a longitudinal study of Aboriginal students through 

their schooling years to identify factors which directly influence 

academic and sporting achievement. 
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These research suggestions would appear to present some key information 

which would extend and consolidate or refute the findings of the present 

study. 
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Mr Cliff Fowler 
Curriculum & Assessment Division 
Department of Education 
PO Box 4821 
DARWIN NT 0801 

Dear Mr Fowler 

I am presently undertaking a thesis for a Masters degree in Education at 
the Northern Territory University in the area of Aboriginal Education 
(copy of Proposal attached). I seek your permission to cite the school 
reports of the key informants interviewed in the study. In addition, I will 
want to interview some of their former physical education and general 
teachers, some of whom are still officers of the Department. 

The informants, who attended City High School during 1960-1980, were 
presented with a copy of the proposal at the outset of the study and 
therefore are aware that additional data would be sought from school 
records and former teachers. I will provide each informant with a copy of 
the attached letter for them to sign before I request access to the person's 
school report or interview the teachers about their school background. 

By studying the school reports, I wish to generally compare the grades 
and/ or comments associated with academic subjects, Physical 
Education/ sport and to note comments related to leadership, 
involvement in school activities, etcetera. 

I have spoken to the Principal about this proposal and he has said that he 
was willing to locate the appropriate reports, subject to your permission 
being given. 

Please advise me of any other requirements for undertaking this research 
project. 

Yours sincerely 

Peter Markey 
2 Coucal Crt 
SANDERSON NT 0812 

Ph 274935 
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NORTHERN TERRITORY DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

CUR R ICULUM AND ASSESSMENT BRANCH 

APPLICATION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH 

Note to Applicants 

1 .  The following information is required by the Department prior to a 

decision being made to approve or not approve the project. Please 

attach the following with your application: 

(i) an outline of the research proposal 

(ii) a statement from your Supervisor indicating that the research 

proposal has been approved. 

(ii i)  a copy of your letter to Principals and to parents, if applicable. 

2. The application and attachments should be sent to: 

The Principal Research Officer 
Evaluation, Research and Accreditation 
Curriculum and Assessment Branch 
NT Department of Education 
GPO Box 4801 
DARWIN NT 0801 
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CURRICULUM AND ASSESSMENT BRANCH 

APPLICATION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH 

INFORMATION REQUIRED 

1. PROJECT TITLE 

Sport, physical education and academic success: spectators, 
opponents or team-mates for the life chances of Aboriginal 
students? 

2. FULL NAME 

Peter Edward Markey 

3. ACADEMIC QUALIFICATIONS 
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Diploma of Teaching, Adelaide TC; Diploma of Physical Education, 
Adelaide University; Bachelor of Education (Multicultural Studies), 
Edith Cowan University 

4. PRESENT POSITION 

AUSSIE SPORTS Coordinator, NT Department of Education 

5. CONTACT ADDRESS 

2 Coucal Crt, LEANYER, NT 0812 

6. CONTACT PHONE NUMBER (Private or Business) 

(089) 274935 

7. IS THIS PROJECT UNDERTAKEN TO SATISFY REQUIREMENTS 

OF A QUALIFICATION? 

Yes 

8. IF YES TO QUESTION 7, WHICH QUALIFICATION? 

Master of Education (Aboriginal Education) 

9. NAME OF SUPERVISOR (if applicable) 

Dr Stephen Harris and Dr Merridy Malin 



(Note: Please attach a statement from your supervisor indicating that the 

research proposal has been approved.) 

10. IS ANY AGENCY PROVIDING FUNDING FOR 1HE PROJECT? 

N o  

11. IF YES TO QUESTION 10, WHICH AGENCY? 

12. WHEN IS THE PROJECT PLANNED TO BE COMMENCED? 

As soon as possible. 

13. WHEN IS THE PROJECT PLANNED TO BE COMPLETED? 

December 1991 

14. BY WHAT DATE WILL A COPY OF 1HE FINAL REPORT BE 

SUBMITTED TO 1HE NOR1HERN TERRITORY DEPARTMENT 

OF EDUCATION? 

February 1992 

15. BRIEFLY SET OUT THE MAIN AIMS OF 1HE PROJECT. 

To determine the nature and extent of any potential contribution 
that sport and physical education has made to a sample population 
of informants with both an academic qualification and various 
levels of experience in sport. 

16. WHICH SCHOOLS OR OTHER INSTITUTIONS IN 1HE NT WILL 

BE INVOLVED? 

City High School in Darwin. 

(Note: Please attach a copy of your letter to Principals informing him/her 

of your research proposal if applicable.) 

1 7. HOW MANY NT STUDENTS WILL BE INVOLVED? 

10 former students 

(Note: Please attach a copy of your letter to parents seeking permission to 

use their child as a subject if applicable.) 

18. HOW MANY NT STAFF MEMBERS WILL BE INVOLVED? 
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Only a small number, who may have taught these students in the 
past. 

19. PLEASE LIST THE MAIN DATA GATHERING PROCEDURES TO 

BE USED. 

Focussed interviews with informants. 

20. WHAT PROVISION HAS BEEN MADE FOR FEEDBACK TO 

PARTICIPANTS? 

Discussion during the period of data collection, copies of their 
interview transcripts and copy of the report when finalised. 

21. WHAT MEASURES HAVE BEEN TAKEN TO ENSURE 

CONFIDENTIALI1Y FOR RESPONDENTS? 

The use of fictious names for the school and the informants. 

22. HAS SIMILAR INFORMATION BEEN SOUGHT PREVIOUSLY 

FROM THE PROPOSED RESPONDENTS? 

No 

23. PLEASE LIST ANY EXISTING RESEARCH WHICH PROVIDES 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION OR IDEAS FOR THE PRESENT 

PROJECT. 

None in the Northern Territory. 

24. PLEASE INDICATE THE LIKELY CONTRIBUTION OF TilE 

OUTCOMES OF TillS RESEARCH TO EDUCATION IN TilE NT. 

Identification of issues that can increase the motivation and 
effectiveness of Aboriginal students' schooling, thereby increasing 
their life chances. 

SIGNED DATE ......................... . 

Proposer 
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Dear 

As explained in the copy of my research proposal for a Masters degree in 
Education at the Northern Territory University, I seek your permission to 
cite information from your school reports. In addition, I wish to interview 
some of your former physical education and general teachers, who are still 
in Darwin. 

Some of the questions asked in the interviews sought information about 
grades and relative performance between academic subjects and 
sport/Physical Education. By studying the school reports, I wish to 
generally compare the grades and/ or comments associated with academic 
subjects, Physical Education/sport and to note comments related to 
leadership, involvement in school activities, etcetera. This information 
would be combined with the evidence already provided by you in the 
interview transcripts to make any conclusions more acceptable. 

I have spoken to the Principal of City High School about this proposal and 
he has said that he was willing to locate the appropriate reports, subject to 
your permission being given. 

Please complete the tear-off slip at the bottom and return to me. 

Yours sincerely 

Peter Markey 
2 Coucal Crt 
SANDERSON NT 0812 

Ph 274935 

PLEASE COMPLETE, TEAR-OFF AND RETURN TO P. MARKEY BY : ...... . 

I . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  (nee ... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  ) give my 
permission for Peter Markey of the Education Faculty, University of 
Northern Territory, to: 

(a) cite my school reports from City High School, which I attended from 

......................... to ................... . 

(b) interview teachers about my academic and sporting abilities and 
interests pertaining to the research topic 'Sport, physical education 
and academic success'. 

I understand that this information will remain confidential to the 
informants and the researcher. 

Signed: ............... . . . ...................................... . 

Date: 
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No. Interview Questions 

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this project. I have provided you 
with a sheet explaining the purpose of the project. Do you have any questions 
about that? 

Before we begin, I would like to point out that your name will not be included in 
the report and confidentia lity will be maintained. The interviews are being taped 
and the copies will be kept in my possession. You will be informed of the use of your 
comments, etc., before the report is made publicly available. 

To begin, could you provide me with some background information on your academic 
qualifications? Where did you obtain them from? 

What about your sporting background? 

1 .  What role did sport play in the different stages of your life to now? 

2. (a) Many Aboriginal people seem to be involved in sport, what aspects of sport attract 
them to it? 

2. (b) Did sport pull you to school for you or your children? 

3. As a PE teacher, I could see that many Aboriginal children appeared to enjoy 
participating in sport/physical education and this was reflected in their report 
card. Their results in PE were often quite different from other subjects. How did 
your school course results compare? 

4. Did you find that there was a carryover from sport to schooling in terms of 
planning a long way ahead to do things? Can you explain this further? 

5. Did you ever link the work needed to succeed in sport with effort needed in 
academic courses? Can you explain this further? 

6. If you were confident in sport situations, did you ever carry this confidence over to 
course work? Can you explain how this happened? 

7. Do you feel that the motivation to perform in sport is carried over by people into 
academic areas? Can you explain? 

8. It has been suggested that competitiveness in sport is accepted, but frowned upon 
when it is applied in other areas. How do you feel about being competitive in 
academic areas? 
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No. Interview Questions 

9. Does the Aboriginal commwtity accept success in sport as equal to success in 
academics, or is success in academics lower status? 

10. School sport has often been supported by families of Aboriginal students. This 
opportunity has provided them with access to schools. Has this contributed in any 
way to participation with schools by Aboriginal parents in academic areas? 

11.  How does parental support differ between sport and academics? Does one carry 
over to the other? 

12. (a) Are sport competitions, trips away with school/ community sports groups, etc., a 
benefit or hindrance to school children? Why? 

12. (b) Does this help them academically? 

13. Schools appear to recognise physical sporting competencies that Aboriginal 
children bring from home. Can you tell me of examples where schools fail to 
acknowledge the value of other competencies that they bring from home? 

14. (a) What influence have others (e.g. the family, peers, role models and teachers) had 
on your sporting pursuits? 

14. (b) Were they good influences . . .  any regrets? 

15. (a) What about the influences on your academic pursuits? 

15. (b) How do they compare with strength of influence on sport? 

16. Could you tell me about the pathway that you took to get your academic 
qualifications? 

17. (a) Do you regret any choices made about academic options made earlier? 

17. (b) Who is to blame? 

18. (a) Is an interest in sport or academics a choice youths must make when they are 
preparing for their future? 

18. (b) Does one cut out the other in terms of status or time commitment? 

19. Are there any ways that physical education/ sport contribute to the improvement 
in academic attainment by Aboriginal children/youth in our schools? 

20. How important are the social aspects of sport? Do they keep people from pursuing 
an academic pathway? 
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21. In following a sport or an academic pathway, are youths able to make a choice 
between the two, or is it more a matter of the access, which is available to them? 

22. Are there any reasons that you can identify, that would suggest that sport may 
provide a stepping stone to success in academic spheres, business or the Public 
Service? 

23. Are you aware of any regrets that people, who followed a sport-pathway and 
found that they couldn't advance any further, had? (e.g. 'old' at 30 and nowhere to 
go professionally.) 

24. Does success in sport increase planning for one's future? 

25. Do you see sports as a means to other easier ends or as an end in itself? 

26. How important are the group unity aspects of sport? Do they keep people from 
pursuing an academic pathway? 

27. How did the attitudes of your peers and your own confidence in your sporting 
ability, go to form your personal identity at school? 

28. Did a strong sense of identity carryover to academic ambition or confidence? 

29. How do you think. physical education could be changed so that it can contribute 
positively to Aboriginal student academic success? 

Is there anything else that you would like to tell me about the topic? 

Thank you for participating in the interview. I may wish to clarify some issues 
about the topic with you later. After the paper has been accepted by the 
University, I will arrange for you to receive a copy of the report. 
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Dear 

RE: THESIS INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT 

I wish to update you on my efforts regarding my thesis on the topic 'Sport, 
Physical Education and Academic Success'. Unfortunately due to work 
commitments, I had to put the exercise on hold for much of this year. 
However I intend completing it by December. I firmly believe that the 
information that you and the other informants provided will make a 
significant contribution to the research field of Physical and Aboriginal 
Education. 

I have enclosed a copy of the transcript of your interview for your perusal 
so that it may be included in the thesis document. I have attempted to 
retain confidentiality by providing you with a pseudonym (contained in 
the transcript title) and removing the names of direct relations, etc. 
Despite this, it is quite apparent that some of your 'stories' identify you in 
some way, but this is somewhat inevitable. 

My supervisors have advised me that the transcripts should be included 
in the thesis document. They did not feel that anything reported was 
particularly 'damaging' to any person, etc. However I felt that you should 
be able to read the transcript to decide whether there was any identified 
name or event that you wish made more confidential; perhaps you may 
wish to make a comment or additional statement. Otherwise this 
transcription will be included. 

I look forward to your response by mid-September, if that's OK. I will also 
keep you informed of further developments of the thesis. 

Kind regards 

Peter Markey 

24 August 1992 
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