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Principals as Literacy Leaders with Indigenous Communities (PALLIC) building
relationships: one school's quest to raise Indigenous learners' literacy

Abstract

In 2011 to 2012, 48 schools in the Northern Territory, South Australia and Queensland participated in the
Principals as Literacy Leaders with Indigenous Communities (PALLIC) project. Central to this project was
the establishment of positive working relationships between school principals and Indigenous community
leaders in order to improve Indigenous literacy rates. Professional development in leadership skills and
effective literacy instruction was provided through five professional learning modules. Participants
worked together to create an action plan to support the literacy achievement of Indigenous students in
their schools and communities. This article presents a case study of one participating school in Northern
Queensland that successfully utilised the PALLIC framework to facilitate leadership actions and activities
between Indigenous community and school leaders in order to form productive partnerships for the
teaching of reading. In particular, the case study highlights the way that school leaders and Indigenous
leaders established shared leadership and shared ways of learning in the school for reading outcomes of
Indigenous students.
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Principals as literacy leaders with Indigenous communities (PALLIC) building
relationships: One school’s quest to raise Indigenous learners’ literacy

Abstract

In 2011 to 2012, 48 schools in the Northern Territory, South Australia and
Queensland participated in the Principals as Literacy Leaders with Indigenous
Communities (PALLIC) project. Central to this project was the establishment of
positive working relationships between school principals and Indigenous community
leaders in order to improve Indigenous literacy rates. Professional development in
leadership skills and effective literacy instruction was provided through five
professional learning modules. Participants worked together to create an action plan
to support the literacy achievement of Indigenous students in their schools and
communities. This article presents a case study of one participating school in
Northern Queensland that successfully utilised the PALLIC framework to facilitate
leadership actions and activities between Indigenous community and school leaders in
order to form productive partnerships for the teaching of reading. In particular, the
case study highlights the way that school leaders and Indigenous leaders established
shared leadership and shared ways of learning in the school for reading outcomes of

Indigenous students.



Despite general gains in areas of literacy and numeracy, a gap continues to exist
between the achievement of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and other
students in the Australian educational system (Commonwealth of Australia, 2015;
Department of Employment, Education and Training, 2006; Gray & Beresford, 2008;
Harper et al., 2012; Klenowski, 2009; MCEECDYA, 2010). This gap has recently
been highlighted in reports of national achievement measures such as NAPLAN.
Klenowski (2009) has stressed that data indicate the gap widens as children progress
from Years 3 to 7. It can be argued that more attention should be focused upon the
development and delivery of quality educational programs that are relevant to
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and that enable high levels of
achievement in reading and literacy skills. Without the identification of strategies that
specifically address the literacy needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students, this gap may continue to grow.

Researchers have acknowledged the potential benefits of parental engagement
on learner achievement (Durand, 2011; Fluckiger, Jones, & Diamond, 2012;
Henderson, Jacob, Kernan-Schloss, & Raimondo, 2004). Current research also
indicates that parent-school partnerships can have a positive influence upon students’
learning outcomes (Jeynes, 2012). Establishing meaningful partnerships between
communities and schools takes time and effort (Mutch & Collins, 2012; deFur, 2012).
The Principals as Literacy Leaders with Indigenous Communities (PALLIC) project
(Authors + Team, 2014) was developed in an attempt to improve the reading
outcomes for all students at the school, but particularly focused on improvement of
reading achievement for Indigenous students. Integral to the achievement of this aim
is the participation of Indigenous community members in the critical leadership roles

of Indigenous Leadership Partners (ILPs) to strengthen the bond between schools and



families so that higher literacy outcomes amongst Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander learners can be both achieved and maintained.

This article focuses upon one case study of a school located in rural
Queensland. This school was selected because of the positive influence the PALLIC
framework had upon facilitating collaboration for leadership actions and activities
between ILPs and school leaders in order to form productive partnerships for the
teaching of reading. Analysis of focus group interviews is provided in relation to the
benefits and challenges as well as the potential long-term effectiveness of these
actions on raising student literacy. Observations are summarised and discussed in
order to consider which aspects of the initiative require further research and
development.

Indigenous scholar Karen Martin (2003) notes that the act of locating one’s self
within research enables others to determine both the “assumptions upon which [the
research] is formulated and conducted” as well as “the types of relations that might
exist” (p. 3). As two non-Indigenous researchers, we position ourselves within the
research in an attempt to bridge the current divide between educators/researchers and
Indigenous communities. In relation to the PALLIC project, we are part of a larger
research team primarily located in Queensland, Australia. The first author is Canadian
of European decent. Her research focuses on how teachers’ expectations influence the
opportunities afforded to Indigenous learners. Prior to her work as a researcher, she
has worked as an education coordinator for a non-governmental community
organisation and has experience teaching in a wide range of communities with a
diverse group of learners.

The second author identifies as American, originally from the Midwest region

of the United States, with both European and Native American ancestors. Coming to



Australia in 1998, she worked extensively with Indigenous children and families in
the Northern Territory for 13 years in her roles as Early Intervention Advisor and
school leader. Her current research focuses on the perspective of Indigenous families
regarding support needed for their children with disabilities. We hope these details

provide some context and understanding for the following perspectives shared.

Background - Principals as Literacy Leaders with Indigenous Communities
(PALLIC)

Forty-eight schools, selected from across Queensland (22), South Australia (13) and
the Northern Territory (13), were invited to participate in the PALLIC research
project, based on the number of Indigenous students at their school and the poor
achievement of these students on benchmark standards for reading. A significant
number of children from these schools were identified as performing below National
Minimum Standards for reading in Years 3, 5 and 7. Principals in the project were
asked to identify one or two Indigenous community leaders who would advise as
Indigenous Leadership Partners (ILPs) and who would be willing to work with the
principals to develop and implement a literacy action plan for Indigenous students.
Principals and ILPs initially participated in a series of professional development
workshops in four key areas: characteristics of effective reading programs, links
between leadership and learning outcomes, establishing shared leadership for learning
through collaborative partnerships, and involving parents in literacy instruction. These
workshops provided the skills and knowledge necessary for principals and ILPs to
return to their schools and conduct an assessment of their school’s leadership and
literacy practices for Indigenous students before developing an action plan to address

gaps for these students.



The PALLIC program aimed to determine the influence that a shared model of
leadership and targeted action plans developed around the PALLIC framework could
have upon raising literacy rates for Indigenous students. Specifically, the following
two research questions are addressed in this case study:

e What are the leadership capabilities and practices necessary to link the work of
leadership teams to Indigenous student literacy learning and achievement?

e What actions do principals and leadership teams need to take to form productive
partnerships with Indigenous school/community leaders, parents and families
over the teaching of reading?

In the following section, a brief summary is presented of each of the four areas
underpinning the PALLIC model.

Characteristics of effective reading programs
Over the past two decades, researchers (Department of Education, Science and
Training, 2005; Louden et al., 2005; Rowe, 2005) have concluded that effective
reading programs must include instruction in phonological awareness, letter-sound
knowledge, vocabulary, comprehension, and fluency. More recently, researchers
(Peltier, 2010) concluded that oral language also is essential to reading instruction,
particularly for Indigenous students who may come from different oral language
backgrounds. Together, these six elements have been designated as the “BIG 6” of
reading programs, which must all be included in reading programs leading to
successful outcomes for students. In addition, the BIG 6 have also been established as
comprising critical components of reading programs for Indigenous students and
students from ESL backgrounds (Wheldall & Beaman, 2000; Woolley, 2010).

School principals and ILPs involved in the PALLIC project were asked to use a

literacy practices guide to evaluate their current school practices against the evidence



base of effective reading instruction, and to reflect on their use of data to assess
student achievement against each of the areas of the BIG 6 as well as in overall
reading outcomes. In addition, in keeping with research on effective reading programs
for Indigenous students that indicates that instruction must address specific “ways of
working and learning” (Frawley & Fasoli, 2012; Fluckiger et al., 2012), educators
were encouraged to assess their current use of practices such as storytelling,
incorporation of visual images and symbols, and building links between classroom
concepts and students’ knowledge of alternative literacies and experiences related to
the land, community, and culture within their reading programs (Rennie, 2006;
Somerville, 2007).

Leadership for learning outcomes
The second key component of the PALLIC model was for school leaders to establish
core practices in order to achieve positive student outcomes. Researchers (Dempster,
2009; Fletcher, Greenwood, Grimley, & Parkhill, 2011; Jacobson, 2011) suggest that
school leaders who develop school communities in which students achieve desired
outcomes undergo a systematic process and address five key areas: professional
development, shared leadership, conditions for learning, parent and community
support, and curriculum and teaching. The element of shared leadership was
especially critical for PALLIC as research on outcomes for Indigenous students
(Frawley & Fasoli, 2012; Fluckiger et al., 2012) indicates that involving community
leaders is essential to the achievement in reading for Indigenous students. In addition,
it is essential that school leaders establish a shared moral purpose around literacy, and
specifically regarding reading achievement for some Indigenous students who may be
achieving below benchmark standards. Effective school leaders are knowledgeable

about the evidence base regarding literacy and reading achievement, and use a



specific structure for discussions, known as “disciplined dialogue,” in which they use
data to guide their questions and examination of practices and outcomes. Together,
these elements (i.e., shared moral purpose, disciplined dialogue, five key areas) form
a “Leadership Blueprint” (Dempster, 2009) in which school leaders can advance
outcomes for students.
Shared leadership through collaborative partnerships
Some researchers (Frawley & Fasoli, 2012; Mutch & Collins, 2012) suggest that one
way to close the literacy gap is to establish and build strong partnerships between
schools and Indigenous communities. The Ministerial Council for Education, Early
Childhood Development and Youth Affairs’ Education Action Plan (MCEECDYA,
2010) acknowledges that:
Schools and early childhood education providers that work in partnership with
families and communities can better support the education of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander children. These partnerships can establish a collective
commitment to hold high expectations of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children and young people and foster learning environments that are culturally
safe and supportive. (p. 14)
Yet effective partnerships require intention, deliberation, a common goal, and a clear
understanding of the roles and responsibilities of each partner in reaching that goal,
none of which can be accomplished without the underlying foundation of trust and
reciprocity (deFur, 2012). In Indigenous methodologies, the “four Rs” of respect,
relevance, reciprocity, and responsibility (Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991) provide
strong guiding principles for collaborative and community-based research (Battiste,
Bell, & Findlay, 2002; Gardner, 2000; Pidgeon & Cox, 2001; Styres, Zinga, Bennett,
& Bomberry, 2010). Within this framework, the concept of reciprocity goes beyond

the philanthropic notion of “giving back” (i.e., the university professor who creates a

scholarship fund for high-achieving students attending her alma mater). Rather, it



describes the critical transition that occurs when there is a shift away from “the role
dichotomy between the producers and the consumers of knowledge in university
settings” (Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991, p. 12) and a move towards shared meaning
making and knowledge building that is embedded in daily practice. When reciprocity
is applied within a research context, Pidgeon and Cox (2002) state that, “[it] entails
honoring each other’s roles” through clear expectations, well-defined group
responsibilities, and “a balance of sharing and gathering information” to ensure
mutual respect (p. 103).

While elements of trust and reciprocity are crucial when working with
Indigenous communities, they are not commonplace in research contexts because, as
Pidgeon and Cox (2002) have also argued, while “political correctness and revised
ethical guidelines have attempted to protect the rights of minority groups [...]
misplaced research practices have discouraged many Aboriginal groups from
becoming willing participants” (p. 96). Since Indigenous and non-Indigenous
researchers (Battiste et al., 2002; Battiste & Youngblood Henderson, 2000; Dei, Hall,
& Rosenberg, 2000; Menzies, 2001; Minniecon, Franks, & Heffernan, 2007; Smith,
1999; Styres et al., 2010) have exposed the negative experiences that certain research
and educational processes have had on Indigenous communities, more emphasis has
been placed on the need for collaboration between Indigenous communities and
educational institutions. Researchers also caution that the concept of collaboration
risks becoming little more than a tokenistic gesture if a clear articulation of shared
goals is not made at the outset of the project, and efforts to undermine underlying
power differences are not carefully applied (Mutch & Collins, 2012; Author 1, 2014).
Without trust and reciprocity, meaningful collaborative partnerships cannot be

created, particularly if community concerns regarding undesirable outcomes of



collaborative projects are overlooked because of the assumed, but nominal,
involvement of community members in the process. With this in mind, it was the aim
of the PALLIC project to develop partnerships in which each party had a meaningful
role in a reciprocal collaboration where trust was developed and extended beyond
principals and schools to ILPs and communities.

In order to ensure collaborative partnerships are effective and reciprocal, care
must be taken to ensure that aims and goals are mutually beneficial (deFur, 2012;
Gardner, 2000; Styres et al., 2010). The concept of learning “both ways” (Frawley &
Fasoli, 2012; Ober & Bat, 2007) is an Aboriginal Australian notion that describes the
necessity for a shared approach to education and learning. Both ways learning
anticipates that all partners have something of value to offer and learn from the other
(Frawley & Fasoli, 2012). Examples of both ways learning within an educational
context include program development to ensure Indigenous staff and school principals
work together in leadership roles within schools and engage in mutual learning and
teaching, so as to create a shared sense of identity and purpose between school staff
and community members (deFur, 2012; Mutch & Collins, 2012). The PALLIC project
attempts to facilitate both ways learning in order to reach the end goal of high literacy
achievement by ensuring that school and community members work towards mutually
agreed goals related to literacy achievement for Indigenous students, building on a
foundation of reciprocal trust and equitable distribution of roles. A key part of these
goals also focuses on facilitating the involvement of families in addressing literacy
instruction for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.

Parental involvement and literacy achievement
Research demonstrates that parental involvement in education is related to higher

student outcomes (Durand, 2011; Henderson et al., 2004; Huang, 2013; Jasinski,



2012; Williams, Sanchez, & Hunnell, 2011). It may also alleviate the negative
influence of poverty on learner achievement (Bolivar & Chrispeels, 2011; Mutch &
Collins, 2012). Unfortunately, not all parents and guardians have the resources and/or
confidence in their abilities to assist with their child’s literacy learning. Bolivar and
Chrispeels argue that some families, divested of the confidence that social and/or
cultural capital can often cultivate, may be more reluctant to take collective action to
demand the resources, skills, and training that would ensure their children’s literacy
success, despite a strong desire to do so.

However, research also confirms that “the majority of parents care about their
children’s education and, with encouragement, will enter into productive partnerships
with schools to lift achievement levels” (Mutch & Collins, 2012, p. 173). Studies
indicate that partnership programs that equip parents and guardians with the skills to
facilitate their child’s learning can have an equally positive influence on achievement
(Freeman & Bochner, 2008). For example, Jeynes’ (2012) meta-analysis of the
efficacy of 51 different types of parental involvement programs found such programs
were associated with statistically significant levels of higher academic achievement,
while Huang’s (2013) research found that a school-parent program using “literacy
bags” (take-home packages of English reading and extension exercises) increased
parents and guardians’ understanding of and motivation regarding learners’ language
and reading acquisition. When well executed, partnerships between schools and
communities provide parents and guardians with the skills and confidence to
effectively engage with teachers in school and to work independently with their
children at home. In return, school educators have the potential to gain a deeper
understanding of the communities of all their learners, providing greater opportunities

for more relevant learning.
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While parent-school partnerships have been credited with the achievement of
positive outcomes, ensuring such partnerships are sustainable requires time, patience
and funding. Mutch and Collins (2012) note that the “extent to which parents become
involved is influenced by their own schooling experiences and their perception of the
school’s culture and willingness to accept their contributions non-judgementally” (p.
174). Fluckiger et al. (2012) observe that, “in many family-school interactions, the
strengths of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander parents and their communities are
often overlooked and undervalued” (p. 58). They go on to note that programs such as
PaL and Mums and Bubs in the Northern Territory, Australia, are an indication of the
potential of community-school partnerships when “characterised by trust and mutual
respect” (p. 58). PALLIC attempts to develop a similar bond between schools,
communities and families by ensuring that principals and ILPs facilitate parental
involvement and partnerships in developing and implementing strategies to raise
student literacy achievement levels.

Method

The research phase of the PALLIC project was implemented over the course of one
year across a number of schools in Queensland, South Australia and the Northern
Territory. During the course of the project, multiple means of data collection were
undertaken, including surveys, case studies, and interviews with key personnel. The
case study data collection took place in seven schools from across the three
government jurisdictions between the period of mid-September and mid-November
2012. A case study is a detailed study of a bounded system using in-depth data
collection from multiple sources of information (Creswell, 2007). The case study was
selected because it provided an opportunity to conduct in-depth interviews in focus

groups and examine the action plans developed by the members of the school teams.
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In addition, the case study allowed for an exploration of the specific context of the
school in order to gain a more multilayered description and use of data that could be
interpreted against the backdrop of the literature. Schools were selected for case
studies based upon their progress regarding building leadership partnerships and on
reading outcomes with Indigenous children.

The case presented here is an urban, co-educational government primary
school in rural Queensland. This school was particularly effective in adapting the
PALLIC framework as a tool to assist, develop, and maintain a strong collaborative
relationship between two Indigenous staff members, the school principal, and the
school leadership team who acted as shared leaders for literacy initiatives for
Indigenous students within the school community. The student body has an enrolment
of approximately 660 students. Of the student body, 31% (200) of the students
identified as Indigenous, with 60% of these students identifying as Aboriginal, 25%
as Torres Strait Islander, and 15% as both. The school has a high student mobility rate
with a number of students moving in and out of school on a regular basis. To address
the needs of this transient population of students and their families, the school
employs a part-time mobility teacher. Records indicated that only 1% of the student
body stated that English was their second language; however, accurate information
regarding the language background of Indigenous students is difficult to retrieve due
to a lack of recognition of Indigenous English dialects. Both the principal and ILPs
reported that contrary to official documents, a number of the Indigenous learners
attending the school were speakers of Aboriginal English and Creole.

In order to determine the effectiveness of PALLIC project in facilitating
leadership practices that could positively influence Indigenous students’ reading

outcomes, interviews were held with the following five focus groups:
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a) School leadership team composed of 10 people;

b) Junior primary teaching group composed of six teachers;
¢) Upper primary teaching group composed of six teachers;
d) Parent group composed of two parents and two ILPs; and
e) ILP group composed of two ILPs and the school principal.

All five focus group interviews were conducted in a quiet staff room and were
recorded for later transcription. In each focus group, one researcher took field notes
while the other asked questions. Immediately after each conversation, the researcher
provided the participants with a verbal summation of the interview to ensure
accuracy. Later, all groups received a written transcript and were invited to make any
necessary revisions. ILPs were members of school staff. One ILP was a literacy
teacher and one was in the position of Community Liaison Officer.

The school principal invited the ILPs to sit in on all focus group discussions as
ILPs were identified as having an essential and integral role in PALLIC. The
participation of ILPs was regarded as vital to the school leadership team as well as to
teaching groups and parent partnerships. In return, the ILPs extended an offer to the
principal to join the ILP focus group. The aim of the focus group interviews was to
determine if, and if so, how, the school principal and ILPs had created a collaborative
partnership that successfully engaged parents and community towards the
development and implementation of an action plan that increased Indigenous
students’ literacy skills. Teachers and ILPs were invited to share the practices they
had undertaken as a result of their involvement in PALLIC and discuss the overall
influence these practices had had upon reading levels, particularly for Indigenous

learners.
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Prior to the focus group interviews, the school principal and ILPs shared the
literacy action plan they had developed and implemented for a period of 10 months as
a part of the PALLIC project. The school elected to measure improvement in
students’ reading levels through the use of the NAPLAN reading subtest and PAT-R
standardised assessments. Several priorities were identified for action by the school
leadership team in order to increase Indigenous students’ reading levels. The priorities
established by the school for PALLIC were as follows:

e Identify Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students who are ESL speakers
and assist class teachers to establish individualised learning programs for them;

e Implement a whole-school reading program based on the BIG 6 and achieve
consistency of teacher practice in the teaching of reading in all classrooms;

e Refine the school’s whole-school Assessment and Reporting Framework
informed by the BIG 6;

e Embed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives in school practices
for all staff;

e Develop the active engagement and shared leadership of principals and ILPs in
supporting reading achievement of Indigenous students; and

e Develop and implement a coaching and feedback program for staff in regards

to reading and literacy instruction.
Although not specifically a direct part of the action plan, a significant objective and
achievement was that ILPs also worked to maintain regular meetings with the
Indigenous parent reference group.

Using thematic inquiry (Boyatzis, 1998), the final transcripts of the focus group
interviews were read and re-read for emergent themes and individual concepts related
to the literature review and over-arching research questions. The researchers strived to
gain a more holistic understanding of each focus group’s interpretations and
observations by adding themes and sub-themes during the process of analysis. The

connections noted between and across interviews helped to examine pre-conceptions
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and assumptions. Once themes were identified, they were coded, processed, and
cross-checked by each author. A strict guideline was created to ensure the relevance
of the themes and codes identified as well as the legitimacy of their application to the
findings. A list adapted from Boyatzis and outlined by Rubin and Rubin (2005) was
created to develop ways of recognising and labelling each concept.
Results
An analysis of focus group interviews revealed four themes: (1) shared, active, and
both-ways leadership, (2) school-community relationships, (3) language and literacy
learning, and (4) increasing student attendance, as significant actions supporting
literacy and leadership that stem from PALLIC-related initiatives. Despite
acknowledged difficulties around literacy, student mobility and absenteeism, the
school has made considerable effort to promote PALLIC’s blueprint of distributed
leadership as a way to facilitate children’s reading levels. Since the introduction of
PALLIC, the school has reported positive outcomes such as improvement in the
school’s NAPLAN reading subtest scores. Baseline reading levels were obtained from
NAPLAN reading tests administered just prior to the implementation of the PALLIC
action plan. The tests were administered again approximately seven months after the
commencement of the PALLIC project at the school. All students, except a small
proportion (<1%) who did not meet minimum requirements for spoken English,
participated in NAPLAN testing. While determining the direct influence of PALLIC
upon the improvement of these results is beyond the scope of this article, participants
in all five focus groups reported PALLIC-related actions and activities were linked to
the improvement of reading levels for students within the school.

Shared, active, and both-ways leadership

Several researchers (Bazylak, 2002; Hampton & Roy, 2002; Malatest, 2004) have

15



discussed the importance of establishing clear goals and benchmarks for ensuring the
success of Indigenous learners. The principal created a distributed leadership team of
varying strengths and skills who were willing to work collaboratively around priority
areas including literacy, student mobility and absenteeism, and to link students’ use of
language and cultural understandings to literacy instruction. Rennie (2006) outlines
cultural understandings or “literacies” as a key aspect of approaching literacy from a
socio-cultural perspective in which consideration is given to the ways in which
Indigenous learners utilise storytelling and literate practices within their communities.
Some examples of these cultural literacies include those in which the individual is
connected to their land, previous generations, cultural expectations, and teaching and
learning.
The leadership team included the principal and key representatives of teaching

and executive staff as well as two positions created from alternative funding — a
Community Education Officer and a Mobility Officer — and the two ILPs. This
leadership team met once a month to discuss PALLIC-related issues. The principal
also organised a professional development day for staff on BIG 6 reading instruction
and strategies, during which teachers were requested to plan a weekly balanced
reading program to ensure they incorporated all elements of the BIG 6. One teacher
reflected:

We had to sit down with our planning and think about things that we’re doing

in the classroom and what area of the BIG 6 that’s being focused on, and to

make sure that we’re having a holistic approach to teaching reading, not just

focusing on one area. So | guess that was a bit of an eye-opener when you sat

down and looked at that. (Lower Primary Focus Group)
Teachers reported that the principal acted as a guide and mentor to empower teachers

and ILPs to establish clear short- and long-term goals for reading programs and

outcomes that were then shared with students and families. The principal was praised

16



by teachers as being, “approachable and very structured in a good way”, illustrating a
model of shared leadership that enabled teachers, ILPs and students to work towards a
shared moral purpose (Dempster, 2009).

Along with shared leadership and the ability to maintain a focus on classroom
reading instruction, PALLIC also attempts to facilitate “learning both ways” by
encouraging teachers, staff, and ILPs to consider and build on the knowledge and
experience regarding cultural literacies that families and students have to share. For
example, the principal credited her multiple interactions with ILPs and the parent
reference group for highlighting the value of embedding Indigenous perspectives
throughout the school. She stated,

Our Indigenous parent reference group provide us with feedback around what

we’re doing. So, for example, at our meeting last week we talked about the new

curriculum, the Australian curriculum, and the fact that this year there’s been a lot
of texts that have been introduced into the school that cover issues of interest and
represent Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, and we’ve been very
interested in garnering their support and comment around, “Are these texts
appropriate?”, “Do we need to contact families and talk about this before the
children see them?” [ILP name] actually rang parents of every Aboriginal and

Torres Strait Island child in the school to say, “We’re about to use a text that deals

with the stolen generation. Is this okay?”” And I think that was a really useful

process and parents are really appreciative, but we thought that perhaps we could
be a bit more proactive next year and actually get parents in and show them at the
beginning of year the range of texts, particularly of history.

Recognising the expertise and knowledge parents and ILPs bring into classrooms,
the principal established bi-weekly meetings with ILPs to help strengthen the
connections between the school and greater community as well as to address specific
issues of interest and concern for Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander learners.
Specifically noted was how ILPs demonstrated to the leadership team that even small
changes in practice make significant differences in terms of on-going issues such as

absenteeism. ILPs were credited for encouraging the principal and teachers to come

out of their classrooms and into the schoolyards to “meet and greet” parents and
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guardians before and after school as a way of enhancing community-school
relationships. The principal acknowledged that this small change in behaviour seemed
to have a positive influence on student attendance.

Other ideas credited to ILPs was the creation of the “text book scheme” enabling
parents/guardians to have a loan on textbooks that they pay for gradually throughout
the year and a “school starter pack” for students who may not have access to basic
school supplies. Additionally, ILPs established a parent reference group where ILPs,
school staff and parents could discuss PALLIC and reading strategies and consider
practical ways to engage parents in reading. The development of fridge magnets
providing families with “reading tips” was one strategy developed by the parent
reference group that was thought to be especially successful with parents. One of the
most significant aspects of PALLIC reported by teachers and school leaders was the
positioning of the ILPs as experts and school leaders valued for their knowledge of
Indigenous family perspectives and cultural knowledge. One of the ILPs noted that
teachers now came to her for advice regarding how to embed Indigenous perspectives
into the classroom. She stated,

Teachers are coming more to me because there’s the Aboriginal and Torres Strait

Islander perspective, and because we’re embedding it, they’re coming to me for

more information and confirmation of stuff as well, and they’re asking for

community contacts, you know, can you get someone to come and do this, or, |
actually managed to get some ochre into the school so the kids could actually see
it in its natural form. So, | mean that’s not an easy feat, but | managed to do it. So
they’re actually coming for more support.
Teachers confirmed that since the introduction of the ILPs there had been more time
devoted to professional development for all staff on embedding Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander perspectives in school (EATSIPS). Additionally, staff had credited

ILPs with increasing their knowledge of Aboriginal English and Creole and the ways

they could help students code-switch with Standard Australian English.
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Similarly, ILPs described the importance of the PALLIC project in supporting
them as emerging school leaders by saying that PALLIC has enabled them to “pick up
their game” in developing a leadership presence within the school and community.
The ILPs also suggested that PALLIC helped to strengthen their role within the
school, stating that teachers, learners, and community members were now more likely
to “see Indigenous leaders as just as important as the principal” (ILP 1). One ILP
reported initially feeling apprehensive about presenting to larger groups but noted
that, since her involvement in PALLIC, she has presented to a group of over 50
teachers. She also acknowledged being increasingly vocal with her ideas and opinions
in school meetings. The ILPs stated that the principal’s self-awareness and
willingness to accept critical feedback gave them confidence that their ideas and
opinions would be considered and respected. In addition, attending the workshops
with the principal developed and strengthened ILPs relationship and roles within the
school community. ILPs reported having a strong say within the leadership team in
terms of both developing school and community partnerships and raising awareness
of the cultural and linguistic factors influencing the literacy instruction for Indigenous
students.

School-community relationships
Focus groups revealed that the stronger school-community relationships developed
through the PALLIC project contributed to an educational environment conducive to
raising the literacy rates of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander learners. The
introduction of PALLIC ideals created a strong foundation for communication since
teachers, ILPs, and parents had a common language for discussing literacy and
language acquisition. One teacher noted,

| made the parents aware of the child’s reading goals so that they have got the
goal at home in their homework book as well. [...] So I get to see them [the
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parents] outside, and ask, “Are they reading every night?” and they’ll come in

and share what they’re doing at home, and if they’re struggling to get them to

read. So | can follow-up at school, so we have a little bit more contact with
parents | guess, face-to-face in lower school. (Upper Primary Teacher Focus

Group)

ILPs also reported relaying PALLIC-related reading strategies to the parent reference
group so that methods employed in the classroom could also be supported at home.
The creation of the ILP positions meant that families had an additional resource
through which they could provide feedback, ask questions, and offer suggestions to
the school. Parents reported that some families felt more comfortable raising school
issues with the ILPs than they did discussing these issues with their child’s teacher,
because they felt the ILPs had a better understanding of Indigenous communities.
Parents also commended ILP initiated strategies such as the yarning circles with
students and reading resource workshops.

Responses from both the upper and junior primary teacher focus groups also
revealed a strong appreciation for ILPs who were credited for enhancing their
relationships with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander learners and their families.
Teachers relayed that conversations with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island students
had become richer as a result of their interactions with ILPs since the ILPs provided a
stronger understanding and appreciation of the differences in cultural understanding
and literacies between non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and also between different Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander groups. The following two reflections illustrate this point:

For me, | guess I’ve had someone to go to. I’ve got quite a few Indigenous kids

in my class with a range of abilities and I’ll just go to [ILP], “I’ve got this

student, how would I do this?” or “can you help me out” and [ILP] had always
given me really good advice. (Lower Primary Focus Group)

[The ILPs] took us to [museum name] and I think it was where it hit me the

most — just understanding their [Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander] cultural
background and things that happened that was never taught to me — I guess |
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live in my own bubble to some degree and it was a real eye-opener. [...] It

really has opened my eyes and given me more of an understanding. (Lower

Primary Focus Group)

While the ILPs’ efforts to facilitate partnerships between community members,
families, and teachers appeared to result in increased understanding and engagement,
some concern was expressed regarding teachers’ overreliance on ILPs to
communicate and collaborate with families. Although teachers acknowledged an
increased effort to facilitate community/teacher relationships through school events,
teachers noted continued difficulties with getting Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander parents/guardians to engage with classroom and school activities. Teachers
speculated that this could be due to parents’/guardians’ embarrassment, apprehension,
lack of time, or lack of comfort in relation to coming to school. In contrast, parent
focus group responses revealed that parents wanted to see increased effort from
teachers to work towards establishing community connections in alternative venues
outside of school and to not overly depend upon ILPs for information and family
contact, as noted in the following two statements:

I would say, “well, why can’t the teacher ring me?” or “why can’t the teacher
say, ‘Hey, can | make a time to see you?’” Where | know the other parents,
our other Indigenous parents will accept [ILP 1] to be that intervener there.
But as for myself and [Parent 2], yeah, I’d like to hear it, hear from the
teachers more. (Parent 1, Parent Focus Group)
I think they [teachers] would more or less need to get to know the parents
more. I’m not saying that they’re going to have time to know every parent of
their class, but just a bit more knowledge of that family background. (Parent 2,
Parent Focus Group)
Parents suggested that, to build community relationships, “small steps make a
difference”. Both parents and ILPs stressed that establishing strong relationships
between teachers and community members was essential if student literacy gains were

to be sustained. Although both teacher and parent focus groups revealed some

remaining challenges regarding school-community relationships, members of each
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group agreed that they had made progress towards establishing a culture of shared
partnerships between schools and communities which was a significant step in
meeting the needs of Indigenous students and families.
Language and literacy learning
All focus groups indicated that raising literacy achievement levels was a priority and
discussed various impacts of the PALLIC strategies on reading engagement and
outcomes for Indigenous students. Teachers credited PALLIC and ILPs for providing
them with a more nuanced understanding of the influence students’ home language
had upon their reading achievement, as expressed in the following two statements:
I’ve been more aware, been made more aware of the strategies to teach ESL
learners. | was, yeah, that’s really something where 1’ve grown with all this,
and I’m really now, really conscious of how I teach so I’m not talking so
much [laughter]. There’s more visual now. (Upper Primary Focus Group)
I was under the impression that they [Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
learners] were speaking English but in their home language, it was broken
English, I guess how, you know, the stereotypical Aussies would have slang or
something like that, so understanding that that is a language — that it’s a
language which, while it’s not written in a text book and you can’t go to a
class like I would go to learn Italian, it still a language and understanding that
[...] yes, there’s definitely more of an awareness about that, definitely, since
that started. (Upper Primary Focus Group)
Teachers also credited the BIG 6 for providing a more comprehensive understanding
of students’ needs and objectives in literacy and for making it easier to obtain data on
the reading level of learners. Teachers and ILPs observed that using BIG 6 strategies
assisted in increasing students’ vocabulary and comprehension and reported that
students were now focused on personal reading goals and making a concerted effort to
reach those goals:
Yeah, well the kids have reading goals in every classroom, so each child in the
school have their own reading goals, and it’s on display as well. So the
children are aware of where they’re sitting and where they need to reach. So

they set goals and try to reach their goal. So I guess that’s helping with
everything as well. (ILP focus group)
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It [reading goals] seems to be something that the children want to achieve.
[...] When they do achieve it, a big deal is made out of it. They’re all ready to
set themselves a new one. They’re really focused. (Junior Primary Focus
Group)

In the parent focus group, one ILP relayed how a student’s reading level increased
from Level 12 to Level 19 after using BIG 6 reading strategies first in school sessions
and then in home sessions with the parent. The ILP reflected:

[Child’s name] came to the Wave 3 Intervention twice a week and did some
reading one-on-one [...] she did that twice a week but that was at the start of the
year. [...] When they’ve finished the program, I go back later on and monitor
their reading to see how they’re going. So when [child’s name] came to the
program, she was reading at a Level 12 and when she finished the program she
was Level 14, so she moved two levels. But in Term 3, this term, | went to
monitor and do a running and see where she was. Anyway, | couldn’t believe;
we got to Level 19! So she shifted to a Level 19 without any one-on-one
support from us at school. And I said to [child’s name], “Well, who’s been
reading with you?” She said, “My mum”. (Parent Focus Group)

Parents and guardians attending the parent reference group were encouraged by the
ILPs and the principal to share such narratives to inspire other parents and guardians
to implement BIG 6 literacy learning strategies at home with their children.

Despite PALLIC’s positive influence on students’ literacy learning, upper
primary teachers expressed some concern over the lack of appropriate resources for
students in upper primary grades who are currently reading at lower levels:

But when you say “age related”, yeah, you’ve got like, you’ve got Grade 7
kids reading a story about a rabbit; it’d be good if it was age related for them
[...] It's a bit like, “ I’m not a baby, because my younger sibling brought this
home.” So that sort of thing. (Upper Primary Focus Group)

And for kids who don’t move past, | mean one to five, then they’re reading the
same books every year. Like last year’s teacher done [sic] them 10 times, and
you’ve got to do them another 10 times. Like it’s, and you’re forever trying to
find [age-appropriate books] on the Internet and do more ICT books and e-
books, but it’s still difficult. (Upper Primary Focus Group)

Upper primary teachers also noted that in-class reading support from ILP literacy

coaches was not as strong as it was for junior primary classes, although they did

23



report that ILPs were helpful in assisting them to communicate and liaise with
families.
Student Attendance
Another key theme of, and challenge to, increasing literacy levels of students
identified by all five groups was student attendance. When asked about the various
problems or challenges encountered in terms of engaging family and community, one
ILP responded,
| think it's the attendance. Attendance is a big issue. | mean our kids come into
the schools they’re already behind because of the language barrier. And trying
to get our kids to play catch-up, and doing that, you have to...we try to be very
proactive in playing catch-up. (ILP 1, Parent Focus Group)
Focus group interviews revealed that strong community-school relations were
believed to have the strongest influence upon deterring absenteeism. This moves
away from the deficit discourse that perpetuates the notion that low attendance is a
community issue as opposed to a shared responsibility. Advocated instead was a
holistic approach towards the issue of absenteeism that emphasised the importance of
relationship building. There was a shared understanding between all focus groups that
if schools and classrooms were able to create welcome environments for students and
the communities they represented while also providing clear-cut reasons as to why
attendance was important, students would be more likely to come to class. As noted
by one teacher:
You’ve got to have a really good relationship with the parents to, for them to
get the student to school every day, so that’s a great start. Once they get to
school every day we can work with that and we can build on that. And for me,
for my class just attendance has been really, really good but it takes a lot of
people, including the parents to get them there and their mobility officer and
everyone working in the background to get these kids to school. (Lower
Primary Focus Group)

The importance of being “proactive” was recognised. Actions used by the school to

ensure consistent attendance of students included: (a) clearly stated reasons within
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newsletters and assemblies as to why school attendance is important, (b) the inclusion
of statistics to demonstrate the relation between attendance and academic outcomes,
(c) home visits and text messages sent to parents and guardians regarding students’
welfare and whereabouts, and (d) greeting students and their families before and after
school each day. Most importantly, the school principal and leadership team had
allocated funds to employ a mobility teacher to liaise with families and assist staff in
developing new (and relevant) initiatives to address absenteeism. This was reported to
have had some success in increasing attendance rates of some groups such as children
of mobile families.

Discussion

Principals play a pivotal role in deciding whether or not meaningful community-
school partnerships are developed (Mutch & Collins, 2012; Scanlan, 2011; Tilley-
Lubbs, 2011). Scanlan (2011) argues that principals alone have the power to
“structure school events in a manner that either promotes or inhibits school access to
families” (p. 5). The principal in this study was not only deliberate in a focus on
literacy achievement, but also made an effort to ensure Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander culture and literacies were valued and promoted within school curriculum
and pedagogy. The inclusion of two ILPs, whose advice and guidance regarding
Indigenous and local community knowledge helped to shape professional
development and classroom practice, assisted this process.

In turn, the ILPs acknowledged increased self-confidence, leadership skills, and
leadership status within the school and the community as a result of collaborating
with the principal and other school leaders throughout the PALLIC project. Having
been provided with professional development on BIG 6 strategies, the ILPs reported

feeling more confident in their ability to share literacy learning strategies with parents
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and guardians who could practise them at home with their children. Parent focus
group responses also revealed that the creation of a parent group, combined with
ILPs’ increased leadership status within the school, meant parents felt more
confidence both that their concerns and suggestions regarding classroom practice
would be addressed, and in their own abilities to provide their children with literacy
support. This is consistent with other research findings (Bolivar & Chrispeels, 2011;
Jeynes, 2012;Mutch & Collins, 2012; Scanlan, 2011; Tilley-Lubbs, 2011) that
demonstrate the positive influence parent groups have on increasing parents’ ability,
confidence, and willingness to collaborate with school staff. Responses of the parent
group also revealed that even small gestures such as the “meet and greet sessions”
before and after school first instigated by the ILPs and then followed up by the
principal and individual teachers, were reported to have a positive influence over
attendance. Given the negative influence repeated school absences are reported to
have on children' s literacy learning (Ehrich et al., 2010), this seemingly small gesture
may result in students and families feeling more connected to school communities and
thus having relatively large outcomes in terms of literacy achievement.
Recommendations for Future Practice

Increased connections with community
While it was noted that increased effort had been made by ILPs and school staff to
create opportunities such as the parent reference group for parents and staff to come
together, ILPs and parents agreed that still more effort was needed to ensure that (a)
more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples were recruited into teacher and
leadership positions within the school, and (b) teachers took the initiative to find out
more about the community and Indigenous literacies and teaching practices. Mutch

and Collins (2012) claim that parents become more confident in engaging with
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teachers and classroom activities, “when teachers displayed a willingness to learn
about the child’s background and showed an interest in the child’s particular needs
and interests” (p. 180). Although parents initially appreciated the ILPs’ bridging role
between community and school, some parents were now interested in seeing teachers
make the same effort to engage with the community. This desire was echoed by the
ILPs who reported overall satisfaction with their role as school leaders, but also noted
feeling increasingly fatigued. The ILPs shared that they often communicated with
parents about classroom concerns until late in the evening. Teacher responses also
revealed that teachers were heavily dependent upon ILPs to solve classroom or school
yard dilemmas involving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students before trying
to sort out the issue themselves. Although ILPs acknowledged being happy to help
support this process, both ILPs and parents noted that it would be more effective if
teachers engaged directly with students and families rather than relying on an
intermediary process. As Gardner (2000, p. 202) reminds us, when non-Indigenous
people work together with Indigenous communities, the “reciprocal process requires
collaboration and the ability to learn from the tensions inherent in bringing different
approaches and contents together” (p. 202). Teachers committed to true reciprocal
relationships with Indigenous communities will be the teachers who extend
themselves beyond classroom barriers to engage in shared dialogues in environments
where Indigenous communities feel comfortable to speak openly and honestly. They
will walk in knowing that there may be disagreements, that their ideas might be
rejected, and that there will be confusion and misunderstandings along the way.
However, they will also be prepared to listen, be flexible, and acknowledge when they
may be wrong. Finally, the committed teacher will not be afraid to (respectfully) ask

difficult questions and will be prepared to listen to the answers, because the
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committed teacher will know that it is through asking these questions, that the most
meaningful learning occurs. Parents, ILPs and the principal agreed that while the
support of ILPs was necessary, a true reciprocal relationship would only be possible if
teachers were willing to engage, think outside of the box, and extend themselves
beyond the boundaries of the classroom (Cherubini, 2011; Fluckiger et al., 2012;

Mutch & Collins, 2012).

Lack of age-appropriate literacy resources for older students and attendance
Another significant finding was the lack of appropriate resources and support for
students in upper primary classrooms who were currently achieving well below
benchmark standards in reading and literacy. The upper primary teachers noted that it
was a struggle to keep older learners engaged in reading activities when the textbooks
geared at their level were often not age appropriate and did not reflect the learners’
age or interests. In addition, ILPs worked more with lower primary classes on reading
and engaged more with upper primary classes on matters related to behaviour and
wellbeing. This had the unintended result that teachers in upper primary classes were
not as exposed to the perspectives and ideas related to language and literacy that the
ILPs had shared with the lower primary teachers and students. This also meant that
ILPs did not have as much communication specific to reading and literacy with the
parents and guardians of upper primary students, and were not able to provide parents
with much guidance or support in implementing reading activities within the home
setting. Since research (Freeman & Bochner, 2008) indicates that parents’ interaction
with children around reading at home can have a significant impact on reading
achievement for students, this is an important gap that needs to be addressed.

Student Attendance
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Finally, teachers, school leaders and ILPs all mentioned that attendance continued to
be a challenge in improving literacy outcomes. Although the school had made a
concerted effort in allocating resources and personnel to improve attendance, staff
still mentioned that many students continued to miss a fair number of days due to
family issues or illness. Constructive dialogue and collaboration between school staff
and families is critical if this particular challenge is to be adequately addressed
(Ehrich et al., 2010). The perspectives of families need to be considered if attendance
initiatives are to build on core beliefs and value systems of Indigenous families
regarding school and reading instruction (Shipp, 2012).

Limitations

The PALLIC project was initiated with the premise that systematic change must be
driven by a shared model of leadership in order to effect school-wide implementation
of reading strategies leading to increased achievement of Indigenous students. It must
be acknowledged, however, that the full impact of this approach on systematic change
at a school level was not able to be determined due to the limited time of the project.
In addition, the main focus of the PALLIC project and the case study reported in this
article was on reading achievement, which is only one aspect of literacy achievement.
Further research is needed to explore the types of systematic change that is required to
allow Indigenous learners to develop their own traditional literacies and knowledge
while also enabling them to fully engage in school literacy programs. As suggested by
McNaughton and Lai (2009), school leaders need to explore ways to challenge
traditional learning methods and build communities of practice that engage in
effective problem solving for the literacy learning and achievement of Indigenous
students.

Conclusion
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After examining and completing analysis of the reports of focus groups and data
provided by the school on literacy achievement, evidence from this case study reveals
that PALLIC was viewed as a success within the school for the program’s ability to
facilitate meaningful both-ways relationships between school leaders and ILPs.
Ongoing collaboration between leadership team members, and recognition and
validation within the school of ILPs as experts on Indigenous knowledge and
literacies, combined with professional development on implementation of the BIG 6
strategies within the classroom, were reported to help in strengthening the literacy
achievement of Indigenous students within the school. The collaboration between
ILPs and the parent group was regarded as one way of building trust between schools
and community members. ILPs were able to act as a bridge from the community to
the school and vice versa, since ILPs were well versed in the practices and policies of
the school but also had the community connection and awareness, and so were able to
“translate” the needs of one to the other. A stronger community/school partnership
was seen as having a positive influence on Indigenous children’s learning and
achievement in reading, as parents/guardians who could see that the school had a
vested interest in ensuring Indigenous learner success were more inclined to work
together with the school. Sharing narratives around Indigenous learners’ literacy
success was regarded as a good motivator towards sustaining those relationships.
Despite the positive gains brought about by PALLIC-related strategies,
increased effort is needed to ensure teachers do not become dependent upon ILPs for
their work with Indigenous learners. In order for PALLIC strategies to maintain
success, continuous effort needs to be made by teachers as well as ILPs in engaging
with parents and communities to ensure true collaboration and partnerships. Equal

investments of teachers, principals, and ILPs towards developing meaningful
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relationships with the community are necessary to ensure the gains made in
Indigenous literacy rates are sustained. In addition, upper primary teachers and ILPs
reported a need for more comprehensive supports and resources for older students
who were struggling with basic skills in reading and literacy. Additional research
should focus on meaningful supports and resources that can assist Indigenous students
who are still struggling with reading in upper primary grades in order to ensure that

they do not become unmotivated and disengaged.
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