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Abbreviations and glossary 
ACDE    Australian Council of Deans of Education 

ABS    Australian Bureau of Statistics 

ABSTUDY   Aboriginal Study Assistance Scheme 

AEW    Aboriginal Education Worker 

AIEW    Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Worker 

FTE    Full-time Equivalent 

HECS    Higher Education Contribution Scheme 

IESIP    Indigenous Education Strategic Initiatives Program 

IHEAC    Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Council 

ITAS-TT     Indigenous Tutorial Assistance Scheme–Tertiary Tuition 

ITE    Initial Teacher Education 

MATSITI    More Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Teachers Initiative 

Professional Experience  Traditionally called Practicum or ‘Prac’.  Also known as Field Experience 
or Work Integrated Learning (WIL) 

RATEP    Remote Area Teacher Education Program 

TAFE    Technical and Further Education 

 
 
 
 
 

The term Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander is used in this report to represent diversity, except in cases 
where the term Indigenous is used in the original term or literature (e.g. Indigenous Higher Education 
Centres). 
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2 Project background 

The More Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Teacher Initiative (MATSITI) is a four-year (2011–2015) 
program that aims to increase the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people who both enter 
and remain within professional teaching positions in Australian schools. MATSITI is aligned with the 
Council of Australian Governments (COAG) National Indigenous Reform Agreement and associated 
Closing the Gap targets to address Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander disadvantage, and constitutes a 
$7.5 million initiative announced by the Commonwealth Minister for Schools, Early Childhood and 
Youth, the Hon. Peter Garrett MP, in July 2011. MATSITI is funded by the Department of Education, 
Employment and Workplace Relations and is led by Professor Peter Buckskin (Project Director), Emeritus 
Professor Paul Hughes (Research Lead) and Dr Kaye Price (Research Lead), with secretariat and research 
support provided by the David Unaipon College of Indigenous Education and Research located within the 
University of South Australia. 

In 2011, the Australian Council of Deans of Education (ACDE) formed a partnership with the MATSITI 
Project Team to build institutional leadership and capacity throughout Australian schools and faculties of 
education in order to improve the retention and graduation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students studying initial teacher education (ITE) programs. The ACDE subsequently invited their schools 
and faculties of education to tender for research that collected a range of data connected to Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander students enrolled within courses that lead to a preliminary teaching qualification 
(i.e., the initial qualification that enables teacher registration and thus qualifies a person to be employed 
in an unsupervised full-time teaching position). The Faculty of Education at Queensland University of 
Technology (QUT) was subsequently selected to lead the MATSITI–ACDE partnership and the process 
began with close consultation between QUT’s Faculty of Education Dean, Professor Wendy Patton, and 
QUT’s Oodgeroo Unit Director, Professor Anita Lee Hong, prior to submitting the MATSITI–ACDE 
Research Plan.  

On 16 March 2012 the first MATSITI–ACDE meeting of deans of education was held in Sydney. At this 
meeting a research and consultative process was agreed on, as well as the shape in which an Australia-
wide institutional scan of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander ITE students would be conducted. A key 
aim of the research/process was the goal of all schools and faculties of education returning to Sydney in 
September 2012 to work on action plans addressing retention and graduation rates of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander ITE students specific to their own institutions. This current report outlines the key 
findings from the research, while at the same time documenting significant outcomes from the MATSITI–
ACDE partnership.  

MATSITI–ACDE also contracted an evaluation of this research with academic staff from Deakin 
University’s School of Education and Deakin University’s Institute of Koorie Education jointly undertaking 
an evaluation on behalf of the MATSITI Managing and Project Reference Committee. This evaluation 
specifically focused on project processes and the sustainability of the project at the national and 
institutional levels as it moves into the next phases (2013–2015).  

Financial statements related to the research process will be reported separately to MATSITI by the ACDE. 

This report begins with an overview of the literature. This overview contains analysis of over 20 policy 
documents and government reports, as well as web-based descriptions of historical and current models 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teacher education, including mainstream education programs, 
cohort-based models and community models. This discussion is followed by the findings from the 
research beginning with an overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Initial Teacher Education 
student data provided by 34 institutions across Australia (an incomplete dataset from one of these 
universities was not included). The next section examines quantitative data and insights gained from over 
70 interviews with current Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students studying an initial teacher 
education course in institutions across Australian states and territories. The report in this section focuses 
on factors affecting the retention and graduation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Initial Teacher 
Education students. These issues and themes are further contextualised in the final section of the findings 
chapter, where the ‘journeys’ or ‘stories’ of several Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Initial Teacher 
Education students are told. The report concludes with a discussion of areas that would benefit from 
more research and exploration.  
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3 Literature review 

3.1 Introduction 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers are significantly underrepresented in Australia, making up 
less than 1% of teachers in schools. Although the need to increase the numbers of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander teachers has been highlighted for many years, little has changed nationally since the 1980s 
when Hughes and Willmot (1982) called for 1000 Indigenous teachers by 1990. 

This section of the report focuses on an initial literature review of the preparation of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander teachers that was conducted as part of the MATSITI–ACDE project. Alongside the 
scholarly literature, the review includes analysis of over 20 policy documents and government reports, as 
well as web-based descriptions of historical and current models of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
teacher education, including mainstream education programs and cohort-based and community models. 
This review was presented to a series of state-based meetings with deans of education and leaders from 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Higher Education Centres. It not only provided the meetings with an 
overview of previous literature in the area, but also served as a fertile platform to discuss issues 
specifically relevant to the context of that state. Although the literature provides examples of successful 
models of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teacher education, it also sheds light on longstanding and 
interrelated factors that continue to have an impact on the level of success of teacher education for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 

3.2 Issues in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
higher education 

This first section of the literature review summarises identified issues and reports on perceptions of key 
stakeholders on matters related to the participation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander higher degree 
students in general. The remainder of the review focuses on teacher education more specifically. A 
common theme across both sections is a focus on the retention and graduation of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students and how these issues might inform a more nationally directed and collaborative 
approach.  

Historically, participation in higher degree research in the Australian academy, and the knowledge 
created by and disseminated within same, has drawn on a White, Western tradition that has come under 
increasing scrutiny in recent years. Central to this critique is the degree to which higher education 
institutions represent a complex system of power relations within modern Australian society to which not 
all people have equitable access. According to the extensive corpus of literature on this point, Aboriginal 
Australians are significantly and chronically underrepresented in both student and staff numbers within 
Australian universities (DiGregorio, Farrington, & Page, 2000; Nakata, 2004; Trudgett, 2011). 
Furthermore, there is little recognition given to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies and a lack of 
visibility of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture and knowledge on university campuses (Herbert, 
2010). Ironically, however, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders are themselves the most researched 
people in Australia, with most of this research conducted by non-Indigenous researchers (Aboriginal 
Research Institute, 1993). 

Nonetheless, awareness of these issues has grown through, for example, the concerns highlighted in the 
Bradley Review’s 10-year plan to reform higher education (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008). 
Recommendation 30 states that ‘the Australian Government [should] regularly review the effectiveness of 
measures to improve higher education access and outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people in consultation with the Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Council’. It is important to stress 
that this recommendation sits within a broader discourse driven by a national agenda directed towards 
social inclusion.  

Concerns over participation, retention and support of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders within higher 
education institutions in general are well documented. The recent Federal Government-commissioned 
report, Higher Education Access and Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People (Behrendt, 
Larkin, Griew, & Kelly, 2012), chaired by Professor Larissa Behrendt, builds on the hard work universities 
have undertaken to address higher education inequalities between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 
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and the general population. Key recommendations of this report include more than doubling the 
proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students at universities. The report identifies the need 
for social, financial and academic support, suggesting a fundamental shift from often-marginalised 
Indigenous Higher Education Centres bearing the full brunt of responsibility to a whole-of-university 
effort. The report calls for an increased commitment from universities to raise enrolment, retention and 
completion rates for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.  

Michelle Trudgett (2009) claimed that the disparity between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students 
participating in higher education programs has progressively broadened and that it is therefore essential 
to find out what is impeding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders from pursuing and completing degrees 
at Australian universities. Numerous barriers are regularly identified in the scholarly literature on this 
point, including financial hardship and the lack of institutional support (Asmar, Page, & Radloff, 2011). 
Underrepresentation in postgraduate study is clearly related to issues of social class. Social class is an 
underlying theme within the recent federal Higher Education Participation and Partnerships Program 
agenda that highlights issues such as finances and debt; being the first person in the family to enter 
higher education; and the perception that postgraduate study is inaccessible and entry into universities 
exclusive, alienating and remote. Any discussion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participation in 
higher education must therefore take into account disadvantage and the broader issues of social class. 
Critically, such barriers to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participation in higher degree research may 
be related to the historical effects of colonisation and social disadvantage as much as they are they are 
related to cultural difference.  

Higher education is widely understood to be important to Indigenous Australians in order to better 
prepare educated people for leadership roles (MCEETYA, 2006; Pechenkina & Anderson, 2011) and 
future workforce needs (Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Council, 2010), to change university 
culture in general, to build capacity, to become more inclusive and to provide equitable access to 
opportunity. Canada provides a successful example where, in many institutions, the Aboriginal student 
population is now proportional to the Aboriginal share of overall population (Levin, 2009). 

Recruitment, application and entry process 
For many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, universities represent Western knowledge that is 
governed by dominant Western knowledge paradigms (Nolan, Frawley, & White, 2009). As such, 
indigenous knowledge systems, pedagogy and forms of governance and leadership have historically 
found no acknowledged place within the Australian university system. For many Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students, university attendance is therefore a cross-cultural experience (DiGregorio, 
Farrington, & Page, 2000). Thus, taking steps to participate in this unaccommodating system is potentially 
daunting (Day & Davison, 2005), especially if there are few members of the student’s family or 
community who have themselves pursued higher education and who can provide support or act as role 
models (White, 2009). The Review of Higher Education Access and Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander People (Behrendt et al., 2012) identified low levels of aspiration to participate in higher 
education among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students (p. 46).  

Trudgett (2009) observes that many potential higher degree candidates have little knowledge of 
scholarship opportunities suggesting that with more and better-targeted publicity, the barriers apparent 
to candidates at the point of application and entry into teacher education programs may be lessened. 
Beyond the need for targeted recruitment activity and information-giving, there are other strategies to 
attract Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students into universities and into teaching. For instance, 
giving prospective students the opportunity to listen to high-achieving Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander teachers as role models is seen as a key strategy for recruitment (Drysdale, Faulkner, & Chesters, 
2006). Several government reports emphasise the need to expand partnerships between secondary 
schools, higher education institutions and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities to develop 
strategies to attract, retain and successfully graduate students (Indigenous Higher Education Advisory 
Council, 2010; MCEETYA, 2006). In a few significant cases, institutions such as Charles Sturt University 
have already begun entering into memorandums of agreement with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities to boost education links. While it is encouraging to note the individual excellence in teacher 
education initiatives, The Review of Higher Education Access and Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander People (Behrendt et al., 2012) recommends sustainability, and the need for institutions to 
build Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education into their strategic plans, in line with a whole-of-
university approach. 
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Matters of support: academic, social, financial and personal 
Some of the main concerns for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in higher education relate to 
challenges students face in their everyday lives and how these are managed and negotiated in light of 
university policy, procedures and institutional expectations. The ability of faculty members to engage with 
their students and understand the specific challenges they face is vital to providing meaningful support 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. The discussion of support beyond the mere recruitment 
of students is critical to the conversation. As Tinto (2008) reports, access without effective support is not 
opportunity. Types of support highlighted in the literature as particularly significant include financial 
support (Bourke, Burden, & Moore, 1996; Shah & Widin, 2010), academic support (Laycock, Walker, 
Harrison, & Brands, 2009), social and cultural support (Craven, 2005) and overall institutional support.  

The previous section in this report made brief reference to issues of cultural isolation and exclusion. 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander university students often state they feel marginalised (Indigenous 
Higher Education Advisory Council, 2010). Sometimes they do not know any other Aboriginal and/or 
Torres Strait Islander university students and no one in their community or family has experience with 
higher education. According to some literature (DiGregorio, Farrington, & Page, 2000; Indigenous Higher 
Education Advisory Council, 2010), this isolation can have a profoundly negative effect on the success of 
the student. As a response to these issues, scholars in this field have called on universities to ensure that 
their students are guaranteed a place of ‘cultural safety’ (Coopes, 2009) where overt and covert instances 
of racism are identified and rectified (Herbert, 2010). Naming cultural safety as an issue for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander university students is increasingly overtaking the previous discourses of cultural 
responsiveness, sensitivity or cultural appropriateness. Bin-Sallik (2000, p. 21) states that: 

Cultural safety extends beyond cultural awareness and cultural sensitivity. It empowers individuals 
and enables them to contribute to the achievement of positive outcomes. It encompasses a 
reflection on individual cultural identity and recognition of the impact of personal culture on 
professional practice. 

The literature that advocates for the significant role of Indigenous Higher Education Centres touches on 
issues related to cultural safety and provides a corpus of evidence showing that many Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander university students regularly use facilities and sites that enable them to spend time 
with peers, mentors, support staff and other people who value their knowledge (Whatman et al., 2008).  

Isolation can come from many places, within and outside the institution. Because opportunities have 
historically been lacking for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participation at universities, students also 
express their conflicted feelings between the values and goals of their families and the values and goals 
of the institution (Craven, 2005). One place where this is visible is in university timelines, where the 
university prioritises the goals of the institution (for example, completing a four-year degree in a timely 
manner), while Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students may instead prioritise family and community 
and therefore require more flexibility in terms of course progression. The oft-expressed desire to make a 
difference in their community (DiGregorio, Farrington, & Page, 2000) may override the desire to complete 
their course ‘on time’, which in turn creates an administrative concern for the university. In the university 
setting, students’ prioritisation of family and community responsibilities may be misunderstood or 
dismissed, but the need for flexibility in course progression for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students in Australia and in other countries has been addressed in the literature (Holmes, 2006). In 
addition, some literature notes that, at times, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander university students are 
mistakenly deemed to have ‘failed’ because they may appear to have left their studies or may have left 
the course before completion. However, they may later return to university study after a break or may 
have fulfilled their goals having found careers in their preferred fields.  

In addition, the reasons for ‘failure’ seem to be regularly misunderstood. In 2001, the MCEETYA Task 
Force on Indigenous Education identified ‘psychological state’ as the most likely predictor of student 
withdrawal: ‘Feeling uncomfortable on campus, loneliness, homesickness, anxiety, depression, low 
motivation and marital and family conflicts were most frequently cited as contributing factors’ (Office of 
Evaluation and Audit, 2006, p. 29). This is significant in light of Foley’s (1996) suggestion that 
professional and academic staff at universities tend to overemphasise the need for academic and tutorial 
support at the expense of personal support. Having said this, however, issues related to financial support 
are also notable and complex and may present significant barriers for students. Although the availability 
of scholarships may assist Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, they are often not enough to 
address the fundamental issues of poverty and disadvantage that have a disproportionately large impact 
on the lives of Indigenous Australians (Banks, 2007). It should also be recognised that poverty is a layered 
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issue. Poverty influences other issues such as health, housing and personal safety. Even baseline 
scholarships may not be enough to remedy this disadvantage and attract Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students to full-time study. Nevertheless, the literature suggests there is good reason to offer 
financial incentives and support when possible. 

None of these issues alone tells a full story, nor do generalised theories take into account the differences 
between urban, rural and remote teacher education programs; there is no ‘one Indigenous experience’. 
Bunda, Zipin and Brennan (2011) argue strongly that an overemphasis on affirmative practices – such as 
student stipends and preferential access (for small numbers) to universities through ‘special entry’ 
programs – focuses on a ‘compensatory logic [that] does not trouble the structural selectivity of cultural 
and epistemological codes embedded in “mainstream”—or, from Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 
standpoints, “whitestream”—curricula and pedagogies’ (Anderson, 2009). Moreover, it projects a deficit 
view of cultures that is regularly lamented in the literature (Harrison, 2005; Whatman et al., 2008) and 
which contradicts impulses to recognise and include Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural 
knowledges in university teaching and learning. Writers such as Bunda et al. (2011) suggest that material 
disadvantage is less significant than epistemological Whiteness in influencing Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander participation at university.  

Aboriginal knowledges in the white academy 
Many Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars have discussed the dearth of Indigenous knowledges, 
Indigenous methodologies and Indigenous awareness within Australian universities. Tuhiwai Smith (1999) 
pointed out over a decade ago that many Indigenous students have struggled individually to engage with 
the disconnections that are apparent between two elements: the demands of their academic work and 
the realities they encounter among their own and other Indigenous communities with whom they share 
lifelong relationships. Some of the reasons suggested for the limited participation of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander university students are deeply related to differing epistemologies, standpoints and 
worldviews. Scholars such as Martin Nakata (2004) remind us that knowledge is power. Nakata argues 
that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people must participate in higher degrees in order to undertake, 
or direct, or influence the research of Indigenous issues, or indeed, to influence knowledge in general. 
Thus, while acknowledging that higher degrees are not the only evidence of knowledge or expertise, the 
opportunity to obtain a higher degree is still significant to the pathways available to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people. This focus on teacher education as an issue is most directly related to leadership.  

Like Nakata, many Indigenous academics believe that the current barriers to full and inclusive 
participation in higher education in Australian universities can be overcome. This could be done most 
compellingly by ‘decolonising the academy’ and ensuring the full and equal incorporation of Indigenous 
knowledge and knowledge systems into the traditional Western structure and the participation of 
Indigenous scholars at all levels and in all disciplines therein (Phillips, Phillips, Whatman, & McLaughlin, 
2007; Prior, 2009; Tuhiwai Smith, 1999; Woods & Biermann, 2008). A growing body of international 
indigenous literature exists on issues related to ‘Indigenising the academy’, ‘de-colonising Indigenous 
tertiary education’ (Arbon, 2008) or what Alfred in New Zealand (2004) calls ‘warrior scholarship’. 
Universities are being called on to include indigenous knowledges at all scholarly levels, something that 
requires motivation, awareness and training. Embedding Indigenous knowledges is an oft-stated focus 
within faculties of education in Australian universities, though mostly with respect to non-Indigenous 
teacher education (Craven, 2005; Malezer & Sims, 2002; Phillips, 2011). However, in the Australian 
Education Union’s (2005) survey of beginning Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers 37% of 
Indigenous teachers said they did not feel their pre-service teacher education prepared them for dealing 
with students from low socioeconomic or non-English-speaking backgrounds. In addition, 37.5% of the 
participants did not feel their pre-service teacher education prepared them for supporting the needs of 
Indigenous students. 

  



	

 
MATSITI  - ACDE Retention and Completion Project 

 
Page 13 of 59

 

3.3 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teacher 
education: an historical perspective 

Despite the historical exclusion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in schooling, many early 
records exist of untrained Aboriginal teachers, primarily in mission schools and on stations. In 1911, John 
Lewis was the first Aboriginal person to lead a public school in New South Wales (Cleverley & Mooney, 
2010). The first Aboriginal Teacher Aide (ATA) programs, however, did not commence until the late 
1960s. Affiliated with TAFE colleges rather than universities, these programs were conceived as adult 
education programs and did not grant degrees or full teacher certification. Even in these early days, there 
was concern that diplomas not become ‘a dead end road’ (Cleverley & Mooney, 2010, p. 69) and there 
was acknowledgement that Aboriginal teacher aides were often exploited, underpaid and delegated 
menial duties such as photocopying. By the late 1970s, TAFE colleges were advised to forge stronger links 
with teacher training institutions. Cleverley and Mooney outline the complex politics that ensued when 
the ATA program moved from TAFE to the University of Sydney. TAFE programs were often more 
community-based and led by Aboriginal staff. The involvement of universities led to concerns about the 
responsibility of universities for tertiary preparation, given the limited schooling of many Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students who sought entry into the program (Hunter & Schwab, 2003), and issues 
that arose with respect to non-Indigenous staffing and administration.  

Universities could provide ‘real’ credentials, but had less experience with community engagement. These 
ongoing tensions and uneasy relationships between universities and Indigenous Higher Education Centres 
have historical precedent that affects Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. One area in which 
this tension plays out is in student support: the responsibility for monitoring how Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students are doing usually falls to the Indigenous Higher Education Centre. Cleverley and 
Mooney outline the origins of university-based Indigenous support programs, now generally referred to 
as Indigenous Higher Education Centres. Originally designed as enclave support, in the 1980s they began 
to provide special admission arrangements, tutoring and other assistance for students who were 
understood to be disadvantaged (Cleverley & Mooney, 2010; Price, 2011). Among other things, including 
the provision of safe places, these centres are the site of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledges 
and research within the university. However, they are often perceived by the university as simply 
providing student support, such as the Indigenous Tutorial Assistance Scheme (ITAS-TT). This is an 
important role, but focusing solely on this role diminishes the scholarship of these centres with respect to 
Indigenous knowledges (Whatman et al., 2008). While Indigenous Higher Education Centres are crucial, 
each faculty/school of education is, however, increasingly urged to take responsibility for its own 
students, for whom it has a duty of care (Usher, Miller, Turale, & Goold, 2009). For example, 
understanding the significance of mentors, MCEETYA (2006, p. 28) suggests that ongoing tracking, 
monitoring and supporting of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students is essential for improving 
retention rates in postschooling studies.  

In many ways, the inclusion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in teacher education 
programs is recent (since the 1970s) (Price, 2011). Nationally, however, little has changed since the 
1980s, when the National Aboriginal Education Committee (NAEC) (Hughes & Willmot, 1982) called for 
‘1000 Indigenous teachers by 1990’. The Ramsey Review (2000) of teacher education in New South 
Wales identified only 32 Indigenous teachers out of a population of more than 70,000 Indigenous people 
in the state (cited in Santoro, Reid, Simpson, & McConaghy, 2008, p. 1).  
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3.4 More Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
teachers: why it matters 

In 2011, the Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs 
(MCEECDYA), as part of the Council of Australian Governments’ (COAG) reform agenda to improve life 
outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, developed the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Education Action Plan 2010–2014. Under this action plan, the Australian Government worked 
with government and non-government education providers, the higher education sector and Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples to develop a National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Educator 
Workforce Strategy. The strategy has several objectives, including: 

 increasing the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander school principals, teachers and 
education workers  

 improving pathways into the early childhood and school education workforce for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples  

 supporting appropriate training and professional development for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander educators.  

Generally, the call for more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers comes largely from the belief 
that the provision of role models will help to address historically poor outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander learners and ‘overcome the legacy of hostility towards schools’ (Bethel, 2006, p. 1). A press 
release from the Australian Secondary Principals Association (2011) states that is it important that ‘both 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and other Australian students view Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people in school leadership and teaching positions as well as in other positions within the 
school’. 

The need for more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers is currently framed within this discourse 
of parity and leadership. Malin and Maidment’s (2003) review of Indigenous education since the 1960s 
provides reminders that career pathways for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander educators were 
discussed as early as the 1960s. This was a time when adult education courses were already criticised for 
providing little social mobility for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students or for the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Education Workers who continue to contribute to schools in substantial numbers. 
One regularly stated concern is to provide genuine pathways to the many Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander teacher aides and assistant teachers already working in schools. University education faculties are 
urged to provide these education workers with opportunities for ‘a genuine and qualified status’ 
(Cooper, 2008). This is very important because teacher aides and assistant teachers are often among the 
most insufficiently trained and otherwise marginalised teaching personnel. Cooper suggests that the 
upskilling of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander assistant teachers is especially important in remote 
communities (in this case, the Northern Territory) because they provide leadership and stability in schools 
with such a high turnover of teachers and because many of them speak the first language common to 
many students and families. He also suggests that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers can 
provide role models, bridge cultural divides and address issues such as truancy.  

The issue of language is noted in the literature as well, with 16% of Indigenous Australians nominating a 
language other than English as their first language (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2008). Although 
it is less of an issue in urban centres, language is an ‘invisible fence’ (Willems, 2012) or barrier for many 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in remote areas, hence the need for more Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander teachers. Language is also an issue for Torres Strait Islander people for whom 
Standard Australian English is often at least their second language and sometimes their third or fourth 
(Shnukal, 2002). While universities are obliged to provide additional support (e.g., during exam time) for 
English as a second language learners from other countries, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
are often forgotten by universities in this process (Whatman et al., 2008).  

Increasing the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers is considered an issue of social 
justice, social change and social inclusion. In addition, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers are 
critical in providing cultural diversity and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledges for Australian 
students, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous. Qualified (and quality) Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander teachers are seen as crucial in current discussions about the Australian Curriculum, and the 
requirement of the National Professional Standards for Teachers to embed Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander knowledges in the curriculum. Other more specific reasons to increase numbers of Aboriginal 
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and Torres Strait Islander teachers are also identified in the literature. Carnes (2011) links the urgency for 
more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers to a specific social justice concern: education for 
Indigenous incarcerated students who need to be taught fundamental English literacy and numeracy skills 
by members of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. Harris (2004) discusses the particular 
importance of Aboriginal teachers teaching Aboriginal children with hearing loss caused by otitis media.  

Much of the literature addresses how non-Indigenous students fare during professional experience in 
Aboriginal schools (e.g., Hart et al., 2012). In contrast, few literature sources have examined the benefits 
that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander preservice teachers bring to university faculties of education and 
especially to practicum or professional experience placements, where non-Indigenous teachers may learn 
from exposure to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures and benefits from a mutual learning 
experience (Bethel, 2006, p. 38; Jay, 2009). Although Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students report 
that they often encounter racism and cultural isolation on field experience placements (Malin, 1994; 
Santoro et al., 2008), some of these placements would ideally offer them valuable insight into 
mainstream schools. 

Little of the literature makes this explicit, but there is no ‘one size fits all’ strategy for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander teacher education. The literature can largely be categorised into three groups that 
address different types of communities: 

 urban Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teacher education, such as Collins and Poynting’s 
(2000) writing about teacher education at the University of Western Sydney 

 remote and community-based Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teacher education (York & 
Henderson, 2003) 

 to a much lesser extent, rural Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teacher education (Reid et al., 
2010).  

There are clearly differences in terms of the needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in 
each of these settings and these needs have changed over time. For example, the report Australian 
Directions in Indigenous Education 2005–2008 (MCEETYA, 2006) states that additional programs to 
support academic skills – including English literacy, numeracy and second language teaching – remain 
issues for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teacher education in remote areas more than in urban-
based programs.  

3.5 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teacher 
education 

Although it is often invisible within the literature, there has been some research into Torres Strait Islander 
teacher education. Price (2011, p. 13) documents the early years of programs such as the North Brisbane 
Centre for Adult Education program in the 1970s and the TAFE Cairns Torres Strait Islander Teacher 
Training Program, which began in 1981. These were both paraprofessional courses offering no formal 
teaching qualifications. Osborne and Sellars’ (1987) early research into Torres Strait Islander teachers’ 
strategies had implications for teacher education because their work highlighted their observations of 
significant cultural differences between Torres Strait Islander teachers and ‘Anglo’ teachers. Among other 
things, Osborne and Sellars observed that Torres Strait Islander teachers taught more slowly, spotlighted 
individual students less publicly and shared social control more than did their Anglo counterparts. Torres 
Strait Islander teachers also maintained warmth in their classrooms, while in some ways appearing more 
‘formal’ than their Anglo peers. These deep cultural differences in preferred teaching style provide 
reminders for teacher educators about the cultural biases of teacher education. Loos and Wightman 
(1988) recounted their early experiences in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Teacher Education 
Program (AITEP) in north Queensland. They discussed the benefits they offered their students through 
their ability to speak Creole and language, as well as the pressures they felt to be better than the White 
teachers. Although there is little published research that examines teacher education as it specifically 
pertains to Torres Strait Islander people, there is a long tradition of teachers in the Torres Strait that could 
inform teacher education (Nakata, 2008).  
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3.6 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives 
and knowledges 

In the recent literature, the Whiteness of university education faculties is regularly discussed. Aveling 
(2006, p. 262) claims that non-Indigenous students resist discussions of race, while Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students welcome the opportunity ‘from a perspective that does not continually position 
them as helpless victims’. However, some of the other literature recounts the discomfort that Aboriginal 
preservice teachers sometimes feel when race is discussed in their presence (Frawley, Nolan, & White, 
2009). Many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students feel safer speaking openly among themselves 
and within their own community. This body of literature suggests the need for separate tutorial groups 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous students in mainstream courses in which 
Indigenous Studies is taught. Or at the very least, that there should be critical recognition that Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander students are often a minority in lecture rooms when having to learn about and 
discuss Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories, cultures and issues alongside other Australian 
students who outnumber Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students (Nakata et al., 2012, p. 122).  

The idea that knowledge, or curriculum itself, can be taught through Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
knowledges is taken up in Australia by Aboriginal scholars Davis (2012), Martin (2012) and Yunkaporta 
(with McGinty) (2009), all of whom explain the significance of relatedness to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander ways of understanding the world. Both the Canadian (e.g., Kitchen et al., 2010) and Australian 
sources explain Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander curriculum and pedagogy diagrammatically and 
metaphorically, providing examples of teacher education curriculum that look quite different from 
mainstream course outlines. They provide pictorial models of how curriculum is defined differently from 
an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspective, which is something that university faculties of 
education could become better educated about as an opportunity for innovation and dialogue 
(Yunkaporta & McGinty, 2009) (see Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1: Indigenous ways of knowing (Yunkaporta & McGinty, 2009) 

Some of the literature emphasises the need for more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander academics in 
university faculties of education (Herbert, 2005), but the complexities surrounding this are also clear. 
There is little question that there are too few Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander academics employed to 
teach both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous preservice teachers, and that those 
employed are reliant on untenured or unsustainable appointments. Also discussed, however, are the 
stresses that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander faculty members are under and the need for non-
Indigenous faculty members to ‘step up’ to the job of supporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students, rather than leaving the work only to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff or higher 
education units (Asmar & Page, 2009). Herbert (2005) identifies the considerable stresses on Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander academics to take responsibility for all things indigenous while also being true 
to their communities. These stresses are also reported by teacher education students and Aboriginal 
teachers working in schools. As Santoro’s (2012) longitudinal study of Aboriginal teachers reports, 
principals must consider that even if Aboriginal teacher education graduates are willing to take greater 
responsibility for the education of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, their workload and 
responsibilities must be monitored and they must be provided with the same opportunities for mentoring 
and assistance as any other novice teacher. 
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3.7 Models of teacher education for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples 

A range of programs exists to support exclusively Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teacher education. 
Some programs take place largely in communities (generally through distance learning) and in mixed-
mode programs that allow students to do some of their course on campus and the rest away from 
campus. Some programs are primarily offered on campus, others are offered from a remote location and 
primarily online, and some are offered in a combination of these modes. Some programs are defined 
here as ‘cohort’ (e.g., specifically offered to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people) and others 
‘mainstream’ (with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people within the larger cohort of education 
students). In other words, there is diversity in the types of teacher education discussed in the literature, 
and though there are general statements that can be made about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Teacher education, different types of programs and different communities identify different issues. As 
identified in parallel research into developing better strategies for recruitment, retention and support of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander medical students, no one size will fit all. Instead, universities are 
recommended to focus on developing coordinated and collaborative approaches to addressing a serious 
shortage (Drysdale et al., 2006). 

Cohort programs: a brief review of the literature 
Both overseas and in Australia, models of ‘cohort’ programs have been developed to support Aboriginal 
teachers. In general, these programs are designed to be culturally responsive and most are led by 
Aboriginal people. For example, Brock University in Canada runs a five-year indigenous teacher education 
program based on a Two-Worlds Education orientation (Kitchen et al., 2012). Founded on the idea that 
indigenous teachers are crucial ‘cultural brokers’, the program largely takes place in the community. 
Although it includes mainstream elements of the Bachelor of Education, students engage with First 
Nation pedagogies, including Talking Circles and curriculum based on the medicine wheel, which has 
some similarities with Yungaporta’s diagrammatic representation of Aboriginal knowledge and 
curriculum represented in Figure 1. North Dakota’s Tribal University names cohort models as ‘best 
practice in teacher education for First Nations peoples from the U.S.’ (Lamb, 2009). It is outside the scope 
of this literature review to detail each program and program type. Instead, some examples are given here 
of the research on these programs and some of the conclusions that are drawn that would be useful to 
university faculties of education.  

Cohort models often differ from mainstream programs, not only in their student cohort, but also in their 
mode of delivery. Block-mode tuition is a form of mixed-mode tuition that couples residential on-campus 
intensives with lengthier off-campus periods (Willems, 2012). Block and mixed-mode study programs 
allow students (including those who are already working as Indigenous Assistant Teachers in schools) to 
study in their home communities with occasional time on campus. They provide important access to 
some Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students who would not otherwise be able to access higher 
education (Australian Department of Finance and Administration, Office of Evaluation and Audit 
Indigenous Programs, 2006).  

In reverse-block release (a form of mixed-mode away-from-base delivery) on-site training is delivered 
primarily in the home community, with lecturers or providers travelling to the community, rather than the 
reverse (Review of Higher Education Access and Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
People, 2012). While the literature reports favourably on the outcomes of these Australian Government-
funded programs, there is considerable pressure on providers to demonstrate their standards and prove 
that they are cost-effective.  

The Remote Area Teacher Education Program (RATEP) is provided by collaboration between James Cook 
University, Education Queensland and the Tropical North Queensland Institute of Technical and Further 
Education. In 2001, it boasted a retention rate of 82%, which York and Henderson (2003) claim is partly 
due to the support and security provided by distance education offered in a home community setting. 
RATEP provides a program that aims to reduce the alienation experienced by some Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander preservice teachers in an urban campus. Bethel (2006) states that RATEP students benefit 
from staying on their own communities, no longer required to relocate or learn in a ‘cultural void’ (p. 31). 
This is especially true for communities that can cater for the cultural and linguistic needs of second or 
even third language learners. Bethel (2006) quotes impressive statistics for RATEP graduates with both 
the Bachelor of Education and Diploma of Teaching programs, but provides little information about 
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retention. Bethel (2006) claims, however, that once there are enough Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
teachers in Australian schools, ‘segregated’ Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teacher education 
programs will no longer be necessary (p. 36).  

Mason, Reid and Perry’s (2003) history of the University of Western Sydney’s Aboriginal Rural Education 
Program (AREP) identifies some of its struggles (for example, finding a central or important place within 
the university), and suggests that some of these have to do with never having been given a chance to 
prosper. The institutional insecurity of cohort programs is also mentioned in other literature, including 
reminders that these important programs should not make those involved in mainstream teacher 
education forget their responsibilities to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students – Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander education should also be ‘core business’ (MCEETYA, 2006). However, Mason et al.’s 
report is significant in highlighting a unique component of cohort programs: their ability to both 
indigenise and ‘politicise’ the curriculum and to ensure that Aboriginal voices are heard and Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander politics openly discussed (see also Cassidy, 2004, for a discussion of teacher 
education and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander self-determination). The politicised role of community-
based programs for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander preservice teachers has long been 
acknowledged. For many years, Henry and McTaggart (1987) have named Aboriginal self-determination 
as one of the guiding principles of Aboriginal teacher education, as well as prioritising their cultural 
appropriateness and commitment to both-ways education. As in Australia, Canadian researchers Goulet 
and McLeod (2002) explain how important it is for First Nations teachers to reclaim their knowledges and 
cultures through teacher education, especially in light of Canada’s long history of removing children from 
their families.  

The literature implies that cohort programs have a history of having to justify their place. The Dean of the 
University in Saskatoon, Canada, made a public statement against this position in a local newspaper:  

For the record, ATEP students complete the same program as any student in the college of education. 
They are in no way involved in a modified program. They also meet university standards for graduation 
and are then certified by the provincial government, as are all the graduates from our college. (cited in 
Jacknicke, 2001)  

This issue of credibility has also been a problem for Australian and international cohort programs such as 
RATEP, which Bethel (2006, p. 39) writes is not simply another ‘ ”bandaid”’ used to cover the 
infestations that culminate from Indigenous neglect but is an authentic remedy that attacks the core of 
the problem’. Nonetheless, cohort programs struggle for the university’s recognition. Although they may 
be successful in community terms, they are often perceived by the university as a less credible ‘offshoot’ 
(Cleverley & Mooney, 2010, p. 111; Kitchen et al., 2010) or inferior (Tatz, 2009) and are thus dependent 
on unstable funding and support. While Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander responses to the Australian 
Survey of Student Engagement (Asmar, Page, & Radloff, 2011) found that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students are engaged with learning at a similar or slightly higher level than their non-Indigenous 
peers, block-release programs had between 16% and 20% higher course completion rates than those 
who were studying in full-time ‘mainstream’ programs on campus (Price, 2011). Community-based 
programs, such as Growing Our Own, which is operated by Charles Darwin University, sends mentor 
lecturers to Indigenous Teacher Assistants to provide teacher education in the students’ own 
communities, rather than bringing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students on campus (Giles et al., 
2011). Programs such as these overcome some significant barriers for students who would otherwise 
have little or no chance of becoming qualified teachers. Maher (2011) also reports on Growing Our Own, 
proclaiming that preservice teachers enrolled in the innovative initial teacher education program  

will, on graduation, be better placed than almost any other person to bridge the divide between 
the cultural aspirations of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and their parents in 
remote communities and those of a largely Western curriculum offered in their schools. (p. 12) 

Maher also discusses some of the challenges faced by students in these programs, including low English 
literacy levels, English as a second language, community obligations and ‘sorry business’. In addition, it 
takes time for relationships to develop between the university, the teacher education students and 
schools. These often present barriers that get in the way of graduation, though Maher suggests they can 
be overcome. Students in programs such as Growing Our Own are frustrated by the subservient positions 
(low pay, lack of respect) they encounter while employed as Aboriginal Teaching Assistants. While it is 
hoped that gaining full qualifications as teachers will redress inequities, Aboriginal teachers also 
encounter attitudes towards them that act as barriers (Thornton et al., 2011). 
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The benefits of cohort models, no matter the version, at least in part, are how culture is at the core of the 
program. Seen as a step towards self-determination, programs designed specifically for and with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander preservice teachers are praised for valuing ways of doing, knowing 
and being in the world that recognises Indigenous identity (Bat, 2010).  

Although distance learning is advocated in programs such as RATEP and ATAP, some literature exists 
both to support and critique programs in which much of the learning is done off-campus. Programs with 
mixed-mode delivery, such as that funded by the Indigenous Education Strategic Initiatives Program 
(IESIP), are supported and recognised as benefiting the most disadvantaged/remote Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students, many of whom would not otherwise engage in higher education (Office of 
Evaluation and Audit, 2006). Such programs are well used and have comparable, if not marginally better, 
course completion outcomes compared with mainstream programs. 

Many of these programs are heavily dependent on online learning. The action research study conducted 
jointly by Charles Darwin University and the University of Western Sydney reports on an action research 
learning design to use information communication technologies (ICTs) with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander pre-service teachers studying in the third and fourth years of a Bachelor of Education degree, and 
notes some of the problems involved with online learning (Milton & Vozzo, 2010). These include both 
practical deterrents, such as internet speed and access from remote settings, as well as the lack of 
familiarity and experience of some, though by no means all, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
(Shah & Widin, 2010). Most significant, though, are suggestions that remote or online learning may be 
culturally alienating for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students for whom relationships and deep 
connections are central (Willems, 2012). Willems recommends that distance higher education for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students must pay special attention to connectedness, providing 
timely communications, flexibility, considerations in the learning design (including learning styles) and 
scaffolding necessary academic literacy skills (p. 20). The Office of Evaluation and Audit (2006) identifies 
some other issues related to away-from-base teacher education that are important predictors of students 
failing or withdrawing, including students with insufficient basic English literacy and numeracy to 
undertake and complete courses, and the competing demands on students to manage family, 
community, work and study. The report recommends that universities focus on attainment of educational 
outcomes rather than enrolment numbers.  

General and mainstream issues 
The literature on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participation in mainstream teacher education has 
long included similar discussions of the need for both greater enrolments and improved support for 
better graduation outcomes (Buckley, 1996). Dalley-Trim and Alloway’s (2010) research into regional 
Australian students’ career aspirations suggests that high school students, including Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students, have good understanding of their options. It appears that, at least for school 
leavers, low enrolments may not primarily be a matter of lack of information. Other research, however, 
suggests that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students generally still set their career aspirations at 
lower levels than their non-Indigenous peers (Craven in Price, 2011, p. 22). Nevertheless, there is some 
evidence that mainstream Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students benefit by feeling more 
‘immersed in the teaching profession’ (Kitchen et al., 2010, p. 114). Once again, it would appear that a 
range of options is preferred by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, with no one program 
suiting all.  

Support for academic literacy is discussed regularly in the literature, with the Indigenous Higher Education 
Advisory Council arguing for careful attention to be paid to appropriately preparing students to complete 
their studies. Supporting other research, Rabbitt’s (1999) discussion of the needs identified by students 
enrolled in Edith Cowan University’s community-based Aboriginal Teacher Education Program names 
financial stress, physical and social isolation, relationship between tutor and student, and culturally 
inclusive curriculum as the main areas of need.  

While the literature refers to the significance of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander learning styles 
(Hughes et al., 2004), it comes with cautions about overgeneralisation, essentialising or making 
assumptions. Though there seems to be some evidence that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
university students are comfortable with practical, experiential learning (Boulton-Lewis et al., 2000), 
Nakata (2001) focuses on institutional deficit, as do Canadian researchers Kitchen et al. (2010). Kitchen 
et al. report that universities do not value the languages and cultural knowledge Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students bring to their studies, effectively ‘weeding them out’. Bevan Cassidy (2004), 
winner of the 2003 Neville Bonner Award for the Indigenous Teacher of the Year, concurs in his belief 
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that while institutional systems must change, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander priorities should be 
understood – this is different from thinking Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are cognitively 
different. ‘Differences’ between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous learning styles 
have more to do with priorities. For instance, the centrality of relationship to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people is highlighted by Trotman and Kerr (2010), who claim that their Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander preservice teachers are especially responsive to assessments such as personal reflection and 
the writing of personal history. Herbert (2005) also argues for the use of personal stories to provide a 
space for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander voices such as Macquarie University’s published collection 
of stories told by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Early Childhood teachers (Fleet & Kitson, 2009). The 
literature that attends to learning styles argues for teacher education to be more culturally responsive so 
that students may become ‘adaptive experts’ (Hatano & Ouro, 2003). 

It would be remiss to ignore the literature that comments on institutional racism. Bin-Sallik’s (2000) 
edited collection of Aboriginal women’s narratives includes several accounts of the experiences of women 
studying to be teachers. Lyn Devow’s memories of studying to become a teacher in Darwin in the 1980s 
remind us how difficult it was to be an Aboriginal student prior to the existence of ‘special support units’. 
Devow remembers there being no safe places in a university where there were also ‘no Black faces’ 
(2000, p. 113). She explains that there was no acknowledgement of racism, suggesting she learned to be 
silent, remembering that other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people who spoke out did not 
graduate. The themes that emerge in this collection include memories of racism and isolation, as well as 
positive memories of individual lecturers who supported Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. 

Collaborations between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous educators (Bunda et al., 
2011; Phillips & Lampert, 2012) suggest the productive spaces that emerge within sustained relationships 
and much of the literature reminds us that the best teacher education programs will foster relationships 
between non-Indigenous and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (Harrison, 2007). With respect 
to teacher education, these examples from the literature provide examples of dialogue or conversations in 
which ‘both educators work together, respecting and valuing each other’s culture’ (Bevan & Shillinglaw, 
2010, p. 14). These might be facilitated or nurtured in faculties of education. The urgent significance of 
‘relationship’, or what Butcher et al. (2011) call ‘transformational partnerships’ is most present in the 
literature published by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander authors, many of whom report on the need to 
listen to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island teachers, Elders and community. For example, Bevan and 
Shillinglaw discuss the fact that Indigenous Elders are the primary teachers for their own communities 
and, hence, argue that Elders should advise visiting teachers on culturally appropriate pedagogy. 
Similarly, Santoro Reid, Crawford and Simpson,  (2011) suggest that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
teachers play crucial roles in mentoring non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers (though this 
also adds to their responsibilities). This Australian and international literature, including that focused on 
social capital and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander learning communities, views these relationships as 
paramount, suggesting more effort be made by faculties of education to support relationships with (or 
listen to) community, including developing relationships to facilitate students on field experience (Quinn 
& Saini, 2012). Bunda et al. (2011, p. 13) argue that within faculties of education Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander academics have significant ‘re-educative’ effects on ‘whitestream’ (rather than 
‘mainstream’) institutions. This is a powerful argument, suggesting more than the desirability of good 
relationships, instead emphasising the transformational effect that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
academics can have on the institutions and courses themselves. Authors such as these ask us to imagine 
a university with a genuine Indigenous standpoint rather than one that builds a ‘mere equity bridge’.  

The significance of Indigenous Higher Education Centres is worth special mention since they are regularly 
cited in the literature as having provided crucial safe and supportive places for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students (Ford, 2010; Whatman et al., 2008). Shah and Widen’s (2010) more recent 
Indigenous Student Satisfaction Survey notes the significance of faculty leadership to drive a long-term, 
sustainable strategy and recommending that senior Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with 
membership to key university committees are important for the process of improving Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander participation and success. 
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Table 1: Final ITE scan data 

COURSE ENROLMENTS 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 
2012 

(Preliminary
) 

Total (All students in education courses) 66523 67286 74284 79342 81775 69586 

Total (Indigenous students) 1306 1462 1491 1505 1627 1386 

Indigenous % 
1.96
% 

2.17
% 

2.01
% 

1.90
% 

1.99
% 1.99% 

Indigenous students: Place in course 

Commencing 551 647 641 540 621 490 

Course completions 209 271 211 197 202 20 

Indigenous Students: Level/Type of 
Course  

4-Year Degree 

Early Childhood (select from the following) 

 EC - 0 to 5 years 89 56 87 75 77 34 

 EC - 0 to 8 years 32 51 51 62 78 97 

 Combined EC/Primary 73 55 68 90 106 101 

Primary 447 607 469 524 620 498 

Middle School and/or K-12 155 162 180 131 98 109 

Secondary 229 220 194 223 245 243 

Other 15 22 80 30 24 12 

Graduate Entry 

Early Childhood (select from the following) 

 EC - 0 to 5 years 0 3 4 2 1 0 

 EC - 0 to 8 years 7 11 21 24 18 15 

 Combined EC/Primary 47 41 59 73 75 118 

Primary 22 24 29 30 31 30 

Middle School and/or K-12 5 2 2 1 3 4 

Secondary 53 59 69 78 84 71 

Other 42 45 60 79 88 105 

Indigenous Students: Gender 

Male 283 332 336 333 353 330 

Female 1022 1129 1155 1170 1273 1072 

Indigenous Students: Age Group 

School Leavers (17/18 years) 87 90 128 112 170 135 

19–24 years 428 477 492 492 559 503 

25+ years 743 841 808 823 830 660 

Indigenous Students: Study Mode 

On-campus 591 815 762 803 780 595 
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COURSE ENROLMENTS 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 
2012 

(Preliminary
) 

Off-campus 511 436 528 505 484 355 

Basis of Entry 

ATAR 135 142 174 149 178 155 

Indigenous Pathway/Entry program 93 120 139 138 152 127 

TAFE qualification 48 41 59 66 78 47 

Other 420 520 445 443 468 435 

4.1 Analysis of scan data 
The final format of the programmatic scans focused only on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander student 
enrolments and included the areas/fields as indicated in Table 1. As shown, the first section of the scan 
looked at course enrolments, with the total listed for all students in education courses, the total Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander student enrolment and a percentage for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students compared to the total enrolment. The second section compared commencing students with 
completing students across the six years of the scan. The third broke down the enrolments into the type 
and/or level of the course in which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students were enrolled. Here both 
the 4-year Degree and Graduate Entry degree/diploma were further broken down into Early Childhood, 
Primary, Middle School and Secondary strands. The fourth section examined Gender and the fifth looked 
at three Age Groups (17/18, 19–24 and 25+ years). The sixth section looked at the Study Mode, while the 
final section broke down the Basis of Entry, such as an ATAR score, Indigenous Pathway/Entry program, 
TAFE qualification or other mode of entry. While 34 institutions participated, there were only 33 
universities providing full datasets for the scan. It is important to once again stress that all data displayed in 
the following pages is of an aggregate nature and is listed either by state grouping or Australia-wide 
format. 

The data scan was conducted in May 2012 before firm figures for 2012 had been obtained by most 
institutions. Nonetheless, as Table 2 and Figure 2 show, there is a surprising degree of consistency in terms 
of the percentage of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students studying an initial teacher education 
qualification across the period 2007-2012. Enrolment during this period indicates a mean of 2.003%, with 
deviations of 0.16% occurring in 2008 (high of 2.17%) and 0.1% occurring in 2010 (low of 1.90%).  

 

Table 2: Course enrolments in education 

Course enrolments (Australia-wide) 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 
2012 

(Preliminary
) 

Total (All students in education courses) 66523 67286 74284 79342 81775 69586 

Total (Indigenous students) 1306 1462 1491 1505 1627 1386 

Percentage of ITE Indigenous students 
1.96
% 

2.17
% 

2.01
% 

1.90
% 

1.99
% 1.99% 
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Figure 3: Percentage of student ITE enrolments 

While the data indicate relative stability in terms of the actual number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students enrolled in ITE across any single year, there are considerable fluctuations across the states 
(as seen in Figure 3 outlining state percentages). The variation across states is an area that would benefit 
from further analysis because students enrolled in one particular state may possibly be residing in another 
state (this is particularly the case for off-campus, cohort and away-from-base programs). Some spikes 
seen, for example, in the 2008 Western Australian data have been explained by deans at the state 
meetings as representing one-off cohorts from programs focusing on the upgrading of qualifications. 

 

 

Figure 4: State and Territory percentages of students studying ITE 

Given that the core focus of the MATSITI–ACDE partnership was improving the retention and graduation 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in ITE programs, by far the most alarming aspect of the 
scan (see Table 3 and Figure 4) is that between 2007 and 2012, data indicate a 68.2% attrition rate for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students studying their initial teacher education qualification. Even 
when the 2012 preliminary figures are removed, attrition rates for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students remain unacceptably high, with only 36.3% completing their course. 

Table 3: Student course commencement/completions 2007–2012 

Place in course (Australia-wide) 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
(Preliminary) 

Commencing 551 647 641 540 621 490 

Course completions 209 271 211 197 202 20 
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Table 4: Comparison of commencing versus course completions 

State grouping  Commencing Course completions Percentage 

QLD 637 238 37.3% 

NSW 1487 593 39.8% 

VIC & TAS  356 89 25% 

SA & NT 236 108 45% 

WA 285 62  

 

One of the problems that resurfaced while conducting the scans was the degree of variation of course 
offerings accoss state groupings. For example, within single sectors, such as Early Childhood, students 
could potentally be enrolled in a qualification that permitted them to only teach children aged up to 5 
years, or only up to 8 years. As displayed in Table 5, such Early Childhood qualifications could sometimes 
also be combined with the ability to teach Primary, and even in some cases, a qualification that covered 
from Kindergarten to Year 12. Similarly, data on both Primary and Secondary Education students is at 
times spread across either Early Childhood or Middle School. Nonetheless, the data indicate the vast 
majority of students enrol in four-year Primary qualifications. The exact percentage of students enrolled in 
Primary is somewhat difficult to interpret as these numbers are spread both upwards into shared 
Secondary qualifications and downwards into some Early Childhood qualifications. When such 
qualifications (i.e., those shared with Primary), are moved into either Early Childhood or Secondary 
groupings, the percentages are as follows: Early Childhood 18.14%, Primary 48.33% and Secondary 
33.52%. Figure 5 below, graphically displays the full range of four-year degree courses. 

 

Table 5: Number of students enrolled in 4-year degree courses 

Level/Type of course 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
(Preliminary) 

4-year degree 

EC - 0 to 5 years 89 56 87 75 77 34 

EC - 0 to 8 years 32 51 51 62 78 97 

Combined EC/Primary 73 55 68 90 106 101 

Primary 447 607 469 524 620 498 

Middle School and/or K–12 155 162 180 131 98 109 

Secondary 229 220 194 223 245 243 

Other 15 22 80 30 24 12 

Graduate Entry 

EC - 0 to 5 years 0 3 4 2 1 0 

EC - 0 to 8 years 7 11 21 24 18 15 

Combined EC/Primary 47 41 59 73 75 118 

Primary 22 24 29 30 31 30 

Middle School and/or K–12 5 2 2 1 3 4 

Secondary 53 59 69 78 84 71 

Other 42 45 60 79 88 105 
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Table 5: Gender distribution of ITE student enrolments 

Gender 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
(Preliminary) 

Male 283 332 336 333 353 330 

Female 1022 1129 1155 1170 1273 1072 
 

In a similar manner to other fields within the scan, the difficulty of obtaining accurate mainstream ITE data 
makes a comparison of age groupings problematic. This component of the scan points to mature-age 
students in the 25+ grouping representing the majority of enrolments at 56.15% of the total. This is 
followed by the age grouping 19–24 years at 35.22% and School Leavers 17/18 years at 8.61% (Table 7). 
When this data were discussed with deans and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Higher Education 
Centre leaders during the state meetings, there was considerable debate about whether this spread of age 
groups is typical of mainstream ITE enrolments. Opinions differed, with views approximately split equally. 
Qualitative data from the interviews indicate that the conduits into ITE programs, particularly in cohort and 
away-from-base programs, rely heavily on sources such as Indigenous Teaching Assistants or other staff 
such as Teacher Aides, who are predominantly female and clearly already working in the sector. This 
upgrading of qualifications for Indigenous Teaching Assistants has a historical basis in Australia. Hence, 
while clearly some cohort and away-from-base programs draw on mature-age students already employed 
in schools, it should be noted that a more fine-grained analysis would be beneficial.  

 

Table 6: Age groupings 

Age group 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
(Preliminary) 

School Leavers (age 17/18) 87 90 128 112 170 135 

Age 19-24 428 477 492 492 559 503 

Age 25+ 743 841 808 823 830 660 
 

The scan listed two options for mode of study: on-campus or off-campus. When returning the scan some 
(but not all) institutions included extra fields that designated forms of off-campus study that combined an 
on-campus residential or block program (often entailing off-site visits by university staff to community or 
vice-versa). For the purpose of consistency, it was decided to list all data provided by universities offering 
cohort and away-from-base programs in the original ‘off-campus’ category, as the majority had listed their 
data under these two headings. It is important to note, therefore, that the off-campus figures (Table 8) 
contain both solely off-campus students as well as those completing courses offered in multi-modal study.  
The percentage breakdown shows 60.65% studying on-campus and 39.34% off-campus. 
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Table 7: Study mode 

Study mode 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
(Preliminary) 

On-campus 591 815 762 803 780 595 

Off-campus 511 436 528 505 484 355 
 

Feedback points to the Basis of Entry being one of the most difficult components of the scan for 
institutions to source data. While the figures point to the majority of students entering through the 
category ‘Other’, the exact nature of this grouping is unclear. For this reason, a component of the 
qualitative interviews conducted with over 70 ITE students explored the manner in which these students 
were accepted into their course. Based on this qualitative interview data, it is possible to suggest that a 
large percentage of students listed under the heading of Other were accepted through what is commonly 
termed Alternative Entry. While students listed under ATAR are usually school leavers, those listed under 
Indigenous Pathway/Entry programs and TAFE qualifications would appear to be, in many cases, entering 
cohort and away-from-base programs (see Table 9). However, such analysis is speculative and based on 
interview and anecdotal data because these figures from the scan do not allow further breakdown. It is 
highly recommended that any future collation of Basis of Entry data include a more fine-grained 
breakdown of the Other component. 

 

Table 8: Basis of entry 

Basis of entry 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 
2012 

(Preliminary)

ATAR 135 142 174 149 178 155 

Indigenous Pathway/Entry program 93 120 139 138 152 127 

TAFE qualification 48 41 59 66 78 47 

Other 420 520 445 443 468 435 
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5 Findings: Students' retention and 
graduation factors 

This component of the report outlines the MATSITI–ACDE research project’s findings in relation to factors 
affecting the retention and graduation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students enrolled in ITE 
courses across Australia. This second section of the research findings draws on: 

 existing literature 

 institutional scans from 33 Australian universities offering ITE 

 interviews with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teacher education students and key people 
involved in their support from both faculties and schools of education and Indigenous Higher 
Education Centres 

 conversations held at state meetings with deans and Indigenous Higher Education Centres.  

From the data, four themes emerged that identify ways to improve initial teacher education programs in 
order to retain and graduate more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers and to achieve parity 
with non-Indigenous teacher graduation rates. The focus of this section of the report targets what 
faculties and schools of education can do to improve their practices, noting that contexts and programs 
vary considerably. This research highlights the need for multiple solutions.  

While there is overlap between the four themes, they are presented separately in this section of the 
report because this format is perceived as most useful in assisting faculties/schools and Indigenous Higher 
Education Centres in developing the action plans that were a main objective of this research project. The 
identified themes are more than theoretical: they provide guidance for change. Dividing findings into 
themes is intended to allow those responsible for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education students 
to consider how barriers might be addressed, by whom, and with what partnerships in place.  

Themes related to retention and graduation can be broadly represented as falling under the following 
four areas: 

1. Issues relating to institutional structures/procedures  

2. Issues related to the personal, social, academic and financial support of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students (including, but not limited to, pastoral care) 

3. Issues related to coursework  

4. Course-specific issues related to cohort models (including mixed-mode or away-from-base 
programs) 

5.1 Institutional structures and procedures 
One finding of this study is the significance of institutional practices as central to student success. These 
practices include issues related to key partnerships, staffing, institutional flexibility and record-keeping. 
While Indigenous Higher Education Centres may support students, without sustainable practices of 
faculties and schools, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are often both invisible and often 
unsupported by their faculties. Where support exists, it remains ad hoc – often left to the goodwill of 
individuals, rather than being positioned as core business. Institutional practice also encompasses the 
actions institutions take to provide culturally safe places for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, 
with a call for these practices to be visible, ongoing and embedded in the schools/faculties themselves. 
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Partnerships between schools/faculties of education and Indigenous 
Higher Education Centres are crucial to success 
Where strong and ongoing partnerships and relationships between schools/faculties of education and 
Indigenous Higher Education Centres were evident, the schools/faculties had a strong awareness of their 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and the issues they encountered, and were able to provide 
examples of problem-solving that made a difference to individual students and to overall awareness. For 
instance, where partnerships existed, institutions were easily able to provide us with their institutional 
scans – schools/faculties knew who to ask for this data and awareness of students was easily shared. In 
another example, a strong partnership enabled one university to give numerous examples of students 
who had come close to dropping out but, after phone calls from both the school and the Indigenous 
Higher Education Centre, received the support they needed to continue in their program. When 
schools/faculties took an active part in activities such as orientation and the selection of ITAS-TT tutors, 
the success of these programs seemed to have been optimised.  

Some of the specific points made about institutional practices and procedures: 

 Schools/faculties often are not aware of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in their 
program. Indigenous Higher Education Centres would need to be consulted with respect to the 
ethics of identification, and strong partnerships would have to be maintained for 
schools/faculties to understand protocols, procedures and the efficacy of identification in order 
to know how to support their students. While support from schools/faculties is crucial, issues of 
cultural safety would have to be understood. 

 Working relationships between faculty/schools and Indigenous Higher Education Centres should 
be institutionalised/formalised, sustainable and ongoing, with regular meetings or liaison. 

 Schools/faculties and Indigenous Higher Education Centres should work together to map out 
their roles and responsibilities and the roles and responsibilities provided by centres. While 
centres currently take responsibility for supporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, 
it was often suggested that schools/faculties should play a greater role in academic support in 
particular, and generally knowing their students. For example, when faculty scholarships are 
awarded faculties should actively participate in supporting students as a shared responsibility. 
Many schools and faculties were often unaware, except in a vague sense, of the business of 
centres.  

 Repeated calls were made for an allocated Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander higher student 
liaison position within schools/faculties. This position would be separate to the Indigenous Higher 
Education Centre. There would be an allocated workload attached to this liaison position, rather 
than merely having the staff member doing the work based on his/her goodwill or sense of social 
justice. 

 Pathways and basis of entry need to be better understood by faculty/schools (benefits in the 
basis of entry being understood as falling broadly under either Direct Entry or Alternative Entry) 
in order to identify risk factors (e.g., possible academic literacy needs). This component of the 
scan proved to be one of the most difficult for institutions to source their data. 

Improved systems to track progress of students 
The difficulties schools/faculties had in supplying institutional scans and the complexities of organising 
interviews with students indicated gaps in record-keeping that make it difficult to know how students are 
progressing and reasons they may exit their programs prior to graduation. In addition, because course 
progression is not always straightforward for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students who may 
reduce their load, defer or leave their programs and return later, greater and more regular tracking of 
student progress is important. It is also relatively common for students to ‘stay on the books’ even 
though the student is not currently enrolled (most often the result of lack of familiarity with institutional 
withdrawal procedures). Consequently, programs may appear to have more Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students enrolled than is accurate, and enrolled students continue to incur HECS debt without 
knowing they remain enrolled in the program. Without stronger data, ‘true’ enrolments are difficult to 
gauge and potentially inaccurate, and reasons for withdrawal are hard to address.  
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Tracking progress is also important for student support and in the identification of ‘at-risk’ students. We 
heard examples of scholarship students who were disappointed that they had never been contacted; 
however, the largest institutional gap is in tracking Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students who left 
before completion. Almost no institutions conduct exit surveys, which makes it impossible to identify 
factors related to why students leave. The need for exit surveys and better record-keeping is perceived as 
crucial to improving retention and graduation.  

Some of the specific points made about tracking the progress of students: 

 Institutionalised and systemic mechanisms for schools/faculties should be developed within 
individual institutions to track progress of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, with the 
responsibility determined in partnership with the Indigenous Higher Education Centre. 

 Institutional procedures should be developed to enable flexibility in course progression, 
something identified as a contributing success factor for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students. 

 Strong evidence was provided of the benefits of regular contact with, and follow-up of, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students throughout the year (a shared responsibility of both 
school/faculty and Indigenous Higher Education Centre). 

 Exit interviews are required to better understand the reasons why students may leave their 
programs prior to completion. 

Institutionalised practices around cultural visibility and cultural 
safety 
As institutionalised practice, feedback was consistently provided with respect to two things in particular: 
(i) the lack of visibility of indigeneity in schools and faculties, and a related issue, (ii) the alienation (and 
lack of cultural safety) students sometimes feel when they are invisible in the school/faculty. Similar to 
other points, these concerns overlap with other barriers. As a component of institutionalised practice, 
some of this invisibility can be addressed by measures that embed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
knowledges in schools/faculties in conscious and concrete ways.  

Some of the specific points made about cultural safety: 

 Repeated calls were made for visible Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander presence in schools/faculties 
(e.g., on promotional materials and websites, and reflected in staffing). 

 Professional development in relation to cultural safety/awareness should be required of 
school/faculty academic staff and general staff. 

5.2 Support of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students 

Confirmed by this research and well documented elsewhere, the largest contributions to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander student success have to do with student support. Although there is a wealth of 
documentation about the kinds of support students find helpful, the outcomes of this research suggest 
that the areas in which improvement is needed have remained consistent over many years. While funded 
for student support, Indigenous Higher Education Centres share a range of responsibilities including, 
though not exclusive to, research and policy. The majority of ITE students praise the support they are 
given by centres, suggesting repeatedly that they might not have completed their degree without it. The 
support they receive from schools/faculties also obtained some praise, but this form of support was 
generally not formalised and depended on the goodwill of individuals. Areas here loosely identified as 
‘student support’ include financial support, personal and social support and academic support. There 
appear to be particular juncture points where timely support is crucial: during the first year of study, 
when assessment is due, before and after professional experience (practicum) and during the final year of 
the course. During this research, we came to see these critical times as potential ‘walking points’.  
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Student support – shared responsibilities 
Interviews with students, heads of Indigenous Higher Education Centres and deans of schools/faculties all 
discussed student support. Centres currently offer both formal and informal support of students. ITAS-TT 
tutoring was seen by most students as central to their success and, where they existed, students also 
mentioned centre activities such as orientation, help with scholarship applications, personal, course and 
career counselling, and social events, and facilities such as computer labs. In some cases, centres organise 
regular visits from an Elder. Support offered by centres thus represented financial, personal, social and 
academic support. Though positive suggestions were made about the need for better selection of ITAS-TT 
tutors, overall, centres are seen as the ‘safe place’ for education students. However, in some cases, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students said they did not use the centre, for a variety of reasons. 
Nonetheless, there was widespread concern that centres not be seen as the only avenue of support. This 
is because it was widely believed that schools/faculties should also offer support to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students, both supplementing and collaborating with the centres in more concrete and 
institutionalised ways. Therefore, improved partnerships between schools/faculties and centres was seen 
as paramount to improving support overall.  

Some of the specific points made about shared responsibilities: 

 A general lack of knowledge was evident in schools/faculties about the specific roles and 
responsibilities within the Indigenous Higher Education Centres. Repeated calls were made for 
clarification over the division of responsibilities for support of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students (between school/faculty/Indigenous Higher Education Centres). This clarification was 
described as important, ‘in order for wheels not to constantly be reinvented’. 

 Repeated calls were made for student support to not be the sole responsibility of the Indigenous 
Higher Education Centre, and that memorandums of agreement be drafted to clarify these 
partnerships. 

 In most cases, it was perceived that course-specific support should be the responsibility of the 
faculty/school. 

 Benefits were evident when there is an allocated Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander student 
liaison/support position within schools/faculties in addition to support offered from Indigenous 
Higher Education Centres. This person was described in one institution as a ‘trusted friend’ of the 
centre. 

 In other words, students felt supported when they knew there was someone specific in their 
faculty whose job it was to support them. Students often approached Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander staff and general staff within schools/faculties where they existed. However, these 
school/faculty members often felt isolated. The benefits of strong personal relationships between 
students and approachable, committed individuals within schools/faculties were regularly 
expressed. 

Student support – financial support 
While Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education students represent a diversity of personal 
circumstances, financial hardship continues to be a strong reason that students leave their programs 
before they graduate. Scholarships make study possible for numerous students, but information about 
them is often not centralised, and the application process is cumbersome and difficult for students who 
are unfamiliar with institutional procedures. In addition, some students lack the technology and 
associated literacies to apply online. Although financial assistance may exist, it is often difficult to access 
or inadequate for the needs of mature-age students, many of whom are the main breadwinners in their 
family and have significant community responsibilities.  

Again, certain points within the four-year degree pose particular financial burden. For example, to 
undertake professional experience, students must give up paid work, purchase new sets of professional 
clothing and must sometimes travel away from home.  
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Some of the specific points made about financial support: 

 Strong evidence was provided that while all ITE students (including those targeted through 
Widening Participation funding programs) face financial issues, these same issues led to 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students dropping out of their courses (HECS, costs of 
professional experience, loss of income, arranging leave from employer). 

 Repeated calls were made for schools/faculties to be aware of, and to support and track the 
progress of scholarship holders (because financial awards should also include other types of 
support). 

 Though schools/faculties may not be able to address the broad issues of disadvantage, flexibility, 
for instance, around course progression, may alleviate pressure on students. 

Student support – personal and social support 
To some extent, the issues students express about their personal and social needs are related to the need 
for cultural safety. We were repeatedly told how crucial it was for students to have other people who 
understood them available to talk to, to relax with, and to study with. Except in schools/faculties in which 
there were nearly no Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander mainstream students, those we spoke to felt 
safe when there were others around with whom they could relate. Some students expressed this personal 
safety as the reason they had selected a cohort or away-from-base program over a mainstream program. 
Students in mainstream programs confirmed that while they had elected to enrol in their programs, they 
needed somewhere to go and ‘be themselves’. Many students confirmed that they would only seek 
support (of any kind) from other Aboriginal and Torres Islander people (e.g., we heard comments from 
male students about wanting personal guidance from male Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff). In 
other cases, as long as students had a designated mentor or knew who to go to, they were likely to feel 
supported.  

Cultural safety problems included the identification of indigeneity. While students wanted to be valued 
and recognised as Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander, they sometimes experienced stigma, racism, ignorance 
or huge expectations about representing their culture and people. Support therefore included having a 
safe place away from these situations. A balance must be found between students being identified in 
order to deliver better support on the one hand, and the disadvantage to identification leading to stigma 
on the other. The need to find this balance is another reason that partnerships between centres and 
schools/faculties must be established and protocols around identification established.  

Some of the specific points made about personal and social support: 

 Overwhelming evidence exists in the literature and further information was gathered in the 
interviews concerning the importance of relationships (described by some as pastoral support or 
mentoring). The lack of relationships was seen as one disadvantage to online or external 
coursework.  

 Regular reports of ignorance and racism from both school/faculty staff and other students/peers 
indicate the need for better professional development of both academic and general staff and of 
antiracism within ITE programs in general. 

 Repeated calls were made for increased sensitivity and awareness towards a host of issues that 
may arise specifically during professional experience (for example, on-site cultural safety issues 
such as racism, financial hardship, lack of mentoring). 

 Repeated mention was made of stress related to having to be the ‘expert’ on everything related 
to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander matters (for example, in courses, on professional 
experience). 

 Repeated mention was made of isolation as a risk factor (both cultural and geographic for 
students studying away-from-base or in remote settings). 
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Student support – academic skills 
Academic skills were identified as a ‘stumbling block’ by some students. The causes were varied – for 
example, a lack of opportunity in their own schooling, or being the first in the family to enter higher 
levels of education, or the complex transition students must make from the working world or TAFE to the 
expectations at university. Students identified the need for academic support, especially at critical 
juncture points. While successful students persevered, repeated subjects or sought help, many suggested 
that less resilient or less assertive students feel embarrassed to ask for help, are eventually demoralised 
and then give up. Concerns about academic skills include academic language (unfamiliar discipline 
language such as curriculum or pedagogy), English literacy and numeracy at the level required in their 
coursework, ESL (with some students speaking English as a third or fourth language), and tertiary level 
skills such essay writing or referencing. Students enrolling through alternative entry report a steep 
learning curve in the first year, which appears to be a major attrition point. 

Some of the specific points made about academic support: 

 Some students value courses and pre-orientation programs targeting academic literacies. 

 Schools/faculties and centres must collaborate on developing entry tests and other requirements 
and assessing needs on entry into a program. 

 ‘Plain language’ information concerning university procedures, scholarships and ITAS-TT must be 
developed. 

 Closer links must be generated between schools/faculties and centres surrounding the selection 
and training of ITAS-TT tutors. 

 Dual responsibility of schools/faculties and centres must be developed to intervene at critical risk 
moments (such as bridging courses, the first year, the first assessment, professional experience 
and in discipline-specific areas such as mathematics). 

5.3 Coursework 
This research also identified concerns students had about specific aspects of their coursework. Specific 
and repeated mention was made of: 

 professional experience/field experience 

 the experience of participating in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education subjects (where 
they existed) 

 the benefits students felt from programs in which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
knowledges were present in their coursework.  

The first two of these themes came up regularly as common issues and are currently underrepresented in 
the literature, while the Whiteness of teacher education is well represented. Also related to coursework 
were the issues commonly identified with respect to flexibility in course progression and procedures that 
allowed students to study part-time, out of sequence or over a period of time when interruptions to 
study occurred. 

Coursework – professional experience 
While experiences are obviously diverse, and many are positive, enough students identified concerns 
about professional experience to indicate it as an area requiring future attention. Discussed by most 
students as ‘practicum’, a range of experiences was recorded. Numerous mainstream students reflected 
on racism they encountered from teachers and students in schools, some reflecting on (and shocked by) 
the fact that this was the first time they had encountered it. Understandably, those who reported it 
found it infuriating, hurtful, silencing and, for some, it ‘turned them off teaching’. A few students were 
grateful they had been able to reflect on these encounters with centre staff or in assignments designed 
for reflection. Others spoke about professional experience in other ways, wishing there had been 
opportunity to engage in professional experience with an experienced Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 
teacher. A few spoke of trying themselves to embed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledges in 
their classroom. With respect to professional experience, more specific issues arose for urban and away-
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from-base, remote rural and program students. The problems were related to economic hardship (e.g., 
loss of income while on professional experience, as discussed above), the pressures on students doing 
field experience in schools when they are already employed as Indigenous Teaching Assistants (e.g., 
loaded responsibilities, lack of support from schools for time to study), and practicalities such as housing.  

Some of the specific points made about academic support: 

 The importance of professional experience sites that are culturally safe was emphasised, as was 
the importance of professional development of staff in professional experience offices. 

 The need was noted for increased understanding (cultural safety and cultural awareness) across 
the school/faculty in terms of the issues and community obligations faced by Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students (e.g., funerals, child care, family). 

In some cases, more targeted relationship-building between schools and schools/faculties of education 
was required. 

Coursework – Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education 
subjects  
Education courses vary in terms of how much they embed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
knowledges in their curriculum or whether and how they offer core or elective units on Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Studies, knowledges or perspectives. The presence or visibility of these knowledges 
or subjects was reported by students as positive and validating and, for some, crucial to their success. 
Nonetheless, aspects of embedded knowledges in coursework also provoked other responses. Numerous 
mainstream students talked about their distress at hearing non-Indigenous students discuss ‘them’ as 
though they were not in the room or at being made to stand up and represent all Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait issues. Some wished their tutors had more knowledge or professional development in the area. 
Students expressed their praise for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander academic staff in schools/faculties 
and others wished there were some or more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander lecturers and tutors. 
Numerous students talked about wanting a separate tutorial in those units when numbers allowed so 
they could discuss Aboriginal and Torres Strait issues in a more culturally safe environment.  

Some of the specific points made about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledges in coursework: 

 Evidence was collected that some students find participation in compulsory Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander ITE courses/content empowering, while for others, this leads to 
alienation/intimidation. 

 More formalised professional development is required for those teaching in the subjects. 

 More Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander faculty is desirable, as is the sustainability of those 
positions and better support for them. 

Coursework – course progression 
As identified previously, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students may take longer to complete their 
courses. Many successful students interviewed talked about deferring for periods of time, shifting from 
full-time to part-time study or re-enrolling after periods of absence. Almost all students and centre staff 
saw flexibility in course progression as a factor contributing to their success and we gathered much 
evidence that without it students would feel pressured to leave their programs. In some cases, we heard 
that the centre and school/faculty were able to work together to support individual students who needed 
advice and supportive arrangements for flexible deadlines and course progression. Students often 
required course advice from school/faculty staff. This advice requires professional staff and faculty alike to 
be culturally aware and sensitive to the students’ difficulties in asking for help. Flexibility was also a factor 
in the success of scholarship students. In some cases, scholarship conditions were inflexible and high-
achieving students struggled to fulfil the requirements related to full-time study or ‘timely completion’. 

  



	

 
MATSITI  - ACDE Retention and Completion Project 

 
Page 37 of 59

 

Some of the specific points made about course progression: 

 Repeated evidence was given of students re-entering their course after periods of absence. 

 Positive feedback was provided when students received timely and culturally responsive advice 
and were able to make flexible arrangements. 

 Evidence was collected of solutions made possible by strong partnerships between centres and 
schools/faculties. 

 A positive role was played by mentors, whether in schools/faculties or centres. 

 

 

5.4 Course-specific issues 
This section of the report outlines some of the common issues identified by the research. While many of 
these issues have been raised consistently in the interviews, we acknowledge that there are other 
complex issues uniquely associated with remote versus metropolitan-based programs; mainstream versus 
cohort or block programs; and internal versus external programs. There are also unique state-based 
problems. Briefly, here are some specific issues identified in cohort programs (the majority of which are 
away-from-base or block programs): 

 Block-mode students often find institutional procedures daunting. This affects their access to 
scholarships and other support structures.  

 Institutional barriers include familiarity with institutional procedures such as enrolment and 
accessing information. 

 Block and or cohort-mode students and associated staff and faculty are often forced to defend 
the legitimacy of their courses in relation to mainstream courses. 

 There is evidence of the benefits in some locations resulting from close relationships between 
university programs and state departments of education. TAFE remote/block students report 
both benefits (e.g., flexibility) and restrictions (e.g., online access). 

 Cohort students commonly discussed these problems: how expensive their programs were, 
online access, the need for personal relationships and a sense of isolation from the institution. 

 Major benefits were evident when regular contact/interaction such as site visits/phone calls 
occurred. The more contact and relationship they had with the university the better. 

  



 

 
MATSITI  - ACDE Retention and Completion Project 

 
Page 38 of 59

 

7 Findings: Student journeys 

This section provides narratives from the interviews conducted with 72 Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander teacher education students across the country. Interviews were sought from both mainstream 
and cohort initial teacher education programs, and from programs catering for urban, regional and 
remote students. We also looked to represent students whose programs were delivered in a variety of 
modes. While full-time, mainstream students identified their needs, those studying in ‘mixed-mode’, 
‘away-from-base’ and ‘reverse-block release’ programs identify specific issues relating, among other 
things, to distance education and technology, housing and financial support, residential blocks and 
community obligations. In many cases, despite the context, common needs were identified, but no one 
size fits all. The narratives represent multiple voices, and provide the reminder that each institution and 
course is best suited to identify its own strategies.  

Strategies for identifying interviewees varied. The MATSITI scans informed us of the institutions with the 
highest numbers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education students. In the first instance, some 
faculties volunteered themselves at state MATSITI–ACDE meetings and interviews were set up with either 
the faculty deans or the Heads (or representatives) of their Indigenous Higher Education Centre. Focus 
groups and individual interviews were organised at times when students were on campus, either during 
their semester or during a residential. In other cases, centres and faculties were telephoned to assist us in 
identifying students to interview. When possible, we travelled to universities and met with students in 
person. In some cases, telephone interviews were conducted and, in a few situations, students sent long 
emails to us in response to calls put out by centres or faculties. Interviews were also conducted at the 
MATSITI conference in July. All respondents were presented with information about the MATSITI project, 
ethical clearance forms and consent forms.  

 We asked respondents five guiding questions:  

 Why did you decide to become a teacher?  

 What has been your journey so far?  

 What have you found supportive in your program?  

 What have you found difficult in your program?  

 What recommendations would you make to better support, retain and graduate Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander teachers?  

During these open-ended interviews, we hoped students would tell us their stories – and they did. In 
many cases, these interviews were lengthy, with some lasting over an hour.  

The eight narratives in this section are amalgamations representing just some of the stories told to us in 
these interviews. Respondents and their institutions are de-identified.  
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Julie 
We interviewed many different students in different locations, with different sets of dynamics at play. 
Julie, for example, is from a capital city and is enrolled in a mainstream teacher education course at a 
large urban university. She enrolled at university straight out of school and was doing pretty well 
academically – so well in fact that because of her results she was successfully nominated for a faculty-
based Indigenous scholarship at the end of her first year. While she holds an Indigenous scholarship she 
openly says she ‘is invisible to the lecturers, to the university even’. Yet, she does have a very strong 
relationship with the centre, where she does her assignments and draws on ITAS-TT support. Several 
people in the centre know her family and she describes it as ‘a place I like to go’. 

She feels that much of her success is a direct result of three things: the centre, the financial support that 
her scholarship provides and the support that her ITAS-TT tutors are able to give. She is very modest 
because her success is also a result of how hard she has worked. While she excels across most of her 
degree, and likes most courses, she has struggled to pass what she describes as ‘this $%#%* 
compulsory Maths course’. Then there is the Indigenous Studies Unit. In some ways, she says, it was 
affirming. But because her Aboriginality is ‘not visible’, she recounts how she ‘sometimes has to listen 
to a lot of ignorance and resistance from the other students who don’t know that I am 
Aboriginal and this really, really, really hurts’.  

She says, ‘It felt awful to keep my mouth shut when I heard what they were saying – but I 
didn’t know what to do. I think I’m the only Aboriginal student in my year’. She found that many 
non-Aboriginal students taking the Indigenous Studies Unit were negative about the content and this 
made her feel wary about stating her opinions. She wishes there were more Aboriginal students to relate 
to, and more Aboriginal lecturers and says openly that she is surprised not to see Aboriginal business 
except in the centre – ‘no faces on posters’, ‘no mention full stop’. 

Throughout her first and second years at university, she maintains a high GPA. But it all starts to unwind 
during the first semester of her third year as she struggles to juggle her studies with a range of 
community obligations that include taking care of her sister’s baby for a while. At the end of the 
semester, she receives a form or standard letter from the university telling her that her scholarship is 
going to be withdrawn because she failed to complete certain units that semester. Suddenly, this 
exceptional preservice teacher is on the cusp of having to drop out. 

While she is offered the option of studying part-time, she feels embarrassed at having lost her 
scholarship. She is first in her family to attend university and many people around her have been building 
her up as a leader. She acutely feels the pressure. 

Although we suspect there are many stories similar to Julie’s that do not end well, in this case, the School 
of Education and the centre had good lines of communication open and they were able to quickly revise 
the conditions of Julie’s specific scholarship. This enabled her to continue the program with financial 
support and Julie will graduate halfway through 2013, out of step, but graduate, nonetheless.  

At present, Julie is maintaining a GPA in the top 20% across the majority of her courses.  

 

Jack 
Jack is similar to Julie in that he attends an urban, mainstream university. However, Jack is from a 
regional town several hundred kilometres away. Jack grew up in this small town that serviced a rural 
community; he knew no other kids who had gone on to university. While he did not do that well in high 
school, he completed a foundation course after lots of encouragement from a family member and 
entered university through an alternative entry route.  

At 19, he moved to the capital city of his state to start an Arts degree (majoring in History). It was not 
long, however, before he started to experience loneliness and cultural dislocation. He repeatedly told us 
how he missed his family and his community, and that in his first year he hated the city: ‘I had no 
friends or family’. He described how he felt like an outsider in that first year. He could not figure out 
how to access scholarships, did not know how to take books out of the library, could not find his lecture 
rooms – in general, he found the size of the campus daunting and he struggled throughout his first 
semester. Well before the end of his first year, he dropped out and returned to the rural town where he 
was born and, once again, began to hang out with his mates. The turnaround for Jack happened when a 
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contact from the centre followed up and encouraged him to return to his studies. This was helped by the 
fact that he had family members who were teachers who also encouraged him to re-enrol into an initial 
teacher education course. He now spends his spare time working and hanging out in the centre: ‘it’s 
quiet and I like it – yeah, it’s the first place I go when I arrive every day’. He says, ‘You know I’ve 
had the same ITAS-TT tutor for 4 years’. While Jack did not initially like to ask for help, he has 
increasingly sought out individual mainstream tutors and lecturers who he finds are helpful. As a young 
male student in his cohort program, Jack was well aware that he was not the norm. He spoke to us of 
gender issues as well as other points related to his program. Jack explained that he enrolled in a 
Certificate IV because he liked kids, but he was being teased by members of his family who see teaching 
as women’s work. Alongside the other male students interviewed, Jack said he appreciated that his 
university’s Indigenous Higher Education Centre enables him to see a male support officer.  

Jack presented as having no specific needs and he describes himself as someone who generally gets 
through problems on his own and does not like to ask for help. He is now in his fourth year and doing 
great. He is out of step because he still has a couple of third-year courses to complete as a result of 
attending three funerals last year. Jack opened up when we talk about his field or professional experience 
as he had a ‘hostile’ encounter in his first school. He says, ‘You wouldn’t send your worst enemy to 
that school’. He heard many racist comments in the staffroom from teachers who were saying things 
like ‘All my Aboriginal students are hopeless’. He found the experience silencing and disempowering. 
Personally, he wishes he had been able to do his prac with an Aboriginal supervising teacher. He raises 
the point that he was offered a chance to reflect on this experience in one of his university assignments, 
which he found very helpful.  

Jack now mentors other Indigenous students and has a close relationship with the Head of the School of 
Education and a couple of other lecturers who have, together with the centre, worked closely to support 
Jack – they continue to monitor his progress. Jack continues to do well and cannot wait to get out of the 
city again next year. He hopes to teach next year in a rural town close to where he grew up. 

 

Cindy 
Cindy is now in her 30s and lives in the remote community where she grew up. Cindy did not have a lot 
of formal schooling, but grew up with culture primarily from her grandmother, who taught her to ‘trust 
her heart and mind’. She speaks English as a third language. At 13, Cindy left school to work in tourism 
with her father. But after many years working as a guide, she decided that what she really liked was 
working with children – so she got a job as a teaching assistant.  

In her current job at the school, Cindy takes on many roles. She and the other Aboriginal teaching 
assistants do most of the behaviour management and they train the new non-Indigenous teachers, who 
stay on average, she says, around six months. Without the teaching assistants, ‘the kids go crazy and 
the teachers don’t speak language’. The Aboriginal teaching assistants are crucial to the school. After 
a while, Cindy started to ‘feel used’ and decided she wanted to be the teacher, instead of working for 
the teacher.  

When she first enrolled at university (which ‘took forever’ because she did not know how to enrol 
online) she thought, ‘Oh my God, I’m going to die. It was so scary’. On top of English as a third 
language, the academic literacy was very difficult and the speed of the course has been tough, though 
the university has been quite flexible. She has come in and out of her course, mostly because it was hard 
for her to be away from family and country. But she is back now, and appreciates her remote area cohort 
program because ‘it embraces what I have to offer’, that is, her cultural knowledge.  

Cindy talked a lot about the pressures of working full-time in a school as well as studying full-time. She 
talked about ‘school pressures’ – that despite encouraging her to become a teacher, the school she 
works in is not that supportive of her taking time to study or giving her time for her professional 
experience (practicum). She also talked about how she does not get paid while on field experience and 
suggested she did not get treated the same as non-Indigenous preservice teachers, for instance ‘I’m not 
entitled to teacher accommodation while on prac’. She explains field experience as a ‘prickly issue’.  

While Cindy had nothing but praise for her lecturers and tutors, she did find having to take an 
Indigenous Studies Unit intended for non-Indigenous students ‘a bit weird’. She feels it is hard for her to 
be as selfish as she is required to be to study – there are many people depending on her. 



 

 
MATSITI  - ACDE Retention and Completion Project 

 
Page 41 of 59

 

Victoria 
Victoria is a young urban woman enrolled in Secondary Education in a mainstream education program. 
She says she would not be getting through without the support of her Indigenous Higher Education 
Centre. She seeks out the specific people that offer her academic, cultural and social support within the 
mainstream setting and her centre has an Elder who comes in on a regular basis. Victoria explained, for 
instance, that she would be unlikely to go to a mainstream counsellor. She wants the connection to 
community.  

Teaching is something she always wanted to do and her mum was a primary school teacher. Victoria 
grew up in the city, and there were few other Aboriginal students at the high school she attended. 
Although Victoria is sometimes angered by the fact that she ‘doesn’t necessarily look Aboriginal, so 
people just assume I’m not’, she is very involved in her community. She does well academically, but 
laments that there are not ‘more opportunities to incorporate Indigenous knowledge through my 
entire degree. I would LOVE to have more Aboriginal students like me in my degree, people 
who I can relate to. Where are they?’ 

Despite having a lot of support from her family, Victoria found herself very close to dropping out in her 
first year. She said, ‘I found it really hard. I had the support of an ITAS-TT tutor but when I 
changed tutors I felt in control and capable. It’s as little as finding the right tutor’.  

Victoria had specific advice to offer. She really enjoyed her compulsory Indigenous Education subject, but 
wished her tutors had managed to acknowledge Aboriginal students in the course ‘without singling them 
out’. Some of the non-Indigenous students said ‘very negative things’ in the unit, and it made her 
‘feel very wary about voicing her opinion’. Often, racist comments were made right in front of her 
and it ‘brought back how my mother growing up had been discouraged from her own 
indigeneity’. In some ways, though, the Indigenous Studies Unit helped her reconnect with her own 
heritage. Victoria felt that some education tutors in other subjects also needed some cultural training. 
She said, ‘Tutors are meant to help you, not to be so racist you can’t even look at them’. Victoria 
suggested ‘more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers, more speakers, more units, more 
posters...’ 

While Victoria is on a scholarship, which has made it possible for her to study, she did have some advice 
about how she could have been better supported by both the Indigenous Higher Education Centre and 
her faculty. She was very surprised – as were her family members – that once she received her scholarship 
she was never once contacted about it. The only communications she ever received were administrative 
form letters. She was very disappointed by this. 

 

Margaret 
The first thing Margaret told us was that she would not be getting through her studies without the 
support of the Indigenous Higher Education Centre at her university. She never in a million years thought 
she would have the confidence to be a teacher. She had been through ‘some very hard times’ and did 
not think she was very smart. But she ended up being retrenched from her job with Telstra and then 
meeting some people who thought she was up to it, and enrolling in teaching has changed her life. She 
is passionate about working with her people and teaching so that her own children never have to put up 
with the racism she experienced in her own schooling. She sees her own kids and their friends putting up 
with things in her rural town (like ‘getting suspended for mucking up on NAIDOC Day’) and is 
determined to change things for them and she ‘wanted [her] kids to see [she] could do something’. 
She is very proud of herself and says she has had a lot of help from the centre, but also individual 
lecturers who have become friends.  

To get into her program, Margaret did a bridging course. At the time, she thought she had no academic 
skills at all, but she has ended up being fine and getting good grades. In retrospect, she believes that the 
bridging course was good, ‘not because I really needed it, but because it was so good to start uni 
with a group of people. A network of support made a huge difference’. She talked at length 
about the significance in her life of relationships, both initially with other students and later with some 
lecturers because ‘as Indigenous people we value relationships’. Margaret told us how hard the last 
few years had been for her and praised a lecturer who often let her use the phone in his office to call 
home: ‘I greatly appreciated his kind offer. The concern and support I was offered helped me to 
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deal with this ... I was an emotional mess and did not have the state of mind to meet my 
academic commitments on time. The staff were just wonderful! They gave me time to deal 
with my issues and continue on in the course. My confidence has grown immensely and my 
success in this course has positively impacted other members of my family and other areas of 
my life.’ 

However, even though the group of people she did the bridging course with ‘felt close and supported 
each other’, none remain in the program except for her and a few who went into nursing.  

Margaret feels she has to prove herself more because she is Aboriginal. She does not mind, but she talks 
about being ‘thrust into being spokesperson’ all the time as the only Aboriginal person in her 
mainstream program.  

 

Donna 
When Donna was in Year 12 in a rural town, every single one of her teachers resigned during the year 
and she was the only student to graduate from high school. She was successful in obtaining a university 
scholarship and was determined to be the kind of teacher who would stick it out. At 19, she has a 
passion to work with Indigenous kids, and one day wants to be principal of a school like the one she 
went to, so she can make a difference.  

Donna is the first in her family to go to university and her father cannot read or write. She remembers her 
first day of lectures on campus, crying afterwards for two hours. Enrolled in a mainstream program eight 
hours away from her family and friends, Donna lists the many things she found frightening: she was 
lonely, the campus was huge, she had no money, she was too scared to set foot in the library. She made 
herself some promises, including learning how to use ‘university language’, in contrast to what she called 
her ‘home language’. Coming from a very small school and with a barely literate father, she was 
surprised to find that universities treated everyone ‘as though they were on the same playing field’.  

She really did not know about the Indigenous Higher Education Unit until her third year, and would have 
liked an ITAS-TT tutor earlier, suggesting it also might have been helpful to have a mentor, a phone call 
every now and then, a blog or a forum. As it stands, she feels fairly isolated and gets all her support from 
her sister, with whom she lives an hour away from campus. Donna worries that students who ‘don’t 
hang out at the centre won’t know where to get support at all’. Donna says she is somewhat torn 
between wanting to use the centre and proving she can do it all herself. She says this is partly because 
she is aware of racism – that some non-Indigenous students say things to her like, ‘Oh, you got a good 
prac because you’re Black’. It makes her want to distance herself from the centre in case she is 
perceived as getting handouts.  

 

Michelle 
Michelle lives and works in a rural community (a former mission) several hours from the city campus. She 
is enrolled in a mixed-mode, block program that requires her to travel to campus several times a year for 
intense weeks of study. She then returns home to her community with study packages and works on her 
assignments. If she had to study on campus, she would not do the program at all – ‘It would be 
impossible’. Michelle is enrolled in a secondary teaching degree with Aboriginal Studies as one of her 
teaching areas. 

As a single mother, Michelle does her best to juggle responsibilities. Because of the isolation of her 
community, she has no access to an ITAS-TT tutor or a library and says, ‘that’s a bit of a problem’. She 
is on a scholarship, for which she is ‘very grateful’, and because she is ‘not very technological’, she 
spends all her scholarship money on books that she does not know how to access online. She says, 
‘computers are not my favourite thing in the world’. Her biggest issue has been access – she feels 
remote students need some sort of meeting or central point because the only time she sees others in the 
same boat as her is during the residential. And even then, she says, ‘It’s so daunting away from 
home’. As a mature-age woman, she tries to take care of the younger students, who she feels are not so 
resilient, and she says she would have given up when she was younger. She wants more chance to talk to 
others in her program: ‘We talk the same language, our mob’. ‘Way more than half’ of the students 
she started with have left the program.  
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Michelle initially did a bridging course to get into university, but it has taken a lot of time for her to pass 
some of her courses and she says she ‘struggled with the grammar’. Learning the language of essays 
was tough, and even though she says she knows a lot about kids, she did not expect studying to be a 
teacher would be so hard. Sometimes she is not quite sure what questions are being asked in assessment 
and it would be much easier if she had access to an ITAS-TT tutor. Michelle is happy with her course but 
admits she is not very confident: ‘I find it hard to work at home as even though my family are 
supportive they do not understand how much time I actually need to put into my subjects’.  

Michelle talked candidly about interruptions to her degree. ‘A lot of personal things have gone on’, 
she says, and so while she started her degree in 2001 she is just now, in 2012, at the end of her third 
year. She is glad she has not been kicked out, and says she is determined. One of the things that has kept 
her going is her practicum in her own community. She has a strong relationship with the kids she teaches 
and they were recently written up in the local paper. She hopes the school in her own community will 
have a job for her when she finishes. 

 

Grace 
Grace is a Torres Strait Islander woman in her late 30s, who still lives in the Torres Strait. When her own 
children started school she thought, ‘I’m a mum - I can help kids’ and gained employment as a 
teaching assistant in her own children’s school. When she had been there a few years, the principal 
tapped her on the shoulder and suggested she enrol in teacher education. Because she had not finished 
high school, she enrolled first in an enabling course and then a Certificate IV. Once that was completed, 
she began her teaching degree. She is now in her final year, though her studies have been interrupted by 
community responsibilities (including seven funerals in five months last year) and she is off-stream with a 
few subjects left to complete.  

For Grace, the transition from TAFE to her degree program was a ‘huge leap’. Academic language was 
daunting and she felt out of her depth, not so much because of English, but because of the language of 
the university, with which she was unfamiliar. Nobody in her family had attended university. Institutional 
procedures are always an issue – for example, Grace has had trouble with enrolment, accessing 
information and does not understand the credit system. She says, ‘I don’t know what I have to take. I 
just do what I’m told’.  

Most of Grace’s course is offered through online lectures, which she says are generally good, but she 
‘doesn’t like being stuck on a computer’. She also has ongoing frustration with technology because 
there is no broadband where she lives and she uses a wireless broadband dongle, which often fails. While 
Grace praises the tutors who set up opportunities for online discussion, this is not always the case and 
she feels disadvantaged compared to students who are on campus. Grace also has trouble accessing 
resources. For instance, library books can be delivered to the nearest study centre but, in her case, getting 
there is still a 300 km round trip. The study centre will not let her borrow the books and take them 
home, so to study she needs to get to the centre – something she can rarely do.  

Grace says she feels ‘a bit like a poor cousin’, both in terms of resources and always having to prove 
the credibility of her cohort program. On one residential, she overheard a non-Indigenous student say 
‘Oh you get everything. All you have to do enrol and you will get a job’. In fact, she has heard her 
course referred to as a ‘Blackfella Degree’, which she found highly insulting.  

Grace also talked about logistical problems on field experience. She does her field experience a long way 
from home and this caused financial problems because she was not receiving an income and she is her 
family’s main income source.  

Like other mature-age students, Grace told us she will complete her course, no matter how long it takes 
her. ‘I’m patient, and I’m stubborn, so I’ll just keep going.’ 
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8 Recommendations for further 
exploration  

The process of conducting the MATSITI–ACDE research project, together with the dissemination of the 
project’s quantitative and qualitative data, has been significant in that it: 

 enabled participating universities to look at a fine-grained analysis of their Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander student enrolments 

 facilitated focused dialogue concerning levels of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander student 
attrition 

 brought together deans of education and the leaders of their Indigenous Higher Education 
Centres in a collaborative discourse that will hopefully produce many tangible outcomes in the 
years ahead.  

The MATSITI–ACDE research project was largely exploratory in nature – primarily consisting of analysis of 
enrolment and programmatic data, and focus groups and interviews at a range of Australian universities 
that have initial teacher education programs. The research has therefore identified a number of gaps in 
our understanding of the critical factors leading up what we call walking points, when Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students leave their initial teacher education course. For this reason, the following 
areas are suggested as points of further exploration and research. 

Longitudinal tracking 
The research findings point to a number of factors that affect an Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander 
student’s decision not to complete their study. These include supporting students through enrolment, 
providing smooth transition into university life, supporting students culturally, socially, academically and 
financially when required. It would appear that many of these factors centre on a student’s first 
experience and exposure to university life. For example, the first time they have lived away from 
home/community, their first exposure to the university campus, their first time finding lecture rooms or 
using facilities such as the library, their first piece of assessment and the first time they engage in 
professional experience in schools. The interviews indicate that these events are closely linked to critical 
walking points, which are times when Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students disengage from the 
academy. Ultimately, these events prevent these students from completing their course or graduating. 
Importantly, many of these walking points occur during a student’s first year and it is therefore suggested 
that much could be learnt from tracking a number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in a 
range of urban, regional, away-from-base and remote programs from their point of enrolment through 
to the end of their first year. It is acknowledged that research entailing multi-institutional longitudinal 
tracking of students would need to ensure participating institutions did not perceive the research as an 
evaluation of their program.  

Exit interviews 
An important point to note is that that all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students interviewed in the 
MATSITI–ACDE research project were currently enrolled. We therefore mostly heard the stories of 
successful students, which meant the research was limited to anecdotal second-hand accounts of the 
reasons for students exiting their course before graduation. It is therefore suggested that in addition to 
the longitudinal tracking of a range of first-year students across various programs (mentioned above), 
further research should attempt to capture the first-hand voices/stories of non-graduating students 
through some form of exit interviews in a range of urban, regional, away-from-base and remote 
programs. 
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Action plans and mapping of best practice  
The research project culminated in a one-day forum in Sydney (on 16 March, 2012) at which deans of 
schools and faculties of education met alongside heads of Indigenous Higher Education Centres to 
develop institutional action plans. At the time of writing this report, universities across Australia are 
submitting action plans that aim to formalise strategies that make a difference in terms of the retention 
and graduation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students studying initial teacher education 
courses. Many of these action plans include memorandums of agreement that target specific initiatives to 
be undertaken in 2013 and beyond (documents from the action planning process are included in the 
appendices).  

This recommendation targets the key aspects of individual action plans and the manner/process in 
which institutions implement their plans. It is suggested here that critical elements highlighted in an 
individual plan might be selected across several institutions. Such elements might include the experiences 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students on professional experience; both the positive and 
negative aspects of online learning; or the need for students to feel culturally safe in their Indigenous 
Education subjects. Participating institutions could then engage in a collaborative action research process 
that enables the faculty/school and Indigenous Higher Education Centres to map and subsequently share 
their model of change. In a similar fashion to the recommendations listed above, it is acknowledged that 
any such action research process would need to be positioned as the learning and sharing of best 
practice, and not as any form of an evaluation.  

Professional development 
This final suggestion relates to the development of training modules that faculties and schools of 
education could use as professional development programs with their academic and professional staff. 
The modules would target topics such as cultural safety and could be developed with assistance from 
Indigenous Higher Education Centres 

. 
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10 Appendices 

10.1 MATSITI–ACDE Steering and Reference Groups  

MATSITI–ACDE Steering Group 
 Professor Peter Buckskin (Dean of Indigenous Scholarship, Engagement and Research, University 

of South Australia) 

 Professor Toni Downes (President of the Australian Council of Deans of Education and Executive 
Dean, Charles Sturt University) 

 Professor Peter Kell (Head of the School of Education, Charles Darwin University) 

 Professor Paul Chandler (Dean of Education, University of Wollongong) 

 Professor Annette Patterson (Head of the School of Cultural and Language Studies in Education, 
Faculty of Education, Queensland University of Technology) 

 Professor Wendy Patton (Executive Dean, Faculty of Education, Queensland University of 
Technology) 

MATSITI-ACDE Reference Group 
 Professor Anita Lee Hong (Director, Oodgeroo Unit, Queensland University of Technology) 

 Joel Anderson (Widening Participation Program Coordinator, Oodgeroo Unit Queensland 
University of Technology) 

State facilitators (ACDE forum, Sydney, September 2012) 
New South Wales: Associate Professor Janet Mooney (Director of the Koori Centre, Sydney University)  

Queensland:  Joel Anderson (Widening Participation Program Coordinator, Oodgeroo Unit Queensland 
University of Technology)  

South Australia and Northern Territory: Michael Colbung (Lecturer, School of Education, University of 
Adelaide)  

Victoria and Tasmania: Gary Thomas (Director, Equity and Student Support Services/Director, 
Indigenous Education La Trobe University)  

Western Australia: Associate Professor Simon Forrest (Director, Centre for Aboriginal Studies, 
Curtin University)  
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10.2 Interviews conducted 

 

Site Date No. of 
interviews 

Mainstream or 
cohort 

Referral 

Qld 20 June, 
various 

15 6 cohort 
1 mainstream 
(face-to-face) + 8 
by email, 
telephone)  

Arranged through School of 
Education 

SA 5 July  2 Mainstream (face-
to-face) 

Arranged through Indigenous 
Higher Education Centre with 
School of Education 

MATSITI 
Conference, 
Adelaide 

July 9,10,11, 
various 

30 Various (at 
conference, in 
workshops, follow-
up by telephone) 

MATSITI conference (all states 
represented) 

WA 9 August  3 Cohort and 
mainstream (face-
to-face) 

Arranged through Indigenous 
Higher Education Centre 
(various universities) 

NT & Victoria September 19, 
20 , various 

17 6 cohort, 11 
mainstream (face-
to-face) 

Arranged through schools of 
education 

NSW 
 

Monday 24 
September, 
various 

5 Mainstream and 
cohort (email, 
telephone and 
face-to-face) 

Arranged through Indigenous 
Higher Education Centres and 
schools of education 

 
 

72 interviews in total were conducted by the QUT research team.  
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10.3 Action planning process: documents 

Needs Analysis/Goal Setting 

What strategies are the 
Faculty/School of Education 
currently implementing targeting 
the retention and graduation of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Initial Teacher Education 
(ITE) Students? 

What combined strategies are 
the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Higher Education Centre 
and Education Faculty/School 
currently implementing targeting 
the retention and graduation of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Initial Teacher Education 
(ITE) Students? 

What strategies are the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Higher Education Centre 
currently implementing targeting 
the retention and graduation of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Initial Teacher Education 
(ITE) Students? 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 

What needs to be done? 
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Example of Needs Analysis/Goal Setting 
What strategies are the 
Faculty/School of Education 
currently implementing 
targeting the retention and 
graduation of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Initial 
Teacher Education (ITE) 
Students? 

What combined strategies are the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Higher Education Centre 
and Education Faculty/School 
currently implementing targeting 
the retention and graduation of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Initial Teacher Education 
(ITE) Students? 

What strategies are the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Higher Education Centre 
currently implementing targeting 
the retention and graduation of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Initial Teacher Education 
(ITE) Students? 

3 identified positions (not all 
filled) 

Current research into 
professional experience  

ITAS-TT 

1 core Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander 
Core Unit (2 core units 
to be included in new 
degree program) 

POP (Pre-Orientation 
Program led by centre) 

POP Week 

Activity around 
Embedding Indigenous 
Knowledges 

Identifying appropriate 
ITAS-TT tutors 

Student Ambassadors

Scholarships 
 School based 

undergraduate scholarship 
(Primary) 

 Post grad scholarship 
(includes Grad Dip) 

Selection panel for faculty 
scholarships 

Academic Advisors
 advocacy 

Ad hoc activities led by 
committed staff 

Centre Representation on 
faculty committees (such 
as Equity Committee) 

Learning Support 
Officers 

 advocacy 
Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait tutors employed 
in Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Studies 
subjects 

 Scholarships 
 Commonwealth 
 DETA- Pearl Duncan 
 Equity 

  Culturally safe facilities
 Physical space 

  Pre-Graduation 
Ceremony 

  Community 
Engagement 

 

What needs to be done? 

Overarching Goal: Develop a closer relationship between faculty/school and Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Higher Education Centre to better track and support students through the 
following means: 
 Formalise processes and systems around interactions for specific purposes, i.e. a Memorandum of 

Agreement 
 In consultation with Indigenous Higher Education Centre, professional development for faculty/school 

to increase knowledge of cultural safety/cultural awareness amongst faculty staff (both academic and 
professional) 

 Formalise faculty roles  
 Disseminate Indigenous Higher Education Centre roles to faculty 
 Faculty to better support students at-risk  
 Faculty to nominate key personnel as designated Academic Advisors 
 Increased mechanisms for flexibility  
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10.4 Action planning process: guide questions 

Guide questions used in action planning process 
As there is overlap between themes, we suggest there may be no need to answer each question 
separately. Instead, these are intended as guide questions related to the themes identified through the 
research.  

Institutional structures and procedures 
What procedures are in place for your school/faculty Indigenous Higher Education Centre to regularly 
work together on support, retention and graduation of education students? 

Which roles and responsibilities belong to the school/faculty, which belong to the centre and which roles 
and responsibilities are shared? Is there a formal agreement between the school and the centre? Could 
an MOU be formalised? 

How does the centre track student progress? How does the school/faculty track student progress and can 
these processes be formalised?  

How (and by whom) are at-risk students identified? At what stages? How is support offered to those 
students and what role can the schools/faculties take in following up and supporting these students 
before they exit?  

Does the school/faculty have a designated academic advisor whose responsibility it is to know and 
support Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students? Can this be part of workload? How will this 
person communicate with the centre?  

How can the school/faculty make an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander presence visible (e.g., on its 
website, through embedding in its courses, in its long-term staffing, etc.) 

Does the school/faculty conduct exit interviews with students who leave the course? Could this provide 
better understanding of issues related to retention and graduation? 

What could the school/faculty and centre offer (besides existing ITAS-TT tutoring) to identify and support 
students’ academic literacy needs, especially for students coming in through alternative entry?  

What professional development is needed within schools/faculties and who could offer this professional 
development? Could it be compulsory? How could it be offered and what could it include (cultural 
safety? Antiracism? ) How can permanent, part-time and sessional/contract staff be made aware of 
commonly identified issues? 

How could school/faculty offer specific support to scholarship holders? 

How could schools/faculties assist centres in the identification and preparation of quality ITAS-TT tutors?  

How could the school/faculty provide safe space alongside the centre to address the cultural and 
geographic isolation students commonly express? 

How could the school/faculty’s field experience staff better support Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students? What professional development could be offered to Academic Advisors and general staff? 

How could the school/faculty allow for flexibility with respect to course progression, part-time study, 
leave of absence, etc? What institutional systems are in place to allow for this without penalty? 

Course progression  
How could school/faculty and/or centre produce ‘plain English’ explanations of institutional procedures 
and university requirements? Who could develop these and how could they be disseminated? 

What discussions could take place about the credibility issues commonly expressed by block/cohort 
students? What strategies could be taken to remedy this perceived problem? 
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10.5 Action planning process: templates 

Example Action Plan 
 

How will the school/Faculty of Education and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Higher 
Education Centre develop a closer and more productive relationship? 

Strategy: Formalise processes and systems around interactions for specific purposes 
Action Responsibility Timeline 

Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) to be 
drafted 

Dean and Head of Centre  

MOU to be agreed upon and signed by 
both parties 

Dean and Head of 
Centre 

 

implement MOU deliverables (see below 
strategies for further details) 

Dean and Head of 
Centre 

 

Strategy: In consultation with Unit, Professional Development for Faculty to increase knowledge of 
cultural safety/ cultural awareness amongst faculty staff (both academic and professional)  

Action Responsibility Timeline
Cultural Safety Workshop facilitated at 
each school staff meeting (compulsory 
attendance for Academic Staff)  

Head of School in 
consultation with 
Head of Centre 

 

Cultural Safety Workshop facilitated at 
each Professional staff meeting 
(compulsory attendance for 
Professional\Staff) 

 

Strategy: Formalise Faculty roles  
Action Responsibility Timeline

  
  
 
 

Strategy:  

Action Responsibility Timeline 
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10.6 Participating universities 
NB: Smaller universities/institutions with very small numbers of enrolled ITE students did not participate while 
several larger universities chose not to participate. 
 

1. Australian Catholic University 
2. Charles Sturt University 
3. Macquarie University 
4. Southern Cross University 
5. The University of New England 
6. The University of New South Wales 
7. The University of Newcastle 
8. The University of Sydney 
9. University of Technology Sydney 
10. University of Western Sydney 
11. University of Wollongong 
12. Charles Darwin University 
13. Central Queensland University 
14. Griffith University 
15. James Cook University 
16. Queensland University of Technology 
17. The University of Queensland 
18. The University of Southern Queensland 
19. University of the Sunshine Coast 
20. Flinders University 
21. The University of Adelaide 
22. University of South Australia 
23. University of Tasmania 
24. Deakin University 
25. La Trobe University 
26. Monash University 
27. RMIT University 
28. University of Ballarat 
29. Victoria University 
30. Curtin University 
31. Edith Cowan University 
32. Murdoch University 
33. The University of Notre Dame 
34. The University of Western Australia 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 


