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Introduction 

The geographic isolation of living away from a major town or city permeates all aspects of 
country life. Regional WA is no exception. It is a complex task to map a career path should 
one wish to study at a tertiary level. For many regional students access to tertiary education 
is only available through external studies. 

This mode of distance learning is reliant upon pre packaged self instructional materials. 
Numerous studies have been undertaken to review distance education strategies and 
effective design and delivery of programmes Low (1998), Cyrs (1997), Evans Kember & 
Murphy (1994), Nation (1989), Smith & Kelly (1987) and Holmberg (1980). 

The major difficulty of external course work is interpreting materials. This takes hours of self 
disciplined reading to ascertain requirements for a successful completion of the unit. Careful 
forward planning for the whole semester has to be undertaken. It is imperative that a work 
programme is devised with realistic goals for weekly success. A calendar of important dates 
has to be referred to regularly. Adequate time needs to be allowed for requests for resources 
to be processed and delivered to ensure assignments can be completed by the due date. 

External students become independent learners devoid of personal human interaction. The 
depersonalised nature of communication between the external student and their lecturer is 
exemplified with the use of voice mail, snail mail and email. These methods of 
communication all impinge upon the student's learning experience and subsequently 
educational outcomes. Success or failure is a pendulum that swings between the quality and 
relevance of the course work, the availability of the lecturer and the determination and 
commitment of the student. 

There is a growing awareness that the pedagogy for both internal and external students 
continually needs to be reviewed. This is imperative to accommodate the learning styles of 
the broad range of tertiary students studying in Australian institutions. The recognition of 
diversity among students and their multicultural backgrounds must be taken into account to 
address different learning patterns. New teaching paradigms are being developed to 
accommodate the needs of multicultural Australia. 

In Western Australia, Edith Cowan University, (formerly WA College of Advanced Education, 
WACAE) has been actively involved in the advancement of new teaching paradigms through 
its support programmes for Aboriginal people. In the 1970s ECU initiated Aboriginal 
education programmes in a bid to encourage Indigenous people to undertake tertiary 
studies. 



The 1973 Schools Commission Report highlighted the need for initiatives in Aboriginal 
Education (Sherwood 1980). The same year ECU commenced an Aboriginal Teacher 
Education Programme in Perth, aimed at training Aboriginal people as teachers and 
developing a variety of Aboriginal education programmes (Bright 1994). 

  

As a consequence, three significant programmes were devised to increase the employment 
of Aboriginal people: 

1. The teaching assistant programme which is now known as the Aboriginal 
and Islander Education Worker (AIEW) teaching programme. AIEW's in both 
the state and independent systems are paid full salary with study leave 
entitlement each week. 

2.·The development of a bridging course as an alternative for Aboriginal 
people to gain university entrance without sitting the Tertiary Entrance 
Examinations (TEE). 

3. The establishment of Aboriginal enclave support programme at Colleges of 
Advanced Education. In 1976 the first of these centres, was established in 
Perth (Hubble 1981). 

It soon became apparent that the programme was not catering for the needs of students 
from regional areas, as the retention rates of Aboriginal students from remote WA were low. 
This was attributed to both social and emotional factors such as loneliness, homesickness, 
relocation costs and accommodation problems, isolation and lack of community support 
(Reynolds 1986). 

In 1980 the National Aboriginal Education Committee recommended an investigation into 
teacher training programmes to review their level of appropriateness to remote socio 
geographic groups. In response, ECU conducted a feasibility study into the viability of 
localised teacher education programmes being established in regional centres The outcome 
of the study was the establishment in 1983 of ECU's Region Centre Programme. (Bright 
1994). 

  

Aboriginal learning styles 

The development and theory of Aboriginal learning styles has been attributed to Stephen 
Harris. He identified five major Aboriginal learning strategies (Harris 1992:38): 

1. Learning by observation and imitation rather than by verbal instruction - learning by 
looking and copying, not by talking... 

2. Learning by personal trial and error rather than by verbal instruction with 
demonstration - or, learning by doing, not by talking plus demonstration... 

3. Learning in real life, rather than by practice in artificial settings - or learning by real 
life, not by 'practice'. Closely related to this is learning 'wholes', not sequenced parts, 
or learning by successive approximation of the efficient product... 

4. Learning context-specific skills, versus generalizable principles - or learning skills for 
specific tasks rather than learning generalizable principles... 

5. Person-orientation in learning, not information-orientation - or focus on people and 
relationships rather than on information (Harris 1992:38-39). 



In a critique of notions of Aboriginal learning styles Nicholls, Crowley & Watt (1998) state 
that the problems associated with Aboriginal education programmes are related to the 
broader socio political climate. They argue constructions of Aboriginality and non 
Aboriginality are based on historical and political notions that fail to consider the 
ramifications of poor intercultural communication. Learning styles theory and subsequent 
educational practices have been construed by the dominant culture in a manner that does 
not take into consideration historic, social and political. 

Classrooms are not the hermetically sealed places untouched 
by broader social processes. Classroom interactions articulate 
with broader social reality, but this is barely acknowledged or 
not taken into account at all by most Aboriginal learning styles 
theory (Nicholls et al 1998:32-33). 

Nicholls et al (1998:33) suggest that this failure to acknowledge the broader influences that 
impinge upon educational outcomes has resulted in the maintenance of the status quo 
where little advancement has been made in Aboriginal education. They further argue that 
Harris' work is of great historic importance as it challenges stereotypical notions that 
Aboriginal people were not able to be educated. The acknowledgment of differing Aboriginal 
learning styles based on the recognition of culture undermines racist attitudes of western 
superiority and assimilation. Learning styles theory has been embraced by educational 
institutions. (Nicholls et al 1998:37) argue: 

Learning styles theory is now thoroughly embedded into the 
pedagogical practices of almost every Australian institution 
with a brief for Aboriginal education. 

And 

Discourse about Aboriginal learning styles is now generally 
accepted, indeed it is regarded as common place in Aboriginal 
Eduction from early childhood through to the tertiary level. 

Learning styles are affected by a broad range of social, emotional and physical factors which 
form the focus of a South Australian Study: 'Factors Affecting Performance of ATSI Students 
At Australian Universities: A Case Study' by Bourke, Burden & Moore (1996). Collectively 
their research indicated that a cross section of variables "were found to contribute to the 
inadequate level of persistence of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students" (Bourke et 
al 1996:xiii). Factors that affected the learning styles of the students included: financial 
difficulty escalated with relocation and accommodation costs, loneliness, being home sick 
and unprepared. The experience of physical and social isolation due to not feeling welcome 
in the strange, new university environment was also attributed to the level of student 
success (Bourke et al 1996:xiv & 8). 

The research team found that prior educational levels did not necessarily determine the level 
of a student's success. Success rates were attributed to positive university experiences such 
as the level of support, attitudes of staff and availability of career counselling. The study also 
revealed, that on a global level, parallels could be drawn between other Indigenous 
students. EG: the cultural factors that impinged upon the success of ATSI students and 
Native American students in universities (Bourke et al 1996:8). 

 

 



Localising Aboriginal Learning Styles 

Background to the Regional Centres: 

Aboriginal learning styles have become localised at ECU's regional centres to promote a 
culturally positive university experience. Students have been able to study teacher education 
programmes in regional WA since 1983. 

Since the opening of the first regional centre in Broome with 11 Aboriginal students and five 
non Aboriginal students, centres have opened across regional WA. This includes Kununurra, 
Port Hedland, Carnarvon and Geraldton in the North to Kalgoorlie, Albany and Katanning. 
Bright (1994:3) defines 'regional centre' as: 

An enclave that caters for approximately 30 Aboriginal 
students and a small group of non Aboriginal students who are 
completing Bachelor of Arts (Education) tertiary degree outside 
the metropolitan area. 

The regional centres are managed by a co-ordinator. Their duties include the hiring of local 
tutors, assisting with the tutoring and counselling of students, arranging practicumms in the 
local schools, assisting students applying for study and locality allowances, purchasing 
relevant resources and co-ordinating visits from unit lecturers, etc (Bright 1994:9). 

Sessional tutors who are employed locally staff the centres. Their role is considerably 
different to that of an internal teacher. Essentially the task of the tutor is to interpret course 
work material for the students. Delivery of the course material at the regional centres is on 
campus. The tutor presents a combination of a lecture and tutorial session. Sessional tutors 
follow the format of the external studies guide that outlines a semester plan. This includes a 
weekly timetable with topics to be covered, assignment questions and due dates. It is not 
uncommon as the semester progresses for the tutor to find that the expectations of the 
course are unrealistic in terms of the prescribed timetable. Students are unable to complete 
the course work within the prescribed time resulting in timetables, tutoring sessions and due 
dates to be adjusted. 

Booklets of readings comprised primarily of photocopied journal articles and book chapters 
are included in the external studies package. Most units also require the student to purchase 
at least one text. Each centre has a small library that holds copies of the required texts and 
many other references. A part time librarian also monitors a small closed reserved collection. 
Further references can be requested from the external studies librarian in Joondalup, north 
of Perth. 

Sessional tutors also assist students with personal time management programmes, essay 
plans, focused discussion points, essay style and writing and finally proof reading. An 'after 
hours', sessional tutor requires multiple skills in a wide range of areas to meet the demands 
of the position. Any student may access this tutor to ask questions on any unit material, 
assignment or theoretical query. Queries may range from information technology to 
language to child development. It seems to be a trend that after hours tutors adapt a 
counselling role with their students. 

An empathetic tutor prepared to offer help, guidance, encouragement and reassurance 
becomes a point of reference for the external student. Kember & Murphy (1994:9) suggest 
the isolation of an external student be extended due to lack of peer contact. Internal students 
are able to form groups that become their first contact point for discussion and appraisal. 
Whereas in the regional centres the students rely heavily upon the tutor for prompt and 



constructive feedback on work done. These two way interactions are undertaken with 
confidence in the tutor (Kember & Murphy 1994:9). 

The lecturers who deliver the same course material to students on the Perth campuses are 
encouraged to visit the regional centres twice a semester. In many instances the visiting 
lecturer is the author of the course material. As such, these visits become a two way cultural 
exchange. Visiting lecturers gain an insight into the localised cultural knowledge that colours 
the attitudes and shapes the lives of the students. The students receive tuition from the 
lecturer who will set and mark their exams. These visits also give the students and sessional 
tutors the opportunity to clarify points and discuss their progress. 

Anecdote: 

A Perth lecturer was visiting the regional centre for the 
first time. Being an overseas migrant he had not had the 
opportunity to travel much in regional WA. Upon arrival at 
the Centre the visitor launched into a Perth type lecture. 
He was continually interrupted with questions, comments 
and anecdotes in relation to the cultural relevance and 
appropriate behaviour for Aboriginal students. After the 
session the lecturer discussed with the co-ordinator the 
impact of the two cultural exchange in the classroom. He 
acknowledged the ethnocentricity of the curriculum, with 
its Anglo Australian examples generally reflecting middle 
class life. The need for the course materials to be 
reviewed and updated became even more apparent. The 
lecturer was also astonished to find that the centre did not 
have subscriptions to the journals he had prescribed as 
required readings. 

The above anecdote exemplifies the importance of the two way cross cultural exchange. All 
parties the students, lecturers and sessional tutors learn from each other through the 
encouragement of interactive dialogue in the classroom setting. The centre did not have the 
required journals in its library as due notice was not given prior to the commencement of the 
unit. 

This highlights one of the ways regional centres are disadvantaged. Main campus lecturers 
assume resources exist and are readily available for external students. It is frequently a 
matter of the support mechanisms that are superficially in place but fail to function 
effectively. 

  

The case study 

This study is an examination of the intricacies of student teacher relationships within a small 
community, and how rapport is closely associated to positive student outcomes. Anecdotal 
evidence was recorded over three semesters during 1997 & 98, as part of an observational 
study of the learning styles of a group of eight students. They are currently in their fourth 
year of the Bachelor of Education Primary in one of ECU's Regional Centres. Seven of the 
students are of Aboriginal descent and the other is an Anglo Australian. There is only one 
male student. Only one student was a direct school leaver upon entry to the course. The age 
of the students ranges from early twenties to mid forties. The Aboriginal students belong to 
groups from in and around the regional area and from various parts of the state. All were 



living in the town, where regional centre was established. At the commencement of the 
course none of the students relocated from another area immediately prior to commencing 
tertiary studies. 

Only one student completed the ECU Aboriginal University Orientation Course (AUOC) 
which gave her the necessary skills to be admitted into the Bachelor of Education 
Programme. The majority of the students are mothers with one through to six children. Only 
two of the younger students who have partners do not have children. 

In 1996, the second year of operation for the regional centre, three degree courses and the 
AUOC were offered. Sixty five students were enrolled across the Bachelor of Education (21 
students), Business (16), Media Studies (12) and AUOC (16). Ninety five per cent of the 
students were Aboriginal. Some of the students were already studying at other tertiary 
institutions by distance learning. Dissatisfied with the difficulties in processing huge amounts 
of printed material common to external studies packages, some students opted to transfer 
their courses to join the teacher education programme. Students were accredited with 
recognition of prior learning for some units completed at their former tertiary institution. 

Although the regional centre students are enrolled as external students with ECU's external 
studies they have the support of the co-ordinator and sessional tutors as previously outlined. 
Three of the four sessional tutors were long term residents of the area. They had previously 
worked in the local schools as teachers and tutors. They were well known in the community 
and understood the history of the area and the ties to the land that are strengthened each 
year. They had the experience of mixing, living and working with regionally based Aboriginal 
people. They had gained local knowledge by participating in the community. Therefore the 
tutors had either worked with or taught the majority of the students under different 
circumstances. EG: one student had been the tutor's teaching assistant at one of the local 
schools. Another tutor had taught some of the students in primary school, while a third tutor 
had worked with another students' mother. 

The success of tutorial sessions involves micro level aspects such as the relationship 
established between the tutor and the students. It is crucial to the balance between student 
and tutor relations, for a rapport to be built between the two. These relationships are 
generally established slowly over time. Even in the situation where the tutor and student 
know each other and have a close family association, time needs to be given to building or 
strengthening compatibility within a different set of circumstances. As the student and tutor 
get to know each other the tutor is then able to respond to perceived difficulties (Kember & 
Murphy 1994:9). 

CLASSROOM PRACTICES 

At times classroom practices were modified to cater for the individual needs of students. EG: 
After hours tutoring session was between 12.30 & 2.30. Some days all students were having 
lunch when the tutor arrived. At first the tutor went to the tutorial room, sat at the desk and 
waited for students to approach her with their queries. As the tutor was a post graduate 
student herself she always had something to read as a backstop for when she was not 
engaged in the students' learning. Initially the students were reluctant to approach the tutor. 
The tutor identified various reasons for this including the tutor sitting at a desk at the front of 
the room. The tutor appearing to be absorbed in her own reading further compounded this 
reluctance. The tutor observed that the majority of students after lunch went straight to the 
computing room to work on their assignments. Those utilising the tutorial room were working 
quietly away by themselves. The tutor began a daily record of the students that approached 
her each day. 



Learning strategies 

Common sense and local knowledge intuitively told the tutor to sit down and have a cup of 
tea with the students in the common room upon arrival at the centre. (At this particular 
regional centre there were no separate tea room facilities for staff and students). It became 
apparent that it was important to be just sitting there in the common room, joining in the 
conversation that ran the breadth of topics rather than being isolated in the tutorial room. 
This became the first setting for 'incidental learning'. 

The tutor was consciously creating the appropriate situation for students to feel safe and 
confident to ask questions. The tutor used strategies such as introducing herself as a 
community member and linking her own family connections and experiences to those of the 
students. As a result of these 'incidental exchanges' there was a need for the tutor to be 
flexible in actual hours spent at the centre. It was important to be prepared to take time to sit 
and talk about incidentals and then be prepared to stay back a while later for specific 
tutoring requests. 

Anecdote: 

I would be sitting in the tutorial room at the desk at the 
front. Most of the students were in the computer room that 
also housed the photocopier. So I decided I would go and 
do photocopying. This became another setting for 
incidental learning. As I'd be standing at the machine, 
sorting and collating pages in the room students began to 
get used to my presence in the room. I became a valuable 
resource, right there. From the safety and comfort of their 
computer station they could ask me questions. EG: 
Initially the questions were "what's another word for or 
who was that author? Is this the correct referencing style? 
All from their computer station. 

There was young one man who refused to ask me for help. 
His standard response to queries on his work's progress 
was: "fine, good everything going OK". He spent much of 
his time at the centre on the computer using email to chat 
to girlfriends. I was having difficulty logging onto my 
email so I asked the student to assist me. Seeking his 
assistance paved the way for a reciprocal arrangement 
whereby a cross cultural exchange was taking place. 

Tutors are required to keep an updated record of their 
students' assignment dates to monitor the students' 
progress in completing work by the due date. (Kamnesh). 

  

As a part of their tutorial tasks tutors are in demand to clarify course structural requirements. 
They are called upon to help students with time management plans to juggle the numerous 
roles they play within their families and community. Tutors are constantly negotiating their 
position with their students. EG: How often should the tutor initiate contact with a particular 
student and or enquires as their progress? Tutors need to be conscious of the time given to 
each student. 



Anecdote: 

  

Initially I kept a record of how many students asked for 
help in a tutoring session. I recorded their names so I 
could see who was using my service and who was not. I 
would ask those who had not sort assistance if I could 
proof read their work for them before submitting it to the 
lecturer in Perth. Sometimes these requests were met with 
a blatant no. At other times the response was that you can 
look at it but I'm not changing anything. For others the 
response was an affirmative with a genuine desire to 
submit a high quality piece of work. (Kamnesh). 

  

From the start it is important for the tutor to establish with the student how often contact will 
be made. Will the tutor make contact with the student, or vice versa? It is necessary to agree 
upon a specific procedure to follow if the student is unable to make the agreed tutoring time. 
Once again it is imperative that tutors are able to exercise a level of flexibility when students 
are unable to make session times when prior notice of non attendance is received. 
Conversely unexplained absenteeism of students challenges the tutors limits of tolerance to 
lack of commitment from the students. The tutor then decides the level of support that will be 
offered. (Kamnesh). 

In other incidences the student negotiates the level of support required. When teaching 
literacy to bilingual students who code switch between Aboriginal English and standard 
Australian English, innovative strategies have been successfully trialed at the regional 
centre. For example, a student having difficulty in putting his thoughts down on paper was 
encouraged to discuss his ideas with the tutor. Then as he expressed what he was trying to 
say the tutor would jot down notes. This gave the student a written sketch of the ideas 
formulated and the beginnings or an essay plan. 

However the student's language differences were further compounded by the fact that his 
written work reflected his linguistic background. He wrote as he spoke, exemplifying 
significant grammatical variations of 'Aboriginal English' compared to Standard Australian 
English (Malcolm 1998:127). A '...recognition of the two languages as mediators of learning' 
by the student and the teacher is an acknowledgment of cultural difference and two way 
communication (Malcolm & Koscielecki 1997: 85).Differences in the linguistic forms of the 
languages can then be addressed. 

Another method is to negotiate with the student the result they wish to achieve. This tactic 
can be used when proof reading a student's assignment. It needs to be ascertained which 
number draft of the work is being read. If it is a final draft a monitor to gauge the depth of the 
proof reading is to ask the student what mark they hope to gain for their work. If the 
response is high distinction the work is proof read with suggestions to achieve that level. If 
the student is satisfied with a pass the work is not proof read so severely but the student is 
encouraged to make changes to lift their grade 

This personal approach is a teaching method that empowers the student to be responsible 
for their learning and study outcomes. The onus is on the student to decide whether to take 
on board the constructive comments made. The manner in which the tutor provides 
feedback to the student affects this decision making process. Positive comments of 



encouragement and support arouse personal motivation to succeed. It is the tutor's role to 
ensure that the level and type of language used is meaningful to the student. The actual 
responses given coupled with the tone of one's voice plays a considerable role in the two 
way interactive exchange. Particularly when working with ESL students, it is imperative to 
ensure that the words chosen are simple to ensure clarity and meaning. The tone of one's 
voice must remain stable, not condescending or patronising (Kember & Murphy 1994:12-14). 
Conversely the standard of English used must also challenge and expand the student's 
vocabulary . 

One tutor at the regional centre always commenced tutorials by going through the meanings 
of words extracted from the set weekly readings. The words were listed on the board and 
students were encouraged to define them from their own general knowledge or resort to the 
dictionary. This teaching ploy aimed to expand the student's vocabulary and to encourage 
them to investigate the meaning of words rather than just gloss over them or guess. All of 
the students including the tutor could effectively code switch. Standard Australian English 
was adhered to in the tutorial session, except for when an anecdote was being given. 
Whereas the students and staff would frequently code switch between Standard Australian 
English and local kriol out of the tutorial setting. 

The support offered to the students is a person-orientated form of learning, which correlates 
with Harris' focus on people and relationships rather than on information (Harris 1992:39). It 
can be argued that learning strategies based on interpersonal relationships are limited by 
human resources. Factors such as the number of students per tutor, time allocation and the 
dedication of the both the tutor and students must be considered. 

In a bid to ensure maximum access to both human and physical resources, further strategies 
have been trialed in ECU's Regional Centres. All students have keys to the centre so they 
can gain access to the resources after hours. This gives students a place to study away from 
their homes and families. They have access to the computers and reference materials. 

On occasions other family have taken advantage of the facilities using the computers to 
update their resume, write job applications and letters. Some students bring their children to 
the centre in the evenings. The responsibility remains with the student to supervise their 
children, ensure the facilities are not abused and that equipment is well looked after. 

The learning exchange 

The students studying at the Regional Centre are enrolled in 'mainstream' external studies 
Bachelor of Education course. The students themselves are examples of the diversity of 
Aboriginality and display the diversity of Aboriginal ways of life. For example two students 
who are originally from have had to gain acceptance in the local Aboriginal community and 
non Aboriginal community. The learning exchange between each student and tutor is a 
cross cultural exchange dependent upon the attitude and understanding of both parties. 

Teachers at the regional university centres soon realise that Aboriginal students enrolled in 
university courses are often the leaders in their family and even in their community. As a 
result great demands are placed upon them. This includes the expectation that they will 
succeed in their tertiary studies while juggling family and community commitments. They are 
often called upon to assist other family members particularly in relation to dealings with the 
bureaucracy. The binary divide between the students and teachers is reduced as the 
students aspire to be role models to members of their communities and teachers working 
within the mainstream education system. 

 



'they think themselves' 

There are other external factors that impact upon students learning processes. These 
include the complexity of community attitudes and issues related to teaching strategies 
within the education system. This can have a positive and negative impact for the student. 
Generally their immediate family and community members hold students who have reached 
university in very high esteem. Within large extended families, some students may find their 
university enrolment earns them great respect. Conversely they may be accused that 'they 
think themselves' by others. There is a suspicion or fear that they might have moved away 
from their own culture because they have gone to university. The costs or risks can be great 
to Aboriginal people contemplating tertiary studies. 

Inappropriate Curriculum 

Students are not motivated to complete their courses if the curriculum is considered to be 
inappropriate. Culturally appropriate course with pragmatic relevance provides the 
opportunity for the student to relate their studies to their own environment. One issue at the 
regional centre, found to be contentious by some students was the portrayal of Indigenous 
people as the being the same. Indigenous people can be and are often offended because 
the course does not recognise the diversity among Aboriginal people. If people are strongly 
offended or it continues they will leave, especially if they have other pressures happening at 
the same time. For example family issues, particularly childcare. 

CONCLUSION 

This paper is a synopsis of a study of the learning styles of a group of Aboriginal students 
completing an external mainstream course in regional Western Australia. The case study 
has been used as an action research tool to investigate and observe the strategies used to 
motivate Aboriginal students to successfully complete tertiary studies. The provision of the 
regional centre in remote Western Australia provides extended educational opportunities 
and delivery options to Indigenous Australian students from a range of social, cultural, 
educational and language backgrounds. It is a flexible pathway between school and 
university for potential students in isolated regional areas. It aims to increase opportunities 
for Indigenous people to enter higher education. 

A culturally inclusive environment has been created at the regional centre by recognition of 
the two way cross cultural exchange. Interpersonal relationships between students and their 
teachers affect student retention rates and the level of success achieved. The affirmation of 
Indigenous identity through the style and delivery of course material empowers students in 
their studies. Appropriate programmes such as those provided at the regional centre ensure 
that student support is available to Indigenous Australian students in response to their 
needs. The recognition that 'incidental learning' takes place reflects the level of cultural 
awareness and attitudes of both teacher and student. 

Crucial to this two way exchange is the ability of teachers to promote the desire for life long 
learning in students. Aspirations to gain knowledge provide students with the ability to 
critically view and respond to a rapidly changing world in diverse ways. Clearly this case 
study exemplifies the role regional education centres play in maintaining attrition rates of 
Indigenous remote external students. 
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