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Abstract

The FTD program is designed by the Department of Education and Training to
increase the opportunities for success of secondary Aboriginal students in Western
Australian schools.  Students are selected on their potential for success and provided
support through mentoring, family support, extra-curricular programs and study
assistance.  Where possible, industry assistance is obtained to fund the additional
resources needed for the program in the various schools where it is taking place.

The author is a member of a team of researchers conducting a longitudinal study of
the program in a number of schools.  The study, which is an ARC Linkage project
with the Department of Education and Training in Western Australia, will examine
the progress of the program and report to the  Department of Education and Training
and committees and coordinators on the efficacy of the program.

This paper attempts to build a framework within which the efforts and achievements
of the students can be examined.  Commencing with an analysis of the nature of the
program and its processes that are designed to influence the students’ progress
through the high school, the paper explores the factors that may lead to competing
motivations and values.  Finally, a construction of the kinds of data that will be
needed to explore the perceptions, experiences and outcomes of the students will be
made.

The outcome of the paper is a model of the processes that impact on the students and
the data that will provide the basis for sound analysis of the program as it affects the
students.
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Introduction

The ‘Follow the Dream” program began with one centre in the Pilbara in 1997.   The
Gumala Mirnuwarni Education Project was initiated in the Roebourne/Karratha area
in response to the poor achievement of Aboriginal students in the district.  A
consortium of Hamersley Iron, Woodside Energy Limited, Dampier Salt, the
Department of Education and Training, the Polly Farmer Foundation and federal
Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs is responsible for the operation
of the project, which has the following vision statement:

The project will improve the educational outcomes for Aboriginal students in

the Roebourne area to a level commensurate with the broader population so

they are able to compete effectively for apprenticeships and commercial

cadetships or to pursue further education and employment opportunities.  To

achieve this, the project will be family focused with long and short term goals.

It will reinforce traditional Aboriginal culture, values and knowledge and will

involve collaboration between organisations bringing together available

resources and facilities.  The success of the project will point the way to more

effective use of educational and community resources to achieve improved

educational outcomes for Aboriginal students generally (Cunningham et al.,

2001, p. 36).

The project selected students who wanted to succeed, had the potential to do so and
had the support of their family.  It commenced in 1997with 20 secondary students, ten
from Karratha and ten from Roebourne/Wickham with equal numbers of males and
females.  Support was provided for students in the form of enrichment centres, school
based mentors and tutors, the organisation of camps and family support.  Teachers
were provided with professional development of education of Aboriginal students
(Cunningham et al, 2001).

The extension of the concept to other secondary schools in Western Australia
commenced in 2003. 14 new schools were inducted into the program during the year
with a further eight commencing in 2004.  While some of these will be sponsored by
the Polly Farmer foundation, others will be funded through the Department of
Education and Training. The Department hopes that the outcomes for these new
programs will mirror the considerable success of the initial project.  It is the purpose
of the present research team to conduct a longitudinal study of a range of sites as they
implement the program among Aboriginal students in Years 8-12 in metropolitan and
rural schools.

Success for the program will be assessed by the number of students completing Year
12 and going on to tertiary studies, apprenticeships and traineeships.  In Western
Australia, the proportion of Aboriginal students completing Year 12 is considerably
less than in all other states and territories.  As Table 1 shows, not only is the retention
of Indigenous students to Year 12 in Western Australia well below that of other States
and territories, the gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous retention is greatest.
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Apparent retention rates to Year 12 for students who were in Year 10 in 1999,
for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students by State/Territory and Australia,

2001

State/Territory Indigenous (%) Non-Indigenous (%) Gap (percentage

points)

New South Wales 37.1 71.0 33.9

Victoria 44.0 81.8 37.8

Queensland 59.1 80.6 21.5

South Australia 42.8 70.1 27.3

Western Australia 26.9 73.9 47.0

Tasmania 41.2 72.1 30.9

Northern Territory 42.9 68.7 25.8

Australian Capital Territory 53.8 93.7 39.9

AUSTRALIA 43.6 76.2 32.6

(Department of Education Science and Training, 2002, p.78)

The potential for success is enhanced by the precedents that exist.  In 2000, the
Indigenous Youth Partnership Initiative (IYPI) (Powers and Associates, 2003) was
established under the National Indigenous English Literacy and Numeracy Strategy to
assist Indigenous youth to make a successful transition to adult life.  An evaluation of
the initiative reported positive outcomes that resulted from a range of strategies that
the Follow the Dream project employs:  community input, involvement of a range of
agencies, appointment of a coordinator, establishment of a coordinating agency,
commitment of funds for a longer term (a minimum of three years), the provision of
mentoring and case management, facilitating paid work and parental involvement.

The FTD program is unashamedly elitist.  It is designed to increase the numbers of
Indigenous students completing high school in Western Australia and going on to
further studies or employment.  Its antecedents go back to the early days of secondary
education in Western Australia when the brightest students in the State were attracted
to study at Perth Modern School on scholarships.  Today, the desirability of a full
secondary education is sufficiently accepted by the non-Indigenous sector of society
for there to be no need for such an elitist program in the State system.  However this
is not necessarily the case with Indigenous students who, as a group compared with
non-Indigenous students, are likely to leave high school early (Schwab, 1999) and
achieve poorly.  An elitist, selective program designed for potential high fliers may
provide groups of Indigenous students the peer support and focus that enables
success.

Forming a group of peers who have the potential to succeed at school provides a
foundation for mutual support and collaboration.  Development of a sense of
belonging and shared goals is an important component of the group processes.
Activities such as camps, excursions, learning workshops and role modelling
exercises will build the spirit of the group and lead to a willingness to strive in order
to remain a member.

For such processes to be successful, students have to be willing to accept the
construction of reality portrayed by the FTD team.  This is not a foregone outcome.
The low retention and success rates that characterise Aboriginal education are
symptomatic of dysfunctional structures that fail to engage the students and develop
their commitment to school.  Although students who attended regularly tend to be
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positive about school (Gray & Beresford, 2001), for many the reality of school is
alienation and failure.  They are constructed by the school as “having low levels of
achievement and retention; and high levels of failure, absenteeism and behaviour
problems” (Groome, 1995, p. 70). Unless the FTD team—the coordinator, the
committee and the supporting groups—present a coordinated approach to the students
so that the benefits are seen to be tangible, students will not accept the legitimacy of
the program and their commitment will be weak.  This process amounts to the
establishment of hegemony for those students in the program.  The power of this
approach is that it can come to be seen as legitimate for other students as well, so that
those not in the program also strive for success.

The coordinator and the committee thus become central to the success of the program.
They create the reality for the students.  If this reality is sufficiently hegemonic for
students to become committed to the program, success is much more likely than if the
students fail to be convinced that the program can make a difference in their lives
(Fullarton, 2002).  The coordinator has to inspire confidence in the students that what
has been designed for them will work and will make a difference.  This needs to be
linked to other elements of their lives:  their home life; their in-class experiences;
their academic progress; and the extra-curricular activities.

The primary assumption regarding the students’ success is that relative success in
primary school—and possibly in the early years of secondary school for students who
are selected initially—will be a predictor of success in the program.  In the meetings
that explain the background to the project, the notion of students on the “brink of
success” is a compelling image for the program to proceed.  It is acknowledged that
there are barriers to success but the processes put in place for the students, it is
believed, will overcome the barriers and lead to success.  The nature and intention of
the interventions that are central to the FTD program reflect strongly the model of
culturally inclusive and educationally effective schools presented in the MCEETYA
task force on Indigenous education (Ministerial Council on Education Employment
Training and Youth Affairs, 2000, p. 22).  The principal interventions of the FTD
program are as follows:

Goal setting:  Students are encouraged to think about their future careers, with a focus
on continuing education at TAFE or university, or entry to a skilled career.

Team building:  To build a cohesive team and promote a sense of collegiality to
provide mutual support during their schooling, students engage in camps, excursions
and other activities.

Tutorial Support:  The Aboriginal Tutorial Assistance Scheme is employed to ensure
students get access to study support throughout the program.  This support helps to
overcome the disadvantages suffered by Aboriginal students as a consequence of
poverty and lack of family skills in secondary education.

Study Facilities:  The extent of poverty among the potential pool of students is
acknowledged and so a place to study is provided.  Called a study centre, it differs
from a homework class in the directed study provided.

Guidance:  Mentors are appointed to provide guidance to students during their high
school years.  Mentoring has been demonstrated to be successful for Indigenous
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students in a recent evaluation of the National Indigenous Education Literacy and
Numeracy Strategy (Swain & Partington, 2003).

Freedom from want:  Students are encouraged to take up part time work to eliminate
the attraction of leaving school to take up jobs or go onto CDEP work.

Family support:  Parents and or guardians must commit themselves to provide
continuing support for their children in the program throughout its duration.  Also, so
that the student is not distracted by family difficulties, the Smith Family works with
the students’ families to provide ongoing support.

In addition, the classroom teachers who work with the students are provided with
professional development to ensure they are familiar with the program and work to
promote its goals.

As the research team commences the longitudinal study, the key issue that emerges is
whether these processes will make a difference, and the extent of that difference.

Factors Contributing to Success

It is clear that the FTD program intends to provide comprehensive support for the
students both in and out of school.   However, there is a long history of failure of
programs for Aboriginal student success and retention.  The diversity of factors that
contribute to educational success cannot be addressed in isolation or in a half-hearted
manner (Partington, 1998).  The processes implemented in the program may prove to
be counterproductive. For example, if students perceive that they are being alienated
from their peers or their family as a result of participation, the program may not have
a sufficiently strong attraction to keep them in the group. This will be particularly the
case in the early days of the program when its credibility is being established.  As this
is also the time the program is most likely to experience mistakes and discontinuities,
a relatively high dropout rate is possible, although offsetting this is the positive
influence of a pioneering spirit among the first participants in the program.  For this
pioneering spirit to perpetuate, there must be a strong measure of success in the
program.  Students’ early perceptions of the program should be vital predictors of
ongoing success.

The program will need to overcome the barriers that have impeded Aboriginal
students’ success in the past.  The list of barriers is long and diverse (Collins, 1999;
Gray & Beresford, 2001; Ministry of Education, 1993; Partington, Richer, Godfrey,
Harslett, & Harrison, 1999; Schwab, 1999), impinging on different students in
different ways, so that generalisations become difficult to sustain.  The FTD program
will have to address cultural issues, family  and peer influences, poverty, health, and
broader community factors. It can be seen that the selection of students who are
achieving success already is a sound strategy to minimise the extent to which these
diverse factors impinge upon the students in the program. If students were selected
without taking into account their academic potential, it is likely that a significant
proportion of them would experience the barriers to such an extent that success would
be very problematic.

It cannot be assumed that the students will automatically accept the regime they are
placed in.  There will be competing claims on their attention and gaps in the process
so that some experience failure and neglect.  There are several potential
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discontinuities that can result in failure.  These include the potential for the program
to be distanced from the rest of the school.  As an out of school program it has the
attraction and flexibility to engage students in a range of team building and
developmental activities.  However, if ties to the regular classroom are not
maintained, teachers will not be aware of its objectives or its outcomes and so the
benefits will be lost.  Regular and intensive communication between the program and
the teachers is essential.

A surrounding climate of support is essential, including parental, peer and teachers.
This support needs to have meaning for the students.  Family support is
acknowledged during the selection of students as a crucial factor in their success.  In a
study of Koori students who were unsuccessful at school, Munns and McFadden
(1997) observed that

There was an over whelming sense of lack of parental support within the group

and also of any sense of belonging in the families from which they came….

Families offered little or no emotional support at most times, but particularly so

at times of stress or crisis. Families were often seen as creating rather than

helping to solve problems.

Schwab reported that living in a house with qualified persons increases the chances of
being in school but being in an overcrowded house or in a house with people with a
record of arrests reduces the chances. Parental education is a predictor of success for
children generally, and it is likely to hold for Aboriginal parents as well (Schwab,
1999).  The FTD program endeavours to ensure family support for the students who
participate.  Parents or caregivers are expected to sign a document confirming their
intention to provide support for the duration of high school.

In a non-Indigenous middle class context, high expectations for academic
performance commonly are embedded in the life of the family in a diversity of ways,
so that explicit demands for high performance are accompanied by the provision of
suitable study facilities, family support for homework, and comprehension of the
skills and knowledge represented in the school.

While a proportion of Indigenous parents function in a similar way, the majority are
unlikely to.  Instead, parents express a desire for their children to succeed at school
but there is not the all-encompassing set of expectations and support that lead to
compliance and performance in the classroom.  Also, because most Indigenous
families do not have a history of members going through the post compulsory years
into tertiary education, there is no understanding of the demands on students.
Cavanagh (1988) identified family pressures as a significant influence on Koori
students in Year 12, many of whom were the first in their families to study for the
Higher School Certificate in NSW.  She reported one student’s comment that

Being the first in my family to sit for the HSC brought many problems…the

other members never realized just how demanding it was which was evident in

the way they never gave me any time to study.  The house was always noisy

(Cavanagh, 1988, p. 21)

Both Russell (2003) and Munns & Parente (2003) affirm the importance of family
support.  Students whose families expected them to stay at school and succeed were
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more likely to continue at high school.  Munns also noted that the successful students
reported no obstacles at home to their schooling.

One ever present danger in the program will be family mobility.  If students leave the
program it is unlikely that they will be able to re-enter.  For this reason strong links
with families is essential to gain their support for the students to remain at school and
to experience a stable, supportive home environment during high school.  This may be
difficult for some families and so selection processes need to address more than just
the students’ academic levels in the primary years.  Stability of home life, family
support and commitment to the program are essential measures of potential success.
Even though parents may sign a commitment to support their child, unforeseen
circumstances can force them to move or withdraw their support.  Ideally, the
longitudinal study will identify predictors of success and so lead to more effective
selection of students and families to participate.  This will require regular interviews
with parents and students and participating agencies to identify risk factors within the
participating families.

A barrier to success for Aboriginal students in the past has been the lack of a peer
group that is able to provide support and encouragement. Russell (2002) reported that
peer factors were important in attainment, retention and identity formation.  There has
been a limited culture of academic life or school success among Aboriginal students
and the prevailing pressure has been for early school leaving to join peers who have
left before (Groome, 1995)  Groome noted that this pressure is greater for boys than
girls. Good relationships with peers as well as positive peer pressure or support
contributed either jointly or separately to promote retention and attainment.  Russell
(2002) noted that competition among peers was a positive factor in achievement.
Munns and Parente (2003) noted that successful students resisted the pressures to join
peers who had dropped out of school and some students acted as advocates to
encourage their peers to remain at school.  The efforts of the FTD project to build
strong ties among the participants should encourage continued attendance and striving
for success.

The Follow the Dream project cannot operate in isolation from the school and the
events and social processes that operate in the school will have a profound effect on
the outcomes of the project.  As the Queensland Education department observed,
relevant and engaging curriculum that meets the diverse needs of students is essential
to maintain and improve the attendance, retention and achievement of students
(Education Queensland, 2003, p. 3).

For the Indigenous students in the FTD program, this imperative applies to urban
students as well.  The intention is for the project to operate largely outside school
hours.  This increases the possibility of discontinuity between the program and the
school, with classroom teachers experiencing little change in their interactions with
Indigenous students.  However, the classroom experiences of the students in the
program are likely to be the most significant factor in their ultimate school success.  It
is therefore imperative that the project ensures that classroom teachers are provided
with professional development on teaching Indigenous students and are kept informed
of the developments that occur in the project.  Note that there is an added danger:
conflict and or competition may develop between the project and the school, so that
the student loyalties are divided and events in the project are not related positively to
the classroom.
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The Role of the Classroom Teachers

It is ironic that a program designed to enhance the school success of students is
intended to operate largely out of school.  However, the program is consistent with
the notion that holistic support for the students is essential if they are to succeed at
school and the impediments to success outside of school can be overwhelming for
students. The extent to which the outcomes of the program can be embedded in the
classroom depends very much on the knowledge and skills of the teachers in working
with the students (Malin, 1994, 1998; Martinez, 1994; Russell, 2002).  If they don’t
have appropriate skills, teachers may engage in counterproductive processes that
defeat the intention of the FTD program.  Consequently, the provision of professional
development for teachers, along with follow-up interventions, will be essential for the
program to succeed.

Partington et al (1999) identified four factors that impeded the intentions of teachers
to bring about success.  These were the background factors that influenced student
behaviour and attitudes at school, the teacher’s own value system that differed
markedly from those of the students in class, the power relations within the school
which prevented the implementation of effective strategies and  inadequate
communication between the home and the school.

The FTD program specifically targets background factors and home-school
communication.  Consequently it has the potential to improve the rate of success so
long as teachers are aware of the backgrounds of the students through the better
communication that is intended.  However, it must also focus on the teachers’ values
and the school’s power relations.  These two contributory factors to success may be
more difficult to change as they are bound up in the very nature of schooling as a
Western construct designed principally for the middle classes.  A mismatch of
teachers’ and students’ values can have quite negative consequences for students
(Partington et al., 1999).  Just to change teachers’ instructional practices is a challenge
(Partington, 2003).  Regular interventions with teachers to ensure they are
incorporating the understandings acquired in professional development sessions are
required.  Single interventions will be of little value.

Power relationships between students and the school must also be consciously
addressed for the FTD program to succeed.  Historical, cultural and social factors
contribute to make the exercise of power in schools a sensitive issue for Aboriginal
students.  Manke’s (1997) exposition on the ubiquitous nature of the power of the
teacher in the classroom suggests that, for Aboriginal students who are accustomed to
operating in a more independent manner than their non-Aboriginal peers, the
classroom can be oppressive. Schools will need to adopt a conscious approach to
reviewing management processes that disempower students and produce a social
setting marked by domination.  In particular, the principal agent of the power of the
school, the teacher, must acquire the skill to interact in more egalitarian ways and
ensure fairness and flexibility in working with students (Partington & Gray, 2003).

The extent to which changes in teacher practices is necessary will most likely not be
understood by most schools.  Attention to the cultural elements of Aboriginal students
lives will probably form a major part of professional development, but in a study of
processes to improve Aboriginal students’ literacy, Munns et al (2001) identified four
practices: high expectations, authentic assessment, purposeful literacy experiences
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and recognition and acceptance of Aboriginal English (Munns et al., 2001, p. 7).
These practices will be indicative of the kinds of skills and experiences teachers have
to demonstrate for  the students  in the FTD program to succeed.

High expectations have been central to teachers’ work with Aboriginal students.
Fanshawe (1976) noted this characteristic of effective teachers nearly 30 years ago.
However, he also noted that by themselves teacher expectations are insufficient.
Russell (2002)identified a range of teacher attributes that contributed to retention for
Aboriginal students, including willingness to negotiate, providing help, using a
variety of teaching strategies, explaining work clearly, building on what the students
already knew and applying gentle pressure:  similar qualities to those identified by
Fanshawe.  Forming good relationships with students is also a desirable attribute that
contributes to students’ attainment and retention  (Russell, 2002).  However, by itself
forming good relationships and positive interactions with teachers are insufficient to
ensure high levels of success and these processes must be used in conjunction with
other strategies.

Assessment practices also are a realm of experience that is peculiar to the school.
Munns et al argue that assessment should be embedded in daily literacy experiences
rather than competitive, individualistic and comparative practices.  Unfortunately,
high schools are more likely to be driven by the latter kinds of assessments than
primary schools. As Cataldi and Partington (1998) recommend, students should have
either assessments that relate to their daily lives or be trained to perform successfully
on assessments designed for non-Indigenous students.  Schools have the potential to
alienate students through their assessment practices and for the FTD program
awareness of appropriate assessment as well as training for the students will be
necessary if they are to remain at school and succeed.

The purposeful literacy practices that Munns et al (2001) identify must be maintained
through secondary education.  Even though the students targeted for the FTD program
will be the high achievers in primary school, the possibility that these students will
come from non-standard English speaking backgrounds (and possibly from a LOTE
background) means that literacy instruction will need to be ongoing and purposeful.
Munns et al (2001) argue that for older learners literacy instruction requires culturally
appropriate texts, explicit and contextualised teaching of text types, as well as
focusing literacy programs around critical issues relevant to the students.

Munns et al also identified acceptance of Aboriginal English within the classroom as
a necessary component of effective literacy instruction.  They argue that Aboriginal
English should be the foundation for acquiring standard Australian English.  As
Malcolm et al state,

Once Aboriginal English and cultural values are accepted within the education
system and Aboriginal students’ existing knowledge is given recognition, we can
proceed to provide progressive initiation for Aboriginal students to standard
English as a language of formal learning.  It is a language which has some
continuity with Aboriginal English, but it is so different that the teacher cannot
assume that knowing one English implies knowing the other (Malcolm,
Kessaris, & Hunter, 2003, p. 108).

The components of successful instruction described above are only some of the
diverse influences on the education of Aboriginal students.  However, all are danger
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points for the FTD program.  All require significant change on the part of teacher and
school practices if the program is to be successfully implemented.  However, teacher
change is notoriously difficult to achieve, particularly when it entails significant
changes in values. Because students will be selected for their potential to
succeed—being on the brink of success—it is likely that they already possess the
attributes and social contexts that contribute to successful secondary schooling and
the impact of the program will be  more positive than it would for the full range of
students.

Continuous guidance in the development of the program will be necessary for
effective change.  The intention of the longitudinal study is to provide that guidance
through recording and reporting on the nature and effectiveness of developments in
the program. This will enhance the prospect of success for a greater proportion of
Aboriginal students. Practices that work will be disseminated among the coordinators
at the various sites.  Also, practices and social contexts that work against the success
of the program will be identified and coordinators will be informed of strategies to
overcome these impediments to success.

Multiple forms of data gathering will be required.  In particular, interviews,
observations, journal reports and documentary evidence will be collected.  The first
two forms of data gathering will require sensitivity in its collection.  The
establishment of rapport with the participants will determine the extent to which the
information can be collected.  For this reason, a longitudinal study is perhaps the most
suitable approach to exploring the effectiveness of the FTD program.

The use of journaling by coordinators and classroom teachers will provide access to
their plans, daily events and reflections as they engage with the students in the FTD
program.  This data will be most useful in identifying effective practices and the
impact of change on the coordinators and teachers.

Diagram 1 identifies the interactions among the various processes impinging on the
program and proposes data gathering to record the effects of these processes.  At this
stage it is hypothetical and there may be more essential operations for which data will
be required.  Based on the significant influences on Indigenous students’ success,
however, it is likely that data on these processes will commence to be collected early
in the study.
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Follow the Dream:  Research Process
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Conclusion

Success for Indigenous students is influenced by a large range of contributing factors.
The FTD program has as its goal the provision of a range of initiatives that bring
about success for Aboriginal students who are on the brink of success.  These
initiatives are intended to maximise the impact of positive interventions and minimise
the impact of negative influences.  The longitudinal study will provide continuous
analysis of the effectiveness of the different strategies so that modifications can be
made to the FTD program so that it remains a productive method of bringing about
improved success for Aboriginal students.

Extensive data gathering will be required to identify the manifold influences on the
program.  Most of the influences on the students will be outside their control so that
detailed knowledge will be required by program coordinators to influence student
outcomes and school processes.

 outside their control.  In particular, the quality of the program and its interactions
with the school will be particularly significant in bringing about success for them.

As the program operates in a number of sites, it is likely that the factors contributing
to success will vary at each site.  Consequently, the research team will need to provide
regular information to program coordinators to ensure the best possible outcomes at
each site.
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