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Abstract 

Teachers become a community of practice through sharing their values, planning small steps of 

change, and taking actions to transform their teaching and hence the learning of children (Caldwell 

& Spinks, 2008). When teachers work with their Indigenous community in a two way process, then 

the education becomes based in the place. The place for Indigenous people incorporates their 

relationship with the land and the environment as well as families and culture. When schools 

dialogue with community then the funds of knowledge of the community become a part of the 

school education.  
 

Significant in the transformations for the school initiating the network or hub were the 

recognised situations that led teachers and community to dialogue and make a difference on a 

broad front through small planned steps. Significant numbers of staff and community had 

undertaken Stronger Smarter Institute (SSI) leadership courses that had empowered them to move 

forward and build on their Indigenous communityʼs strengths. 

 

Groups of teachers from the other schools had also participated in SSI leadership courses. 

This paper presents the key factors that were raised in interviews and documents from the schools 

when writing a case study of this hub as a Smarter Stronger Learning Community   
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Theoretical perspectives 

Social justice and teacher professional development 

Teacher professional development is frequently short term for a seminar or a day but this often fails 

to be transformative. “Teaching focused on improving student achievement data actually bypasses 

learning. It champions the end result, or at least one end result, over everything else. It may be 

effective but it does not equate with meaningful learning, by students or by teachers” (Gale, 2006). 

Such professional development may not permit teachers, who already have considerable skills, 

knowledge, and values about teaching and their students, to have an input into the development 

instead of being a consumer (p.22-23). Teachers need to assess the larger issues related to school 

decision-making such as neo-liberal approaches to assessment and funding, global trends, 

employment, community and intra-school relationships. Decisions about what is success, what is 

taught, how it is taught, lies with the teachers rather than imposed policies and programs. 

Furthermore it is necessary to appreciate any transformation of education in terms of the 

importance of social justice.  

what is really important here is not the demand for recognition of a group's specific 

identity, but the demand for recognition of people's standing as full partners in social 

interaction, able to participate as peers with others in social life.' That aspiration is 

fundamental to justice and cannot be satisfied by the politics of redistribution alone. 

What is required, therefore, is a politics of recognition that aims at establishing status 

equality, not at validating group identity. … As result, it forces us to consider what 

exactly is needed in any given case in order to establish status equality. In some cases, 

claimants may need to affirm devalued aspects of their identity; in other cases they may 

need to unburden themselves of excessive 'difference' that others have foisted on them 

and to emphasize their common humanity; and in still other cases they may need to 

deconstruct the very terms in which common sense differences are typically elaborated. 

The effect is to open up a plurality of possible approaches to the politics of recognition. 

Breaking the conflation of recognition with identity politics, the status model offers the 

chance of avoiding the reification. (N. Fraser, Dahl, Stoltz, & Willig, 2004, p. 377) 

Fraser (2010) expands on these notions albeit in reference to broader global issues but with 

relevant to the school system. She argued that politically and through material distribution of 

resources including income all participants have independence and a voice. Furthermore, “the 

social status order must express equal respect for all participants and ensure equal opportunity for 

achieving social esteem” (p. 363) especially in terms of cultural values and patterns within the 

institutions and the equality of social interaction.  

Community of practice 

A community of practice has a strong set of goals around their practice. This practice entails 

activity which physically, mentally and affectively engages each member individually and as an 

interactive community (Wenger, 1998, 2006). The values and activity of the community is evident in 

dialogue and observation (Lovat & Toomey, 2009). The community shares the same language and 

carry out the same practices. 

The community draws on the collective experience and understandings of the individuals 

within it to improve and progress its knowledge base and practices. In a community of teaching 
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practice there is expert mentoring and coaching both in the preparation of teaching and in the 

teaching process in the classroom (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001). In this way the community of 

practice becomes a self-organising system (Malmivuori, 2006) by managing and enhancing its 

body of knowledge, skills and practices (Clandinin, Downey, & Huber, 2009). It is both being a 

community and becoming a community (Davis, 1999). Professional development is organised 

around real problems of practice, often related to the enacted curriculum, that is the classroom 

pedagogy (Garii & Silverman, 2009; Rouse, 2007) but the community reaches into its surrounding 

context and community.  

Funds of knowledge and place-based education 

Schools are required to reach into the community in genuine partnerships in meeting the Aboriginal 

Education and Training Policy (2008). In such partnerships, schools are building on the 

communitiesʼ funds of knowledge that need to be explored by teachers. These partnerships are 

authentic relationships based on openness and trust at both the personal and institutional level and 

are maintained over time. Partnerships provide equity in terms of pedagogical understandings and 

practices. Sustainability of these partnerships requires planning and supportive structures focussed 

on mutually beneficial goals, and communication strategies that are known in the community and 

developed through a committee representing Indigenous voices. It is important that the community 

recognises that the partnership is to identify inequities and put strategies in place to overcome 

them (Gervasoni, 2005; Owens et al., submitted).  

When teachers value Indigenous and non-mainstream knowledges and hence encourage 

school systems to build authentically on Indigenous and community knowledges (González, Moll, & 

Amanti, 2005; Owens et al., 2011), they accept a recognitive view of social justice by adapting 

these knowledges in schooling systems (Apple, 2004). There are changes to teachersʼ ways of 

thinking and educating. Experiences need to be personal, purposeful and informed by Indigenous 

communities for this change to occur (Chinn, 2007). 

A critical pedagogy of place fosters connection and attachment to local places and provides 

interrelationships between one place and another. Gruenewald (2008) says “to know anything 

about this world is to know its places” and to value them. Place-based education contextualises 

opportunities to explore the ecological, social and political dimensions of those places and 

recognises Indigenous conceptions of place as an inseparable link between person and country 

(Cameron, 2003). Critical pedagogy of place involves educating within a local and ecological 

context, identifying and challenging oppressions of race, class, gender, (and nature), decolonising 

and re-inhabiting place-based knowledge (Gruenewald, 2008). However, this becomes a challenge 

for schools working under centralised curriculum and high-stakes testing regimes (Apple, 2004).  

This paper presents the reality of  one Smarter Stronger Learning Community and expands 

on the above theoretical perspective. 

Stronger Smarter Learning Communities 

Stronger Smarter Learning Communities (SSLC) were set up by the Stronger Smarter Institute 

(SSI) to ensure greater impact and sustainability of the SSI approaches to Indigenous education. 

This approach is centred on “high-expectations and relational approaches to Indigenous Education. 

… Its overall aims and objectives are to transform schools through the building of leadership 

capacity and thereby to sustain and grow improved student outcomes within Indigenous 

communities” (Stronger Smarter Institute Queensland University of Technology, 2010). The hub 

schoolsʼ principals were known to be successful in transforming schools for improved student 
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outcomes and had undertaken, along with other staff, SSI Leadership Training.  

The Stronger Smarter Leadership Program aims to challenge and support school and 

community leaders in their pursuit of educational excellence for all students by 

providing learning opportunities to: 

• Enhance their leadership capacity to achieve school transformation  

• Challenge their assumptions about school culture and practices and 

• Document their learning and contribute to the critical mass of educational 

leaders enabling transformational change in educational outcomes. 

The Stronger Smarter Leadership Program is a minimum 12-month commitment and 

requires commitment to two face-to-face forums and all program components:  

Phase 1: Stronger Smarter leadership development forum focusing on enhancing 

collaborative and cultural competence and leadership capacity to facilitate change, 

engage Indigenous community and transform learning contexts.  

Phase 2: Taking the message back: workplace engagement and cultural planning 

phase, focusing on discussions, consultation and planning. 

Phase 3: Leadership for School Transformation forum: workplace challenges and 

school transformation plans are shared, reviewed and discussed by participants and 

the Stronger Smarter team. 

Phase 4: Transforming workplaces implementation, online discussion and forums 

supporting school transformation.  

Phase 5: Acknowledging and celebrating learning case study and/or action research on 

school transformation plans and positive student outcomes. (Stronger Smarter Institute, 

2011) 

The importance of cultural and communication competence was seen as critical for teacher 

education in Sweden with its Indigenous Sámi population (Johansson, 2009; Owens, et al., 2011) 

while the importance of decolonising thinking was a clear need in many projects (Smith, 2005). 

Methodology 

A researcher and a Local Aboriginal Research Assistant undertook to assist the schools to write 

their Stronger Smarter Learning Communityʼs case study. The researchers negotiated with the 

schools what should be the focus of the case study, who should be interviewed and what 

documents could be considered as evidence in the plans of the schools in engaging the Indigenous 

community and the students in learning. Interview schedules and information letters were prepared 

for the principals, staff, students and their parents, and community members and ethics approvals 

obtained from the Universities and Department of Education and Training. The interviews were 

undertaken with due consideration given to: 

• Prepare for the interviews by studying the socio-historical contexts of 

participantsʼ lives; 

• Respond to different communication styles; 

• Avoid ʻminingʼ interviewees for information or ʻcross-examiningʼ them; 

• Demonstrate sensitivity to the time frames of participants as well as our own; 

• Facilitate a climate of trust; 

• Allow participants to ask questions of their own, as well as how we might 

respond to any questions they raise; 

• Reveal our own investment in the research; 
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• Share some of the interpretations we make; and, 

• Appreciate the politics involved with making knowledge. (H. Fraser, 2004) 

The researcher wrote up a summary of the case to reflect the key messages raised in the 

interviews under the headings:  

• Description of school funding patterns and enrolments 

• Key factors that motivated the school to participate in the Stronger Smarter 

Learning Community 

• Description of program / intervention / change / events, with a detailing of the full 

renewal / reform agenda for the hub 

• Outcomes of the Intervention / Program / Change / Events and of the Renewal / 

Reform Agenda 

and discussed several drafts with the schools. 

In preparing the case study for the Stronger Smarter Institute, the researchers particularly 

noted dominant discourses and “jargon” relating to Stronger Smarter training and other projects to 

interpret and understand the stories. This report based on a case study does reflect reality but also 

reconsidered taken-for-granted assertions of current interpretative research theories and social 

structures. 

Results and Discussion  

The Community Context and the Community Leadership 

At the hub school, there were educational issues when the principal began to make a difference. At 

Glenroi Heights Public School, the 98% high unemployment of the community and 50% non-

attendance at school required significant action. The principal, Jane Cameron, was committed and 

recognised the importance of providing the community and parents with a voice. She began by 

visiting every family each semester. She wisely noted that “plans are essential for funding to be 

effective”.  Key community members were identified and provided with opportunities for training and 

work placements. Members of the community were encouraged to voice their needs and requests 

through advocacy training and through key members of the community undertaking SSI training. 

One parent was encouraged to undertake a teacher education course and then to teach in the 

school as a Stage 1 teacher, to teach Wiradjuri across the schools through videoconferencing, and 

to become an SSI facilitator. This teacher and another young man in the community who also 

undertook SSI facilitator training became significant role models for the children and young parents. 

Several parents undertook the TAFE child-care certificate and some were employed to assist in the 

school or preschool. Another community leader liaised in the school and other agencies and 

between them and the community, facilitating community training and involvement.  

The principal realised that deficit models of assistance were inappropriate.  

I picked up a school that was entrenched low socio-economic school that lived in the 

deficit model.  By that I mean it was always the children's fault.  It was always the 

parents' fault and it was just dysfunctional.  … I had to build high expectations in the 

teachers.  That was moving from a deficit model of thinking into a - these kids can do it, 

and I can create a workspace for them to learn.  I think that's it probably - I'm really 

impressed with the professional dialogue that happens among my staff and the way 

they talk about children now. As in any school, you'll get those days where you'll have 

some … frustration.  But it's not anything like the original model that was here,  which 

was these kids can't learn because they're low socio-economic, they're Aboriginal, their 
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dad's in jail and all those pathetic excuses… I say to kids all the time, when you're a 

strong Aboriginal man, when you're a strong Aboriginal woman - and we use that 

dialogue.  We do.  I expect more of you.  Was that respectful?  … once we've started to 

ask hard questions, like why isn't your child at school?  We get more respect from the 

families. … It's giving people information. … My teachers through their professional 

learning know that these kids can learn now.  That's just what it is.  Now our context 

used to be the excuse.  Our context isn't changing and it won't change and it's the 

context and that's what contexts are all about.  But it's working in that context.  Those 

kids' families - most of our children's families who are unemployed - the fact is they 

aren't employed, but they want better for their kids.  Those sort of things.   (Jane 

Cameron) 

This principal took a leading role in ensuring all agencies were providing coordinated 

support for the community. In Orange, periodic meetings and informal communications occurred at 

three levels of management from the various government departments supporting the community. 

These were the directors and heads, the middle managers, and the lower ranked workers. They 

discussed support for families and shared resources and strategies.  

In addition early triggers for change came from the community. In Orange the Womenʼs 

group realised they wanted a playgroup to prepare their children for school and to assist them as 

parents in raising their children. One interesting facet of the impact of SSI was the involvement of 

the community in the school. At Glenroi Heights, the principal noted that parents were now coming 

into the school to talk about learning, not discipline.  

All the schools had meetings with the community, parents, and Elders. Elders were regular 

visitors to Glenroi Heights and Bowen schools. The Elders were supportive of a range of activities 

prepared for the students.  

I think the schoolʼs fantastic because now we are developing more lessons – well not 

lessons but more activities centred around the Aboriginality of our kids and I think thatʼs 

going to be a big stepping stone into the future. (Bowen Public School Community 

Members) 

These changes are reflective of both ways education with equal sharing and working together 

(Stanton, 1994, Owens et al. 2011). It also resonates with a critical pedagogy of place involves 

educating within a local and ecological context, identifying and challenging oppressions of race, 

class, gender (and nature), decolonising and re-inhabiting place-based knowledges (Gruenewald, 

2008). 

Teacher Professional Development and Actions 

Effective professional development is neither short-term, focussed on student test outcomes (Gale, 

2006) but is based on real problems (Garii & Silverman, 2009). This occurs with SSI training and 

participantsʼ school-based projects which are embedded in community relationships, childrenʼs 

identity, high expectations, school processes, curriculum planning and classroom teaching. While 

the community were developing in terms of  having a voice, teachers need to be culturally 

competent ((Johansson, 2008; Owens, et al., 2011). Professional Development for teachers across 

the schools was essential for change. This included providing not only cultural understanding but 

also ways of programming especially in literacy and numeracy. These changes also made an 

impact on childrenʼs learning which became the focus rather than behaviour.  “Teachers are the 

most important thing in this school.  If you can get those teachers really skilled and really working 
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and consistently, your outcomes will improve and consequently your attendance will improve” said 

the principal of Glenroi Heights recalling Hattieʼs research (2003).  

There was a small critical mass of people involved through the training. They had a 

framework and language by which to develop the professional development, decisions, and change 

within their schools. For example, they were able to discuss the past, recognise where they wanted 

to go, and to plan for change in the present. They recognised the cultural roots for the students that 

would flourish into the tree. They were able to talk of transformation and of high expectations. The 

community recognised that there was a difference and approved of the emphasis on high 

expectations. High expectations were noticeable in the comments from students who expressed 

high expectations themselves in terms of culture as well as school (Owens, et al., 2011).  School 

captains were often Indigenous students and many planned to finish high school and become a 

professional or achieve well in sport. 

Another key impact of SSI training was that each person was able to put projects in place. 

The Deputy Principal at one of the schools noted that she and a colleague returning from SSI 

“wrote an Aboriginal action plan and we based that around Chris Sarraʼs headings from Changing 

the Tide”(Stronger Smarter Indigenous Education Leadership Institute, nd). There was also 

opportunities from other funding bodies to put projects in place.  

Yarn Ups, gardens focussing on Aboriginal knowledge of local flora, cultural activities days, 

playgroups, lesson approaches, management, relationships with parents were all projects 

undertaken by various teachers. One interesting approach came from Karen Brill, an Assistant 

Principal at Glenroi Heights. She put it to the teachers that children would settle better if the 

teachers went to their classrooms every day 20 minutes before the start of the day and chat with 

the children and permit the children to chat and play in the room. This commitment from the 

teachers had a remarkable effect. Not only were projects around real problems and teacher 

directed (Gale, 2006) but values were changing as the teachers to action (Lovat & Toomey, 2009).  

Teacher Change 

SSI training seemed to enthuse and change people personally. For example, Bob Hoy from Orange 

Public School noted: 

(Stronger Smarter course was) enormously thought provoking, stimulating. I sort of 

realised after the first day that no, weʼre not here to be taught something.  Weʼre here to 

learn some things, particularly to learn some things about ourselves and from each 

other. Appreciated the reflective time enormously, a body of people that were both new 

but at the same time made you feel comfortable very quickly. And the changes - I guess 

it opened a whole world to me that I had only seen at a distance. It has changed the 

way I interact with kids, with all kids you know.  I thought if it works for Indigenous kids 

itʼs going to work for all of our kids. So, some of the approaches around consistently 

high expectations particularly struck a chord. A lot of the stuff about deficit thinking and 

avoiding deficit thinking and deficit language struck both a personal chord which has 

produced some change, and also struck a chord that works with the staff particularly 

here. 

This change effect was noted by many of the staff who were interviewed. “Smarter Stronger 

training … was very much the best inservice that Iʼve done … because it is very empowering” 

(Duncan Peard). 



Paper Code: 00700 
 

AARE 2011 Conference Proceedings  8 

 

Changes in School Practices and Culture 

There were changes to the emphasis on behaviour, especially around suspension. All schools had 

Positive Behaviour for Learning parent, student and teacher meetings.When students at Glenroi 

Heights Public School returned to school, they were expected to learn and participate in excursions 

in the same way as other students. This change in general school atmosphere has been 

particularly noticed in the schools. For example, at Glenroi Heights, the Assistant Principal 

commented: 

Something I love about our school that we always give kids another chance.  You know, 

things happen, things will go pear-shaped.  … whatever the conclusion is, when you 

come back itʼs a fresh start.  You made some mistakes, you did this, we still love having 

you here, you know, we hope you can get back on track – that sets you up for success. 

… thereʼs a future for things …  They know if they are able to do the right thing for the 

period of time, particularly if itʼs leading up to something, they will then be taken on the 

excursion. (Glenroi Heights Assistant Principal, Karen Brill) 

They may receive recognition as a possible leader. If there are signs of family-child needs, then the 

teachers will ring to notify the parent, check and be supportive rather than make assumptions about 

the situation.  

And I think our school fits the community.  Our school fits the community, itʼs not the 

community has to fit our school …  We talk about being ready for the child, rather than 

the child has to be ready for us. …  So itʼs about being fluid and flexible (Glenroi 

Heights Assistant Principal, Karen Brill) 

Funding from a variety of sources also permitted the schools to carry out other projects. For 

example, Investing in the Future provided the technology which engages students in classrooms at 

Glenroi Heights, and the Make It Count project supported the two schools that were not receiving 

Priority Schools Funding. In addition, all schools were able to make use of funds such as Norta 

Norta for tutors. This generally increased the Aboriginal employment in the school as well as 

assisting the studentsʼ learning. 

Reorganisation of Staff and Planning for Learning  

An important bridge to allow children to feel more comfortable at school was to set up and 

encourage attendance at playgroups and preschools. Funding also permitted a reorganisation of 

Executive staff in Glenroi Heights so that each Executive was responsible for all aspects of a 

school Stage including planning and processes of learning and teaching, and management of the 

learning environments and individual learning plans.  At Bowen Public School, with a high 

Aboriginal population, low SES, and transient population, there were sufficient funds to place 

executive into a position to provide in-class and out-of-class professional development in a similar 

way. This improved the quality of the planning of lessons especially in literacy, the processes of 

teaching in the classroom, the integration of Indigenous perspectives, the relationships with 

students in the classroom, and support for students. Other projects were also developed and 

shared across schools such as Reading To Learn.  

The other schools also integrated Aboriginal perspectives especially into mathematics 

lessons at whole of stage planning. In the largest school with a lower proportion of Aboriginal 

students, the school was able to support students in and outside the classroom through the 

Aboriginal Education Officer as well as a change in approach by teachers and the integration of 

Aboriginal perspectives using the 8-ways framework which they interpreted as 9-ways showing 
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their ownership of the approach for their teaching. In all schools, these initiatives were begun and 

supported by whole of school relationships with the community through meetings with Elders, 

listening to Elders, establishing yarning groups, and other ways of raising the importance of 

Aboriginal culture and the childrenʼs heritage within the school environment. 

In this way the professional development was on-going and facilitated by school leaders. 

The school team were involved in the decisions regarding professional development which is more 

effective than top-down directives (Gale, 2006). It provides the opportunity for education to be 

place-based (Somerville, 2010).  

Valuing Aboriginal Identity 

The inclusion of art, staff from the community and language classes was also seen as critical in 

encouraging children with their positive Aboriginal identity. There were schools that had a smaller 

percentage of students than the hub school. These schools also recognised the importance of 

strengthening connections with the Indigenous community, and building an emphasis on cultural 

identity. This was achieved through art, dance, playgroups (in Orange East), and through the 8-

ways program, Make It Count project, and Read to Learn approaches. Cultural activity days across 

Orange schools, Aboriginal Maths Fun day, NAIDOC day across town were all seen as significant 

events that supported the regular on-going emphasis on Aboriginal culture in the schools. In 

addition, the schools held Yarn Ups for the children. Other Yarn Ups were times to listen to parents 

and Elders and when requested by the Elders to have a newsletter, a garden with significant local 

plants, and recognition of the community in assemblies, these were done. 

In particular, the schools could involve their Indigenous community in the whole of school 

curriculum providing a critical eco-cultural pedagogy through partnership (Gruenewald & Smith, 

2008; Owens, et al., 2011). The parents at Bowen noted in first person, a sign of ownership and 

leadership: 

Weʼre setting it up.  We now have a painting circle which is a really good thing.  Weʼre 

working on getting a yarning circle set up.  Tracey, our assistant principal, sheʼs organised a 

dance group and we have somebody come in to teach them the Aboriginal dancing which is 

just fantastic.  After that sometimes we meet and have a yarning circle but weʼre in the 

process, arenʼt we, of organising it ….  Yes, AECG comes up here; they meet here or they 

meet at various schools around town … medical centre come, yes…. With our garden 

program that weʼve got started I think thatʼs going to do it because there are lots of 

community leaders involved in actually getting that up and running as well. (Bowen Public 

School Community Members, Berni and Kelly Birch, Toni Coughlin) 

Furthermore, especially at Glenroi Heights, there are role models and positive encouragement from 

community coming into the schools: Elders, artists, and sports people. The schools look for 

parental involvement. The schools were establishing strong communities of practice that changed 

not only the pedagogy but relationships with community and the teachers themselves (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991).  

Networks Across Schools 

In the Orange District there are now 44 SSI trained teachers and other personnel. Networking 

included the principals connecting to discuss planned issues that frequently related to SSI 

principles through the Connected Classrooms project. Through the Connected Classrooms, Kylie 

Greatbatch, the new Aboriginal teacher at Glenroi Heights, was able to take Wiradjuri classes in 

other schools. Yarn Ups were held regularly at Glenroi Heights and were open to Aboriginal 

community and other staff. This provided an opportunity for sharing across the schools, especially 

among the Aboriginal staff. Schools with a smaller percentage of Aboriginal families were 



Paper Code: 00700 
 

AARE 2011 Conference Proceedings  10 

 

supported by schools in the hub through sharing ideas and resources including learning plans, their 

Aboriginal staff and connections with the community. This was partially made possible by SSI Hub 

school funding.  

The effect of SSLC was noted in Glenroi Heightʼs SSLC report in 2010. 

• 90% of staff involved in cultural awareness training 

• Indigenous perspectives embedded in curriculum areas for all classes 

• Indigenous outcomes is a regular agenda item at admin, staff and curriculum 

meetings 

• ʻxʼ number of meetings held to plan for the improvement of outcomes for 

Indigenous students 

• 90% of staff involved in PD to develop more inclusive classroom practices 

• All teachers have shared ideas about how to provide more engaging learning 

experience that acknowledge and celebrate Indigenous ways of learning and 

working 

• Developed ʻxʼ units of work that demonstrate good practice for designing 

learning experiences for Indigenous students 

• Held three meetings with hub and affiliate schools to discuss our plans and 

priorities for Indigenous education and held a combined cultural activity day 

• Unexplained absences from school have decreased and actual number of 

students with attendance below 80% has decreased.  (Glenroi Heights Public 

School, 2010) 

Effective Outcomes include Higher Attendance 

School attendance reflects the opportunity that students have to learn. It also reflects that schools 

are engaging students in learning and they want to attend. It means parents are supporting the 

schools more and encouraging the children to attend (Laughlin & Ella, 2004). Increases in 

attendance were among the most significant impact of SSI projects implemented in the schools. 

For example, attendance at Glenroi Heightʼs Public School increased from 50% to 90% over six 

years with Jane Cameron as Principal. At Bowen Public School, 

The school averaged 91.0% for attendance in Semester One, compared to 92.4% for 

the region and 94.4% for state. New policies and procedures were introduced in 2010 

to assist in developing communication between parents and school and increase 

student attendance. This focus will continue in 2011, with the further development of 

resources and strategies to support parents in ensuring high student attendance. 

(Bowen School Report 2010) 

It is significant that unexplained absences in the higher years are at approximately a third of 

two years ago and that mobility has dropped from around 24 students in middle years to 8. This is 

a significant stabilisation of student participation (Bowen Situational Analysis, 2010).  

Students were developing pride in their culture as a strong, smart approach to life and 

learning. The SSLC case study for Glenroi Heightʼs hub noted: 

Increasing numbers of children were identifying as Aboriginal. For example, numbers 

had increased at (a large public) …Public School from 6% to 7.8%, at Glenroi (also as a 

result of transfers) from 39% to 49%, Orange East from 5% to 10%. This was mainly a 

result of the students feeling comfortable to identify as a result of Aboriginal leadership 
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and encouragement, childrenʼs yarning circles, the increased acceptance of Aboriginal 

cultural approaches such as those espoused in the Aboriginal Education Policy and the 

8-ways program, and the emphasis in Stronger Smarter on smart, strong, respectful, 

responsible Aboriginal students with high expectations. (Owens & McKay, 2011)  

Conclusion 

The schools and networks that are involved with Stronger Smarter Institute have become a 

community of practice. Within the school there has been a strong set of goals developed and 

expert mentoring and coaching in preparation and in the classroom. For example, executive 

teachers work with the Stage teachers in preparation and in the classrooms. They have teachers 

trained in specific schemes for literacy and numeracy and they have incorporated Aboriginal 

perspectives into the teaching. Thus the community of practice has sustained professional 

development in collaborative professional communities, personal and career development. There is 

informal support within and beyond the school and teachers talked of the quality of the SSIʼs 

professional development and the change that occurred within themselves.  

The professional practice is organised around real problems of practice with a focus on 

specific curriculum content and relationships with the students, parents and community (Garii & 

Silverman, 2009; Rouse, 2007). However, the community of practice reaches beyond the 

classroom and school. The school staff develop as a result of their connection with the community. 

The theoretical assumption about communities of practice being within the teaching profession is 

extended to incorporate the interactions with community as a significant factor. Values, attitudes 

and pedagogy are transformed as a result of the partnerships. A critical pedagogy of place was 

developing with the incorporation of gardens, Elders and others from the community volunteering or 

working in the schools. Parents were taking the initiative to improve prior-to-school experiences for 

their children and to participate in Positive Behaviour for Learning plans. Furthermore the school 

was only a part of the community organisations that work now working together towards a better 

situation for students in the family and community. 

Teacher and school transformation have been established as keys for change in Indigenous 

education. However, the change in the community of practice went beyond that of sharing in the 

approaches, tools and even habitus of the community. There was a change in habitus as illustrated 

by the spread of teaching approaches to staff who had not undertaken SSI leadership training. It is 

clear that values changed through actions (Lovat & Toomey, 2009; Rouse, 2007) through teachers 

being responsive to these challenges in a supportive environment (Owens, Perry, Conroy, 

Geoghegan, & Howe, 1998). The long twelve month SSI leadership training with its peer support 

created the impetus for individual and school change. Built into the training were projects to be 

undertaken with the expectation that they would be achieved. 

The restructuring of staffing enabled by funding meant support of executive in classrooms 

and planning meetings, the changes in processes such as the implementation of Personalised 

Learning Plans all facilitated teachers to be transformative. The systems were changing to provide 

for sustainable development (Malmivuori, 2006). The teachers initiated small step changes but only 

with consultation and mentoring from others and with significant cultural, intellectual and knowledge 

sharing with the Indigenous community. The children were valuing their Indigenous heritage and 

being smart, strong, and proud but the teachers were  

Changes in identity resulted in terms of how they saw themselves as a teacher and their 

role as a teacher within an Indigenous community (N. Fraser, 2007). While the funding was 
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indicative of some redistribution of wealth, and there was recognition of culture and perspectives in 

schools reflected in the classroom, there was some representation of these changes in social 

justice through policies and processes, group meetings, yarning circles and leadership roles taken 

by Indigenous teachers and community members (N. Fraser, et al., 2004). A particularly pertinent 

aspect of change for social justice was the TAFE-recognised training in advocacy and child 

development, the cross- government departmental meetings, and the leadership roles undertaken 

by Indigenous community members. Nevertheless, there were concerns around on-going positions 

and funding. In other words, the redistribution was for projects that required the leadership of the 

principals and other staff and may not necessarily continue into the future although that is hard to 

foresee given the drivers now within the community. As Jane Cameron said at the end of the 

interview, 

I'll tell you what.  This is something I'd like to tell people about Aboriginal education and 

leadership, in general, not at this school.  We need to be asking and including the 

communities.  Not telling them what we expect them to do.  That's a cry from most people, and 

the politicians just don't seem to be able to get it.  One, you know - a couple of people have 

said to me here, teachers come and go but the community stays.  … It's that ownership. 

Keeping up the momentum when the Aboriginal population is a smaller proportion of the school 

may be more difficult. However, the support of the other schools to assist not only with programs 

but with resource personnel and contacts has ensured that there was a growing sustainable 

transformation across the schools.  
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