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Background 

At the June 2007 Catholic Education Commission (CEC) meeting, the CEC agreed in 
principle that there was value in establishing a committee to explore, in a structured 
way, a number of boarding school related matters identified by the CEC when it 
considered the Australian Government’s Infrastructure Funds for Indigenous 
Boarding School Facilities Program. The following considerations were identified at 
the CEC meeting. 

 Family and community support structures need to be in place to support Aboriginal 
boarding students and their families. 

 A critical mass of students is necessary for a successful program. This may include 
a network of students from the same area in a number of schools that are in close 
proximity. 

 Programs require the support of the key persons within the local Aboriginal1 
community where the students’ families reside and from any extended family 
members who may live near the school. 

 Consideration needs to be given to the wider issue that in many isolated towns 
there are no or very limited employment opportunities for young people who may 
return from boarding schools. 

Following a decision at the July 2007 meeting of the CEC, a project team was set up 
to develop a report entitled Supporting Aboriginal Students being Schooled away 
from Home. The aim was to present a paper providing summary advice to schools. 
Following discussions with the project team and Aboriginal persons, it was agreed 
that to satisfy the CEC’s request the following questions were to be addressed: 

1.  How many Aboriginal students studying in NSW Catholic schools are living 
away from home?  

2.  From which communities do these Aboriginal students come? 

3.  How many of these students are in boarding schools, hostels, living with 
relatives, or in other facilities and situations? 

4.  What support structures are provided for Aboriginal students living away from 
home and studying in NSW Catholic boarding schools?  How effective are these? 

5. What support structures are provided for Aboriginal students living away from 
home studying in NSW Catholic schools which are not boarding schools? How 
effective are these? 

In order to collect data required to answer questions 3 and 5, an online survey was 
prepared for all Catholic schools. A poor response rate prevented the identification of 
those students who are living away from home but not living in boarding schools. In 
March 2008, the Commission considered this outcome and requested the working 
party to focus its next report on: 

 the number of Aboriginal students in NSW Catholic schools and the nature of the 
accommodation they access; 

 details of the communities from which these students originate; and, 

                                                 
1 In this document, “Aboriginal” refers to “Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders”. 
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 support structures, including those provided by sporting clubs, which are in place 
to assist these students, and the effectiveness of these. 

 

Consultations 

In addressing the CEC’s requirements, consultations were held with people with first-
hand experience of the challenges faced by Aboriginal students in boarding schools. 
The following individuals made personal contributions which helped shape this 
document: 

 CEC Aboriginal Advisory Committee; 

 Mrs Sharon Cooke - Aboriginal Education Advisor, Diocese of Armidale and 
a parent; 

 Mrs Doreen Flanders - Aboriginal Education Advisor, Diocese of Lismore; 

 Mrs Kim Hill - Project Officer, Parent-School Partnership Initiative Project 
and a parent; 

 Br Paul Hough fms - former Principal, St Joseph’s College, Hunters Hill 

 Mr Frank Pearce - State Coordinator, Aboriginal Education, CECNSW  

 Mrs Loreto Richardson - Principal, St Scholastica’s College, Glebe 

 Ms Mary Crum, Ms Carmel Jones, Dr Liz Murphy, Ms Kim Stewart, NSW 
Department of Health. 

 Ms Eija Roti, NSW Department of Community Services.  

 Mrs Tracey Walford - member of the Aboriginal subcommittee of the Council 
of Catholic School Parents and a parent. 

 Aboriginal students enrolled at St Ignatius’College, Riverview 

 

The CEC would like to thank them for their valuable contribution to this project. 
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From the Literature 

Boarding schools for Aboriginal students have been discussed in the media for some 
time.2 Early in 2007, Noel Pearson3 publicly recommended that Aboriginal children 
would benefit from boarding school education delivered away from their home 
communities.4 This was not the first time he had raised this matter and while he 
initially received some support5 the idea was accepted overwhelmingly in all 
quarters.6 Pearson, however, has not been backward in confronting his critics. 
Furthermore, the announcement in the 2008/09 budget of the Australian Labour 
Government policy to establish Indigenous-only boarding schools in the Northern 
Territory, seems to be an endorsement of Pearson’s recommendations.  

 

While there is an abundance of media comment about Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students being educated away from home, in Australia there has been little 
academic research in this area. There are, however, some studies of boarding schools 
in Australia.7 Research on the impact of boarding schools on students has highlighted 
issues of relevance for this project.8 Studies indicate that students of all backgrounds 
often have problems settling into boarding schools. A study of Year 8 (first year 
boarders) students attending two rural boarding schools in North Queensland 
indicated that while most students managed to overcome homesickness, 20% 
experienced significant difficulties in doing so.9 A study of overseas students in a 
                                                 
2 “Boarding school push for Aboriginal children”, Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) News, 
06/12/2006. M. Duffy, “A hand up rather than a handout,” Sydney Morning Herald, 18/02/2006,   
http://www.smh.com.au/news/opinion/a-hand-up-rather-thanhandout/2006/02/17/1140151809834.html  
(accessed 31/07/2008). 
3Noel, a member of the Bama Bagaarrmugu from Kalpowa and Jeanie River area in the south eastern 
Cape York region, is the Director of the Cape York Institute for Policy and Leadership 
(www.cyi.org.au)  which aims to drive policy innovation and moves to include a model of active 
Indigenous participation in public policy debates.  
4  Pearson, Noel, “Behind the eight ball”, The Australian, 20/01/2007.  
5 Novak, J., “Reforming Indigenous school education: The charter school alternative”, On Line 
Opinion, 14/12/2004. http://www.onlineopinion.com.au/view.asp?article=2857 (accessed 31 July 
2008). 
6 Some see boarding schools as undesirable for rural communities. See  Preston, B. “Breaking the 
vicious cycle of boarding”, QTU Professional Magazine 18 (November 2000), pp. 2-5. Others see 
boarding schools as inherently elitist and calls to educate Indigenous children in them as leading to a 
new ‘stolen generation’: See Online Opinion 11/11/2004.   
http://www.onlineopinion.com.au/view.asp?article=2734 (accessed 31/07/08). 
7  Trimingham-Jack, C., “Leaving home: reconstructing the experiences of children in a Catholic girls' 
preparatory boarding school, 1944-1965”, End of a century: new work in the history of education : 
proceedings of the Twenty Eighth Annual Conference,  Sydney, 1999, pp. 2-6; Ryan, E.M.,  “Boys in 
education: an action research project”, unpublished MEd thesis,  Australian Catholic University, 1996; 
White, M.A.,  “An Australian co-educational boarding school as a crucible for life : a humanistic 
sociological study of students' attitudes from their own memoirs”, unpublished PhD, thesis, University 
of Adelaide, 2004,  http://thesis.library.adelaide.edu.au/public/adt-SUA20050427.170915/ (accessed 
31/07/08). 
8 ibid. http://thesis.library.adelaide.edu.au/public/adt-SUA20050427.170915/ ((accessed 31/07/08), p. 
311. 
9   Downs, J., “Adapting to Secondary and Boarding School: Self-Concept, Place Identity and 
Homesickness”, in Proceedings of the 2nd International Biennial Conference Self-Concept Research: 
Driving International Research Agendas Sydney, August, 2002, 
http://self.uws.edu.au/Conferences/2002_Conference.htm (accessed 31/07/08); Downs, J., 
“Homesickness : an exploration of the concept among adolescents at boarding school”, in Why 
psychology? Selected papers from the 29th Annual Conference, Wollongong, 1994   (Australian 
Psychological Society, 1994), pp.10-16; Downs, J. “Self-concept during the transition to secondary 
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rural Australian boarding school pointed out that with support from the school and 
peers, students made effective transitions even though differences in parental 
expectations and difficulties with English were evident. Girls, it was shown, were 
more likely to feel lonely and isolated than boys.10 Overseas students attending an 
boarding school also reported that they have experienced some loss of their cultural 
identity as a consequence of being immersed in an Australian boarding school mono-
culture. While the school in question adopted measures to address this problem, in 
general, they were not considered sufficient.11 On the other hand, Anglo-Australian 
students seemed to benefit from associating with students from different cultural 
backgrounds.12  
 

A number of studies exist which examine aspects Aboriginal students in boarding 
schools. The research indicates that there are specific problems for Aboriginal 
students who attend boarding schools. They suffer from homesickness, missing the 
strong social connections they enjoy within their communities. As well, they find 
linguistic and cultural differences difficult to manage.13 Apart from homesickness and 
loneliness, some Aboriginal students have significant learning gaps requiring specific 
intervention strategies.14 Many have difficulties with English stemming from their 
first language being an Aboriginal dialect or a lack of familiarity with Standard 
Australian English.15  

 

The experience of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal educators and community members 
has been collected in a number of policy and support documents. The Queensland 
Catholic Education Commission’s (QCEC) Indigenous Education Consultative Body 
has developed a position paper on the topic. This paper contains specific 
recommendations to increase the availability of boarding school places for Aboriginal 
students. It notes particular problems with funding and acknowledges that there are 
critical factors predicating success for Aboriginal students.16 The Australian 
Government’s What Works website, explores successful practices in Aboriginal 
education including which promote achievement for students attending boarding 
schools. These include 

 selection of potential students against objective criteria for success; 

 effective partnerships with each student’s family and/or community with a 
focus on the purpose, outcomes and length of the schooling commitment;  

 aggregation of students in the school from the same community to ensure that 
individual students are not alone; 

                                                                                                                                            
school : turmoil or normative adjustment?,” in  AARE 2003 Conference Papers, New Zealand 
Association for Research in Education, 2003. 
10 Han, G-S., Jamieson M.I., and A.E. Young, “Schooling in rural New South Wales: the experience of 
overseas students”, Journal of Family Studies 6 (2000): pp.272-279. 
11 White, M.A., op.cit., p. 301. 
12 ibid., p.314. 
13 Balsamo, F., Education Access: National Inquiry into Rural and Remote Education. (Sydney: 
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 2000), pp.54-55. 
14 ibid., p.9. 
15 What Works: the Work Program, http://www.whatworks.edu.au/docs/BoardingIssues.pdf (accessed 
31 July 2008), p. 2. 
16 Position Paper: Boarding Schools (Queensland Indigenous Education Consultative Body, 2000), 
http://qiecc.eq.edu.au/docs/boarding_schools_paperV2.doc (accessed 31/07/08), p.1. 
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 promotion of consistent staff deployment, development and commitment; 

 strategies to address individual student learning needs as required; 

 action to address the emotional, social and physical wellbeing of each 
student.17 

 

Issues arising 

Any discussion of Aboriginal students in NSW boarding schools must be based on an 
agreed definition of the term ‘aboriginal’. Aboriginal people are as diverse as any 
group in Australian society. Among a possible range of meanings, the term  
‘Aboriginal’ in this context could refer to a student from 

 a tribal community in the desert of the Northern Territory or Western 
Australia; 

 a former Aboriginal mission located in an isolated part of Australia; 

 community in South-Eastern Australia which is predominantly Aboriginal; 

 a country town with a large concentration of Aboriginal people; 

 a middle-class suburb of a major capital city; 

 a suburb of a major capital city identified as having a high proportion of 
Aboriginal people. 

There appear to be many facets to Aboriginal identity with the result that some 
Aboriginal people may not necessarily recognise the Aboriginality of others.  

 

Part of the challenge in supporting Aboriginal students in boarding schools is to 
recognise that their needs are being based solely on their Aboriginality. Of itself, 
Aboriginality is not definition of need, since the challenges faced by Aboriginal 
people are diverse, with some of them challenges being shared in common with other 
ethnic and cultural groups. A further danger is the pervasive tendency to adopt a 
‘deficit’ stereotype of Aboriginality. The pain, sense of loss and shame among many 
Aboriginal people, particularly those who have lost contact with their culture, law and 
homelands is real.  Consequently, these issues require consideration if the individual 
needs and dispositions of Aboriginal peoples are to be understood. On the other hand, 
however, there is a need to acknowledge and promote Aboriginal success.  

 

The issues identified above - homesickness and cultural isolation may be combined 
with a degree of shame or embarrassment if Aboriginal students are inferior to their 
peers in achieving learning outcomes. These problems can be exacerbated by grief,  
due to frequent, premature deaths in Aboriginal communities and the need for the 
boarding student to cope with that grief in isolation from his/her family. Racism 
suffered by many Aboriginal people and communities can extend to boarding schools 
which, after all, are cross-sections of wider society. Ironically there have been 
instances of Aboriginal students experiencing resentment from non-Aboriginal 
students on account of some perceived advantage attached to Aboriginality, such as 

                                                 
17 http://www.whatworks.edu.au/docs/BoardingIssues.pdf. 
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social security support. Negative experiences such as these raise issues of student 
well-being. It is true that Aboriginal students who leave home to go to boarding 
school have a great deal in common with some other minority groups who do the 
same. This has certainly been the case with regard to Asian and Pacific Islander 
students but there are critical differences as well. Generally, Asian students are well 
supported economically and often perform well academically despite homesickness 
and cultural alienation.. Pacific Islander students, on the other hand, tend to share the 
negative experience of Aboriginal students more closely, but with one difference: that 
usually they are not burdened with the same degree of racism. 

 

The history of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians affects all students in 
boarding schools. Aboriginal students may arrive in boarding schools carrying scars 
from historical incidents still within family memory. On the other hand some non-
Aboriginal students whose families are struggling to make ends meet may harbour 
resentment at what they perceive as unfair support given to Aboriginal students. 
These students also may come to boarding school with expectations and perceptions 
of Aboriginal students based upon past historical events. Differing perspectives can, if 
unaddressed, create tensions within boarding houses. There is, moreover, the 
possibility of their being carried over into the general school community where they 
can be aggravated if teachers appear tolerant of prejudice.  

 

 

Best practice in supporting Aboriginal students in Boarding 
schools 

There is general agreement as to the value of employing an Aboriginal Liaison 
Officer (ALOs) in boarding schools to support Aboriginal students. Their duties 
generally focus on developing and maintaining connections between schools and 
families. Noteworthy is the fact that this role is not identical to that of the Aboriginal 
Education Worker (AEW) though liaison duties may fall within the scope of some 
AEWs. Boarding schools which lack ALOs or AEWs or which house small numbers 
of Aboriginal students (fewer than 10) frequently face difficulties in supporting the 
students and developing and maintaining connections with their communities. 
Adequate specialist staffing is seen as a critical element in maximising the potential of 
Aboriginal students. 

 

A number of practices and approaches have been identified as contributing to the 
likelihood of a successful boarding school experience for an Aboriginal student. 

1.   Students with academic potential and a supportive family are more likely to 
succeed and to complete Year 12.  

a.  Parental expectation carries a great deal of importance in Aboriginal education 
as well as in non-Aboriginal. While it may be assumed that some non-Aboriginal 
families have a basic understanding of the nature and operation of boarding schools, 
such assumptions cannot necessarily be made for Aboriginal families. Aboriginal 
parents/care givers need to be made aware of the nature of a boarding school and the 
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school’s expectations of students and their families.18 In more isolated communities, 
literacy and competence in mainstream English are highly valued and can constitute a 
powerful incentive for a prospective student and his/her family.19  In other 
families/communities this may not be the case.  An effective partnership can only 
operate when all parties are aware of the expectations placed on them.  

b.  There have been instances where principals, with the best of pastoral 
intentions, have enrolled Aboriginal students with behavioural difficulties in order to 
give them a fresh start.  Such practices fail more often than not and can place a 
significant burden on a school community.20 True, there have been successes, and it is 
not appropriate to make broad generalisations, the weight of evidence suggests that in 
most cases success is limited. 

 

2.   Students are more likely to remain boarding school and to return after holiday 
breaks if there are other family members and/or members of the home community at 
the school or if members of the extended family live in proximity to the school. Some 
school authorities see these connections as so significant that they are quite unwilling 
to accept students who are at risk of feeling isolated.21 A group of students from the 
same background or community will reduce a student’s sense of homesickness and 
provide immediate and wider kinship connections. It appears that this type of support 
is especially important for girls. Recognising this, many boarding schools develop and 
maintain long-standing relationships with one or other particular communities.22  

3.  Aboriginal students at boarding school need personal support from school 
staff.  It follows that school and boarding school staff need to be aware of the 
challenges which boarding students and their families face.  Cross-cultural 
understanding is thus an important element in staff selection.23   

a.  The quality of personal relationships between students and significant school 
staff is important in promoting the emotional well-being of Aboriginal students in 
boarding schools.24 

b.  Aboriginal Liaison Officers and Aboriginal Education Workers (AEWs) are 
often of critical importance. Their knowledge and expertise can constitute a valuable 
bridge between the student’s family and the school; their familiarity with a student’s 
specific circumstances can prevent tension occurring between the expectations of the 
school and the capacity of the student or the family to respond; as well, they can 
provide understanding for those students who are ambivalent with regard to their 

                                                 
18 ibid. 
19 ibid. 
20 ibid. 
21 ibid. 
22 ibid. See also the comments in Herbert, “Completion of Twelve Years of Schooling or Its 
Equivalent,” 2003, p.12. http://www.aare.edu.au/02pap/her02474/.htm (accessed 31/07/08) On a 
practical level note the programs initiated at St Joseph’s College, Hunters Hill  - “Indigenous students 
break through at Sydney's Joey’s”, Catholic News, http://www.cathnews.com/news/609/14.php 
(accessed 31/07/08). See also the information on the Yalari program: “Glenda Korporaal: An 
Indigenous Scheme to End a Vicious Cycle”, The Australian, 31/03/2007, 
http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/story/0,20867,21475322-7583,00.html (accessed 31/07/08). NB. 
The Ian Thorpe Foundation supports the Yalari program. 
http://www.ianthorpesfountainforyouth.com.au/page.php?id=7 (accessed 31/07/08) 
23 Position Paper: Boarding Schools, p.9; What Works: the Work Program, Core Issues 6, Boarding, 
pp.5-6. 
24 ibid., p.4 
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Aboriginality. 25 In particular, ALOs and AEWs can help staff appreciate the 
difference in experience between Aboriginal students and that of most students at the 
school. An additional role is to broker transition plans for Aboriginal students when 
they finish boarding school.26  

c.  Support from the school chaplain or the school counsellor is critical for 
Aboriginal students living away from home, especially when they first arrive. It goes 
without saying that this support must be culturally sensitive. 27. 

d.  Depending on home circumstances some Aboriginal students may arrive at 
boarding school lacking basic essentials such as clothing, money, study requirements. 
It would be rare for school authorities not to aware of these issues and to respond to 
them with understanding 

e.  In both day and boarding schools there could be a need for staff to undertake  
specific professional development in order to learn how best to support Aboriginal 
students  

4.  Many Aboriginal students come to boarding school with significant learning 
gaps. These students need targeted support to enable them to participate in 
mainstream classes without feeling shame or embarrassment.28 One particular need is 
support in completing homework. While supervised homework is not rare in boarding 
schools, the use of tutors to provide individual support for Aboriginal students is an 
enhancement strategy which has proved successful.29 

5.  Schools may need to put in place specific measures to promote the health and 
physical wellbeing of Aboriginal students.30 Health problems among Aboriginal 
students from isolated parts of Australia are not uncommon. In particular, otitis media 
often leads to hearing loss, trachoma damages eye sight and rheumatic fever can result 
in heart problems. Some schools customarily carry out health screening for students.31  

6. Sensitivities may arise with respect to the identification of Aboriginal persons and 
families. These need to be addressed at the local level.  

 

Sustainability 

1.  It is common practice for schools to subsidise the cost of educating Aboriginal 
students. The extent of the burden to the school communities varies but it remains a 
significant issue. It is acknowledged that the Australian Government has already 
committed important funds to boarding school education. However, in the long term, 
the costs of supporting the increasing numbers of Aboriginal students in boarding 
schools could, without appropriate measures being in place, prove unsustainable.  

2.  The high support needs of Aboriginal students in boarding schools have led to 
calls for more targeted funding. Based on the higher support needs of these students, 

                                                 
25 ibid., p.3. See also Position Paper: Boarding Schools, p.6. 
26 ibid., p.9. 
27 What Works: the Work Program, Core Issues 6, Boarding, p.5. 
28 What Works: the Work Program, Core Issues 6, Boarding, p.9, Position Paper: Boarding Schools 
p.9. 
29 ibid., p.10. 
30 ibid., p.9. 
31 ibid., p.5. 
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QCEC has recommended a different resourcing level for schools with significant 
numbers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait students. According to their modelling 
 the student:house-parent ratio for Aboriginal students, needs to be between 8:1 

and 10:1 rather than the 25:1 ratio on which most boarding schools operate. This 
is to facilitate the special care and interventions needed to assist the students’ 
transition. 

 additional support is needed for some Aboriginal students who may have mental 
or sexual health problems, be lacking in social skills, be suffering the affects of 
substance abuse or require help in anger management.  These cases, especially 
those involving the employment of skilled professionals, entail extra expenditure 
since current funding does not extend to these matters. 32 

The appropriate level of funding may be an issue which could be pursued at a national 
level by NCEC. 

3.  It must be recognised that the placing Aboriginal students in boarding schools 
has the potential to draw students away from their home communities.  In many cases 
a student who is successful at school and who gains employment or proceeds to 
further study will move away from their community.  They may retain links but often 
their future is outside that community. The consequences of this are not necessarily all 
negative; the successful students, by being seen to be realising their potential are 
strong positive role models for the other young people in the community. 

 

 On the other hand, some of them may experience negativity when they return 
for home visits – manifestations of the ‘tall poppy syndrome’.  Furthermore the loss 
of talented young people from communities could change them, and deprive them of 
future leaders.  There are programs which assist Aboriginal students who live away 
from their communities for work or study; there may be a need for programs which 
encourage students who have gained appropriate qualifications to return to their 
communities. 

 

 

Emerging Issues 

1. An issue which has emerged from this project is the difficulty in obtaining 
reliable data on Aboriginal student enrolments in NSW Catholic schools. There are 
indications that actual student enrolment numbers are greater than those indicated in 
the CEC census figures.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
32 ibid., p.6. 



August 2008 11  

Table 1: Comparison of numbers of Aboriginal students in Catholic Boarding Schools  

August 2007 - February 2008  

 

School August 2007 CEC 
census 

February 2008 State 
census 

St Joseph’s College, Hunters Hill 40 43 

St Ignatius’ College, Riverview 13 20 (18)* 

St Gregory’s College, Campbelltown 23 31 (11) 

School of the Sacred Heart, Kincoppal-
Rose Bay 

4 5 

St Scholastica’s College, Glebe Point 36 42 (19) 

St Vincent’s College, Potts Point 9 11 (10) 

 
* Numbers in brackets denote the number of boarders in schools with both day and boarding 
Aboriginal students 

  

It is clear from the data that enrolment in Catholic boarding schools is increasing, in 
some cases quite rapidly. This points to the need to use reliable data, namely that 
which is collected in the February census, since it is on these figures that funding 
eligibility is determined. 

 

2. There is a long tradition of key sporting bodies recruiting and providing 
financial support for Aboriginal athletes. Often such bodies have identified younger 
Aboriginals and offered them scholarships to attend school away from their 
communities on the proviso that they play for the particular team. There is some 
suggestion that these students experience the problems discussed elsewhere in this 
paper.  While specific evidence may be lacking there is, nevertheless, a need for 
school authorities to be on the alert to identify and attend to any issues which may 
arise for Aboriginal students in such circumstances. 

 

The CEC recognises that further work is required in developing relationships between 
sporting organisations and schools to raise their awareness and understanding of the 
needs of Aboriginal students living away from their home communities.  Of particular 
importance are the welfare needs of these students and the impact of these needs on 
their potential to succeed. The CEC will continue to develop links with the major 
sporting bodies to ensure that Aboriginal students living away from home are 
receiving appropriate support. 

 

Conclusion  
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This paper has drawn upon the knowledge of a variety of practitioners and parents 
experienced in supporting Aboriginal students who are being schooled away from 
home, in particular in boarding school. The paper aims to provide a discussion 
stimulus for schools enrolling boarding students. However, the issues raised in the 
paper are equally relevant to schools enrolling Aboriginal students who are being 
schooled away from home but not necessarily in a boarding school setting. It is 
recognised that it may be more challenging for schools to enrol day students who live 
away from home.  The needs of these students are, however, no less real than those of 
students in boarding schools.  

 

The project group recognises this paper is not exhaustive in addressing all the possible 
issues which may influence the success of an Aboriginal student’s education when 
he/she is offered the opportunity to attend school away from home.  
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