






communicate through their native language and 

perhaps one of the more significant challenges - 

“sorry business”. 

The importance of parental involvement 

throughout the transition process is noted by 

Benvienste et al. [6], and may extend to members of 

the “kinship system” or extended family who are 

viewed as equally important. Everyone gets together 

and shares resources to assist their communal 

“investment” get through school. 

Lisi (Part 3): I don't really know ... [how my 

family could afford to send me to school] .... It's not 

a question that I asked. It was better for me to go 

away to boarding school. It helped. It made me want 

to learn English and speak English because I didn't 

have Islanders around. In a way it made me feel 

independent.  

Along with family, food and traditions are missed 

the most when making the transition to what is 

primarily a white Caucasian environment. Adjusting 

to unfamiliar food is a difficult process. Preparing 

and eating traditional food is integral to the Torres 

Strait Island way of life. These foods are often 

different to those eaten on the mainland. Other 

people do not always understand the girls’ food 

choices in a cultural context.  

Janie: I miss eating island food: fish, crayfish and 

turtle and not being able to see my mum and dad 

every day. 

Clara: We miss seafood…we carry it down [from 

home] but it’s kind of hard for us. It’s easy to carry it 

down but it’s hard to cook it because they [the other 

borders] get put off [by the smell] and we’ve got 

nowhere to cook it.  

Judy: We always get lectured about our food from 

our boarding house supervisor, you know. She says: 

‘I don’t know how you people can do that [eat turtle 

and dugong]. That’s disgusting. That’s cruel’, and 

I’m like, well that’s our culture. 

The way culture is shared and responded to is 

dependent on who drives the process within the 

school.  

Clara: I don’t feel like I belong here because it’s 

just – it feels like – it just feels like that we can’t 

display our culture in any way. 

Janie: There was one time where another girl was 

island dancing and the boarding supervisor told us 

not to do it and we were like why? She’s like, 

‘because you can’t do that’. And we said: 

‘Everybody has a right to culture’. She said: ‘But 

you can’t do it here’…we were offended. 

One cultural celebration set aside every year for 

Indigenous Australians is NAIDOC Week. 

Originally NAIDOC stood for “National Aborigines 

and Islanders Day Observance Committee”, which 

was one responsible for organizing national activities 

during this week. Now the name is given to the week 

itself. Both Indigenous and Non Indigenous people 

across Australia take part in the week’s festivities. 

The aim of 2017 NAIDOC theme - Our Languages 

Matter –was to emphasize and “celebrate the unique 

and essential role that Indigenous languages play in 

cultural identity, linking people to their land and 

water and in the transmission of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander history, spirituality and rites, 

through story and song” [10]. 

“Aboriginal and Torres Strait languages are not 

just a means of communication, they express 

knowledge about everything:  law, geography, 

history, family and human relationships, philosophy, 

religion, anatomy, childcare, health, caring for 

country, astronomy, biology and food” ~ Anne 

Martin (National NAIDOC Committee Co-Chair) 

[10]. 

Staff 7: Yeah, they speak to themselves in 

language and I'll never stop them from doing that, 

even in the office when they come in, if they speak 

language.  If I'm in a meeting with them and they 

speak language I'll say can you speak English so I 

can understand it.  But, when they're not in the 

classroom or out and about I'd rather them speak 

their own language because they have to keep that 

going.   

An encouraging comment from Janie about her 

teacher at the end of our focus group was: My 

English teacher, she respects our culture so much. 

She adores it. She asks me so much questions. 

Whatever I say in class about home or whatever I 

have to question her about my school work and she’ll 

sit and she’ll help me until I get it correct. 

Not all staff members have been so 

accommodating, considering the importance of 

maintaining language as part of maintaining their 

culture.  

Clara: When we’re speaking our language (in the 

boarding house) we’re not allowed to. We 

understand that others can’t understand us…once we 

were out here we were studying together and we 

were speaking in our language and then…the 

boarding executive…she walked in and then she said 

something to ‘my friend’. My friend said in Creole “I 

sabe” which means I understand and then the head of 

boarding told her – “speak English, don’t speak in 

your language because I don’t know what you’re 

talking about.” She (my friend) said “yeah I 

understand” and the boarding supervisor came up 

this close and said “speak English” in her face and 

then “my friend” got upset… 

When the two girls were asked if they are now 

allowed to converse in their own language they gave 

the following response: 

Gert: Not really. We have to do it quietly. If we 

talk, we talk like this, you know (in a whisper), I 

don’t feel like I belong here because it’s just – it 

feels like that we can’t display our culture and our 

language in any way. 

“Sorry Business”, a distinct and significant 

cultural practice in which extended indigenous 
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Kinship systems contribute to the importance 

assigned to all matters surrounding death seems to be 

one of the more complex cultural traditions for 

mainstream educators to understand.  

    These ceremonial practices are diverse across 

Australia with strict cultural protocols that vary from 

one community to another and involve ceremonies 

that can last from several days up to some weeks, 

and can have over a thousand people in attendance. 

[11] 

The following story puts into context the practice 

of “Sorry Business” within the Torres Strait Island 

community of boarders at this boarding college. The 

challenges faced by both staff and students highlight 

the importance of being able to navigate this cultural 

practice effectively in order to produce the best 

outcomes for the students.  

Staff 7: Sorry Business – what happens? The last 

experience we had – a grandmother rang me and said 

to prepare the girls because their Aunty might pass. 

A staff member called them in and told them that 

we’re going to expect bad news. Then that was in an 

afternoon.  Then quarter to seven that next morning 

another phone call came from the same grandmother 

and saying that her daughter had passed away. A 

staff member had to come in at 7 o'clock to tell the 

girls that that news did happen.  So then in the ILO 

office we've got all these girls crying, not much room 

to move around to comfort everyone.  Other staff 

come over to help.  Then we ended up going up to 

the prayer room and that's a much bigger room, it's 

like a big classroom.  But that's not in use anymore.  

So we don’t have an actual prayer room to go to 

when we have sorry business…the Torres Strait elder 

was actually sick…she couldn't come down.  So we 

called on the Aboriginal elder, she came down 

straightaway.  She helped us get through that day 

with the students. Then the grandmother organized 

for them to go home a couple of days later.  

Sorry business is a big problem here because 

when they do get sorry business…they go home for 

the funeral and they come back and nothing is 

followed through with them. We suggest that the 

girls to go to a counsellor if they want to. We just 

keep checking on them to see how they’re going. 

Sometimes they (the teachers) don’t understand why 

the students have to go home straightaway. They 

expect the students to stay here at school, wait for the 

funeral date, then fly them home where they just 

have to go. Down here they don’t understand that. 

We need more educating on that.  

Well for this funeral they were away for about a 

month.  So we booked their travels to go home, then 

we wait for the families to give us a date for when 

they're going to return.  Then we just book it.  But, 

like the school does keep an eye on that, they'd rather 

the girls go a couple of days before the funeral and 

come straight back where it just doesn't work that 

way.   

The girls just catch up when they get back, try and 

catch up as much as they can.  That's why we do 

need a tutor, someone here, to work with the students 

that go home with sorry business and come back and 

they have to catch up on all the school work.  That 

doesn't happen a lot because the girls are still 

grieving.  If they've got a lot of work to do they'll 

just give up because they've got too much and they're 

just struggling, it's easier for them not to do 

anything. 

 

6. Cultivating an inclusive environment 

with the implementation of strategies to 

improve upon student success 
 

Contextually, the inclusive environment must 

extend from school to the boarding house. In order to 

do this successfully, factors that contribute to student 

success need to be identified, and this should not 

only be inclusive of indigenous students, but 

nonindigenous students as well.  

Student success is not only defined by academic 

standards. It also involves being able to survive in 

the three areas already mentioned. Guenther et al. 

[12], argue as to whether the current education 

system can be deemed successful by focusing on 

what Indigenous stakeholders see as the main 

purpose of education.  

This includes: 

1. Helping young people maintain a connection to 

their language, land and culture 

2. Building a strong identity in learners 

3. Helping young people to become strong in two 

worlds: both local and western 

4. Support young people engaged in employment 

Similarly, Benveniste, Dawson & Rainbird [13] 

identify two overarching goals to take into 

consideration, with additional learning outcomes 

under each:  

Firstly, the ability for students to “walk in two 

worlds”: i.e. mainstream Australian society and the 

remote Aboriginal community. Part of this goal 

involved having the skills necessary to operate in 

mainstream society. Secondly, self-determination i.e. 

“‘knowing who they are,’ development of ‘critical 

thinking’ ability; and the skills and knowledge to 

‘decide their own futures’” [13]. 

With this in mind, it is necessary to implement the 

strategies that can best impact upon the academic, 

social and cultural challenges faced by the Torres 

Strait Island boarders and put these strategies into 

context according to the data collected by staff and 

students. The idea that students are able to “walk in 

two worlds” is ideal. The following are strategies 

that could potentially contribute to that ideal and take 

into consideration the data gathered from both 

students and staff. 
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6.1. Addressing academic challenges and the 

impact this has on overall learning 
 

Griffiths [14] identifies five components of best 

practice in indigenous education at an International 

level in Australia, New Zealand, the USA and in 

Canada. Two of these components are of significant 

interest and are relevant to the Boarding school 

studied. These best practices include: High quality 

committed teaching staff with emphasis on education 

fundamentals including numeracy and literacy; and 

Partnerships between students, schools, families and 

communities. Staff Member 5, is a non-indigenous 

administrator who has a lot to do with settling the 

students into the first two weeks of school. She 

highlights the importance of having adequate literacy 

skills and how this impacts upon all facets of school. 

Staff 5: It’s the literacy skills of the girls coming 

in from the Torres Strait that put them on the back 

foot for academic success. Now that's not all the 

Torres Strait girls. Not all, but probably 90 per cent 

of the girls coming in have lower literacy skills. So if 

you can't read something and understand it as well, 

you can't succeed in a subject and that does affect 

every subject really. 

Empathy and respect for cultural identities need 

to be priority values to ensure support for Indigenous 

students in the learning environment [3]. Saara [3] 

indicates that the classroom environment takes on a 

positive change when the students’ Indigenous 

Knowledges are recognized and utilized by the 

teacher. Reciprocal respect and a willingness to 

accept ownership of learning results in positive self-

identity and produces better outcomes for Indigenous 

students.  

Staff 3: In our classroom context, generally I find 

them (the girls) reluctant to ask questions if they 

don’t understand, [they are] very reserved and would 

rather just not submit something as opposed to seek 

out extra assistance. So what I've had to do in the 

past is organize a special tutorial where we sit down 

and I give them further assistance and scaffolding to 

give them some guidance. 

   Strategies to improve upon academic success: 

Academic success is two-fold. Including both 

students and staff in the learning process is  

1. One-on one tutoring: Because the students 

arrive with low literacy and numeracy levels, an 

intense tutoring schedule to begin with would allow 

the students to make ground in areas where they are 

struggling. As their results improve, these sessions 

can become less frequent. 

2. When organising classes be mindful of having 

more than one indigenous student in each class, 

particularly for students who are new to school and 

have left their community for the first time, e.g. 

younger students (Year 7 and 8) and students who 

are new to the school.  

3. Education of the staff through in-service 

programs covering all topics specific to teaching and 

the understanding of indigenous students that attend 

the boarding college. Topics discussed should 

include but not be limited to cultural tradition and 

protocol and how to work effectively with 

indigenous students. Understanding each other 

comes as a result of open communication and 

support. 

 

6.2. Addressing the students and their social 

needs 
 

Academic and social factors relating to a smooth 

transition from community to school include, in a 

recent study done by Mander [15], homesickness, 

friendships and peer support, numeracy and literacy, 

prejudice, stereotypes and racism or intolerance. 

Staff 6: They (the Torres Strait Girls) do get along 

with some of the non-indigenous girls, but I think 

those girls are more - the non-indigenous girls that 

create those friendships with the indigenous girls 

they're relaxed and open-minded and really see the 

bright personalities that they do have and enjoy that 

company. Whereas a lot of people - a few of the girls 

really separate themselves I've noticed. But in that I 

think the indigenous girls really do stick together and 

I think that's just a comfort thing for them and 

something that they're comfortable with. 

While “comfort” is important, social acceptance 

within the boarding context will allow for a smoother 

transition. The importance of fostering a cohesive 

school community is to have everyone involved in 

the social development of all boarders. Just as 

parental communication with indigenous parents is 

of importance; so is parental communication with 

non-indigenous parents. The following suggestions 

are ways in which this particular boarding college 

can assist with this.  

Strategies to improve upon social success:  

1. Education of the staff through in-service programs 

covering topics specifically to dealing with the 

complexities of adjustment and integration into 

boarding school for both indigenous and non-

indigenous students.  

2. Create more opportunities for indigenous and non-

indigenous students to spend time together outside of 

school and on the weekends.  

3. Allow indigenous students to share their culture 

more with non-indigenous students in both school 

and boarding house contexts, e.g. NAIDOCC Week 

[15], Eddie Mabo Day. [16] 

 

 

6.3. Addressing cultural challenges; crossing 

between communities 
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How can staff assist the students from Indigenous 

communities and in this case the Torres Strait 

Islands, maintain a strong sense of identity and 

connect with their culture while meeting the 

demands of boarding school? The stakeholders are 

parents and communities. There is a “heavy, 

emotional toll” for parents who send their children 

away to boarding school and are worried about 

ensuring that “their children retain a strong sense of 

identity and connection with their culture.” [17]  

Parents: All boarding-school stakeholders must 

explore how relationships between parents and 

schools can be strengthened and how effective 

communication can be fostered by using a range of 

strategies [9].  

The boarding college in this study currently has 

its own strategies in place. A transition house deals 

with issues such as homesickness and behavioral 

challenges, and having boarding staff to get them 

settled at the beginning of the year is a priority. 

Staff 4: The Transition house works very well, 

and we have girls who are home sick or having 

difficulty settling in, or, just say, if they do breach 

some of our rules…behavior policies and they (the 

parents) come and that really does work…I've found 

the parents to be very very supportive, yeah, which is 

very good. I can ring them and they are very 

understanding. What I like too…with the parents is, I 

ask them if they could speak to their daughters. That 

really does help, yeah, if it comes from them. 

Staff 5: At the beginning of the year when the 

Torres Strait girls come in, they're dealing with being 

a long way away from home, different food, all these 

white people around, all these different rules in 

boarding, because it is community living. When 

we're trying to tell them all the information about 

being organized at school, time management, the 

importance of having the right books in the right 

place and all the things that you're allowed to do and 

these are the opportunities… Staff 7: Having more 

indigenous staff here at school and in boarding so 

that they can see them makes them feel a bit more 

comfortable and…they also need to have a lot of the 

cultural foods that they have at home.   

Communities: Language and culture need not be 

barriers to learning, and ideally should be used as an 

asset. Linking with different communities’ increases 

“awareness and connection” between the students, 

teacher and community. Ways in which this can 

happen include: 

1. Use of culturally diverse instructional material 

2. Helping students’ cross borders 

3. Appointing cultural guides from the community 

4. Scaffolding instructions  

All of these can be used to more effectively 

engage students in learning [3]. In the context of this 

boarding college, there could be more done to 

connect the school community and the indigenous 

communities in order to foster understanding 

culturally.  

Strategies to improve upon cultural success: 

1. While this can sometime be hard to do, connecting 

with local indigenous elders in the school community 

and maintaining regular visitations from them is 

essential. 

2. Regular staff visitations to communities: Putting a 

face to the voice on the other end of the phone will 

help improve the level of communication.  

3. Encourage cultural participation in local 

indigenous school and community events. 

 

7. Conclusion: After school…then what? 
 

Being able to achieve Year 12 or its academic 

equivalent sets a good foundation for university 

entrance or the beginning of a career, however for 

many Indigenous students, particularly those from 

remote areas, this can be a challenge. The retention 

rates of indigenous students in Year 7/8 who have 

stayed at school until Year 12 was at 60 per cent in 

2015 almost 30 per cent more than what was 

recorded in the 1990’s, a vast improvement. Also 

revealed is that the rates are 10 per cent higher for 

Indigenous females at 64.1 percent compared to their 

Indigenous male counterparts at 54.9 percent [1]. 

That being said, what does cultivating an 

inclusive environment within this context achieve? 

Once these strategies are in place, what happens 

next? For some students it means being able to finish 

school; while for others it means successfully 

transitioning to a career after school. However, 

Osbourne and Guenther [18] note that “Very few 

remote students “succeed” in metropolitan boarding 

school contexts…and very few students imagine 

themselves taking up jobs in regional opportunities 

such as mining or mainstream tourism.” Mander [19] 

comments that boarding schools In Australia need to 

develop in terms of supporting transition out of 

school into the workforce; one way of achieving this 

is by making stronger connections with family and 

community. 

In terms of the school focused on within the 

study: 

Staff 1: Our aim is to make the world we touch a 

better place. I think some of our girls do go back to 

their communities with qualifications in health and 

do make a difference in their communities. That's the 

ideal. That's fantastic. The next step up would be to 

make a difference in Australia or the world…but any 

of our girls, if we can get any of our girls to make a 

difference in their community that's fantastic. 

Gina: My mum always tells us never to give up 

because she failed…she didn’t go to University and 

she has high expectations for us. 

The ongoing debate about whether or not 

boarding school is a good option for students from 

remote communities is not up for discussion, 
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however it is fair to say that Gina and Lisi are very 

aware of the potentially positive impact boarding 

schools can have.  

Lisi (Part 4): I have finished Year 12. I went back 

home. I was supposed to only have a couple of 

months' break but then my parents got sick. So I've 

put my life on hold to look after them. [If I could do 

anything I would go to university] and study to 

become a social worker. 

Staff 1: When they (the girls) leave our little 

supportive community and they're on their own that's 

tough. That's that missing link for the next step but 

the ILO is working in that area and connecting with 

our past students more and more in that first year out. 

It's no good if we do everything we can and then set 

them loose. It has to actually continue after they 

graduate until we can get them within another 

network to nurture them. If we can't get them within 

another network, then they tend to just drop out. 

Staff 7: Before they leave I try and set them up 

with career pathways…talk to parents and talk to 

universities or TAFE centres, try and set them up 

somewhere and I try and set them in the direction 

that they feel comfortable with. When they walk out 

of here I do worry about them [laughs] wondering 

what they're doing, if they did this, if they have done 

that. But then at the end of the day it's up to them and 

their parents then. Like I said before I do worry 

about them because knowing they've been here since 

grade eight to 12 and they've tried so hard to get this 

education you just hope they fall into the right hands 

when they leave.  They really need someone based 

up in the Torres Strait, all on individual islands, to 

follow that through with them.  Some of them won't 

know what to do by themselves.  They need someone 

to say okay, you applied for this university, let's get 

you out there, let's set you up.  But if there's no one 

there to do it won't happen.  That's where the girls 

get stuck and then later I'll hear that they're pregnant 

or they're living with someone that's mistreating 

them. It's just heartbreaking to know what happens 

after. 

One of the girls who graduated at the end of 2015 

had wonderful things to say about their ILO.  

Lou: How can I put this? She helps us work 

towards our senior certificate and helps us get into 

uni. (University) Yeah and even when we finish 

school she still helps us you know? 

Inclusivity involved all stakeholders, from 

community members to parents, students, staff and 

board members. The level of support that enables 

each participant to understand and embrace each 

other’s uniqueness contributes to successful 

outcomes for the students. Cultivating an inclusive 

learning environment means that all students, both 

indigenous and non-indigenous, are better equipped 

to succeed.  

While this study is contextualized to a specific 

boarding college, the suggested strategies could 

potentially enhance the practice of any boarding 

college whose students, specifically girls, come from 

Indigenous communities. 
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