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two partner investigators, Professor Stephen Lerman from London South Bank 
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Niesche is the Research Fellow on the project 

The aim of the Maths in the Kimberley project is to address the issue of 
underperformance of remote Indigenous students in mathematics through using 
a framework of high demand mathematics along with an innovative pedagogical 
model. 

The papers in this volume consist of a variety of journal articles and papers 
emerging from the Maths in the Kimberley project between 2008 and early 2010. 
Papers are generally arranged in chronological order but have also been 
arranged in two main parts. The first part consists of mainly exploratory reviews 
of theory and literature as well as an outline of the main aspects behind the 
project. The second section of papers begins to draw upon the data that have 
been collected to start to draw out varying levels of analysis. These papers have 
been previously published and acknowledgements are provided in a footnote at 
the start of each paper. 

This collection is not meant to be a definitive and final account of published 
works from the project as a number of future publications/proposals are currently 
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Executive summary 

The collection of papers that make up this book have been generated through 
a grant funded by the Australian Research Council through its Linkage Grant 
scheme. In 2006, the Association of Independent Schools of Western Australia 
(AISWA) approached Prof Peter Sullivan and myself to work with them in the 
remote area of the Kimberley region. For the previous two years, they had 
been working with consultants to provide mathematics professional 
development for 6 community schools in the Fitzroy River region. This region is 
one of the more remote areas of Australia and the six schools were community 
schools that offered primary through to secondary education. The schools 
varied in size, with the smallest school being a two-teacher school in which one 
of the staff was also the principal, through a larger school that had 6 separate 
classrooms and ran along similar lines as would be expected in most urban 
settings. However, the provision of education in these regions has unique 
issues, quite different from urban and rural Australia. First, the students are 
Indigenous students, and aside from the few students whose non-Indigenous 
parents work in the communities, the schools were effectively 100% 
Indigenous. The cultures of the students and communities are still deeply 
connected to their original cultures with many cultural activities and ways of 
seeing and being in the world still a part of the rich tapestry of the schools. The 
home language spoken in communities is that of the local culture so that 
instruction in English creates unique learning contexts for teachers, students, 
and teacher aides. 

For readers unfamiliar with Australian geography, The Kimberley is a large 
expanse of land, almost the same size at the UK. It is in the top north-west 
corner of the continent and has some of the most magnificent scenery in the 
country. Historically it was cattle country and employed many of the local 
people in a range of capacities associated with the cattle industry. More 
recently it has become a large tourist destination. As a remote region, there are 
vast distances to travel. For the research team, it meant flying from the East 
coast to Perth, then to Broome. We would then travel to the schools some of 
which were close to Broome (about 200kms inland) whereas the furthest was 
over 800kms from Broome. Reaching communities often involved 2 days travel 
in one direction. All communities were off the main road, with some 
communities close to 100kms from the main road, along a dirt track. 
Communities had few facilities for visitors so it was not uncommon to bring 
bedding but essential to bring in food. 

As with many remote communities, education provision in the Kimberley is 
usually undertaken by early career teachers and where leadership is provided 
by early career principals, many of whom were teachers in the schools and 
may only be a few years out of their initial teacher education programs. The 
early career teachers present both opportunities and challenges for education 
provision, not only in terms of deep teaching and pedagogic knowledge but 
also in the turnover of teachers. Unlike many remote communities where the 
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average stay of teachers is quite short, the teachers in the Kimberley schools 
often stayed the two years of their contracts and quite often for a year or two 
beyond this. Even while these figures may buck national trends, there is still 
quite a large turnover of staff, making sustainability of teaching and curriculum 
a significant challenge. However, this is not unique to this context, but is 
commonplace in remote education provision. 

In this context, AISWA sought to provide a coherent framework to mathematics 
curriculum that would help to change the low performance of the students, not 
only as formally measured on national testing, but for the students and 
communities. Self government in the communities focused on many matters, 
one of which was education and there was a belief from elders that their 
children should have success in schools and be able to take on roles within the 
communities. To this end, Peter and I worked with Steve Lerman from the UK 
who has a strong background in mathematics but also equity. We also sought 
to work with Prof Jo Boaler from Stanford University in the USA. Jo's seminal 
work with disadvantaged schools in the UK and USA has challenged many of 
the orthodoxies found in these contexts and she has reported significant 
outcomes from reform approaches to teaching school mathematics. Drawing 
on this corpus of work, and Peter's and my own work, we developed 
framework to rethink the teaching in these areas. 

In 2010, Dr Peter Grootenboer was invited to join the team to support its 
operations from the host University while I took leave to work in a remote 
Central Australian community. Dr Richard Niesche was employed as the 
research fellow to work on the project. Richard brought his particular lens, 
leadership, to the project which helped to formulate many of the ideas around 
curriculum leadership. We also recognise the support we have received from 
Andrea Kittila who was worked with all of us in developing publications and this 
document. We also recognise the editorial work provided by Jill Moriarty in 
producing this document and making sure the broad collection of papers were 
presented in an appealing manner rather than as they appeared in their initial 
format. 

What is contained in this book is the collection of publications that arose from 
the project from its inception to the end of 2010. We sought to compile the 
collection of publications in order to share our learnings with the participants 
and communities so that there was some legacy of the project in the sites 
where the research was conducted. Also, the learnings from this project can 
also be shared with others working in the field. It is not meant to provide a 
coherent story of the project but rather to highlight the depth and breadth of our 
learning about remote education provision. 

We trust you enjoy reading this collection. If you have any further queries 
regarding this project or any of our similar work, please contact us. 

Robyn Jorgensen 
Professor of Education 
Griffith Institute for Educational Research 

r.jorgensen@griffith.edu.au
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Reforming mathematics 
classrooms: A case study of 
remote Indigenous 
education* 

Robyn Jorgensen and Richard Niesche 

Introduction 

In this paper we seek to develop a case for the need for significant reform in 
the teaching of school mathematics. The approach that we propose is one 
that is sound for all students but most particularly, we are concerned with 
redressing the social and educational outcomes for Indigenous Australian 
students. On every measure, Indigenous students are more likely to 
perform poorly in comparison with their non-Indigenous peers. Not only is 
this a concern in the early years of schooling, but it is also recognised that 
the educational gap widens as students progress through schooling 
(MCEETYA, 2006). The problems are complex so a radical shift in 
approaches is needed. We believe that traditional methods of teaching 
where basic skills and reduced content levels are not the answer. What 
has been consistent in research for a considerable amount of time is that 
the traditional modes of teaching school mathematics do not create learning 
opportunities that foster deep and/or conceptual understandings of 
mathematics. This is for all students and yet such models pervade reforms, 
particularly for Indigenous students. Furthermore, teachers' beliefs about a 
student's capacity to learn exacerbate learning outcomes. As Gray (1999) 
has shown in the area of literacy, having high expectations of learning 
which translate into successful performance can be achieved when the 
appropriate scaffolding and environments are provided by schools and 
teachers. As such, this paper is a working document on how to engage with 
the challenge of ensuring Indigenous Australian students get the best 
chance to succeed in school. 

* This paper was first published as: Zevenbergen, R. & Niesche, R. (2008).
Reforming mathematics classrooms: a case of remote Indigenous education.

Working Paper No. 2, Brisbane: Griffith Institute for Educational Research, Griffith
University.

Page 13 
















































































































































































	20180208163647167
	20180208164207471
	20180208164424306
	20180208165350892
	20180208165659423
	20180208170030426
	20180208170500344

