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Abstract 

Since 2008, various Prime Ministers of Australia have used the “closing the gap” report to focus 

on the low level of school attendance and educational achievement of Indigenous students. 

Consequentially, new strategies focusing on schools, Indigenous parents and students are 

implemented, and the following year the Prime Minister repeats the call for improvement.  It 

seems that nothing changes. 

 This cyclical issue raises fundamental questions, “Why does a gap in attendance between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous students persist, and are there unexamined factors that perpetuate 

the ‘wicked’ problem?”  Perhaps it is not the individual school, teacher, parent or student who is 

the largest impediment to Indigenous student attendance and academic success. Are there other 

factors that remain unexamined, including the values and beliefs upon which the practices of the 

education system are built?   

 Using the methodological approach and tools generated from critical race theory (CRT) 

this study critically examines Queensland state school data and identifies systemic factors that are 

preventing or impacting on Indigenous student attendance.   Data sets are predominantly 

reviewed using quantitative analysis techniques, aligning with the current educational focus on 

policy informed by quantitative rather than qualitative research (Lingard, Creagh, & Vass, 2012).  

In addition, qualitative methods are used to examine how racism is endemic in educational 

policies.  

 Key results from this study indicate that, in Queensland, educational policy, decision- 

making, and practices maintain the white dominant ideology that impacts on Indigenous students’ 

success, and renders them invisible. The results also demonstrate that Indigenous 

parents/caregivers and secondary school students’ opinions of school differ from those of their 

non-Indigenous peers. The thesis presents new understandings of how race continues to impact 

on the education system and facilitates a rationale for why Indigenous students have a higher rate 



DRAFT 

THE UNEXAMINED SYSTEM          4 

 

of non-attendance than their non-Indigenous peers.  The evidence base has the potential to change 

the way blame is apportioned for Indigenous student non-attendance, by shifting the focus from 

Indigenous parents and students to the education system.   

 The study recommends two practical changes within the education system. Firstly, that an 

accredited professional development program for both policy makers and senior officers and 

above within the public service occurs, focusing on unconscious  racial bias.  Secondly, that a 

review of public sector policies be undertaken to address the part that seemingly neutral language 

plays in enabling the ‘wicked’ problem to persist, beginning with the qualitative analysis methods 

presented in this thesis. 

 Finally, the study suggests that future research should focus on how the legacy of 

colonisation, in addition to race, impacts on Indigenous students’ educational outcomes. More 

detailed qualitative research should be undertaken to explicate the reasons for unexplained 

absences of Indigenous school students. Understandings about unexplained absences will assist in 

the development of alternative, targeted, evidence based strategies focusing on all areas affecting 

Indigenous students’ attendance.  

 

  

  



DRAFT 

THE UNEXAMINED SYSTEM          5 

 

Contents 

Keywords ............................................................................................................................... 2 
Abstract .................................................................................................................................. 3 

Contents ................................................................................................................................. 5 

List of Figures ........................................................................................................................ 8 
List of Tables ......................................................................................................................... 8 

List of Abbreviations ........................................................................................................... 10 
Statement of Original Authorship ........................................................................................ 11 
Acknowledgments................................................................................................................ 12 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION .............................................................................. 13 

1.1 Introduction  ............................................................................................................... 13 

1.2 Indigenous student attendance concerns .................................................................... 13 

1.3 Context ....................................................................................................................... 15 

1.4 Study objective ........................................................................................................... 21 
1.5 Research question ....................................................................................................... 21 
1.6 Significance ................................................................................................................ 21 

1.7 Thesis structure and content ....................................................................................... 22 

1.8 Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 23 

CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE ................................... 25 

2.1 Introduction  ............................................................................................................... 25 

2.2 The Australian education system is based on British values and norms .................... 26 

2.3  The lack of evidence and effectiveness of attendance strategies ............................... 34 
2.4 Who and what is driving Indigenous education policy? ............................................ 39 
2.5 Gap in the literature .................................................................................................... 45 

2.6 Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 46 

CHAPTER THREE: THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK ....... 47 

3.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 47 

3.2 Race as a category and a means to control ................................................................. 47 

3.3 Critical race theory in education ................................................................................. 50 

3.4 CRT as a conceptual framework ................................................................................ 55 
3.5 The researcher’s standpoint ........................................................................................ 58 

3.6 Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 59 

CHAPTER 4: METHODOLOGY ................................................................................... 60 

4.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 60 

4.2 Indigenous research methodologies ........................................................................... 60 
4.3 Research methods ....................................................................................................... 61 
4.4 Research instruments and analysis ............................................................................. 63 

4.4.1 2013, 2014, 2015 and 2016 secondary school student attendance data.......... 63 

4.4.2 Year 3 National Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN). 64 

4.4.3  QDET attendance policy. ............................................................................... 64 
4.4.4  Decision-making within QDET 2012 – 2016. ................................................ 65 



DRAFT 

THE UNEXAMINED SYSTEM          6 

 

4.4.5 QDET 2016 School Opinion Survey. ............................................................. 65 
4.5  Data Collection ........................................................................................................... 68 

4.6 Category of 'Indigenous' ............................................................................................. 68  

4.7  Ethics and limitations ................................................................................................. 69 

4.8 Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 70 

CHAPTER 5: ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION ............................................................. 71 

5.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 71 

5.2 Race matters: Intersectionality and Indigenous state school secondary attendance ... 72 

 5.2.1  Introduction .................................................................................................... 72 

 5.2.2 Data ................................................................................................................. 73 

 5.2.3  Method ............................................................................................................ 73 

 5.2.4  Results ............................................................................................................ 74 

 5.2.5  Discussion ....................................................................................................... 79 

 5.2.6 Alignment with the CRT tool of intersectionality .......................................... 80 

 5.2.7  Conclusion ...................................................................................................... 82 

5.3  Have all benefited equally? Interest convergence and contradiction-closing cases ... 83 

 5.3.1  Introduction .................................................................................................... 83 

 5.3.2 Data ................................................................................................................. 84 

 5.3.3  Method ............................................................................................................ 85 

 5.3.4  Results ............................................................................................................ 86 

 5.3.5  Discussion ....................................................................................................... 91 

 5.3.6 Alignment with the CRT tools of interest convergence and  

  contradiction-closing ...................................................................................... 91 

 5.3.7  Conclusion ...................................................................................................... 95 

5.4 Locked in and neutral: Racism is endemic ................................................................. 95 

 5.4.1  Introduction .................................................................................................... 95 

 5.4.2 Data ................................................................................................................. 96 

 5.4.3  Method ............................................................................................................ 99 

 5.4.4  Results .......................................................................................................... 101 

 5.4.5  Discussion ..................................................................................................... 109 

 5.4.6 Alignment with the CRT tool of racism is endemic ..................................... 110 

 5.4.7  Conclusion .................................................................................................... 112 

5.5  Power to control: Whiteness in decision-making ..................................................... 113 

 5.5.1  Introduction .................................................................................................. 113 

 5.5.2 Data ............................................................................................................... 114 

 5.5.3  Method .......................................................................................................... 115 

 5.5.4  Results .......................................................................................................... 116 

 5.5.5  Discussion ..................................................................................................... 118 

 5.5.6 Alignment with the CRT tool of whiteness studies / white supremacy  ....... 119 

 5.5.7  Conclusion .................................................................................................... 120 

5.6 Seen but unheard: Indigenous voices ....................................................................... 121 

 5.6.1  Introduction .................................................................................................. 121 

 5.6.2 Data ............................................................................................................... 122 

 5.6.3  Method .......................................................................................................... 123 

 5.6.4  Results .......................................................................................................... 124 

 5.6.5  Discussion ..................................................................................................... 130 

 5.6.6 Alignment with the CRT tool of voices of people of colour ........................ 131 



DRAFT 

THE UNEXAMINED SYSTEM          7 

 

 5.6.7  Conclusion .................................................................................................... 132 

5.7 Chapter conclusion ................................................................................................... 132 

CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION ..................................................... 134 

6.1  Introduction .............................................................................................................. 134 

6.2 Summary of results ................................................................................................... 135 

6.3 Discussion of key results .......................................................................................... 135 

6.4 Responding to the research question ........................................................................ 137 

6.5 Study contribution .................................................................................................... 140 
6.6 Implications .............................................................................................................. 141 

6.7 Limitations of the study ............................................................................................ 143 
6.8 Direction for further research ................................................................................... 143 

REFERENCES ................................................................................................................. 145 

APPENDICES .................................................................................................................. 163 

Appendix A  QDET research approval .......................................................................... 163 
Appendix B Data and analysis for sub-chapter 5.1 ...................................................... 165 
Appendix C QDET 2016, school opinion results ......................................................... 169 

 
  



DRAFT 

THE UNEXAMINED SYSTEM          8 

 

List of Figures  

Figure 1 Differences in attendance by year level, Queensland state schools, 2013 - 2016 .. 18 

Figure 2  Student attendance rates, Queensland state schools Indigenous and 

 non-Indigenous students, 2011 – 2016 ...................................................................... 19 

Figure 3  Queensland state schools’ student enrolments, Years 8 to 12, 2012 – 2016 .......... 20 

Figure 4 Median attendance rates by Indigenous status, 2013 – 2016 .................................. 75 

Figure 5 Median attendance rates by Indigenous status and ICSEA, 2013 – 2016 .............. 77 

Figure 6 Median attendance rates by Indigenous status and gender, 2013 – 2016 .............. 78 

Figure 7 NAPLAN improvement since introduction in 2008 – Year 3 reading ..................... 87 

Figure 8  Percentage of students Bands 1 and 2 (NMS) 2008 – 2016 ..................................... 89 

Figure 9 Percentage of students Band 5 and above 2008 – 2016 ........................................... 89 

Figure 10 Non-Indigenous student attendance rates and NAPLAN results ............................. 90 

Figure 11 Indigenous student attendance rates and NAPLAN results ..................................... 91 

Figure 12 Genre chain of QDET attendance documents ........................................................109 

Figure 13 QDET Indigenous staff to Indigenous population 2012 – 2016 ............................118 

Figure 14 2016 QDET Indigenous and non-Indigenous parent/caregiver School Opinion 

 Survey responses  .....................................................................................................126 

Figure 15 QDET Indigenous and non-Indigenous secondary students School Opinion Survey 

responses 2016 ..........................................................................................................129 

Figure 16 Evidence of a race based education system.............................................................139 

List of Tables 

Table 1   Indigenous student absences by reason and percentage  ......................................... 17  

Table 2 Critical race theory methodology and data mapping  .............................................. 67 

Table 3 Data collection and sources ....................................................................................... 68 

Table 4 Median attendance rates by Indigenous status, 2013 – 2016 .................................. 75 

Table 5 Median attendance by Indigenous status and ICSEA group, 2013 – 2016 ............. 76 

Table 6 Median attendance rates by Indigenous status and gender, 2013 – 2016 .............. 77 

Table 7 Indigenous, ICSEA and gender regression analysis................................................. 79 

Table 8 Gap in Bands 1 and 2 between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students in  

Year 3 ........................................................................................................................... 87 

Table 9 Year 3 students Band 1 and below results  ................................................................ 88 

Table 10 Gap in Bands 5 and 6 between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students in  

 Year 3 ........................................................................................................................... 88 



DRAFT 

THE UNEXAMINED SYSTEM          9 

 

Table 11  Attendance documents downloaded from QDET’s public website for analysis ..... 98 

Table 12 Word occurrences of ‘closing the gap’ in Indigenous attendance, Indigenous, 

Aboriginal, and Torres Strait Islander across QDET attendance documents for 

state schools ...............................................................................................................102 

Table 13 Popping and Roberts’ illustrations of the four modal forms .................................104 

Table 14 Semantic and modality analysis of QDET attendance document sentences based 

on Popping and Roberts’ (2015) model ..................................................................105 

Table 15 Indigenous and non-Indigenous senior officers and above in central office, in 

comparison with student population ........................................................................116 

Table 16 Indigenous and non-Indigenous senior officers and above comparison in  

 central office, with proportion of the Queensland population ...............................117 

Table 17 2016, QDET School Opinion Survey questions for parents/caregivers ................125 

Table 18 2016, QDET School Opinion Survey questions for secondary students ...............128 

Table 19 QDET Indigenous and non-Indigenous staff School Opinion Survey responses to 

statement “I feel that social, cultural and racial diversity are respected at this 

school”  ......................................................................................................................130 

Table 20 National practices affecting State and Territory education systems .....................141 

Table B1 Results of the multiple regression analyses by collection year (2013-2016) ........165 

Table B2 Number and percentage of students in each year level, 2013-2016 ......................166 

Table B3 Number and percentage of students by Indigenous status, 2013-2016 .................167 

Table B4  Number and percentage of students by ICSEA group, 2013-2016 .......................167 

Table B5  Number and percentage of students by sex, 2013-2016 .........................................168 

Table C1  QDET 2016 School Opinion Survey results for parents/caregivers where the  

 eldest child is in secondary school ...........................................................................169 

Table C2   QDET 2016 School Opinion Survey results secondary school students  ..............172 



DRAFT 

THE UNEXAMINED SYSTEM          10 

 

List of Abbreviations 

ACARA  Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority  

COAG  Council of Australian Governments 

CRT Critical race theory 

DI  Direct instruction 

Indigenous  Australian Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people 

NAPLAN  National Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy  

NMS  National minimum standard 

QDET  Queensland Department of Education and Training 

SCSEEC Standing Council on School Education and Early Childhood 

TribalCrit   Tribal critical race theory 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



DRAFT 

THE UNEXAMINED SYSTEM          11 

 

Statement of Original Authorship 

 

 

 

The work contained in this thesis has not been previously submitted to meet requirements for an 

award at this or any other higher education institution.  To the best of my knowledge and belief, 

the thesis contains no material previously published or written by another person except where due 

reference is made.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



DRAFT 

THE UNEXAMINED SYSTEM          12 

 

Acknowledgments 

I acknowledge and pay my respects to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people of 

Queensland to whom I dedicate this study.  I thank the Queensland Department of Education and 

Training who willingly provided me with the requested data, allowed me study leave, and who in 

the interests of transparency and openness, place much of their data on publicly available 

websites.  

I acknowledge the Woppaburra people whose strength and wisdom provides much of my 

inspiration and determination. Ngatyu (my) Woppburra ancestors and community, ngatha (I) 

thank nginda (you) for your strength, determination, and courage. Ngatha thank nginda, guins 

(spirits) of our nunthi (country), guins of our ali (sea), guins of our wanan ganam Konomie (north 

wind), and guins of we (fire).   

Assistance was provided by Dr. Sarah Esposo, in relation to data cleaning, analysis 

choice, and execution in Sub-chapter 5.1 and analysis choice in Sub-chapter 5.5. Thank you 

Sarah for your critical friendship throughout the writing of this thesis. The author completed all 

data interpretation and written analysis for all sub-chapters independently.  All remaining data 

analysis choices and executions were my own. Funding assistance for the statistical work 

undertaken by Dr. Esposo was received from the Griffith University Indigenous Research 

Network.  For that funding assistance, I thank Adrian Miller of the Jirrbal people, the former 

Professor of Indigenous Research, at Griffith University. 

Thank you to my principal supervisor, Professor Greer Johnson for her consistent support, 

critical questioning and patience throughout this journey.  I extend my thanks to my associate 

supervisor, Professor Ciaran O’Faircheallaigh for his advice and questions at critical times 

throughout this study. To my husband Paul, thank you for being my sounding board, critical 

friend and editor, and for the constant words of support. To my dear children Adam and Kate I 

love you more than words can express. Murrigellas, thanks for the laughs. 



DRAFT 

THE UNEXAMINED SYSTEM          13 

 

Chapter One:  Introduction 

1.1 Introduction   

 This thesis examines the systemic barriers that affect the attendance of Indigenous 

secondary state school students in Queensland through the lens of critical race theory (CRT).  In 

order to place the research within its context this chapter firstly gives a brief overview of why 

Australian governments are concerned with increasing Indigenous student attendance and why 

Queensland is important to addressing these concerns.  Secondly, it outlines Queensland’s state 

schooling structure, Indigenous student enrolments and attendance statistics in order to situate the 

research used throughout this thesis.  It then gives an overview of the study’s objective, the 

research question and the significance of the research to schooling education for Indigenous 

students. The chapter ends with an overview of structure and content of the remaining thesis 

allowing for a scaffolding of the research and thesis.   

1.2 Indigenous student attendance concerns 

 In an era when it is commonly accepted that a regular high rate of school attendance is 

key to educational attainment, social mobility, employability and economic status (Attwood & 

Croll, 2006; Bourke, Rigby, & Burden, 2000; Employment, 2013; McInerney, 2006; Neal & 

Yelland, 2014; Purdie & Buckley, 2010; Railsback, 2004; Reid, 2005) it is greatly concerning to 

Australian education systems that Indigenous students’ school attendance lags behind that of non-

Indigenous students.   

 The persistently elevated rate of absenteeism of Indigenous students over the past 30 

years, particularly in secondary schooling, is a consistent concern for schools, school 

systems, state and commonwealth governments (Biddle & Cameron, 2012; Bourke et al., 

2000; Helme & Lamb, 2011; Queensland Department of Education, Training & Employment, 

2013) and Indigenous families (Bourke et al., 2000; Herbert, 1999). The concerns have 

resulted in a range of attendance strategies and targets being set for Indigenous students. 
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 The concerns are evidenced in the 1985 House of Representatives inquiry on 

Aboriginal education, the historic 1989 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Education Policy and the National Indigenous Education strategies in 2005, 2010 and 2015. 

More recently these concerns were included in the 2015 Senate inquiry into educational 

opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, and the 2016/17 Queensland 

Audit Office report on education and employment outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people.  

 In 2014, the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) set a target of ‘closing the 

gap’ in school attendance between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students by the end of 

2018, with the aim that all schools should reach 90% attendance rates.  To assist in reaching 

the target, all schools where Indigenous student attendance was less than 80% were to 

develop strategies to improve attendance (Commonwealth of Australia, 2014, Appendix. 

A1.10). In 2016, national Indigenous attendance had decreased by 0.1% to 83.4% 

(Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2017, p. 7). Individual data from each state and 

the Australian Capital Territory displayed less than a 1% growth in attendance, and the 

Northern Territory’s Indigenous student attendance had decreased by 1.7%.  No jurisdictions 

were on track to meet the 2018 target (Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2017, p. 

36). 

 To increase Indigenous student attendance Australian governments are focused 

primarily on family, and on individual school based factors such as welfare sanctions, truancy 

officers, sporting programs, community engagement and scholarships, all of which have had 

no demonstrably productive outcomes (Bourke et al., 2000; Helme & Lamb, 2011; Purdie & 

Buckley, 2010; Queensland Department of Education, Training and Employment, 2013). 

Typically, these strategies assume that the problem of low attendance lies primarily with the 

student, their family or their community deficits.  This study widened the lens to examine the 
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impact of the education system on Indigenous student attendance in order to gain an 

alternative perspective of the underlying factors. 

1.3 Context 

 The study takes a system-based approach in examining Queensland Department of 

Education and Training’s (QDET) policies and data related to secondary school attendance. The 

State of Queensland is a member of the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) and is a 

party to its goals/targets and commitments. ‘Closing the gap’ between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous students’ attendance in Queensland is particularly important to the national 

commitment. In 2016, Queensland had 30.1% of Australia’s Indigenous students, second only to 

New South Wales where 32.4% of Australia’s Indigenous school students were enrolled 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016).  

Queensland state schools structure.  The Queensland state school system encompasses 

a 15-hour voluntary pre-preparatory year in 35 identified Indigenous communities (two years 

prior to Year 1), a state-wide compulsory preparatory year (one year prior to Year 1) which was 

implemented in 2007 (which commenced with a half cohort), and state-wide compulsory Years 1 

to 10.  Since 2008, education and training participation has been compulsory for all young people 

in Queensland (aged 15, 16 and 17 years old) until they turn 17. Post year 10, or when they reach 

16 years of age, there is a range of approved options that meet participation requirements 

(including school, and vocational education and training). There are also exemptions for those 

who enter full-time employment after the completion of year 10 or on reaching 16 years of age. 

In 2015, Year Seven became the first year of secondary schooling in Queensland. This 

change from Year Eight to Year Seven brought Queensland into line with the rest of the country 

(with the exception of South Australia). 

A state schooling division within QDET supports Queensland’s state schools.  The 

division has five central office branches that provide state-wide policy, operational and 
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performance direction ensuring their implementation in the seven regions and over 1200 state 

schools. In addition to the state schooling division, QDET has several other central office 

divisions and branches that undertake activities that affect schools such as, Queensland input and 

feedback on national schools policy and funding, intergovernmental negotiations on whole-of-

government strategies, state-wide educational marketing, development of QDET strategic and 

operational plans, and policy direction on teacher recruitment. 

The state school regions are distributed throughout Queensland with approximately one 

third of schools being in major cities and two thirds in regional or remote communities. The 

regional offices assist schools to implement Departmental policies and direction, and support 

schools to focus on student learning.  

Schools are the focus of student learning.  “Their core business is providing a learning 

program for students to achieve system wide and school based learning outcomes. Schools also 

aim to facilitate and support participation among parents, students, administrators, teachers and 

others in the school community” (Queensland Department of Education and Training, 2017 taken 

from QDET Role Descriptions).  

Queensland Indigenous student enrolments and attendance statistics.  In February 

2017 Queensland had approximately 54,000 Indigenous students, making up 9.7% of 

Queensland’s state school students.  Indigenous student numbers in Queensland’s state schools 

are increasing, with approximately 8,440 more students in 2017 than in 2013.  Indigenous 

secondary school students comprise 36.5% of all Indigenous state school students (Queensland 

Department of Education and Training, 2017a).   

 In 2016, the Indigenous attendance rate in state schools was 85% compared to the non-

Indigenous attendance rate of 92.2% students (Queensland Department of Education and Training, 

2017b). The aggregation of Indigenous student school attendance data across all years of schooling 

masks the fact that secondary schools have the greatest gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
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students (Biddle & Cameron, 2012; Bourke et al., 2000; Helme & Lamb, 2011; Queensland 

Department of Education, Training and Employment, 2013).    

 The reported reasons for non-attendance in Queensland’s state schools are grouped into six 

categories, with the majority of Indigenous students’ non-attendance falling into the “unexplained” 

category during the years 2013 to 2016.   Table 1 outlines the trends in Indigenous students’ reasons 

for non-attendance. 

Table 1 

Indigenous student absences by reason and percentage 

Reasons for Absence 2013 2014 2015 2016 

Disciplinary 

A disciplinary absence is defined as one of the following: 

short suspension, long suspension, recommendation for 

exclusion.  

 

3.8% 4.1% 4.5% 5.2% 

Holiday 

Principals use their professional judgement to determine 

whether a holiday is a reasonable excuse for a student 

absence. Taken into consideration are the family 

circumstances, distance to be travelled, length and 

frequency of holidays. 

 

2.7% 3.0% 3.0% 2.9% 

Illness 

A child is genuinely too ill to attend school or is absent as 

a result of a direction or order given about an infectious or 

contagious disease or condition. 

 

21.1% 22.6% 24.1% 25.1% 

Other 

The principal may use their professional judgement to 

determine if an absence reason outside of the available 

absence categories is reasonable. 

 

1.9% 19.3% 21.0% 20.1% 

Unexplained 

An unexplained absence is where no explanation for the 

student’s absence has been offered to the school by the 

parent/guardian, or the student if they are living 

independently. 

 

 

50.7% 48.8% 45.2% 43.3% 
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Unauthorised  

An unauthorised absence is where the explanation 

provided is considered by the principal to not be 

reasonable. Principals use their professional judgment to 

determine whether the reasons are a reasonable 

explanation for the student’s absence. 

 

1.9% 2.2% 2.3% 3.4% 

Note. The absences provided consist of the full and part day absences that contribute to the calculation of the 

official Queensland state school Semester 1 attendance rates. Figures are rounded up to 1 decimal point. 

Descriptors for attendance reasons have been taken directly from the Queensland Department of Education 

and Training public website. http://education.qld.gov.au/schools/statistics/student-attendance.html 

Source. Queensland Department of Education and Training Attendance (publicly available data) 

https://data.qld.gov.au/dataset/state-school-student-absence-by-reason 

 

The differences in Indigenous and non-Indigenous student attendance rates in Queensland’s 

state schools commences in preparatory year (Year 1 minus 1) and is maintained across all years of 

schooling.  This is demonstrated in Figure 1 where the gap is shown across all years, with the largest 

being between Years 8 to 11.  

Figure 1 

Differences in Attendance by Year level, Queensland state schools, 2013 – 2016 

 

Source. Queensland Department of Education and Training Attendance (publicly available data) 

http://education.qld.gov.au/schools/statistics/student-attendance.html  
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 Over the period 2013 – 2016, Queensland’s Indigenous state school student attendance 

increased by 1.6%, (Queensland Department of Education & Training, 2017b). At this rate it will be 

approximately 50 years before Indigenous and non-Indigenous secondary school students attend at 

the same rate. 

 Figure 2 demonstrates Queensland’s state school attendance rates over the past four years 

and shows the gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students.   

Figure 2 

Student attendance rates, Queensland state schools Indigenous and non-Indigenous students, 2011 - 

2016 
 

Indigenous Students       Non-Indigenous students 

 
 

Source. Queensland Department of Education and Training Attendance (publicly available data) 

http://education.qld.gov.au/schools/statistics/student-attendance.html 

 

  The school attendance rate of Indigenous students is lower than that of non-

Indigenous students throughout primary school. While attendance declines for all students in 

secondary school, the rate of attendance of Indigenous students shows a sharper decline, 

resulting in the attendance gap being the greatest between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

students in secondary school.  This attendance pattern is similar to the national Indigenous 

http://education.qld.gov.au/schools/statistics/student-attendance.html
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student attendance trends (Biddle & Cameron, 2012; Bourke et al., 2000; Helme & Lamb, 

2011; Queensland Department of Education, Training and Employment, 2013).   

 After a steep decline in attendance from Year 7 to Year 10, Indigenous state school 

attendance increases in Years 11 and 12.  This attendance increase is not as significant as it 

appears, as it is during this period between Year 10 and Year 12 that approximately 30% (2016) 

to 40% (2012) of Indigenous students leave the state school system. It is unknown whether these 

students enrol in a non-state school or in further training, obtain employment, or become 

unemployed (See Figure 3 for Indigenous state school enrolments over this period).  

Figure 3 

Queensland’s state school student enrolments, Years 8 to 12, 2012 – 2016 

 

Source. Queensland Department of Education and Training Attendance (publicly available data) 

http://education.qld.gov.au/schools/statistics/student-attendance.html 

Note. The half cohort of prep students that was introduced in 2007 were in Year 8 in 2015 and Year 9 in 2016. 

Therefore, there is a smaller number of students in these year levels, which explains the sharp declines and 

increases in the graph.  

 



DRAFT 

THE UNEXAMINED SYSTEM          21 

 

1.4 Study objective 

 This study explains why there is disparity in attendance between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous students through the lens of critical race theory (CRT).  

 Critical race theory facilitates a focus on the systems and structures that are ingrained 

within the education system and their routine implementation. Therefore, while recognising that 

individual schools, teachers, students and their parents and community have a role in non-

attendance, they were not the focus of this study.  

1.5 Research question 

 The overarching research question for this study is: how are understandings of race which 

are embedded in systemic structures related to secondary school attendance? 

 The question is addressed through the application of critical race theory (CRT) tools, to 

interpreting data collected.  

1.6  Significance 

The study is significant in that it has the potential to contribute in at least three ways, 

namely: Indigenous and system wide policy reform; conceptual and methodological advances for 

researching issues related to Indigenous student education; and new understandings about the 

development of alternative Indigenous student and schooling policy and programs. 

Indigenous students’ attendance is not a new subject of research. However, this study 

differs from others in that it challenges many of the assumptions and givens underpinning prior 

work in the field. It suggests that it is the education system, and not individual schools, students 

or families, are the major cause of lower attendance of Indigenous students. It is hoped that once 

an understanding of the role of the system in attendance is established though the use of the 

government’s own data and policies, further discussions are able to be had on the role and impact 

of the current education system on Indigenous students.  
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  Secondly, the use of the conceptual and methodological framework of CRT, as used in 

this study, is a relatively new way to investigate Australian Indigenous student education. Given 

the concerted efforts made by successive governments to improve educational outcomes for 

Indigenous students which have resulted in little to no progress, this country requires a different 

conceptual framework and methods of research to explain the consistently low attendance of 

Indigenous students.  CRT offers a means of disrupting the status quo. 

The third area of significance is the implications of the findings of this research, which 

could create a radical change in the development of Indigenous students and mainstream 

schooling policy and programs creating a change of focus away from the Indigenous student as 

deficit. This research has implications for education overall, but more specifically for large 

policy, program and structural change to education departmental systems.  

1.7 Thesis structure and content 

 The remainder of this thesis focuses on answering the overarching research question for 

this study: how are understandings of race which are embedded in systemic structures related to 

secondary school attendance?  Chapter two outlines relevant literature in the context of the study 

particularly the literature on the Australian education system being based on British approaches to 

Western values and norms; the ineffectiveness of attendance programs for Indigenous students; 

and that the advantages of non-Indigenous students in the education system remain invisible. The 

literature review demonstrates an absence of analysis focused on the education system and its 

effect on Indigenous students.  

 Chapter three outlines the application of critical race theory (CRT) as a theoretical and 

conceptual framework to the research question.  It outlines how CRT has been used to expose the 

accepted culturally based norms within government systems. The origins and place of critical 

race theory in education are summarised. The chapter ends with the researcher’s positioning as a 

Woppaburra Guami Enkil and an “outsider within”.   



DRAFT 

THE UNEXAMINED SYSTEM          23 

 

 Chapter four gives an overview of methodology used to gather the quantitative and 

qualitative evidence used to answer the research question. It details each research instrument and 

the analytical method used. The chapter concludes with the sources of the data used, ethics and 

limitations of the methodology.  

 Chapter five demonstrates the application of the methodology to the data with the 

outcomes being discussed through an application of CRT.  The chapter is divided into five sub-

chapters based on the CRT conceptual tools chosen for the research.  Each sub-chapter details the 

data, the methods and results, concluding with an alignment of individual results with CRT. 

 The final chapter discusses key results and responds to the research question holistically. 

It demonstrates the interrelatedness of the elements that reveal a race-based education system and 

illustrates how systemic practices impact on students’ outcomes and experiences. The chapter and 

thesis concludes with an outline of the study’s contribution, implications, limitations and 

direction for future research.  

1.8 Conclusion  

 This chapter has placed the research within its context by giving a brief overview of why 

there is government concern with increasing Indigenous student attendance.  This was followed 

by the structure of the system demonstrated through Queensland’s state schooling structure and 

placement of the Indigenous student through enrolments and attendance statistics. It gave an 

overview of the study’s objective, which is addressed through the research question, how are 

understandings of race which are embedded in systemic structures related to secondary school 

attendance?  Furthermore, it demonstrated that the significance of the research is potentially three 

fold: system wide policy reform, conceptual and methodological advancement, and new 

understandings of Indigenous student and schooling policy.  The chapter ended with an outline of 

structure and content of the remaining thesis giving a framework to guide the reader through the 

remaining thesis.   
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 Chapter two is a review of relevant literature based on the three assertions for this study: 

that the Australian education system is based on British approaches to Western values and norms; 

the ineffectiveness of attendance programs for Indigenous students; and that the advantages of 

non-Indigenous students in the education system remain invisible. 
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Chapter Two: Review of relevant literature 

2.1  Introduction  

 The previous chapter outlined the central concern and context of the research and 

thesis. It gave an overview of the government concerns regarding Indigenous student 

attendance and QDET student attendance data.  It then presented the study’s objective, 

research question and significance of the study as well as the structure of the thesis.  Drawing 

on the relevant literature and research, this chapter situates the study within the literature on 

Indigenous student education and attendance.  It introduces three assertions that situate the 

study: that the Australian education system is based on British approaches to Western values 

and norms; that there is a lack of evidence and effectiveness of attendance strategies; and that 

the advantages of non-Indigenous students in the education system remain invisible.  The 

chapter concludes by identifying the gap in the literature and research that this study seeks to 

address. 

 The first assertion for this study is informed by Herbert (2012) whose mixed methods 

research into the positioning of Indigenous Australians’ histories of education demonstrated 

that the dominant white Anglo-Celtic culture has, and continues to, maintain dominance in 

Australian education. This view is supported by Attwood (2009) who believes that the 

centrality of British norms in the Australian education system is due to the British colonialists 

who established the system based on British norms, beliefs and assumptions of what and how 

children learn in school.   

 The second assertion comes from Purdie and Buckley (2010) who reviewed the 

available evidence on Indigenous student attendance and retention and found that the relative 

impact of home, student and school factors on attendance is contested, that current strategies 

are not increasing attendance, and that there is a lack of quality evaluations of the strategies. 

The last assertion is generated by the work of David Gillborn (2005), who has drawn on 
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‘whiteness studies’ and CRT to conceptualize education and racism, to ask “who is driving 

education policy? who are the beneficiaries? and what are the effects?” (p. 485). An 

overarching question is, whose purposes do the policies serve? 

2.2 The Australian education system is based on British values and norms 

 Until the 1940s, the attendance of Indigenous students in public schools was 

prohibited by state and Commonwealth policies of racial segregation (Fletcher, 1975, cited in 

Carrington, 1990, p. 262). After Indigenous children’s attendance was endorsed across 

Australia, up until the 1970s (Parbury, 2011, p. 143), they were expelled by school principals 

due to public opposition. These expulsions triggered the establishment of Aboriginal schools, 

in addition to schools on missions and reserves (run by the churches and the government), 

where education was minimal.  The level of education was based on the perception that 

Indigenous people had limited intelligence and would be assimilated at the lowest levels of 

Australian society (Beresford, 2003, p. 42).   

 Such an educational history is in contrast to that of non-Indigenous children who had 

compulsory, secular schooling passed in different years in each colony from 1870 onwards 

(Edgar, Earl & Fopp, 1993, p. 324). Public schools for non-Indigenous children was centrally 

controlled and reflected the dominant protestant religion, and the norms and the values of 

British society (Edgar et al., 1993).  O’Donoghue (2009) states that the establishment of 

education in Australia was predominately unilateral from the Empire to the Colony with 

Australian schools, “imitating the British in nearly every respect” with the focus being to 

provide an education that would develop “loyal British citizens to serve the political and 

economic needs of the day” (p. 798).  

 Over 140 years after schooling was implemented in Australia, school students 

continue to have white middle class values imposed upon them by an education system which 
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denigrates and ignores students with differing cultural backgrounds (Henry, Knight, Lingard, 

& Taylor, 2006, p.148).  

 The key to finding British approaches to Western norms and values in the Australian 

education system is to have it so visible that it appears neutral. Schulz (2017) argues that the 

starting point for whiteness in educational spaces is to “look for common features of white 

lives … and highlight the unremarkable” (p.51)  Schulz goes on to name the dominant 

language [Standard Australian English] and classroom stories based in white settings (p.52). 

While Walton (2017) mentions gaps in white pre-service and in-service training pertaining to 

white teachers’ positionality [including being from the dominant culture and the knowledge 

and power that brings] (p.61).  Walton goes further and gives the example of the current 

educational imperative to “engage with Asia” which re-centres Australian culture as “not 

Asian” (p.63) Thus the education system is being defined as what it is, and is not, through its 

policies. 

Similarly, the 2005 National Framework for Values Education in Australian Schools 

argues for understanding, tolerance and inclusion asking that students “Be aware of others 

and their cultures, accept diversity within a democratic society, being included and including 

others” (p.4).  However, inclusion and diversity within schools tends to focus on celebrating 

cultural differences or inclusion of cultures that are not Anglo-Celtic. The policies tend to 

‘other’ non-white students “while avoiding any discussion on race and racism” (Walton, 

2017, p. 63) making is clear to students at schools what is fundamentally Australian culture 

and what is not. 

 These views align with Herbert (2012) who describes the model of dominance and 

centrality of British norms in the education system as being the centre-periphery model, and 

argues that the dominant culture has allowed education to continue to embed “Western 
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knowledge, values and beliefs,” while “Indigenous knowledges, values and beliefs continue 

to be excluded even at the periphery” (p. 94).  

 Incorporation of, and resistance to, Indigenous culture and Australian histories. 

 By the early 1980s the failure of the education system to provide for the needs and 

advancement of Indigenous students was evident.  At least 25% of Indigenous Australians 

had never attended school compared to 1% of non-Indigenous Australians, truancy was high 

and educational outcomes low (Beresford, 2003, pp. 57 - 66). An Australian House of 

Representatives inquiry in 1985 supported two major approaches to increasing education 

outcomes for Indigenous people: firstly, the incorporation of Indigenous knowledge and 

values into the curriculum and educational strategies; and secondly, greater engagement and 

involvement of Indigenous people in decision-making (Conclusions 16.7 and 16.8) 

(Australian House of Representatives, 1985, p. 201).  The need to focus on these two aspects 

was repeated in the historical 1989 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education 

Policy opening statement and long-term goals, and again in the 2005 – 2008 National 

Indigenous Education Plan, developed in consultation with Indigenous Education 

Consultative Bodies (Price, 2012, p. 15). 

 The emphasis on these two areas has led to curriculum inclusion and community 

engagement in decision-making being major strategies in state and territory Indigenous 

education action plans (Victorian Department of Education and Early Childhood 

Development, 2008; Western Australian Department of Education, 2015; Northern Territory 

Department of Education and Training, 2010; Queensland Department of Education and 

Training, 2008; New South Wales Department of Education and Training, 2009).  The 

Australian Government also emphasised these two areas in the 2008 Melbourne Declaration 

on Educational Goals for young Australians, and its more recent national Indigenous 

education strategies (Australian Education Council, 2015; Ministerial Council for Education, 
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2008, 2010). Given the educational outcomes of Indigenous students today, there is little 

evidence that the first approach, which focused on the curriculum and used cultural inclusion 

strategies, has enhanced any outcomes for Indigenous students (Australian Curriculum and 

Reporting Authority, 2012; Ladwig & Luke, 2014). Further, there is little evidence that the 

curriculum has had any significant impact on improving school attendance (Attwood & Croll, 

2006).   

 Herbert (2012) suggests that inclusion strategies have limited impact because 

Indigenous values and beliefs have not been incorporated authentically.  This view is 

supported by Lowe and Yunkporta, whose 2011 review of the Australian National 

Curriculum ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’ content course descriptions and 

elaborations documents, that found that the Australian education curriculum continued to 

reinforce Western cultural values, and to promote a sanitised view of the history of Australia 

in favour of the colonisers (2013).   In particular they found that in the “attempt to legitimise 

the Eurocentric cultural and historical perspectives, the Australian Curriculum, Assessment 

and Reporting Authority (ACARA) has fallen well short of its own stated goals, and 

responsibilities to provide the content needed by teachers to address the points of tension 

between the divergent positions of Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians” (2013, p.12). 

 McCarthy, Giardina, Harewood & Park (2005) note that the reason curriculum 

development has failed to acknowledge minorities is due the control exerted by the state over 

the development of the curriculum. They argue that a curriculum which privileges the 

coloniser is part of a larger scheme to limit the interrogation of the lives of both the colonised 

and coloniser populations (cited in Lowe and Yunkporta, 2011, p.12). 

 Nakata (2012, p. 90) contends that the culturally relevant program approach remains 

problematic and simplistic as it ignores the effects of colonisation, with the effect being that 

Indigenous culture is an add-on to an established education system which can make 
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Indigenous students feel different and deficit.   Pearson (2011) argues that the culturally 

appropriate argument has led to the allowance of sub-standard education programs for 

Indigenous students, which has led to poor outcomes.  In a similar vein, the Stronger Smarter 

Institute (2014) suggests that teachers who are afraid of “getting it wrong” are often lured 

into accepting lower standards for Indigenous students in the belief that they are being 

culturally appropriate (p. 3). 

 Moreton-Robinson (2004) believes that the failure in the curriculum is due to the 

Western construct where Indigenous people are “objects to be known, rather than the 

knowers” and that Western knowledge is seen as normative rather than race based. Moreton-

Robinson et al. recommend that anti-racism and racialisation should be coupled with cultural 

inclusion in the curriculum in order to be more assured of having an effect on education 

outcomes (Moreton-Robinson, Singh, Kolopenuk, Robinson, & Walter, 2012). This view is 

supported by Howard (2006) in his work with white teachers on the effect of race, racism and 

differing world views in classrooms.  Howard states that transformative white teachers 

recognise how racial factors impact on students of colour and that educational equity begins 

with white educators working towards socially just repositioning (2006, p.122-123).  This can 

be difficult in the Australian context, as much of the literature on education for Indigenous 

students tends to focus on the culture of the student and cultural differences (Stronger 

Smarter Institute, 2014, p. 2) rather than on the positioning of teachers/schools and their 

ability to reposition. 

 The second approach of a focus on Indigenous community engagement and decision- 

making also appears to have failed to be effectively implemented.  Pearson (2011) argues that 

in Queensland under the “Partners for success policy”, where community compacts were to 

be implemented with relevant schools in the early 2000s, not one compact materialised (p. 

41). A recent evaluation report on the National Aboriginal Education Strategy 2010-2015, 
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which had a specific action on the development of school community partnership agreements, 

showed that after 3 years only 44% of focus schools (schools who received additional 

funding to implement strategy actions) had these in place (ACIL Allen Consulting, 2014, p. 

78).   

 Apart from Indigenous community engagement and decision-making, it appears that 

teachers’ engagement with Indigenous culture, perspective and students continues to be an 

issue. In the 2016 QDET state School Opinion Survey, approximately 61.1% of teachers 

agreed or strongly agreed that they felt confident in embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander perspectives across the learning areas (Queensland Department of Education and 

Training, 2016b).  Hattie’s (2015) meta-analyses of influences on student achievement found 

that collective teacher efficacy had the second highest positive influence on outcomes (p. 82).  

The lack of confidence displayed in the survey has implications for how teachers interact 

through the curriculum in the classroom and their efficacy in engaging with Indigenous 

students and their culture.   

    Sarra (2011), as the Director of Stronger and Smarter, argues that to improve 

Indigenous student outcomes there is a need for schools to “nurture and develop” a positive 

Aboriginal identity and to reject the stereotypes that embrace low educational outcomes for 

Aboriginal children (p.107).  In order for this to occur, there is a need for system 

implementers and educationalists to reflect on their role in strengthening student outcomes; 

ensure quality teaching where teachers are supported in learning and development; build 

engagement with key community stakeholders; and strengthen school leadership where 

Indigenous underachievement is not accepted as the norm (Sarra, 2011).   

 This approach aligns with that of Buckskin (2012), who argues that to lift Indigenous 

student outcomes there needs to be an embracing of Indigenous cultures by schools and 

teachers, which will provide a basis upon which students’ self-esteem and personal identity 
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will form. While Buckskin contends that there is no uniform definition or agreement about 

cultural competence, particularly in interacting and teaching students from differing 

backgrounds, he believes that many teachers do not possess these skills (Buckskin, 2015).  

This argument for developing positive identity is supported in the Australian Council for 

Education Research’s Making the Difference Report. The report argues that to improve 

system level strategies and approaches there is a need “to show the importance of cultural 

knowledge and identity in developing resilience, which in turn can be a protective factor in 

facilitating school readiness” for Aboriginal children (Lonsdale, 2013, p. 15). 

 Arguments about making changes to the Australian education system, particularly the 

curriculum, are often met with vocal calls against the inclusion of Indigenous history and 

perspectives.  In response to changes to the Australian curriculum in 2007, which included 

aspects of Indigenous perspectives (particularly in history), the then New South Wales 

opposition Minister of Education spokesperson and  leader of the New South Wales National 

Party, Andrew Stoner, stated that “up to half of curriculum in some subjects focuses purely 

on Indigenous perspectives” and “no one doubts the integral role Indigenous people play in 

Australian history, but any teaching must be balanced” (Patty, 2 May, 2007). The question 

here is Mr Stoner’s view of balance, and it is his view that in “some subjects” related to 

Australian history, 50% is too much to cover 60,000 to 80,000 years of Indigenous history.  A 

further question is whose perspective makes up the other 50% in the “some subjects” and the 

100% in the remainder of subjects? 

 Similar views have also been expressed by Commonwealth representatives.  In 

January 2014, the then Australian Education Minister, Christopher Pyne, implemented a 

review of the national school curriculum indicating that he wanted a focus on “the benefits of 

Western civilisation” and for students “to know where they come from” (Cullen, January 10, 

2014). The assumption was that students’ ancestry was not originally from Australia, that is, 
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they were not Indigenous Australians, thus showing the invisibility or dismissal of 

Indigenous students.  

 Recommendations from Minister Pyne’s review included, the “curriculum needs to 

better acknowledge the strengths and weaknesses, and the positives and negatives of both 

Western and Indigenous cultures and histories” and “History should be revised in order to 

properly recognise the impact and significance of Western civilisation and Australia’s Judeo-

Christian heritage, values and beliefs” (Wiltshire & Donnelly, 2014, p. 181). After the release 

of the review, Minister Pyne commented that the review was valuable and that he looked 

“forward to working together with my state and territory colleagues to consider and 

implement the recommendations” (Commonwealth Department of Education and Training, 

October 12, 2014). 

 More recently, in 2016, the leader of Australia’s One Nation political party, Senator 

Hanson, commented on the curriculum in relation to Indigenous people’s recognition in the 

Australian constitution,  

The national flag is often ignored or dishonoured in schools, while 

multiculturalism and Indigenous issues are now part of the curriculum. The 

majority of students are not supported in their Anglo-Australian identity but 

are made to feel guilty for supposed historical injustices committed by their 

ancestors. The acknowledgement of country ceremony, recited in school 

assemblies across Australia, finds no place of honour for the British and other 

European explorers and pioneers for the nation they created (Remeikis, 

October 18, 2016).  

 The comments by Andrew Stoner, Minister Pyne and Senator Hanson publicly 

acknowledge what the Australian education system is, what it should be, and what it should 

not be. It should be a system with a dominant Western Anglo-Celtic basis and should not be a 
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system based on Australian Indigenous histories, epistemologies (ways of knowing) and 

axiologies (ways of doing) and it is not a system that should give them equal value.  

 An acknowledgment of the dominance of the British and white Anglo-Celtic culture 

within the Australian education system assists in an understanding of why the system and its 

implementers, including schools and teachers, have difficulty in being inclusive of 

Indigenous perspectives and cultures.  Following that acknowledgment, it must be recognised 

that students of the dominant culture are at an advantage over students who are from different 

cultural backgrounds, in that their culture is viewed positively and is supported politically 

while other cultures are not. This interface between a student’s culture and the Australian 

education system assists in the explanation of educational outcome differences between 

Australian students of Anglo-Celtic background and those of Indigenous backgrounds.  

2.3  Lack of evidence and effectiveness of attendance strategies 

The low level of Indigenous students’ school attendance has resulted in numerous 

jurisdictional and Australian government promises, targets, strategies and funding, with little 

to no effect on attendance (Purdie and Buckley, 2010; Department of Prime Minister and 

Cabinet, ‘Closing the Gap’ Reports, 2013, 2014, 2015; 2016). It is believed that current 

policies are unlikely to generate patterns of improvement (Ladwig & Luke, 2014) and there is 

also no demonstrative evidence for the achievement of any programs to improve Indigenous 

student attendance and education outcomes (Dreise, Milgate, Perrett, & Meston, 2016; Helme 

& Lamb, 2011; Purdie & Buckley, 2010).  

  The need for attendance strategies which focus specifically on Indigenous students is 

not universally accepted in Australia. There are researchers who contend that other 

characteristics (academic ability at the age of 15), hours worked and student expectations “are 

at least as important” as indigeneity in student “drop-out” rates and completion of Year 12 

(Biddle & Cameron, 2012, p. 26).  In making this statement, Biddle and Cameron highlight 
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that there may be restrictions on Indigenous students developing academic ability and point 

to “constraints on the development of Indigenous children’s cognitive ability to start early in 

life [such as access to quality preschools and schooling choices (public versus private)] and 

continue throughout their schooling” (2012, p. 18).    

Coram contends that this type of “mainstreaming of Indigenous disadvantage” 

displaces and silences discussions on race and racism in education (Coram, 2008).  Gillborn 

(2010), a leading British based education researcher, argues that taking into consideration 

academic ability as a factor ignores the educational inequalities experienced by students and 

sees the students rather than their schools (p. 23), or the school’s ability to teach the students, 

as the source of deficit. Coram and Gillborn point to racism as causing the mainstream issues 

highlighted by Biddle and Cameron.  All four researchers point to the system or systemic 

structures as a major factor in non-optimal student outcomes, while differing on which 

structures are most important.  

  There is general agreement by researchers that the factors affecting Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous students’ non-attendance are complex and multifaceted.  It is generally 

accepted that a mixture of school, community, parent and student based factors are 

influential, with no one factor being the key (Bourke et al., 2000, p. 3; Purdie & Buckley, 

2010; Queensland Department of Education, Training and Employment, 2013).  While this 

study acknowledges other factors, it seeks to discover the place that systems play in the 

persistence of low Indigenous student attendance. 

 A central argument in the literature on Indigenous student attendance is not whether 

Indigenous children attend school or not, but who is to blame when they don’t. Both students 

and their families emphasize school related factors as the main cause for truancy (Bourke et 

al., 2000; McInerney, 2006; Reid, 2005, p. 62) with examples such as teacher student 

engagement, and classroom issues as the main factors affecting their attendance (Queensland 
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Department of Education, Training and Employment, 2013; Havik, Bru, & Ertesvåg, 2015; 

Neal & Yelland, 2014, pp. 11-12).  Conversely, teachers and education jurisdictions argue the 

detrimental effects of the home environment (Purdie & Buckley, 2010). 

 While the above researchers outline factors impacting on attendance, there is a lack in 

the literature of any rigorous evidence about specifically why Indigenous students are not 

attending. Much of the literature chooses to focuses on what kind of attendance strategies 

need to be implemented to fix the problem.   For example, Bourke et al. in their research 

found that in one Australian state 65% of Indigenous students absences were “unexplained” 

(2000, p. 24).  If this was the case in all jurisdictions at the time it would be difficult to gain a 

clear understanding of what evidence schools and education systems had been basing the 

development of their attendance strategies on. In Queensland in 2016, 46.7% of Indigenous 

state school students’ absences were classified as either “unexplained” (43.3%) or 

“unauthorised” (3.4%) (See Table1).  Therefore, the reasons for nearly 50% of Queensland 

Indigenous state school students’ non-attendance in 2016 was unknown.  These statistics 

demonstrate that far more detailed research needs to be undertaken into why Indigenous 

students are not attending school. In particular, a closer analysis of the “unknown reason for 

non-attendance” may assist in explaining why attendance strategies have had little to no 

effect on increasing Indigenous student attendance. 

 Biddle (2014) states that policy evaluations on what is working are important but that 

very few are undertaken and that the data gathered is rarely available for independent analysis 

(p. 21).  The few rigorous studies that have been conducted indicate that the link between 

students feeling connected to their school and their teachers (p. 19) is an important factor in 

strengthening attendance at school.   Good teacher student relationships were found to be a 

key factor in Bourke et al.’s (2000) national qualitative and quantitative research on 
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improving Indigenous school attendance, in which 510 Indigenous students undertook a 

questionnaire and 40 school consultations were conducted (p. 48). 

In an attempt to understand school attendance decisions, Biddle (2014) analysed four 

sets of survey data: the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth, the Longitudinal Study of 

Australian Children, the Longitudinal Study of Indigenous Children, and the National 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey. They found that there were a number of 

household or community level factors associated with the absence of Indigenous students, 

including location, socio-economic background, school and family characteristics. The main 

determinants of attendance are at student level (e.g., a student’s health, and being bullied or 

treated unfairly because of their Indigenous status) (p.20).  Biddle suggests that the data from 

the surveys and the research be reviewed in line with qualitative data to provide context and 

explanations (p. 21).The implication of Biddle’s finding is that the majority of attendance 

strategies focus on associated factors of attendance, rather than on the main student level 

determinants which could have a high level of impact on attendance.  The findings add to the 

explanations as to why attendance strategies are not effective.  

 A small number of researchers highlight that school systemic factors (such as 

classroom factors, school engagement, and teacher student engagement) also have a role to 

play. An even smaller number point to major policy, program and organisational factors in 

the system as impacting on Indigenous student non-attendance. Bourke et al.’s (2000) study 

points to factors such as the curriculum, teacher professional development, pre-service 

teacher training, school staffing, the language of instruction, the school calendar, and the 

selection of principals, as impacting on Indigenous students attendance. Bourke et al. grouped 

factors affecting Indigenous student non-attendance under four categories; systemic factors, 

school/staff, student, parents/community (2000, pp. 19-31).  
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  Regardless of the evidence or lack thereof on the reasons for non-attendance, the 

focus of government intervention appears to be directed towards alleviating the deficits of the 

student and the family, as they are considered to be primarily responsible or in need of 

assistance (McInerney, 2006; Railsback, 2004; Reid, 2005), with low socio-economic status 

being a common cause for concern (Attwood & Croll, 2006; McInerney, 2006; Neal & 

Yelland, 2014; Reid, 2005). 

 In recent years there has been a willingness by government to use and threaten to use 

the prosecution of parents and the removal of welfare as methods of increasing student 

attendance at school. The effect of this is that parents are seen as poor or bad caregivers, and 

not conforming to society’s rules, which is increasingly seen as being necessary for welfare 

support.  The breaking of society’s rules is then confirmed as a reason for intervention 

strategies aimed at rehabilitating the students and the family (Carrington, 1990, p. 265).  

However interventions such as the removal of welfare payments through programs such as 

Student Enrolment and Measurement (SEAM), and Cape York Welfare Reform, which 

involve parental fines, have had little to no effect on increasing attendance (Commonwealth 

Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, 2012; 

Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2014) and therefore could be considered to be 

ineffective as attendance strategies.  

 The system as a cause for non-attendance. 

 The lack of literature focusing on the system as a factor is in line with the 

government’s stance that Indigenous students and families are primarily responsible for 

attendance, with schools and school staff having a lesser but significant role. These findings 

are not unexpected given the belief in the neutrality of the system and therefore the continual 

focus on case studies targeting students and schools to find the answers. Recent examples 

include the 2014, Standing Council on School Education and Early Childhood report on 
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successful school attendance strategies for Indigenous students that examined nine schools 

across Australian for factors which can prevent or enhance school attendance (Australian 

Institute of Health and Welfare, 2014). The National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Education Action Plan (2010 – 2014) also had as an action to gather more evidence of what 

works in improving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander student attendance with schools 

being the major focus (p.11).  More recently, the Australian Education Council National 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Strategy 2015 requests Australian 

jurisdictions to identify strategies to enhance student attendance and engagement and provide 

advice on factors affecting success (p.6). The continual requests for school based case studies 

point to the inability of the system to see itself as a factor. 

 As the education system sets the national curriculum, conducts pre-service teacher 

training, selects the teachers, sets the language of instruction, and develops national and 

jurisdictional education targets and all major policies and programs, its invisibility in the 

discussion on Indigenous student attendance strategies is surprising.  Such invisibility allows 

the system to go unexamined by all but a few.  As Herbert (2012) outlines, the time has come 

to challenge and take on the system (p.92) in terms of accountability for persistent concerns 

in Indigenous education. 

2.4 Who and what is driving education policy? 

  In defining education policy, Lingard (2013) suggests that Easton’s (1953) definition 

of policy as the “authoritative allocation of values” is still valid but requires modification in 

order to take into account the globalisation of education policy and its link to global 

discourses (p. 117).  With globalisation, education has become tied to the economy, 

competition and the individual, with current education policy dominated by neo liberalist 

politicians seeking to align the education system with market driven and individualist 

approaches (Cranston, Kimber, Mulford, Reid, & Keating, 2010; Labaree, 1997; McInerney, 
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2007; Pitman, 2012).  This approach focuses on individual liberty or choice rather than on 

any inequity concerned with being a member of a particular social group (McInerney, 2007, 

p. 87). Hence globalisation and the current education focus has further marginalised 

Indigenous students. 

 With the increasing focus on the market place and the individual benefits of schooling 

there has been a corresponding diminishing focus on the social and democratic equality of 

education (Cranston et al., 2010, p. 184; McInerney, 2007, p. 89). The focus has brought with 

it a shift from any fault with the school or the system to the individual, and has shifted the right 

of being provided with a good education into a duty to learn (Biesta, 2009, p. 38).  Any 

discussion on structural inequalities has been replaced with disadvantage linked to the 

individual and their families, with the solution being stricter accountability frameworks 

(Matthews, 2013; McInerney, 2007, p. 93). Forrest linked these two factors in a 

recommendation in his review into Indigenous jobs and training, arguing “To achieve parity, 

first Australian children must go to school at least nine out of every 10 days. Governments 

should use every lever at their disposal to bring school attendance to this level” (Forrest, 2014). 

 Globalisation has also led to a rise in the focus on education policy as numbers and a 

focus on  informed policy based on quantitative rather than qualitative research (Lingard et 

al., 2012).  In Australia, this is seen in the increased focus on educational student data such as 

attendance, enrolment, literacy and numeracy data found on the Australian Curriculum and 

Reporting Authority’s (ACARA) MySchool website, and the inevitable league tables 

produced with the data.  The data collected is often linked to key performance indicators for 

educational jurisdictions and schools.  Indigenous students’ ‘closing the gap’ targets 

performance indicators, for example, are aligned with MySchool data, which in turn are 

reported annually.    
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 How are non-Indigenous students benefiting? 

 While recognising that education inequality is not new, Power and Frandji list three 

inherent perils in the new politics of recognition based on numbers and league tables: 

“separating a school from its context; the displacement of a politics of redistribution; and 

naturalisation of inequalities” (2010, p. 391).  

 Lingard et al. (2012) take the first inherent peril and extend it to the separation of 

education from the broader societal context, which does not allow for a discussion on 

education policy and Indigenous’ students equity in Australia.  This separation allows for 

incremental numerical improvements in equity groups, to give a false impression that 

outcomes are changing and thus allowing for the scale of the inequity to be overlooked 

(Gillborn, 2008b, p. 65).  An example of this is the Australian Prime Minister’s 2017 media 

release on ‘closing the gap’, where the literacy gap is described as “narrowing and 

achievable”, requiring 440 more Indigenous children to meet the Year 3 benchmark to halve 

the gap (Commonwealth Department of Education and Training, February 14, 2017).  On the 

face of it, this appears to be a significant achievement and gives the impression that equitable 

outcomes are very close to being achieved. However, the benchmark referred to is the 

national minimum standard, where it is acknowledged that intervention may still be required.  

Additionally, the 440 students would only be the achievement of a 50% movement towards 

non-Indigenous student outcomes, not equal outcomes.  These statements given out of a 

wider context allow the avoidance of any discussions on why the inequity is still occurring 

and what is maintaining it.   

In contrast to the ongoing discussions on Indigenous and ‘other equity’ students’ 

disadvantage there is a silence when it comes to the benefiting of non-Indigenous students.  

What is spoken of is the failure of policy to make gains for the majority.  Ironically, 

incremental changes for the majority are used to demonstrate this failure. The recent 2017, 



DRAFT 

THE UNEXAMINED SYSTEM          42 

 

NAPLAN results show that the majority of students' performance has only marginally 

improved since the tests were first introduced in 2008 (Australian Curriculum, Assessment 

and Reporting Authority, 2017). At the time of the release of the results, the Australian 

Minister for Education was quoted as saying, "We need to look into that data and say, 'Why is 

that the case? What maybe is causing it?'” (Griffiths, August 2, 2017). The Queensland 

Minister for Education subsequently called for a review of the NAPLAN writing tasks 

(Caldwell, August 2, 2017). In this case, the separation from the context where the majority 

non-Indigenous students are achieving assists to maintain or even increase advantage. 

 The second inherent peril is the displacement of redistribution. This displacement 

occurs when the “politics of recognition displaces any politics of redistribution” (Power & 

Frandji, 2010, p. 392). Following on from the Indigenous Year 3 reading example above, the 

Prime Minister’s recognition of the ‘success’ of the Indigenous students diverts attention 

away from the need to redistribute education resources to support Indigenous students to 

achieve parity in outcomes in all educational aspects. In this way, recognition can cause 

further inequality (Power & Frandji, 2010, p. 392).  While implied to some extent in this 

peril, it does not take into consideration that those who benefit from the current distribution 

of resources have no interest in opening up an educational inequity debate which will risk 

their advantage over others (Biesta, 2009, p. 37). The recognition of equity groups, including 

Indigenous people, diverts attention from the advantage experience by the majority groups. 

The situation appears different yet again when advantaged students are achieving, in this case 

the Australian government can be seen to be maintaining or increasing funding. While it is 

accepted that private school students in Australia achieve higher educational outcomes than 

public schools, the Government significantly increased capital grants to private schools in the 

2017 budget (Australian Government, 2017). There will also be a growth in the number of 
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private schools receiving increased funding under the Australian government’s new education 

funding scheme due to be implemented in 2018  (Harrington, 2017). 

 The third and last inherent peril is the naturalisation of educational failure, where 

educational inequity is accepted as the ‘norm’ or a ‘fact of life’ for some students.  The blame 

for education failure is due to factors outside of the schools’ remit, thereby enforcing the 

view that resource redistribution is not warranted (Power & Frandji, 2010, p. 393).   This 

peril includes the changing of definitions of success and expectations for equity groups due to 

their ongoing failure being a natural occurrence.   This view aligns with Sarra’s (2011) 

argument that Indigenous students’ underachievement is accepted as the norm (p.107).   

Under the ‘policy through numbers’ approach to what extent are Anglo-Celtic 

background students advantaged by the system?  The exact answer is quantitatively 

unknown, as data on the cultural background of students (other than Indigenous students) is 

not gathered by Education Departments (Australian Government, 2017b).  This raises the 

question asked by David Gillborn (2008b) whether the ways in which the education system 

operates is a coincidence or a conspiracy?  In the absence of quantitative data, what is known 

is that at a minimum the language of instruction, teaching practices and curriculum is based 

on Anglo-Celtic norms and values (Edgar et al., 1993; Herbert, 2012, p.94) in addition to 

education policies that “other’ students from differing cultural backgrounds (Walton, 2017, p. 

63). These practices point to an overwhelming advantage to students of Anglo-Celtic 

background in the education system and policies. 

 It appears that neo-liberalism and ‘policy through numbers’, both current educational 

policy frameworks for Australia, are not focused on, or are able to achieve, the redistribution 

of capital and resources across the education system to enable equitable outcomes.  Neither 

policy platform takes into consideration the world in which education for Indigenous students 

is positioned both contemporarily and historically. 



DRAFT 

THE UNEXAMINED SYSTEM          44 

 

What is driving Indigenous education policy? 

 Education policy for Indigenous students is often written on behalf of and not by 

Indigenous Australians.  Nakata, a leading Torres Strait Islander education researcher, argues 

that this ultimately allows the mainstream interest to dominate.  The policy process allows 

non-Indigenous people to identify the problem and provide the solution for Indigenous people 

(2012, pp. 83-92). Even when reformist policies are developed, they ignore the world in 

which the policy is / will be based, “the world of prejudice and exclusion, cultural and 

material, within which Islander and Aboriginal people live” (Nakata, 2012, p. 91).  Beresford 

contends that further issues emerge when implementing policies such as Indigenous students’ 

education, as these programs are not being accepted as core or priority at a school level.  In 

addition targeted Indigenous policy has very little to no effect on reforming mainstream 

education policy (Beresford, 2003, p. 20). 

 A further difficulty in achieving enhanced educational outcomes for Indigenous 

students has been the continual change of policies and strategies relating to Indigenous 

students (Pearson, 2011, p. 39; Price, 2012, p. 16), often aligning with the three year political 

cycle. The past ten years has seen three National Indigenous Education Strategies (2005 – 

2008; 2010 – 2014; 2015) and three Queensland Indigenous Education Strategies (2008; 2009 

- 2012; 2013 – 2014; the strategy for 2018 is currently being developed), making it difficult 

for any jurisdictional Indigenous student focused strategy to be implemented long enough to 

have clear outcomes.   

 The majority of the actions in these policies places teachers, schools, students and 

their parents as their focus, rather than examining the education system that positions and 

provides for education for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous children.  Further, the lack of 

long term strategies displays a lack of long term commitment to the redistribution of 
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resources, as well as having the effect of necessarily (due to the length of implementation) 

focusing on short term and non-systemic actions.  

 In reviewing the literature three key points are noted. The education system has and 

continues to be built on Anglo-Celtic values and beliefs and therefore advantages students 

from this background. Secondly, Australian education policy is focused towards globalisation 

and neo liberalism, and a movement away from equity or advantage debates.  Lastly, that 

Indigenous education policy is written for and not by Indigenous people, is short term, and 

does not allow for genuine structural or long term change.    

2.5 Gap in the literature  

 Throughout the literature review there is the reoccurring theme of the failure of the 

education system to meet the needs of Indigenous students and produce equitable outcomes.  

Researchers cited in the discussion on the education system’s values and norms highlighted 

the dominance of Western knowledge, values and beliefs within the system and its failure to 

incorporate Indigenous people at more than the periphery of the education world. In the 

absence of demonstrated evidence of the achievement of any attendance strategies, the review 

of Indigenous student attendance literature highlighted a predominant theme - that students 

and their parents/caregivers are ultimately responsible for school attendance, with individual 

teachers and schools described as factors in encouraging and supporting attendance.  What 

remained almost invisible in the attendance literature was the role of the education system at 

a systemic level.  

The literature highlighted the invisibility of the needs of Indigenous people, and 

equity considerations in the long term direction of education in Australia, with Indigenous 

education policies relegated to short term add-on strategies. In combination, the literature 

review demonstrated an absence of analysis focused on the education system and its role in 

Indigenous education and attendance, and the advantage of Anglo-Celtic background students 
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highlighting the importance of the overarching research question for this study:  How are 

understandings of race which are embedded in systemic structures related to secondary 

school attendance?  

2.6  Conclusion 

This chapter has placed the research within the literature on Indigenous student 

education and attendance. It introduced three assertions that situate the study: that the 

Australian education system is based on British approaches to Western values and norms; 

that there is lack of evidence and effectiveness of attendance strategies; and that the 

advantages of non-Indigenous students in the education system remain invisible.  The chapter 

concluded by identifying the gap in the literature and research that this study seeks to address. 

Chapter three is an overview of the study’s theoretical and conceptual framework 

highlighting the role of CRT in education.  It introduces the CRT tools used to examine and 

frame the research. In recognition that all research is subjective, the chapter concludes by 

outlining the researcher positioning allowing for the transparent examination of the thesis. 
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Chapter 3: Theoretical and conceptual framework 

3.1 Introduction  

 The previous chapter covered the relevant literature on Indigenous student education 

and attendance. Its focus was on three assertions that placed the study within the relevant 

literature and identified the literature gap that the study addresses.  This chapter will address 

the application of critical race theory (CRT) tools to the research question.  Firstly, an 

overview of race as a category and means to control is given to assist in placing CRT within 

discussions on race. Secondly, the contribution of CRT to education is outlined followed by a 

discussion about how CRT was used as a theoretical and conceptual framework to gain a 

more nuanced understanding of the educational outcomes and school attendance data as it 

relates to Indigenous Australian students. It gives an overview of the five key CRT concepts 

used within the research: intersectionality; interest convergence and contradiction closing; 

racism is inherent; whiteness; and voices of people of colour. Lastly this chapter outlines the 

researchers standpoint, recognising that individual perspectives are shaped by their social, 

economic and political positioning (Hartsock, 1983).  An awareness of a researcher’s 

positioning allows for the recognition that no research is objective nor value free.  The 

exposure of beliefs and values that impact on a study’s design and analysis assists in situating 

the research within a wider body of knowledge.   

3.2  Race as a category and a means to control. 

 Prior to outlining CRT in education and as a conceptual framework a general 

understanding of race is needed to situate theory.  In premodernity there were no differences 

in human beings conceived as racial.  It was during modernity that people came to be defined 

by race (Goldberg, 2002 p.286). The categorisation of people and the idea of white 

supremacy came about through “classification categories of race in natural history” with the 

category of “race” first used in 1884 by Francois Bernier (West, 2002, p. 99).   
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 Race however became “explicitly and consciously applied” in the sixteenth century 

(Goldberg, 2002 p.286).   The use aligned with the exploring, plundering and enslaving of 

Indigenous people to create the New World. By the seventeenth century race was being used 

as a tool to exploit the resources of new territories with Indigenous people being seen as a 

natural resource acquired through colonial expansion. Racial differences however defined 

enslavement for some rather than others (Goldberg, 2002 p.286 -287).   

 It was in the eighteenth century in the famous Natural History of Man (1778) that 

white was given as “the real and natural colour of man” and black people had “little genius” 

(West, 2002, p.99). During this period categories such as “exotic”, “oriental” and “negro” 

emerged cataloguing human beings from dark skinned to light skinned (Goldberg, 2002 

p.290).  The prevailing view was that people from more moderate climates were more 

beautiful and thus the rise of phrenology (reading of skulls) and physiognomy (the reading of 

faces) emerged.  Measurements were used to show European people were more “beautiful” 

than black people whose skull and face measurements were closer to apes than humans 

(West, 2002, p.101).    

 Therefore, modern racism surfaced as discourse of colonialism and exploitation, and a 

way to regulate and control the population of conquered territories.  That instead of an 

irrational or political ideology it was used as a deliberate biopolitical tool to control 

relationships between peoples and implement processes of subjectification (Rasmussen, 

2011, p.35).  Race became the biological marker that enabled Indigenous people to be  

categorised as primitive, nomadic, and uncivilised in opposition to “white civility” (Moreton-

Robinson, 2015, p.158).  This view of Indigenous people enabled the British to deny the 

sovereign rights of Australia’s Indigenous people through the myth of terra nullius and to 

tightly control their behaviour through legislation and policy (Moreton-Robinson, 2015, 
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p.157-58). Thus, the foundation of Australia’s current sovereignty could be seen as being 

race-based.   

 Omi and Winant (2002) describe, “racial formation as a sociohistorical process by 

which racial categories are created, inhabited, transformed and destroyed” (p.124).   They 

argue that historically the way the human body and social structures have been organised is 

linked to hegemony and the way in which society is ruled (p.124).   This is seen in modern 

Australia through the government’s neoliberalism approach to education that socially 

organises society (through activity and policy) maintaining structural inequality and 

benefiting the hegemony and the advantaged.  Foucault appears to link neoliberalism and 

contemporary forms of neo-racism in his writings on governmentality where the government 

is able to intervene directly into the market (Rasmussen, 2011, p.46).  He argues that if a 

government uses race as a means to control a population it is unlikely that government 

designed anti-racist strategies will be effective (p.47).  

 Race continued to be deployed to control society in the twentieth century through 

immigration laws and laws affecting Indigenous people (Moreton-Robinson, 2015, p.179). In 

Australia, this is shown through the white Australia immigration policy, and policies and 

laws affecting the Indigenous people’s freedom and right of movement and the right to 

ownership of land.  Examples include protection and assimilation policies, and the Aboriginal 

Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act 1897 and it subsequent amendments, and 

the Native Title Act 1993.  In the twenty-first century, race continues to function to regulate 

migration and movement through the hyper-regulation and surveillance of citizens which 

commenced after the 9/11 attacks (Moreton-Robinson, 2015, p.179).   

 In Australia, the government continues to deploy race to control the lives of 

Indigenous people through acts such as the suspension of the Racial Discrimination Act in 

response to the “Little Children are Sacred Report” that investigated sexual abuse.  The 
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suspension of the Act in 2007 allowed for the compulsory acquisition of five years leases 

over declared Aboriginal land, denial of compensation equivalent to that of other landholders, 

income management of residents, denial of reviews by Social Security to income 

management decisions, and the allowance of greater access by government to Aboriginal land 

(Australian Human Rights Commission, 2018).  Moreton-Robinson (2015) argues that the 

intervention by government demonstrates white patriarchal sovereign power to “regulate and 

manage the subjugation of Indigenous communities” (p.161).    

 CRT theorists also argue that race is socially constructed and used as a means to maintain, 

regulate and control society in the interests of the white population that constructed it.  Therefore, 

the selection of CRT as a conceptual framework aligns with work being undertaken on race and 

provides a solid basis for the study of the research question: how are understandings of race, 

which are embedded in systemic structures related to secondary school attendance? 

3.3 Critical race theory in education 

 Critical race theory (CRT) had its beginning in the 1970s in critical legal studies, with 

an examination of how race and racism were ingrained in the legal system. It was argued that 

racism should not be viewed as individual acts but rather an endemic part of the systems and 

structures of daily life, ingrained through historical consciousness (Gillborn, 2006; Ladson-

Billings & Tate, 1995; Parker & Lynn, 2002, p. 9).  

 Critical legal studies (CLS) challenges the cultural hegemony and seeks to expose 

accepted norms within the legal system, which creates an unequal justice and maintains the 

power relations in society (Harris, 2001).  While CLS exposes biases within the legal system, 

there has been a frustration that it does not address the ways in which the system is 

maintained and the ways in which it can be dismantled (Brown & Jackson, 2013, p. 14). Thus 

CRT has emerged to expose the element of racism that is hidden in the cultural hegemony 

that allows for racism to continue and to be declared to be eradiated (McWhorter, 2000, cited 
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in Parker & Lynn, 2002, p. 10). The theory exposes and challenges the cultural assumption 

that in order to be racist an act of racism must be intended and obvious (Gillborn, 2006, p. 

15).   

 CRT has a number of tenets and themes: racism has become so entrenched in societal 

structures that it is seen as a normal part of everyday life; the dominance of white people in 

power and resources has become invisible; importance is placed on the voice of people of 

colour to give a counter narrative to dominant discourses; a critique of liberalism, particularly 

the notion of system neutrality; racial equality will be embraced only when it converges with 

white interests; and there are connections between race and other intersections such as 

feminism, and low socio-economic status (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Parker & Lynn, 2002; 

Rollock & Gillborn, 2011). A further concept that emerges in the literature on CRT, when 

applied particularly to education, is that of revisionist history where society racialises 

different groups and sometimes pits them against each other (Delgado and Stefancic, 2011, 

cited in Delgado and Stefancic, 2012, p. 26). This concept includes identifying key moments 

and limits of progress relating race to specific historical and social contexts (Gillborn, 2006, 

p.29).   

 CRT critics tend to highlight the lack of debate about class and capitalism within the 

theory, arguing that centring class can often explain the positioning of people of colour 

(Ledesma & Calderón, 2015, p. 207).  Marxian scholars argue that CRT fails to understand 

how class and capitalism construct and operationalise race in the service of capitalism, and 

that much more work is required by critical race theorists to explain racial exploitation 

(Dumas, 2013, p. 116).  Race scholars dispute the lack of focus on class, arguing that CRT 

often focuses on how race works with and through class and other areas of differentiation, 

such as gender and disability (Gillborn, 2006, p.36).   
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 A key criticism of CRT is that it argues that all ‘white’ people exert power regardless 

of their gender, ability and class (Cole, 2009 cited in Dumas, 2013, p. 117). CRT theorists 

acknowledge that all white people do not benefit equally, but do benefit to some extent 

(Gillborn, 2008a, p. 34).  In Australia these benefits include the fact that white students, 

regardless of their class, have their epistemologies and history in the national education 

curriculum taught by their teacher.  On a wider scale all Australians live freely on land made 

available by the dispossession of Indigenous people, and all white Australians see themselves 

represented in the media in a variety of roles.  McIntosh (1988) likens white privilege to an 

invisible knapsack filled with unearned provisions exclusively for white people. McIntosh 

lists 50 unearned privileges provisions. The privileges of education include, “When I am told 

about our national heritage or about ‘civilization’, I am shown that people of my color [sic] 

made it what it is” and “ I can be sure that my children will be given curricular materials that 

testify to the existence of their race” (McIntosh, 1988, p. 1).  Dumas argues that because all 

white people receive these benefits “they are complicit, however unwittingly, in the system of 

domination” (Dumas, 2013, p. 119).  

 The first article written on CRT in education was Towards a Critical Race Theory in 

Education, written in the United States of America by Gloria Ladson-Billings and William 

Tate in 1995 (Parker & Lynn, 2002). The article attempts to use race as a tool for 

understanding school inequalities through showing how whiteness – which whites alone 

possess – is demonstrated in education.  Examples given by the authors include instances 

where students of colour are rewarded for conforming to ‘white norms’; how curriculum is 

based on white values, beliefs and epistemologies; how learning foreign languages is 

prestigious but being bilingual in non-white languages has a lower status; identifying an 

education program as non-white diminishes its reputation and status; and the right to exclude 

based on “blackness” (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 60).  In Australia, this kind of 
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exclusion can be seen in the denial of schooling to Indigenous students, the creation of 

separate schools, the limiting of education in the separate schools; and the dominance of 

Western values and beliefs in the curriculum.  

 In a later article in 1998, Ladson-Billings outlined further specific education areas 

where a CRT relationship can be seen, such as in the curriculum, teacher instruction, and 

standardised assessment (Ladson-Billings, 1998, pp. 18-21). Ladson-Billings argues that 

CRT with its CLS roots needs to be studied rigorously and should propose radical solutions. 

She cautions that changes to the curriculum need to be inclusive of diversity, and not lead to 

“superficial and trivial celebrations of diversity” rather than a transformation (p. 22). Dixson 

and Rousseau agree with the need to understand the underlying concepts of CRT, and 

contend that it will take a long term, concerted effort by researchers and those involved in the 

system to combat the racism endemic in education and dismantle years of an inequitable 

system (Dixson & Rousseau, 2005).  

 In the last twenty years, CRT in education has been used to examine a range of 

educational issues seeking to “uncover  the ways that race manifests itself to create 

oppressive education experiences for students of color (sic) (and their families) in  seemingly 

‘race neutral’ contexts relative to pedagogy, policy and curriculum” (Lynn & Dixson, 2013, 

p. 15). This research contributes to this goal.  In 2015, Ledesma and Calderon reviewed CRT 

literature in education, outlining that CRT is “no longer in its infancy” and has proven itself 

to be valuable in exposing systemic racism, but that more work needs to be aimed at the 

institutional and not just individual structures (pp. 18-19).  Focusing on school based or 

individual structure solutions ignores the domination and impact of the system, and the 

historic relations that affect the outcomes of students (Gillborn, 2005, p. 487).   

 While it has been over twenty years since the first article on CRT in education 

appeared, it is a relatively new field of research in Australia.  A systematic search of the 
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literature has located very few articles; the earliest contribution is a conference paper by 

McDonald (2003) on pedagogical practices through CRT, revealing common experiences of 

the racialisation of Indigenous people in the Australian education system.  A further four 

articles focusing on CRT in education have been written by Greg Vass, an educational 

researcher based at the University of New South Wales. In his earliest article (2012a), Vass 

concludes that substantiative changes in outcomes are unlikely to occur for Indigenous 

students in the Australian education system until its racial foundations are recognised and 

accounted for. Throughout the remainder of his work, Vass continues to advocate for a focus 

on CRT in Indigenous student education. He contends that acceptance of incremental change 

for Indigenous students assumes an acceptance of the embedded ontological and 

epistemological educational framework and neoliberal influences (2012b, 2014, 2016).    

 McDonald and Vass both agree that CRT is warranted in Australia due to the fact that 

decades of concerted effort to improve outcomes for Indigenous students has resulted in little 

to no progress.  McDonald goes further and states that while America and Australia have 

similarities, they have differing histories, which is why the exploration of CRT specific to the 

Australian context and education system is worthy of place based research (2003, p. 5) 

 In addition to the differing histories, America and Australia also have differing 

education systems, and while a large amount of literature is also located in Britain explaining 

its racialized education system, Britain too has a different history from Australia and does not 

have a colonised Indigenous population.   

 Tribal critical race theory.  Tribal critical race theory (TribalCrit) is a relatively new 

branch of critical race theory (CRT).  This theory builds on CRT, acknowledging that racism 

is a critical factor but centralising colonisation in the study and research into the position of 

Indigenous peoples. It analyses the effects of colonisation and its ongoing legacy on 

Indigenous outcomes (Abercrombie-Donahue, 2011; Brayboy, 2005).  A systematic search of 
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the literature has found one recent article using TribalCrit in Australia.  The article by 

Moodie (2018) gives give an updated version of the nine tenets of TribalCrit providing a 

synthesis framed by Decolonising Race Theory. Moodie, suggests that applying an 

Indigenous lens to racial hierarchies constructs Indigeneity as a ‘racial category’ and 

undermines the sovereignty and the right to self-determination of First Nation people (p.37). 

The article examines the use of race theorising in settler colonial states and suggests a 

centring of Indigenous difference and the disruption of power and deficit discourse to engage 

with the types of strategies Indigenous students need.  

 While the use of TribalCrit would be a worthy study in the development of the theory 

within the Australian context, its emergent status would be outside the scope of the 

requirements of a Master in Education and Professional Studies research project.   What this 

study offers is the exposure of the centrality of racism within the Australian education 

system, which could assist in laying the foundation for a study of TribalCrit in Australia.   

3.4 CRT as a conceptual framework 

The study’s conceptual framework challenges the prevalence of the belief that racism 

is an individually based construct and not a social one, that a race of individuals is not linked 

to the distribution of jobs, wealth and power, and that racism is personal and not system 

based (López, 2003, p. 69). In seeking to understand the system of education and its 

relationship with Indigenous secondary students, this study draws on the work of Gillborn 

(2005) and Solorzano and Yosso (2002) in CRT.  CRT offers an alternative framework for 

researching normative views of education. Parker and Lynn (2002) describe the theory as a 

methodological tool that can make visible how race and racism affect the educational 

outcomes of racially marginalised students (pp. 7-8).  Ladson-Billing argues that CRT can be 

used to examine system bias in education policies and practices (2013). 
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David Gillborn (2005) offers three conceptual tools that can be used to examine race 

and racist systems and assumptions within the education system; storytelling and counter 

story telling, interest convergence and contradiction-closing cases and whiteness 

studies/white supremacy (pp, 31-36).  Solorzano and Yosso’s article on CRT and critical race 

methodology argue that in addition to the above three tools, CRT in education has at least 

two other elements: racism is endemic, and the intersectionality of race with other forms of 

subordination (2002, pp. 25-26).  Gillborn (2005) used these five concepts in the first major 

study of the British education system using CRT, which highlighted the differing levels of 

racism in the British education system.    The following is an outline of the five concepts as 

described in the literature. 

Intersectionality.  While CRT places race at the centre of research, researchers 

acknowledge its intersectionality with other forms of subordination such as class and gender 

(Gillborn, 2008, p. 36), recognising that neither class nor gender can fully explain racial 

disadvantage. CRT recognises that people have intersectional identities.  For example, race 

and gender, “are not two separate categories... but shape each other through dimensions of 

social power, so that race is gendered and gender is raced” (Vaught, Hernandez, Acholonu, 

Frommherz, & Phelps, 2013, p.376) 

Interest convergence and contradiction-closing.  CRT argues that interest 

convergence and contradiction-closing cases show how racial gains are made when they are 

in the long term self-interest of white people.  Interest convergence is often demonstrated 

with gains for the minority when they are swept up in programs for the majority. 

Contradiction-closing is a technique used when the inequity becomes so visible that the 

dominant power is forced to act, yet their actions bring about little change (Bell, 1985, p. 32).  

The qualifier to both of these gains, however, is that they will not go to the extent of 
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threatening the “position of middle and upper class whites” (Bell, p. 523, cited in Brown and 

Jackson, 2013, p. 17).    

Racism is inherent.  CRT researchers believe that racism is so routine in society that 

it is normalised and this “normalisation” benefits the majority or dominant people in a society 

(Delgado and Stefancic, 2012).  This institutionalised racism can be subtle and can be 

implemented unconsciously through the development of policies based on the cultural 

hegemony, which is often seen as being neutral (Gillborn, 2014).  In fact, the appearance of 

neutrality primarily operates to “obscure the fact that the perspective of the white majority is 

embedded within this view” (Brown & Jackson, 2013, p. 15). CRT scholarship is designed to 

challenge and disrupt this apparent neutrality or the status quo, which works to subordinate 

minority groups and people of colour (Milner, 2008, cited in Abercombie-Donahue, 2011, 

p.22).   

Whiteness.  CRT researchers use whiteness and white privilege to explain or 

demonstrate the inequitable distribution of resources within a society.    The concept is not 

used as an attack on white people, but on socially constructed systems, which see benefits 

and power reinforced in the white majority. “CRT scholarship seeks to understand how a 

regime of white supremacy and its subordination of people of colour have been created and 

maintained” (Crenshaw, Gotanda, & Peller, 1995, p. xiii). 

Voices of people of colour.  CRT acknowledges the voices of people of colour as a 

legitimate source of knowledge about race and racism, and they draw extensively on their 

lived experiences (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 26). These narratives can take many different 

forms, such as biographies, conversations, stories (Gillborn, 2005, p. 32) or hip hop / rap 

which has been used with students as a counter-storytelling technique (Bazile, 2009, cited in 

Ledesma & Calderón, 2015, p. 210). CRT researchers use this technique to show how the 
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everyday lives of people of colour are impacted by apparently neutral and ‘normal’ societal 

structures.  

3.5 The researcher’s standpoint  

 In this project, the researcher has the subject position of being an Indigenous woman.  

Standpoint theory allows for the exposure of this subject positioning in that it recognises that 

individual perspectives are shaped by their social, economic and political positioning 

(Hartsock, 1983).  To marginalised groups, a standpoint can make visible a reality that is 

invisible to the dominant society  (Tanesini, 1999 cited in Mackinlay, 2003, p. 264).  

An Indigenous woman’s standpoint is informed by Indigenous women’s experiences, 

cultural differences and “resistance as Indigenous sovereign female subjects”, as well as the 

questioning of the patriarchal white knowledge production (Moreton-Robinson, 2013, p. 

331).  Indigenous women’s standpoint theory outlines and acknowledges that what informs 

Indigenous women’s research questions and the way data is analysed is a shared 

epistemology (ways of knowing); axiology (ways of doing); and ontology (ways of being) 

which is unique to Indigenous women based on their indigeneity and experiences (Moreton-

Robinson, 2013).  

This positioning was used throughout this research to reinterpret or question the data 

gathered to reveal narratives hidden within QDET’s policy and data. This standpoint aligns 

with Chilisa’s (2012) view on Indigenous research methodologies, where it is stated that 

“What counts as knowledge is tied to the interests and perceived purposes of knowledge of 

different interest groups” (p173). 

The second acknowledged positioning is the locality of the researcher’s employment 

within the QDET.  The researcher has made a deliberate decision to be involved in the system 

to analyse and research from within in order to understand and locate new responses to 

existing and emerging education issues. This positioning could be interpreted as having an 
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“outsider within” status, in that it allows for the production of a unique standpoint on the 

education system.  Collins (1999) uses the term “outsider within” to describe social locations 

occupied by people of unequal power and argues that the use of insights gained by this 

positioning “provides new opportunities for social justice” (Collins, 1999, p. 88). 

A further individual positioning is the researcher’s position as a Guami Woppaburra 

Enkil (A Keppel islander adult woman whose place of origin is North Keppel Island).  

Acknowledging this positioning is in keeping with Martin’s (2008) study, respecting 

relatedness and responsibilities that Indigenous researchers should show respect for 

themselves and their connection and responsibilities to Ancestors, self and Entities (p. 77).  

My relatedness is aligned with my ways of knowing, doing and being as a Woppaburra Enkil 

woman from a matriarchal people, having a responsibility to lead, to challenge, and to 

question in order to find solutions to the problems facing my people.  

3.6 Conclusion 

 This chapter has provided an overview of the relevant literature in relation to race, and 

CRT in education.  The literature is used as a basis to challenge existing knowledge on 

Indigenous student state school attendance throughout this thesis.  CRT was outlined as a 

conceptual framework outlining the structure and organisation of the five concepts of CRT 

that is used to frame the examination of the data outlined in the following chapter on 

methodology. Lastly, this chapter outlined the researcher’s standpoint as an Indigenous 

woman and a Guami Woppaburra Enkil, recognising that Indigenous women’s experiences 

have influenced the study’s research question and analysis. 

 The next chapter will outline the methodology approach used in the study, including a 

brief outline of Indigenous research methodologies and the research methods and analysis 

used.  This is followed by a short outline of data collection and their individual analytical 

methods. The chapter ends with a discussion on ethics and limitations of the data.     



DRAFT 

THE UNEXAMINED SYSTEM          60 

 

Chapter 4: Methodology 

4.1 Introduction 

 The previous chapter presented an overview of critical race theory (CRT) and the 

rationale for using it as the study’s theoretical and conceptual framework. This chapter will 

outline the research design adopted to achieve the objective of the study: to explain the disparity 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous student attendance through the lens of critical race 

theory. The first section provides an overview of Indigenous research methodologies, which 

seeks to ensure research is undertaken from an Indigenous point of view. Section 4.2 outlines and 

defends the predominantly quantitative research methods used for the study followed by section 

4.3, which lists the instruments used and a discussion of how the data was analysed. Finally, 

section 4.4 gives an overview of the data collection while section 4.5 discusses the ethical 

considerations of the research and its potential problems and limitations.  

4.2 Indigenous research methodologies 

Indigenous research methodologies seek to “ensure that research on indigenous issues can 

be carried out in a more respectful, ethical, correct, sympathetic, useful and beneficial fashion, seen 

from the point of view of indigenous peoples” (Porsanger, 2004, p. 108). Prominent Indigenous 

Australian researchers such as Nakata (1998), Martin (2008) and Rigney (1999) have identified a 

number of methodologies or principles of Indigenous research.  Based on these researchers’ works 

Moreton-Robinson and Walter’s have summarised the Indigenous Australian approaches into four 

principles: 

Principle One ‘recognises our worldviews, our knowledges and our realities as distinctive 

and vital to our existence and survival, which serves as a research framework’; Principle 

Two honours ‘Aboriginal social mores as essential processes through which we live, learn 

and situate ourselves as Aboriginal people in our own lands and in the lands of other 

Aboriginal people’; Principle Three emphasizes ‘the social, historical and political 
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contexts which shape our experience, lives, positions and futures’ and Principle Four 

privileges ‘the voices, experiences and lives of Aboriginal people and Aboriginal 

lands’(Moreton-Robinson and Walter, as cited in  Larkin, 2014, p. 43). 

Porsanger argues that the uses of such methodologies “allow indigenous scholars to make 

visible what is special and needed, what is meaningful and logical in respect of indigenous 

peoples” (2004, p. 107).  Indigenous methodologies have an emancipatory imperative that seeks 

to uncover the continuing forms of oppression (Rigney, 1999, p. 117); in this respect they have a 

similar tenet to CRT.  This approach challenges the traditional view of Indigenous people’s role 

in maintaining their victim status and changes it to a lens that examines the perpetrator’s role in 

constructing and maintaining oppression.  

4.3 Research methods 

 This study will take a predominantly quantitative method approach to implementing the 

five CRT conceptual or methodological tools.  A quantitative approach allows for an analysis of 

wider structures, structural barriers and systemic influences (Gillborn, Warmington & Demack, 

2017, p.160). A qualitative approach would limit the study to a small number of participants or 

case studies, not allowing for an understanding of how race is embedded in systemic structures.  

 While the researcher acknowledges that the application of a quantitative approach is no less 

socially constructed than qualitative data and can conceal through perceived objectivity and 

hidden racial assumptions (Gillborn et al., 2017, p.160) a quantitative approach has been chosen 

to use those accepted social constructions and assumptions to interrogate the system. With a rise 

in ‘education policy as numbers’ this research seeks to use the reliance on QDET’s numbers as 

neutral and objective to demonstrate racial bias. The researcher’s standpoint outlined in the 

previous chapter allows for an examination of the existing data through a CRT lens informed by 

an Indigenous standpoint. This approach does not ignore that more work needs to be done on 
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what data is gathered, how is it gathered, how it is analysed and how it is represented.  It seeks to 

start this conversation by using data that QDET regularly uses to make policy decisions.  

 A recent article on QuantCrit by Gillborn et al., (2017) outlines the five principles for using 

a quantitative approach in CRT.  Firstly, recognise the centrality of racism and without a critical 

race-conscious perspective, quantitative analyses will maintain and legitimise existing inequities 

(p.169).  Secondly, numbers are not neutral and the way in which data is collected and analysed 

reflects the interest of white elites (p.171).  Thirdly, categories are not neutral and care needs to 

be taken that where categories such as race are used they do not erroneously ascribe race as the 

cause (p.171). Fourthly, voice and insight and the experience of minorities are needed to 

understand and give context to data outcomes as data cannot “speak for itself” (p.173).  Lastly, 

quantitative research should have a social justice/equity orientation (p.174). 

 Selective education data and documents comprising five data sets were examined looking  

for evidence of the prevalence of systemic racism as a key factor impacting on Indigenous 

students’ attendance at school.  Each data set is examined using a differing quantitative technique 

apart from QDET’s attendance policy, which uses both quantitative and qualitative approaches.  

The adoption of these differing techniques is informed by the researcher’s objective to make 

visible a reality that is invisible to the dominant society. 

 Education systems generate a substantial amount of data annually. Therefore, in order to 

narrow the focus of inquiry, one set of quantitative data was chosen per CRT conceptual tool.  

Two of the five data sets focus specifically on Indigenous secondary students, as the data shows 

that Indigenous students’ attendance in the secondary years is lower than primary attendance, as 

well as having a steep decline early in secondary school years.   

 Upon completion of the analysis of all data, the results are compared with those of 

published CRT education scholars.  
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4.4 Research instruments and analysis  

 The literature on CRT does not dictate specific analytic tools and processes to be used.  

Research undertaken by Ladson-Billings (2006)  and David Gillborn (2005), both leading CRT 

scholars, uses a variety of data that allows for comparative analysis of outcomes based on race.  

In this way CRT is used more as an analytical approach rather than as a strictly analytical tool.  

This permits for the application of CRT to a range of data and situations, and allows for CRT to 

grow and adapt to differing contexts.  

 The following is a summary of QDET data sets and the process of analysis that been 

chosen for this study.  A more detailed outline of the data and analysis is found in the data 

analysis and discussions in Chapter 5.   

 4.4.1  2013, 2014, 2015 and 2016 secondary school student attendance data.   

State secondary school attendance data for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students 2013 – 2016 

number of school days attended with the total possible days attended. The measure is calculated 

using data from Semester 1 each year. The period 2013 – 2016 was chosen due to a change in the 

methodology used for calculating student attendance rates from 2013 onwards.  The change has 

caused a break in the attendance time series data collected by QDET.  

 Analytic method.  Student level attendance data will support the interrogation of QDET’s 

attendance outcomes using the conceptual tool of ‘intersectionality’ of race with other forms of 

subordination. Regression analysis was used to determine whether race is the central factor 

impacting student attendance. Regression analysis is a statistical process used to examine the 

relationships among variables and the strength of these relationships (Field, 2013, p. 198).  In this 

case, the independent or predictor variables of socio-economic status (SES), gender and 

indigeneity were examined for their effect on the dependent or outcome variables of attendance 

rates and attendance levels.   The regression analyses will show whether there is a statistically 

significant relationship between indigeneity and the outcome variables when SES and gender are 
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controlled.  The expected outcome is that, controlling for socio-economic and gender factors, race 

remains a statistically significant predictor of outcome variables of attendance. 

 4.4.2  Year 3 National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy 

(NAPLAN) results  Graphs showing Indigenous and non-Indigenous Year 3 NAPLAN 

reading results over the years 2008 to 2016 were requested and obtained from QDET. Year 3 

is typically used as the leading indicator of Indigenous student literacy.  

  Analytic method.  Students’ NAPLAN results will support the application of the 

conceptual tool of ‘interest convergence and contradiction closing cases’.  An analysis of the 

NAPLAN results will focus on improvements over time within the NAPLAN achievement 

bands. The expected outcome is an increase in Indigenous students’ NAPLAN results as a 

consequence of a QDET requirement to raise Queensland’s NAPLAN results and the meeting of 

the ‘closing the gap’ targets.  It is also anticipated that non-Indigenous students’ results will 

demonstrate a larger increase in the upper two bands than is the case for Indigenous students. 

 4.4.3  QDET attendance policy. QDET’s state schools’ attendance policy and 

associated documents guide and assist school leaders in developing and implementing student 

attendance strategies.  This policy titled “Managing student absences and enforcing 

enrolment and attendance at State Schools” is QDET’s strategic and overarching framework 

for managing student attendance.  The policy and associated documents are available on 

QDET’s public website. 

 Analytic method.  The QDET’s managing student absences and enforcing enrolment and 

attendance at State Schools policy and main supporting documents were examined for neutrality, 

which can work to subordinate the needs of Indigenous students.  Quantitative and qualitative text 

analysis were used to examine the positioning of Indigenous students within the documents. 

Popping and Roberts’ (2015) semantic text analysis were then used to examine the positioning of 
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Indigenous students or people within document sentences.  The expected outcome is that QDET’s 

attendance policy will display a neutral stance and an absence of a focus on Indigenous students. 

 4.4.4  Decision-making within QDET 2012 – 2016.  QDET, like all government 

agencies, has a hierarchical organisational and governance structure with levels of decision-

making and responsibility increasing with higher level positions.  The representation of 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous staff at the top levels of QDET’s structure for the period 

2012 to 2016 were requested and received from QDET. Due to the small number of 

Indigenous staff, individual levels are unable to be examined, therefore the positions of senior 

officer and above were examined as one category.  

 Analytic method.  Counts and proportions of Indigenous and non-Indigenous staff in 

QDET’s senior management roles were used to measure the level of power and influence of 

Indigenous people within the Queensland education system.  The numbers and percentage of staff 

were compared with the number and percentage of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

Queenslanders in the population and in the state schooling system over 2012 – 2016. The 

examination is expected to identify that there is a predominance of white people in decision-

making positions within QDET, and that this predominance is not in proportion to Queensland’s 

population or the students in the state education system.   

 4.4.5 QDET 2016 School Opinion Survey.  Each year QDET undertakes an on-

line survey of state schools called “the School Opinion Survey”.   This voluntary survey 

gathers information on students’, staff and parents’ attitude towards their school. For the 

students the survey requires responses to statements such as “I like being at my school”, “I 

can talk to my teachers about my concerns”, “I feel accepted by other students” and “my 

teachers care about me”.  For staff, it includes statements such as “students are encouraged to 

do their best at this school”, “students are treated fairly”, “staff are well supported”, and “I 

enjoy working at this school”.  For parents, statements include, “teachers at this school expect 
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my children to do his or her best”, “teachers at this school motivate my child to learn”, and “I 

can talk to my child’s teachers about my concerns”.  A six-point attitudinal response scale is 

used from strongly agree to strongly disagree (participants can also choose “unable to 

comment”). Aggregated School Opinion Survey data from state secondary students and their 

parents/caregivers for 2016 was requested and was received from QDET. 

 Analytic method.  Aggregated 2016 School Opinion Survey data from state secondary 

students and their parents/caregivers were examined using the conceptual tool of ‘voice of people 

of colour and counter storytelling’.  Descriptive statistics were used to show the basic features of 

the survey, plotting the proportion of Indigenous and non-Indigenous respondents who agree with 

particular survey questions. The expected outcome of the analysis is that Indigenous secondary 

school students and their parents report lower levels of agreement when compared to non-

Indigenous secondary school students and their parents.   

 The procedure for analysis of the data sets is outlined in the following table.  While the 

table places particular instruments and analysis against one conceptual tool, this will not preclude 

the use of findings from any analysis to prove or disprove CRT central concepts.   
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Table 2 Critical race theory methodology and data mapping   

Hypothesis  CRT Tool Instrument/s Source Analysis method Anticipated findings 

Socio-economic and 

gender factors alone do not 

account for Indigenous 

student attendance. 

Intersectional

ity of race 

with other 

forms of 

subordination

. 

QDET, 2013, 2014, 2015 

and 2016 school year 8 – 12 

attendance data 

disaggregated by student 

Indigeneity, gender and 

socio-economic status. 

  

Primary source of data 

collected by QDET. 

 

Regressions with gender, SES, 

and Indigenous status as 

predictors and attendance rate 

as the outcome (repeated for 

2013, 2014, 2015 and 2016). 

Keeping socio-economic and 

gender factors constant, race is a 

clear factor affecting student 

attendance.  

 

Only when the needs of 

the system and Indigenous 

students align are there 

increased educational 

outcomes on a systemic 

level for Indigenous 

students. 

Interest 

convergence 

and 

contradiction

-closing 

cases. 

NAPLAN Year 3 reading 

results from 2008 to 2016.  

Secondary source of data 

requested from QDET. 

 

Analysis of the proportion of 

Indigenous and non-

Indigenous students in the 

lower and upper 2 NAPLAN 

Bands in Year 3 reading over 

time (2008 to 2016). 

There is an increase in 

Indigenous student NAPLAN 

lower band results.  That non-

Indigenous students’ results 

will demonstrate a larger 

increase in the upper two 

bands. 

 
 

QDET attendance policy 

will display a neutral 

stance and an absence of a 

focus on Indigenous 

students. 

Racism is 

endemic. 

QDET attendance policy 

and associated documents. 

 

 

 

 

Secondary source from the 

QDET. Available on the 

department’s public website.   

 

Quantitative and qualitative 

text analysis of QDET 

attendance policy and 

associated documents. 

 

QDET attendance policy and 

supporting documentation, and 

that the departmental school 

leaders’ survey on attendance 

demonstrates neutrality. 

 

Non-Indigenous people are 

over represented in senior 

decision-making roles. 

Whiteness 

studies/white 

supremacy. 

Number and proportion of 

Indigenous and non-

Indigenous senior officers 

and above in DET.  

 

Secondary source requested 

QDET. 

 

Counts and proportions of 

Indigenous and non-

Indigenous staff in QDET 

senior management roles 

There is a dominance of 

whiteness in decision-making, 

power and resources within 

QDET. 

Indigenous state school 

secondary students and 

their parents have differing 

perceptions of their 

schools to non-Indigenous 

secondary school students 

and their parents. 

Voices of 

people of 

colour. 

QDET 2016 School 

Opinion Survey (student, 

and parent). 

Secondary source of data 

requested from the QDET. 

 

Descriptive statistics 

examining differences in 

responses between Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous survey  

responses (for students, 

parents and staff) 

There is a lower level of 

agreement by Indigenous state 

school secondary students and 

their parents than non-

Indigenous secondary school 

students and their parents.  
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4.5  Data Collection  

Table 3 outlines the data collection process for this study. 

Table 3 

Data collection and sources 

Data Source 

Attendance data 

 

State secondary school attendance data for Indigenous and non-

Indigenous students 2013 – 2016 was received from QDET. 

NAPLAN graphs NAPLAN graphs used for this study have been used publicly 

by QDET staff.  Permission to use the graphs in this study was 

gained from QDET. 

 

Policy documents Policy documents were downloaded from the QDET public 

website on 24 April 2016 and again on 29 January 2017.   

 

Human resources data The representation of Indigenous and non-Indigenous staff at 

top levels of the QDET structure for the period 2012 to 2016 

was received from QDET. 

 

School opinion data Aggregated school opinion data is publicly available on the 

QDET website. Disaggregated data on Indigenous secondary 

students’ and their parent/caregivers’ responses was received 

from QDET. 

 

Enrolment information Initial Indigenous enrolment data was download from QDET’s 

public website on 10 November 2016. Updated data was 

downloaded on 29 April 2017.   
 

4.6 Category of ‘Indigenous’. 

 It is important to note that the category of ‘Indigenous’ or ‘Indigenous status’ used in 

the data does not mean “Indigenous culture” or that the outcomes demonstrates that 

“Indigeneity is to blame for lower attendance, educational outcomes or other deficit”.  

Gillborn et al., (2017) argues,  
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where race is associated with an unequal outcome it is likely to indicate the operation 

of racism but mainstream interpretations may erroneously impute ‘race’ as a cause in 

its own right as if the minoritized group is inherently deficient somehow”. (171) 

 The category of ‘Indigenous’ or ‘Indigenous status’ in QDET data is through self or 

parental identification where the student or parent has identified as either Indigenous 

(Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander or both) or non-Indigenous.  

4.7  Ethics and limitations  

Ethics.  Ethical clearance for this study was sought from Griffith University, with the 

research considered as not requiring approval.  Approval to conduct research has been gained 

from QDET (Appendix A).  The Department’s approval was conditional upon consent from 

relevant Executive Directors, which has been gained.   

 Griffith University Research Ethics Manual and booklet 30 – Research with Australian 

Indigenous Peoples, is used to guide the research within the study.   The Australian Institute for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs guidelines for Ethical Research in Australian 

Indigenous studies will also assist in framing the ethical conduct.  

Limitations.  QDET has placed restrictions upon the use of the data they have 

provided, in particular no publications are to disclose the names of schools, individuals or 

departmental units.  As this study has a system wide focus, this restriction will not limit its 

rigour or reliability.  

The data used for this research is primarily secondary data obtained from QDET.  

Government data is often seen as a high quality secondary source due to the likely 

involvement of skilled data collection teams and statisticians (Smith & Smith Jr., 2008, p. 6).  

QDET has a branch solely for the gathering of performance data and its analysis.  

The raw data gathered from QDET was used for the purpose it was initially gathered 

for, i.e., attendance levels and rates, and opinions of students and parents.  This will assist in 
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the reliability of the study outcomes, as the data is being used for the purpose for which it was 

originally collected by QDET.    

 There are some limitations in the validity of survey data, for example, individual 

people’s actual behaviour / thoughts and their survey responses may not be aligned, and 

individuals’ understanding of questions may differ.  This presence of error was addressed in 

the interpretation of the results.  What is crucial is not the presence of the error but the 

appropriate use of the data accounting for the presence of errors (Smith & Smith Jr., 2008, p. 

24). 

4.8 Conclusion 

 This chapter outlined how the study will progress from a research question and theoretical 

framework to an explanation of the disparity between Indigenous and non-Indigenous student 

attendance through the lens of critical race theory.  Firstly, it gave an overview of Indigenous 

research methodologies and why they are important in research involving Indigenous people. 

Secondly, it outlined how a quantitative research approach allows for an analysis of the system 

and the data collected. The chapter then summarised the research instruments used and how the 

data was analysed using the CRT lens exposing inequities in the system.  The ethical and data 

limitations were outlined in order to understand the caveats and limits to the data used in the 

research.  In the next chapter the methodology is applied to the five sets of data obtained, with the 

outcomes being discussed through an application of CRT. 
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Chapter 5: Analysis and discussion  

5.1 Introduction  

 The previous chapter outlined the methodology, research and analysis methods that this 

study utilises to examine the research question of, “how are understandings of race which are 

embedded in systemic structures related to secondary school attendance?”  This chapter will 

demonstrate the application of that methodology to the five sets of data obtained, with the 

outcomes being discussed through an application of CRT. 

The chapter is organised into five sub-chapters based on CRT’s conceptual tools. 

Firstly, chapter 5.2 demonstrates that race does matter by outlining the intersectionality that 

occurs with Indigenous secondary student attendance. Secondly, chapter 5.3 shows that not all 

students have benefited equally from NAPLAN, and how the CRT tools of interest 

convergence and divergence can demonstrate how the aligning of Indigenous and non-

Indigenous students’ needs can affect educational outcomes. Thirdly, chapter 5.4 outlines that 

racism is locked in and endemic, highlighting how racism can occur in apparently neutral 

policies and guidelines. Fourthly, chapter 5.5 highlights that the power to control is 

demonstrated in the whiteness of educational decision-making; and lastly, in Chapter 5.6 

demonstrates that Indigenous people are ‘seen but unheard in the education’ demonstrating a 

counter story to the opinions of non-Indigenous parents/caregivers and secondary students.   

 Each sub-chapter will commence with a brief introduction, followed by a reproducing 

of the relevant section in Table 2 Critical race theory methodology and data mapping for 

each individual sub-chapter. This reproduction assists to aid in the reading and linking of the 

data to the CRT tools.  The table excerpt is followed by an outline of the data, the method/s 

and the results of analysis.  Each sub-chapter will conclude with a discussion of what the 

results demonstrate, alignment of the individual results with CRT and a conclusion. A 

comprehensive discussion on the overall results is undertaken in Chapter 6.  
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Sub-Chapter 5.2 Race matters: Intersectionality and Indigenous state school 

secondary attendance  

 5.2.1 Introduction.  With the requirement for Australian jurisdictions to meet the 

COAG ‘closing the gap’ attendance target, there is a need to understand whether the 

attendance of Indigenous students is related solely to race or whether other factors such as 

gender and low SES also play an inhibiting role.  The untangling of these factors allows for a 

more precise understanding of the contribution each of these factors plays in Indigenous 

student attendance. A new understanding will allow for the development of more effective 

policies and strategies to increase Indigenous student attendance. 

   The aim of this sub-chapter is to set the basis for the remainder of the thesis.  It will 

demonstrate that race is the most significant factor affecting Indigenous student attendance. 

This sub-chapter will analyse Indigenous student attendance against gender and SES in order 

to gain an understanding of how Indigenous attendance works with, and through, the areas of 

gender and socio-economic status in Queensland state school secondary attendance. The 

results will inform an understanding of the complexities and intersectionalities in Indigenous 

student attendance and demonstrate that while Indigenous students are gendered and many 

fall within the low SES category, there is a need to focus on race, regardless of gender and 

SES category.  The findings in this chapter address the following key question, “What are the 

contributions of race, gender and SES to Indigenous attendance rates?”  The results also assist 

in answering a much larger question facing educational systems, “Is it necessary to develop 

and implement Indigenous student targeted attendance actions within systemic attendance 

strategies?”   

 An excerpt from Table 2 Critical race theory methodology and data mapping is 

reproduced below to assist with connection to the CRT tool and hypothesis relevant to this 

sub-chapter.  
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Hypothesis  CRT Tool Instrument/s Source Analysis method Anticipated findings 

Socio-

economic 

and gender 

factors alone 

do not 

account for 

Indigenous 

student 

attendance. 

Intersectional

ity of race 

with other 

forms of 

subordination

. 

QDET, 2013, 

2014, 2015 and 

2016 school year 8 

– 12 attendance 

data disaggregated 

by student 

Indigeneity, gender 

and socio-

economic status. 

  

Primary 

source of 

data 

collected 

by QDET. 

 

Regressions with 

gender, SES, and 

Indigenous status 

as predictors and 

attendance rate 

as the outcome 

(repeated for 

2013, 2014, 2015 

and 2016). 

Keeping socio-

economic and 

gender factors 

constant, race is a 

clear factor affecting 

student attendance.  

 

 5.2.2 Data.  The sub-chapter will present a quantitative analysis of QDET’s 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous student attendance rates over 2013 to 2016.   The timeframe 

was chosen due to a change to the calculation of QDET’s student attendance in 2013. From 

2013, DET student attendance rates are calculated as the total number of school days 

compared with the actual days a student attended for Semester One of the school year 

(Queensland Department of Education, Training and Employment, 2013, p. 48). Data 

assembled for this analysis was QDET, 2013, 2014, 2015 and 2016 school years 8 – 12 

attendance data, disaggregated by student indigeneity, gender and socio-economic status. The 

period 2013 – 2016 was chosen due to a change in the methodology used for calculating 

student attendance rates from 2013 onwards.  The change has caused a break in the attendance 

time series data collected by QDET. 

5.2.3 Method.  The sub-chapter features the use of both univariate and multivariate 

regression modelling to examine the relationships of gender, indigeneity and SES on 

Indigenous student secondary attendance.   Univariate analysis was used to compare 

attendance rates separately against the factors of indigeneity, SES, and gender.  Multivariate 

regression were used to determine the overall impact and significance of each factor on 

attendance.  Firstly, comparisons between Indigenous and non-Indigenous median attendance 

rates were examined in order to determine the attendance gap between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous state school secondary students over the data period 2013 to 2016.   
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Secondly, the median attendance gap for both groups were held constant and 

compared with the MySchool student Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage 

(ICSEA) scores, grouped into high (above average) and low (below average) categories. The 

MySchool ICSEA is a scale that allows for comparison of socio-education advantage 

(Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2014).  This data will 

demonstrate whether indigeneity continues to be an influence when the combined factors 

which make up the ICSEA score - parents’ occupation and education, geographical location 

and proportion of Indigenous students - are accounted for.   There is a strong correlation 

between ICSEA scores and the socio-economic positioning of a school.  The Australian 

Government uses the SEA component of the ICSEA to identify schools for low socio-

economic status student loading (Australian Government, 2013). Thirdly, holding the race of 

the student constant, the median attendance was compared against gender (boy, girl).  The 

comparison will inform whether the gender of a student has an impact on their attendance. 

Lastly, regression analysis was used to determine the significance of race as a central 

factor impacting Indigenous student attendance. Regression analysis is a statistical process for 

examining the relationships among variables and the strength of these relationships (Field, 

2013, p. 198). Taking into account the outcomes of indigeneity, ICSEA and gender on state 

school attendance rates, a series of linear regressions were run, with attendance being the 

dependent variable (DV) and Indigenous status, ICSEA and gender being independent 

variables (IV).  Separate regression were run for each collection year (2013 to 2016). Outputs 

are displayed in both tabular and graphical charts. The outcomes demonstrate that, controlling 

for ICSEA and gender factors, race remains a statistically significant predictor of outcome 

variables of attendance.  

5.2.4 Results.  The examination of the QDET secondary school student median 

attendance rates over 2013 to 2016 demonstrate a clear and stable difference of five to six 
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percentage points between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students over the four-year period. 

The examination also displays that the difference remained stable after the COAG 2014 

attendance target was announced. This difference is shown in Table 4 and Figure 4. 

 

Table 4 

Median attendance rates by Indigenous status, 2013 - 2016 

 Non-Indigenous Indigenous 

2013 93.00 87.00 

2014 93.00 88.00 

2015 93.00 88.00 

2016 94.00 88.00 

 Source. Data supplied by QDET. 

Figure 4 

Median attendance rates by Indigenous status, 2013 - 2016 

Source. Data supplied by QDET.  

An examination of the median attendance rate gap for Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

students against student ICSEA scores (grouped into high and low) across all collection years 
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found that once ICSEA is accounted for, Indigenous status alone continues to be a factor in 

school attendance.   The results shown in Table 4 and Figure 5 demonstrate that the gap 

between low ICSEA Indigenous and non-Indigenous students was maintained in favour of 

non-Indigenous students, at five percentage points across the four years while the gap for high 

ICSEA was 4 percentage points in 2013 and 2014, and three percentage points between 2015 

and 2016. The results also display that a gap between attendance for low and high ICSEA 

students ranges between one and two percentage points for non-Indigenous students and two 

to three percentage points for Indigenous students, possibly indicating that ICSEA has a 

weaker impact on Indigenous than non-Indigenous students. 

Table 5 

Median attendance rates by Indigenous status and ICSEA group, 2013 - 2016 

 2013 2014 2015 2016 

 

Low 

ICSEA 

(<1000) 

High 

ICSEA 

(1000+) 

Low 

ICSEA 

(<1000) 

High 

ICSEA 

(1000+) 

Low 

ICSEA 

(<1000) 

High 

ICSEA 

(1000+) 

Low 

ICSEA 

(<1000) 

High 

ICSEA 

(1000+) 

Non-

Indigenous 
92.00 94.00 93.00 94.00 93.00 94.00 93.00 94.00 

Indigenous 87.00 90.00 88.00 90.00 88.00 91.00 88.00 91.00 

Source. Data supplied by QDET.  
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Figure 5 

Median attendance rates by Indigenous status and ICSEA, 2013 – 2016 

Source. Data supplied by QDET.  

 An analysis of the impact of gender on the overall Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

student median attendance rate across all collection years indicates that gender is not a key 

factor in influencing attendance (see Table 6 and Figure 6).  There was no difference between 

non-Indigenous male and female students’ attendance between 2012 to 2016 and no 

difference between Indigenous male and female students between 2012 and 2014.  Female 

and male Indigenous students have a one percentage point difference in 2015 and 2016, with 

the 1 percentage point favouring females in 2015 and males in 2016.  

Table 6  

Median attendance rates by Indigenous status and gender, 2013 - 2016 
   

 2013 2014 2015 2016 

 Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female 

Non-

Indigenous 
93.00 93.00 93.00 93.00 93.00 93.00 94.00 94.00 

Indigenous 87.00 87.00 88.00 88.00 88.00 89.00 89.00 88.00 

Source. Data supplied by QDET.  
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Figure 6  

Median attendance rates by Indigenous status and gender, 2013 - 2016 

Source. Data supplied by QDET.  

When the three independent variables (Indigenous, ICSEA and gender) are examined 

simultaneously in the regression equation, the three IVs combined explain approximately 4% 

of variance in semester attendance rates (across all collection years). Beta weights indicate 

that Indigenous status is more important than both gender and ICSEA in explaining secondary 

student attendance rates. ICSEA is the second most important factor in explaining student 

attendance rates and gender is not a significant factor in explaining student attendance rates in 

secondary schools.  Gender was found to have no impact on attendance for Indigenous 

students 0%, ICSEA 1 % and indigeneity 3%.  While recognising that indigeneity is included 

in the formula for ICSEA, when examined alongside gender and ICSEA, Indigenous status 

holds the greatest explanatory power in accounting for secondary student attendance rates.   

See Table 7 and the results of regression analysis in Appendix B. 
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Table 7 

Indigenous, ICSEA and gender regression analysis  

Individual IVs (predictors) 
β 

Sig?              

(p< .05) 
sr2 

2013 

Indigenous -0.175 Yes 3% 

ICSEA 0.090 Yes 1% 

Gender -0.001 No 0% 

2014 

Indigenous -0.165 Yes 3% 

ICSEA 0.07 Yes 1% 

Gender -0.001 No 0% 

2015 

Indigenous -0.163 Yes 3% 

ICSEA 0.083 Yes 1% 

Gender 0.001 No 0% 

2016 

Indigenous -0.164 Yes 3% 

ICSEA 0.082 Yes 1% 

Gender 0.005 Yes 0% 

Note. β = Beta weight - the absolute value of the size of the beta weight indicates the relative importance of the 

IV in explaining the DV.  The larger the beta weight, the more important the IV in explaining the DV; sr2 = 

semi-partial correlation squared - is the proportion of unique variance in the DV explained by the individual 

predictor or IV. 

5.2.5 Discussion.  Across all univariate variables examined (race 5-6 percentage 

points, gender 5-6 percentage points and ICSEA 4-5 percentage points), attendance favours 

non-Indigenous students. Regression analysis and beta weights find that Indigenous status is a 

significant factor in explaining student attendance rates over and above student gender and 

ICSEA status.  It must be noted though that together, only two variables (SES and 

indigeneity) explain only roughly 4% of the variance in attendance rates.  Given that the 

overall gap in attendance between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students was 6 percentage 

points in 2016 and that Indigenous status accounted for a 3% variance in 2016 there are other 

intersectional factors which impact on Indigenous student attendance.  Care needs to be taken, 

however, in interpreting that indigeneity or race are limited to a 3% impact, as the data does 
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not take into account the possibility of further unmeasured student, family-level, school and 

system inequities or characteristics. While impacting on many non-Indigenous students, these 

inequities or characteristics, such as English as an additional language or dialect, student 

mobility, health, housing, transport, geographical location, school curriculum and parental 

engagement, may have a greater impact on the attendance of Indigenous students.  This view 

is echoed by Gillborn et al., (2017) who states that there is a need to note that race does not 

operate separately to other factors and argues that in a “society structured by racial 

domination, the impact of racism will be reflected across many indicators simultaneously” 

(p.173). 

A further factor in limiting the impact to 3% is the formula used to develop the 

Myschool ICSEA data, which takes into consideration the proportion of Indigenous students 

at a school.   Ladwig and Luke (2014) call for a disaggregation of the MySchool ICSEA in 

order to better understand the impact of these variables on school attendance. Therefore, the 

results of the analysis show that Indigenous status accounts for at least 3% variance in 

attendance between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students without allowing for other 

unmeasured inequities.  The results also demonstrate that a sole focus on race alone does not 

account for the impact of low SES, as the attendance data differences between low SES and 

high SES students displayed. 

5.2.6 Alignment with the CRT tool of intersectionality.  These findings are 

consistent with comparable studies in Australia and internationally. A similar but much larger 

study undertaken by the Telethon Institute for Child Health Research in Western Australia 

examined 415,000 individual Western Australian student records and found that a number of 

factors such as low socio-economic status, gender, mobility, geographical location, parents 

educational attainment and occupational status had a cumulative impact on students’ 

attendance (Hancock, Shepherd, Lawrence, & Zubrick, 2013).   By using a range of univariate 
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and cross-tabulation techniques, including regression analysis Hancock et al. revealed a clear 

link between socio-economic status and level of school attendance, with the remaining 

variables, particularly geographical location, also having an impact.  However, these factors 

could only account for a proportion of Indigenous student non-attendance and could not 

completely explain the differences in attendance between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

students. (Hancock et al., 2013, p. 249). 

That Indigenous status is by itself a factor was also found by Ladwig and Luke (2014) 

who analysed MySchool school attendance, achievement, location and ICSEA 2008 – 2010 

data for stronger smarter learning communities and ‘like’ schools from the MySchool website.  

Measuring the strengths between variables for effect size it was found that ICSEA, 

Indigenous status and location were factors in school attendance (p. 190).   

The results of data analysed in this sub-chapter mirror those of Hancock et al., (2013) 

and Ladwig and Luke (2014) in that there are cumulative factors impacting on attendance and 

that Indigenous status itself is a key factor impacting on student attendance. The results of this 

study also align with research by Rothman (2001), who found that holding other factors such 

as socio-economic status, gender and school location constant, Indigenous students’ non-

attendance is higher than non-Indigenous students (p. 67).  Supporting these outcomes was a 

qualitative study of several areas of inequity (including race, class, gender and disability) 

undertaken by prominent education critical race theorist David Gillborn on middle-class black 

[sic] Caribbean parents in England, which showed while there are intersections between and 

across areas of oppression, race maintained its centrality (2015).  

In addition, Gillborn’s 2005 study of the British education system found that class is 

not equally important to all racial groups (2008a).  Of the ten racial groupings examined, class 

was found to make the largest difference in educational achievement for ‘white’ boys, 

therefore a single focus on socio-economic factors would be of the most benefit to white 
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students (p.55).  Gillborn’s results align with the examination between high and low ICSEA 

for state school secondary students in this study, which indicted that class possibly has a 

weaker impact on Indigenous than non-Indigenous students. 

 The outcomes of the data analysis support the tenet of intersectionality in CRT, in that 

the connections between race and other forms of subordination such as feminism and low 

socio-economic status alone cannot explain the disadvantage of minority races (Barnes, cited 

in Solorzano, 2012, p.25).    Critical race theorists see two key elements to this tenet: firstly, 

an empirical basis that demonstrates the primacy of race, and secondly a collective activism 

between oppressed or minority groups (Gillborn, 2015, p. 279).  A third element could 

include anti-essentialism.  Ladson-Billing (2013) sees anti-essentialism as the “other side of 

intersectionality”.  Essentialism is a belief that all members of a group think, believe, and act 

in similar ways, leading to misconceptions and stereotypes (p. 40).   Essentialism in Australia 

leads to a ‘one size fits all Indigenous Australians’ strategy approach, not allowing for the 

multiple identities in Indigenous people’s lives, such as gender and SES.   

 5.2.7 Conclusion.  This sub-chapter sets the basis for the remainder of the thesis by 

demonstrating that race is the most significant factor in student attendance when compared to 

gender and SES.  The outcomes align with the study’s objective to seek to explain the 

disparity between Indigenous and non-Indigenous student attendance through the lens of CRT 

and the research question ‘how are understandings of race which are embedded in systemic 

structures related to secondary school attendance?’ 

 The next sub-chapter will examine the interest convergence of Indigenous and non-

Indigenous students through an examination of the NAPLAN Year 3 reading results from 

2008 to 2016.  That sub-chapter will demonstrate that it is only when needs of the system and 

Indigenous students align, that increased educational outcomes on a systemic level for 

Indigenous students become a possibility. 



DRAFT 

THE UNEXAMINED SYSTEM          83 

 

Sub-Chapter 5.3  Have all benefited equally? Interest convergence and 

contradiction-closing cases  

5.3.1 Introduction.  Each year the Queensland based newspaper, The Courier Mail, 

has had a story, typically front page, on the National Assessment Program Literacy and 

Numeracy (NAPLAN) results. Education ministers all over Australia put out media releases 

on how their jurisdiction has performed.  The high profile of the tests and results has led to a 

focus on the lifting of NAPLAN outcomes and a steady increase in achievement.  This raises 

the question of whether Indigenous and non-Indigenous students have benefited equally from 

this focus.   

 The previous sub-chapter demonstrated that race is a more significant factor than 

gender and SES in Indigenous students’ attendance. This sub-chapter will examine whether 

the needs of Indigenous students are met when they align with non-Indigenous students. It 

focuses on the Year 3 reading NAPLAN results of Indigenous and non-Indigenous students 

from 2008 to 2016 to examine whether the CRT tool of interest convergence and 

contradiction-closing cases can explain any differences in improvements between the two 

student cohorts.   

 An excerpt from Table 2 Critical race theory methodology and data mapping is 

reproduced below to assist with connection to the CRT tool and hypothesis relevant to this 

sub-chapter.  

Hypothesis  CRT Tool Instrument/s Source Analysis method Anticipated findings 

Only when the 

needs of the 

system and 

Indigenous 

students align 

are there 

increased 

educational 

outcomes on a 

systemic level 

for Indigenous 

students. 

Interest 

convergence 

and 

contradiction

-closing 

cases. 

NAPLAN Year 

3 reading results 

from 2008 to 

2016.  

Secondary 

source of 

data 

requested 

from 

QDET. 

 

Analysis of the 

proportion of 

Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous 

students in the 

lower and upper 

2 NAPLAN 

Bands in Year 3 

reading over 

time (2008 to 

2016). 

There is an increase 

in Indigenous 

student NAPLAN 

lower band results.  

That non-

Indigenous 

students’ results 

will demonstrate a 

larger increase in 

the upper two 

bands. 
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5.3.2 Data.  In 2008, Australia introduced a national assessment tool to measure and 

improve literacy and numeracy among school students. National testing is undertaken in 

Years Three, Five, Seven and Nine, with every school’s results being published on the 

ACARA MySchool public website, which was established in 2010. While the results are not 

reported in terms of league tables, parents are able to compare and contrast results across 

schools.  Other data such as attendance, socio-educational advantage, enrolment and number 

of Indigenous students and language backgrounds other than English is included on the site to 

“provide [parents and other interested parties] valuable information to help make informed 

decisions about their child’s education” (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 

Authority, 2017).  

The following information has been sourced from the ACARA website on NAPLAN 

results and reports. NAPLAN assessment scales are divided into ten bands of student results 

(1 being the lowest and 10 being the highest). Six bands are used to report student 

achievement at each year level.  Year 3 uses Bands 1 through to 6, Year 5 uses Bands 3 to 8, 

Year 7 uses Bands 4 to 9, and Year 9 uses Band 5 to 10.  Students who are below National 

Minimum Standards (NMS) (Band 1 for Year 3) have not achieved for their year level and 

“are at risk of being unable to progress satisfactorily at school”, students at the NMS (Band 2 

for Year 3) “may also require additional assistance to enable them to achieve“ (Australian 

Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2016a) 

The first year of national testing is undertaken when a student is in Grade 3 

(undertaken in May of that year) and therefore the Year 3 data in this study measures the first 

two years of outcomes of compulsory schooling in Queensland (in 2017, a preparatory year 

became compulsory in Queensland).   

This sub-chapter examines a NAPLAN graph for Year 3 reading 2008 – 2016, which 

has been used by QDET to demonstrate the increases in Indigenous state school students’ 
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results. Year Three reading is typically chosen to demonstrate outcomes for Indigenous 

student literacy outcomes. Permission from QDET to use the graph within this study was 

approved.  

5.3.3 Method.  The quantitative methods used in this analysis involve firstly 

reviewing the increasing and decreasing percentage of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

students respectively in the lower two bands (national minimum standard and below) and in 

the upper two bands (highest level of achievement), to see if both cohorts of students were 

benefiting from the introduction of NAPLAN. To gain an overall view of any improvement, 

the percentage of students in the lower two bands in 2016 were subtracted from the 

percentage of students in the lower two bands in 2008. The subtraction was repeated for the 

upper two bands. The results will demonstrate the level of improvement of each cohort within 

these bands over the nine years.  

Secondly, an examination was undertaken to determine whether the gap in outcomes 

in the lower and upper two bands was changing, and whether Indigenous students had met the 

base year results (2008) of non-Indigenous students.  This involved determining the gap each 

year in Bands 1 and 2, and 5 and 6, and whether they were increasing or decreasing.  Thirdly, 

non-Indigenous students’ results over 2008 – 2016 were mapped alongside Indigenous 

students’ results in both the lower and upper two bands of NAPLAN Year 3 reading results.  

The mapping will demonstrate the trajectory taken in the increasing results for Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous students, as well as whether Indigenous students have been meeting non-

Indigenous students’ base line results from 2008 to the present. 

Lastly, mapping was undertaken to demonstrate Year 3 attendance against NAPLAN 

results. This exercise gives an indication of the effect of attendance on NAPLAN results. 

The expected outcome from the analysis across all four sets of data was that there 

would be an increase in Indigenous students’ NAPLAN results.  Increases in the lower band 
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results will substantially exceed increases in upper band results. This expectation was based 

on the requirement for all students to at least meet the NMS (second lowest band), which is 

the nationally agreed target for Indigenous students. The results will demonstrate that non-

Indigenous students, however, are benefiting at both the lower and upper two bands.  The 

benefit for non-Indigenous students was shown in the upper bands results, in particular. The 

results will demonstrate that non-Indigenous students are benefiting from the implementation 

of NAPLAN testing at a higher rate than Indigenous students.   

5.3.4 Results.  The Queensland NAPLAN results of Year 3 Indigenous and non-

Indigenous students demonstrate that, as a cohort, all Queensland students have benefited 

from the NAPLAN, with the percentage of students at or below national minimum standards 

(NMS) in 2016 being the lowest it has been since the introduction of NAPLAN in 2008. 

Overall the percentage of Indigenous students at or below NMS in Year 3 reading has 

decreased from 64.5% to 38.9% and from 34.1% to 15.3% for non-Indigenous students.  This 

represents a significant decrease in each cohort (Indigenous 25.6 percentage points and non-

Indigenous 18.8 percentage points) in the lower two bands.  

A review of students in the upper two bands of Year 3 NAPLAN reading (students 

achieving the highest results) since 2008, shows that the percentage of Indigenous students in 

these bands has increased from 8.5% to 19.4%, representing a 10.9 percentage point increase.  

The number of non-Indigenous students has also increased in these bands from 28% to 47.1%, 

representing a 19.1 percentage point increase, thus demonstrating that both Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous students are benefiting from the NAPLAN focus at lower and upper bands.   
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Figure 7 

NAPLAN improvement since introduction in 2008 – Year 3 reading 

 

Source: Performance and Monitoring Branch, Queensland Department of Education and Training, 

2016. 
 

 A review of the lower two bands shows a decreasing gap between Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous students in Band 1 (below NMS) and a fairly consistent gap in Band 2 

(NMS). 

Table 8 

Gap in Band 1 and 2 between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students in Year 3 

Year 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

Band 1 18.9 13.4 12.7 10.3 12.7 9.4 13.8 11.8 9.2 

Band 2 11.5 14.2 13.2 16.2 16.2 15.3 12.2 8.2 14.4 

Lower two bands 30.4 27.6 25.9 26.5 28.9 24.7 26 20 23.6 
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The decreasing gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students in Band 1 and 

below is offset by the data which shows that the number of non-Indigenous students in the 

lowest band decreased by 62%, while the decrease for Indigenous student was 56%. 

Table 9 

Year 3 students Band 1 and below results  

 Band 1 and Below    

 non-Indigenous  Indigenous    
2008 13.1 32  13.1 (Band 1, 2008)- 5 (Band 1, 2016) = 61.83 

2009 8.2 21.6  13.1 (Band 1, 2008)  
2010 9.5 22.2    
2011 7.9 18.2  32 (Band 1, 2008) - 14.2 (Band 1, 2016) = 55.62 

2012 7.3 20  31 (Band 1, 2008)  
2013 6 15.4    
2014 8 21.8    
2015 6.5 18.3    
2016 5 14.2    

 

A review of the gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students in the upper two 

bands shows a fairly consistent gap in the fifth band for the eight years of NAPLAN, whereas 

Band 6 shows a widening of the gap every year for the first six years of NAPLAN, which has 

been stable for the last two years.  See Table 10. 

 

Table 10 

Gap in Bands 5 and 6 between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students in Year 3 

 

Year 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

Band 6  7.5 9.5 11.8 14.7 14.9 17.8 15.3 17.9 17.7 

Band 5 12.0 10.3 9.5 8.5 12.6 7.6 10.0 8.0 10.0 

Upper two bands 19.5 19.8 21.3 23.2 27.5 25.4 25.3 25.9 27.7 
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 The mapping of student data trajectories over 2008 to 2016 highlights that Indigenous 

students have not yet met the 2008 baseline percentage (34.1%) of non-Indigenous students at 

or below the NMS in 2016.   

Figure 8 

 Percentage of students Bands 1 and 2 (NMS) 2008 – 2016 

 

 

Student data trajectories demonstrate that Indigenous students did not meet 2008 

baseline results of non-Indigenous students in the upper two bands of 28% in 2016 as shown 

in Figure 9. 

 

Figure 9 

 

Percentage of students Band 5 and above 2008 – 2016 
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The trajectories demonstrate that there has been a significantly higher percentage point 

increase in non-Indigenous students in the upper to two bands (19.1 percentage points) 

compared to Indigenous students (10.9 percentage points).   

The mapping of attendance against NAPLAN results in the two lower and upper bands 

demonstrates that while non-Indigenous student attendance has increased 0.5 percentage 

points over 2012 – 2016, there has been an increase of 9.9 percentage points in the upper two 

bands and a decrease of 6.2 percentage points in the lower two bands.  

Figure 10 

Non-Indigenous student attendance rates and NAPLAN results 

 

The mapping of attendance against NAPLAN results in the two lower and upper bands 

demonstrates that while Indigenous student attendance has increased 1.1 percentage points 

over 2012 – 2016, there has been an increase of 5.1 percentage points in the upper two bands 

and a decrease of 5 percentage points in the lower two bands.  
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Figure 11 

Indigenous student attendance rates and NAPLAN results 

 

5.3.5 Discussion.  Across all NAPLAN data analysed in this sub-chapter, the results 

favoured non-Indigenous students.  There was a consistent gap in NMS and a widening of the 

gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students in the upper two bands, favouring non-

Indigenous students. Data trajectories demonstrate that Indigenous students in 2016 have not 

yet met non-Indigenous students’ results in the lower and upper two bands for 2008.  The 

mapping of student attendance against the NAPLAN results showed that while attendance of 

the two cohorts did not increase significantly, the NAPLAN results did, favouring non-

Indigenous students. The results between attendance and NAPLAN outcomes indicate that 

there are additional factors other than attendance impacting on student outcomes. The results 

of analyses on NAPLAN QDET graphs is consistent with the hypothesis that both Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous students’ reading is improving, however there is a demonstrably larger 

increase in results for non-Indigenous students, particularly evidenced in the highest result 

bands.   

5.3.6 Alignment with CRT tools of the interest convergence and contradiction-

closing.  Two relevant studies undertaken on reform and standardised testing in Britain and 
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the United States of America displayed similar results to the data in this sub-chapter. 

Gillborn’s major study of the British education system using CRT, found that system reform 

intent on lifting  academic results of school students showed a disproportional improvement 

in outcomes between white and ethnic cohorts of students, with white students showing a 

clear improvement each year of the reforms (2008b, pp. 57-59).  Ladson–Billing’s 2005 

comparison of the outcomes of the National Assessment of Educational Progress standardised 

testing on fourth and eighth grade reading and mathematics scale scores, showed that the gap 

in outcomes between white, and black and Latino students in the United States of America 

exists and persists over time (2006, pp. 3-4).    

 A CRT explanation for the findings in both Gillborn’s, Ladson-Billing’s and this study 

is Derrek Bell’s convergence theory, that minority or black interests will only be progressed 

when they align with those of whites.  The qualifier to this, however, is that the ‘remedy’ will 

not extend to threatening the “position of middle and upper class whites” (Bell, p. 523, cited 

in Brown and Jackson, 2013, p. 17).  Based on this tenet, it is possible to argue that 

Indigenous students have been swept along with the non-Indigenous students in the increased 

focus on students’ literacy and numeracy achievement. In this case, the result is due to the 

majority of Indigenous students being in mainstream schools, where they are the minority 

(interest convergence).  Another possibility is that there has been a concerted focus on 

increasing Indigenous student outcomes but only at the lower levels.   

A CRT explanation for the second possibility can be found in Bell’s lesser known 

theory of ‘contradiction-closing’.  Contradiction-closing is identified by situations when 

inequity becomes so visible that it becomes unsustainable and the system is forced to react.  

The ‘remedy’, while being seen to address the inequity, brings no real structural or systemic 

change (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012, pp. 25-32). 
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 The same year NAPLAN was introduced in Australian schools, Indigenous ‘issues’ 

made a serial return to the public spotlight through a televised National Apology to 

Australia’s Indigenous peoples from the then Prime Minister of Australia. Improving 

opportunities and outcomes for Indigenous Australians was again in the media.  The ‘closing 

the gap’ targets for Indigenous people were announced by COAG with the aim of eliminating 

the gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians (Department of the Prime 

Minister and Cabinet, 2017b).  

While the aim was to eliminate gaps, only three of the seven ‘closing the gap’ targets 

had this as their goal. For example, the educational literacy and numeracy target is to halve 

the gap in reading, writing and numeracy NMS achievements for children by 2018 

(Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2015, p. 4).  A 2016 Grattan Institute report 

suggests NMS is too low to identify students falling behind, and outlines that in numeracy: “a 

Year 5 [student] at NMS is functionally operating below a Year 3 level”; “a Year 7 [student] 

at NMS is functionally operating below a Year 4 level”; and “a Year 9 [student] at NMS is 

functionally operating below a Year 5 level (four years behind their peers)” (Goss, 

Sonnemann, Chisholm, & Nelson, 2016, p. 23).   

Therefore, while simultaneously announcing a ‘remedy’ to the Australian public to 

improve the educational attainment of Indigenous Australians, COAG was placing two limits 

on the success of the remedy.  The first limit was placing the NMS benchmark as the ‘closing 

the gap’ literacy and numeracy goal.  This is a benchmark that may not allow students to have 

the educational attainment needed for social mobility, employability and economic status.  

The  second limit was the target to halve the gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

student outcomes, not to close it, allowing for, as Delagdo puts it, “just the right amount of 

racism” (cited in Gillborn, Lynn, & Dixson, 2013, p. 138).  
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Delgado and Stefancic (2001) believe that with contradiction-closing a clear pattern 

emerges: 

After the celebration dies down [Government apology to the stolen generation 

and announcement of COAG target] the great victory is cut back by narrow 

interpretations, administration or delay [NMS and half the gap targets]. In the 

end the minority group is left little better than it was before, if not worse 

[Queensland NAPLAN results favour non-Indigenous students].  (cited in 

Gillborn et al., 2013, p. 135) 

By transposing this theory to the ‘closing the gap’ literacy and numeracy targets 

commitments, the pattern and tenet of contradiction-closing becomes clear in the 

Australian context.   

 The results of this sub-chapter do not negate the need for students to attend 

school on a regular basis to improve their literacy and numeracy.  A major study which 

reviewed  over 415,000 individual students’ attendance and NAPLAN results over 

2008-2012 in Western Australia found that academic achievement declines when  

absences increase (Hancock et al., 2013). A relevant finding from that report, however, 

was that relative to disadvantaged students, advantaged students achieve high results 

irrespective of their school attendance (p. vi).  

 Hancock et al. point to other factors, such as low SES, indigeneity and student mobility, in 

addition to attendance, as having an impact on students’ NAPLAN outcomes (2013, p. vii). These 

comments could align with a survey of nearly 1000 teachers across South Australia and Western 

Australia where it was perceived by teachers that the introduction of NAPLAN was “creating 

classrooms that were less inclusive of the particular needs of their least advantaged students”  

(Thompson, 2013, p.70, cited in Vass, 2014, p. 379).  Ladwig and Luke (2014) argue that 

attendance and achievement are different education goals, and the relationship between both is not 
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straightforward.  Further research and discussion on the relationship between Indigenous students’ 

attendance and NAPLAN results, while required, is outside of the scope of this thesis.  

 5.3.7 Conclusion.  This sub-chapter quantitatively demonstrated that the interest 

convergence and contradiction-closing CRT tenets assist in developing a more nuanced 

understanding of the analytic results of Queensland’s Year 3 NAPLAN reading results. The results 

supported the hypothesis by demonstrating that there was an overall increase in Indigenous students’ 

NAPLAN results, however non-Indigenous students’ demonstrated a larger increase in results, particularly 

in the highest result bands.  The outcomes of the analysis have been compared with relevant studies and 

have been explained by the CRT tools of interest convergence and contradiction-closing cases.  

The next sub-chapter will present a quantitative analysis of DET’s attendance, policy 

and associated documents for schools. The policy and associated documents outline the 

processes which school principals must follow in managing and addressing student school 

attendance. The outcome of that quantitative analysis was explained using the ‘racism is 

endemic’ tool from CRT.  

Sub-Chapter 5.4  Locked in and neutral: Racism is endemic   

 5.4.1 Introduction.  With the latest ‘closing the gap’ results for both Australia and 

Queensland showing that the attendance of Indigenous students has barely moved over the 

past ten years, the question now is not whether the gap is widening or narrowing.  A far more 

salient question is, “Why is the gap persisting and is it “locked in” or ‘endemic’?” as critical 

race theorists would argue? 

 In the previous sub-chapter, the CRT interest convergence and contradiction tool was 

used to explain the differences in outcomes between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students’ 

NAPLAN results which favour non-Indigenous students. This sub-chapter builds on that 

‘favouring’, demonstrating that non-Indigenous peoples’ interests continue to be paramount in 
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education policy, even when there are attempts to make policy seemingly neutral and 

equitable for all students.  

 This sub-chapter presents a quantitative and qualitative analysis of DET’s attendance 

policy and associated documents for schools.  The policy outlines the processes for school 

principals to follow in addressing students’ school attendance. The outcome of the analysis is 

explained using the ‘racism is endemic’ tool from CRT.  The results will assist in an 

understanding of how the neutrality of policies assist the dominant white student population 

while placing non-Indigenous students in an invisible or token position.   

 An excerpt from Table 2 Critical race theory methodology and data mapping is 

reproduced below to assist with connection to the CRT tool and hypothesis relevant to this 

sub-chapter.  

Hypothesis  CRT Tool Instrument/s Source Analysis method Anticipated findings 

      

QDET 

attendance 

policy will 

display a 

neutral stance 

and an 

absence of a 

focus on 

Indigenous 

students. 

Racism 

is 

endemic. 

QDET attendance 

policy and 

associated 

documents. 

 

 

 

 

Secondary 

source from 

the QDET. 

Available on 

the 

department’s 

public 

website.   

 

Quantitative and 

qualitative text 

analysis of 

QDET 

attendance 

policy and 

associated 

documents. 

 

QDET attendance 

policy and 

supporting 

documentation, and 

that the 

departmental school 

leaders’ survey on 

attendance 

demonstrates 

neutrality. 

 

 

 5.4.2 Data.  The policy and associated documents listed in Table 11, examined in 

this sub-chapter are QDET’s Managing Students Absences and Enforcing Enrolment and 

Attendance at State Schools’ policy, and its associated Every Day Counts (introduced in 2008) 

fact sheets and templates developed for Queensland state schools.  This policy is QDET’s 

strategic and overarching framework for managing student attendance. The policy is targeted 

at schools and school leaders and is integral to the system for all student attendance.  The 
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policy and associated documents were obtained from QDET’s public website.  A total of 14 

documents were downloaded and examined.   

 QDET has developed materials for Indigenous parents and students focusing on their 

role in attendance, such as ‘Jimmy and Sam the Dog’ series of animated clips and targeted 

‘everyday counts material’. The focus of these campaigns align with the belief that it is the 

parent and students who are responsible for non-attendance. This is particularly evident when 

the attendance policy that provides direction to schools demonstrates an invisibility of system 

and school focused strategies regarding Indigenous student attendance. 

  In line with the study’s objective and research question this sub-chapter will focus on 

the QDET policy targeted towards state schools as part of the system of education.   
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Table 11 

Attendance documents downloaded from QDET’s public website for analysis 

 

No. 

 

Document Title 

Overarching 

Policy/ 

procedure 

Supporting 

Document 

1 Managing Student Absences and Enforcing Enrolment and 

Attendance at State Schools 
  

2 Everyday Counts: Engaging the Community   

3 Everyday Counts: Early warning signs   

4 Everyday Counts: Research on school attendance   

5 Everyday Counts: Five Step Approach 

Address and discourage student absenteeism with the five-step 

approach. 

  

6 Everyday Counts: 1 Fact sheet  Developing a positive school 

culture 

  

7 Everyday Counts: 2 Fact sheet  Communicating high 

expectations of attendance 

  

8 Everyday Counts: 3 Fact sheet   Recording and following up 

on absences  

  

9 Everyday Counts: 4 Fact sheet  Monitoring student attendance   

10 Everyday Counts: 5 Fact sheet  Providing intervention and 

support 

  

11 Everyday Counts: Template 1  Attendance Policy   

12 Everyday Counts: Template 2  Attendance planning tool   

13 Everyday Counts: Template 3  Student Attendance Profile   

14 Everyday Counts: Template 4   Sample letter to local 

business/community agencies/service organisations 

  

Source. QDET public website. http://ppr.det.qld.gov.au/education/management/Pages/Managing-Student-

Absences-and-Enforcing-Enrolment-and-Attendance-at-State-Schools.aspx 
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 In 2015, Queensland Department of Education and Training (QDET) invited 

approximately 300 state school (primary and secondary) school leaders to undertake an on-

line survey on actions and strategies their schools were undertaking to improve the attendance 

of all school students.  The survey was aligned with the Managing Student Absences and 

Enforcing Enrolment and Attendance at Queensland state schools policy.  Schools were 

chosen based on their history of high or low student attendance rates.   

The survey covered the following areas: importance placed on monitoring and 

improving attendance; staff responsible for monitoring school attendance; perceived main 

causes of attendance; strategies to communicate expectations on attendance; strategies to 

improve attendance; strategies for intervention and support for students with lower 

attendance; other interventions and support provided by the school; procedures used to record 

and follow up on absences; procedures used to monitor student absences; strategies used to 

support schools; and final comments (Queensland Department of Education and Training, 

2016a). The report on the survey titled, Performance Insights School Attendance Strategies: 

Results of survey of Queensland state school leaders, April 2016 and the survey questionnaire 

(appendix to the report) can be downloaded from QDET’s public website (Queensland 

Department of Education and Training, 2016a)  

 5.4.3 Method.  Using Roberts’ (2000, pp. 263-266) conceptual framework for 

quantitative text analysis as an analytical framework, the following methods were assembled, 

(i) thematic text analysis (word counts) to reflect the occurrence of themes, in this case the 

visibility of Indigenous students, and (ii) semantic text analysis (sentence or clause 

examination) to examine how Indigenous students are positioned within the sentences, and 

(iii) network / suite text analysis to examine any positioning of Indigenous students across the 

suite of documents.  Popping and Roberts’ (2015) semantic text analysis is used as it provides 

a method for locating a person or an institution as the agent within the sentence.  The method 
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also allows for the examination of the modal auxiliary verb to explain the agent’s positioning, 

as well as the activity being considered, thereby explaining whether the activity is possible (an 

option), inevitable (imminent), impossible (not an option) or contingent (non-imminent) 

(p.27).   

 Popping and Roberts use the following four syntactic components: “agent - the 

initiator of an activity; position - the position regarding the agent’s activity; action - the 

activity under consideration; and object: the target of this activity” (2015, p. 25).  This type of 

analysis aligns with an examination of documents where the school leader or the institution is 

the agent, and the documents are action orientated (telling the schools how to act) which is the 

case with QDET’s attendance policy and supporting documents.     

 Following Popping and Roberts’ framework, firstly QDET documents were examined 

for inclusion or reference to: the government’s commitment to “‘closing the gap’ in 

Indigenous attendance”; “Indigenous”; “Aboriginal”; and “Torres Strait Islander”.  These 

words were chosen on the basis of the following: “‘closing the gap’ in Indigenous attendance” 

is a commitment given by all Australian governments for their education sectors; 

“Indigenous”; “Aboriginal”; and “Torres Strait Islander” are common words used to describe 

Australia’s Indigenous population.  The documents were also examined for the occurrence of 

“culture/s/cultural” and “diversity” as it relates to school students.  These words have been 

chosen to gain a further understanding of the neutrality of the documents and the invisibility 

of all students from differing cultural backgrounds.  The analysis of the selected wording 

within the policy and supporting documents produced a data matrix table, with individual 

document headings and counts of occurrences of the selected wording in documents (see 

Table 12).  The word count was used to demonstrate the visibility of Indigenous students in 

the documents.  
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 Secondly, the analysis continued by examining the structure of the sentences and the use 

of modalities stating whether the action is possible, inevitable, an impossibility or a contingency 

based on the positioning of the “agent: the initiator of an activity, position: the position regarding 

the agent’s activity, action: the activity under consideration, and object: the target of this activity 

(Popping & Roberts, 2015, pp. 25-27).  

 Thirdly, genre chains are used to gain an understanding of the association between the 

documents that follow each other (Gee & Handford, 2013, p. 232). Texts within a genre set 

(an individual genre document chain) control and standardise communications and messages 

on topics within the chain, as well as outlining concepts, roles, stances, “inscribing an 

ideology and defining power relations” (Gee & Handford, 2013, p. 232).  By using this 

analytic method, the invisibility of Indigenous students or the neutrality stance flows from the 

policy, through to the survey and finally to the reports, reinforcing the standpoint of a lack of 

need to focus on Indigenous student attendance.   This examination of the network / suite of 

documents will demonstrate how the neutrality of the policy and invisibility of Indigenous 

students follows a pattern, from policy to supporting documents and on to reports. The 

expected outcome of analysis was that QDET’s attendance policy and associated documents, 

while appearing neutral by not referencing any particular race of students, would obscure a 

claim that the main beneficiaries from the policy are the majority of non-Indigenous students.   

 5.4.4 Results.  A mapping of the DET’s Managing Students Absences and Enforcing 

Enrolment and Attendance at State Schools policy, and its associated Every Day Counts fact 

sheets and templates developed for Queensland state schools for: inclusion or reference to the 

government’s commitment to “‘closing the gap’ in Indigenous attendance”; “Indigenous”; 

“Aboriginal”; “Torres Strait Islander” showed a total of seven mentions across 14 school 

focused documents.  “Culture/s/cultural” and “diversity” was mentioned 3 times. See Table 

12 for word occurrences.  
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Table 12 

Word occurrences of ‘closing the gap’ in Indigenous attendance, Indigenous, Aboriginal, and 

Torres Strait Islander across QDET attendance documents for state schools  

Words Document Sentence Attendance document & word occurrence 

  No.1 No. 5 No.6 No.7 No.8 

Closing the 

Gap 

      

Indigenous Communicating high expectations of 

attendance  

Establish relationships with significant 

people in the community and involve them 

as guest speakers, student mentors, or in 

special interest lunchtime activities (such 

as art, cultural activities, Indigenous art, 

sport, chess, craft, student leadership, 

drama) or as Artists in Residence or 

Authors in Residence. 

 

 

 1  

Aboriginal 

 

Definition of a parent 

A parent of an Aboriginal child includes 

a person who, under Aboriginal tradition, 

is regarded as a parent of the child. 

1 

 

  1 

 Developing a positive school culture: 

Ideas for action 

Recognise the diversity of cultures 

represented at the school through special 

events such as Harmony Day, NAIDOC, 

[National Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Day of Observance] welcoming 

ceremonies, greetings in various 

languages at the school entry and on 

parade. 

 

 

1   

Torres Strait 

Islander 

Definition of a parent 

A parent of a Torres Strait Islander 

child includes a person who, under Island 

custom, is regarded as a parent of the 

child. 

1 

 

  1 
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 Developing a positive school culture: 

Ideas for action 

Recognise the diversity of cultures 

represented at the school through special 

events such as Harmony Day, NAIDOC, 

[National Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Day of Observance] welcoming 

ceremonies, greetings in various 

languages at the school entry and on 

parade. 

 

 

1   

Culture  Monitoring student non-attendance: Ideas 

Investigate trends such as: days of the 

week with the highest levels of 

absenteeism (usually Mondays and 

Fridays); times of the year in which 

attendance is lowest (e.g., end of term, 

around public holidays); year levels, 

gender and cultural groups with the 

poorest attendance.  

 1    

 Developing a positive school culture: 

Ideas for action 

Recognise the diversity of cultures 

represented at the school through special 

events such as Harmony Day, NAIDOC, 

welcoming ceremonies, greetings in 

various languages at the school entry and 

on parade. 

 

 

1   

Diversity  Developing a positive school culture: 

Ideas for action 

Recognise the diversity of cultures 

represented at the school through special 

events such as Harmony Day, NAIDOC, 

welcoming ceremonies, greetings in 

various languages at the school entry and 

on parade. 

 

 

1   

 In examining the semantic text analysis (sentence or clause examination) to examine 

how the Indigenous students are positioned within the sentences, the following was found. Of 

the seven occurrences of ‘Indigenous’, ‘Aboriginal’, ‘Torres Strait Islander’, four (two 
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repeated) were legal definitions of ‘parents’ for Aboriginal, and Torres Strait Islander students 

under the Queensland Education General Provisions Act, 2006.  The definitions are included 

in the reference sections of the policy.  The three remaining occurrences are related to ideas 

for communicating high expectations (Indigenous) and ideas for developing a positive school 

culture (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander). There was no reference to the Department’s 

commitment to closing the gap in Indigenous student attendance. Of the three occurrences of 

culture/s/cultural and diversity, one (cultural) related to cultural impacts on patterns of 

attendance and two (diversity and culture) related to ideas for developing a positive school 

culture.  With the reference sections and the sentence doubling up removed from the word 

occurrences, there is a total of three references to the words examined across 14 documents. 

Table 13 outlines Popping and Roberts’ (2015) illustrations of the four modal forms.  

Table 13 

Popping and Roberts’ illustrations of the four modal forms 

Possible (an option) 

1. you are able to 

2. you are not required not to 

3. you are permitted to 

4. you are not obliged not to 

Inevitable (imminent) 

1. you are not able not to 

2. you are required to 

3. you are not permitted not to 

4. you should 

Impossible (not an option) 

1. you are not able to 

2. you are required not to 

3. you are not permitted to 

4. you should not 

Contingent (non-imminent) 

1. you are able not to 

2. you are not required to 

3. you are permitted not to 

4. you are not obligated to 

Source.  Popping, R., & Roberts, C.W. (2015), Semantic text analysis and the measure of 

ideological development within fledgling democracies. Social Science Information, 54(1), 23-

37, p. 27. 
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Table 14 

Semantic and modality analysis of QDET attendance document sentences based on Popping 

and Roberts (2015) model 

Reference 1:  Communicating high expectations of attendance  

Ideas for Action: Establish relationships with significant people in the community and 

involve them as guest speakers, student mentors, or in special interest lunchtime activities 

(such as art, cultural activities, Indigenous art, sport, chess, craft, student leadership, 

drama) or as Artists in Residence or Authors in Residence. 

Using semantic text to analyse the above text the following is demonstrated: 

 The agent or the initiator of an activity is the school 

 The position regarding the agent’s activity is to involve Indigenous art 

 The activity under consideration is involve guest speakers, student mentors, or in 

special interest lunchtime activities 

 The target of the activity is significant people 

Using Modality analysis to demonstrate whether the above actions are possible, 

impossible, inevitable or contingent the following was found: 

 The subject is the school 

 The verb is ‘ideas for action’ indicating that the action is possible 

 The valence is positive  

 The object is significant people 

Conclusion: The reference is positive and activities are clear however, the action is only 

possible as it is an “idea for action’. 

Reference 2:  Developing a positive school culture: Ideas for action 

Ideas for Action: Recognise the diversity of cultures represented at the school through 

special events such as Harmony Day, NAIDOC, [National Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Day of Observance] welcoming ceremonies, greetings in various languages at the 

school entry and on parade. 

Using semantic text to analyse the above text the following is demonstrated: 

 The agent or the initiator of an activity is the school leader 

 The position regarding the agent’s activity is to recognise the diversity of cultures  

 The activity under consideration is to hold special events such as Harmony Day, 

NAIDOC, welcoming ceremonies, greetings in various languages at the school 

entry and on parade. 
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 The target of the activity is the school  

Using Modality analysis to demonstrate whether the above actions are possible, 

impossible, inevitable or contingent the following was found: 

 The subject is the school leader 

 The verb is ‘ideas for action’ indicating that the action is possible 

 The valence is positive  

 The object is school 

Conclusion: The reference is positive and activities are clear however, the action is only 

possible as it is an ‘idea for action’.  

 

Reference 3:  Monitoring student non-attendance: Ideas 

Ideas: Monitoring student non-attendance 

Schools should investigate absentee patterns and their relationship to factors such as the 

day of the week, the class/subject/year level, particular gender/cultural groups, and 

individual student’s patterns of attendance. 

Using semantic text to analyse the above text the following is demonstrated: 

 The agent or the initiator of an activity is the school 

 The position regarding the agent’s activity is should investigate  

 The activity under consideration is to investigate absentee patterns and their 

relationship to factors such as the day of the week, the class/subject/year level, 

particular gender/cultural groups, and individual student’s patterns of attendance. 

 The target of the activity is students 

Using Modality analysis to demonstrate whether the above actions are possible, 

impossible, inevitable or contingent the following was found: 

 The subject is the school leader 

 The verb is ‘ideas for action’ indicating that the action is possible 

 The valence is negative 

 The object is students 

Conclusion: The reference is negative implying that students’ culture is responsible for 

absenteeism.  While the reference states schools ‘should investigate’, the activity is only 

an idea and therefore a possible activity.   
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 The results of the examination for associations and the use of modalities stating 

whether the action is possible, inevitable, an impossibility or a contingency based on the 

semantic text analysis and modality analysis demonstrated that the actions for ideas for 

communicating high expectations, ideas for developing a positive school culture and 

investigating cultural impacts on patterns of attendance were ‘possible’.  As shown in Table 

14, the agent in the three sentences is the school and the school leader, while the ‘verbs’ 

implying imminence (‘establish’, ‘recognise’ and ‘should’) refer to actions for the school to 

implement.  However, all three actions are listed as ideas for action and are therefore optional 

and not imminent.  

 A close reading of the school leaders’ survey that aligned with the Managing Student 

Absences and Enforcing Enrolment and Attendance at State Schools policy has no questions 

on Indigenous student attendance, and only one instance where cultural commitments could 

be given as a reason for school non-attendance.  Question 16, In your opinion, what are the 

five (5) main causes of non-attendance at this school, for those students with a history of poor 

attendance? Cultural reasons (e.g., religious holidays, ‘sorry business’) was listed as one of 

the 17 answers (Queensland Department of Education and Training, 2016a, p. 25). 

 The survey report has only one mention of Indigenous students in the introduction, stating 

that QDET has implemented strategies for Indigenous communities (referring to communities 

where the majority of the population is Indigenous) (Queensland Department of Education and 

Training,  2016a, p. 1).  There was also one mention of cultural events/community happenings 

and child/sibling birthdays as an ‘other’ factor for student non-attendance (p.5). The results of 

Question 16 are also listed in the report where 24.8% of school leaders listed cultural reasons 

(e.g., religious holidays, ‘sorry business’) as reasons for non-attendance (p.5).  It is unknown what 

percentage of these responses relate to Indigenous students. 
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The vast majority of secondary school leaders who responded to the survey ‘agree or 

strongly agree’ (on a 6 point Likert scale of strongly disagree, disagree, neither agree nor 

disagree, agree, strongly agree, unable to comment) that they have a strong understanding of 

the strategies needed to improve attendance (39 of 40), and that the strategies used by the 

school were assisting in achieving the school’s attendance targets (37 of 40) (Queensland 

Department of Education and Training, 2016a, p. 21).  Using Myschool, Semester 1, 2015 

attendance data, of the secondary leaders who responded, all schools, with the exception of  

two for which data was unavailable, had Indigenous student attendance which was lower than 

non-Indigenous student attendance (a list of schools who responded to the survey was 

obtained from QDET). In line with restrictions on the use of data provided by QDET, the 

schools are not named in this thesis. Each school had a 0% to 44% gap between the 

proportion of Indigenous and non-Indigenous students who attended school 90% or more, 

with the average gap being approximately 19% and the median being 20% (MySchool, 

Semester 1, 2015 data) (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2017) . 

Leaders do not have an awareness of strategies to assist Indigenous school attendance, 

regardless of the capabilities they indicated in their survey responses.  

Considering all documents in the genre chain as shown in Figure 12, there are clear 

absences of Indigenous students and students from differing cultural backgrounds throughout 

the attendance documents suite.   
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Figure 12 

Genre chain of QDET attendance documents 

 

Note. where the words ‘Indigenous’, ‘Aboriginal’, ‘Torres Strait Islander’, ‘culture/s/cultural’ and 

‘diversity’ appears in the one sentence in the same document it has been counted as one occurrence.  

5.4.5 Discussion.  In examining the suite of attendance documents it was found that 

the overarching policy of Managing Student Absences and Enforcing Enrolment and 

Attendance at State Schools had no systems recognition of Indigenous students or students of 

differing cultural backgrounds.  There were no word occurrences relating to the commitment 

to ‘close the gap’ on attendance, or Indigenous and students of differing cultural backgrounds 

other than in the reference section.  All mentions other than the definition reference appeared 

in only four of the 14 supporting documents.  In examining the genre chain of the attendance 
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documents, there were a noticeable absence of references to Indigenous and students from 

differing cultural backgrounds.   

The texts within the examined genre chain inscribe a neo-liberal dominant ideology of 

neutrality that renders Indigenous and students of differing cultural backgrounds invisible. 

The invisibility of Indigenous students and the neutrality stance of a one size fits all flows 

through the parent document of the policy to the supporting documents, onto the survey, and 

to the survey report aligned with the attendance policy and procedures.  

The data collected and analysed aligns with the anticipated findings.  DET’s 

overarching attendance policy, Managing Student Absences and Enforcing Enrolment and 

Attendance at State Schools and its supporting documents, have limited references to 

Indigenous students and students from differing cultural backgrounds. This lack of reference 

supports a claim that Indigenous students are situated on the periphery of education.   

The often cited rhetoric for schools or the education system to “close the gap” in 

Indigenous student attendance is also not visible within the documents examined in this sub-

chapter. It then appears that the government’s commitment to the ‘closing the gap’ strategy is 

not consistent with its attendance policy or procedures. The presentation of the document in 

its current form is likely to prevent the inclusion of positive strategies enabling schools to 

enhance Indigenous students’ attendance.   

While mention of recognising diversity through special events may be seen as 

somewhat positive under semantic text analysis, this appears to not be the case.  The actions 

are not inevitable but possible, as they are ideas for action.  Secondly, the actions are 

superficial representations of culture and are represented as ‘activities’ or ‘events’, not 

systemic actions, or actions likely to have a long term impact on the school.  

5.4.6 Alignment with the CRT tool of racism is endemic.  Australian research 

where mainstream or non-Indigenous specific education policies were examined for neutrality 
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/ lack of reference to Indigenous people / diversity tends to be limited to the Australian 

curriculum. The research finds that the curriculum has a superficial understanding as well as a 

lack of content focused on Indigenous peoples (Lowe & Yunkaporta, 2013). The majority of 

the policy text analysis tends to focus on specific Indigenous education policies (Beresford, 

2003; Hogarth, 2017; Nakata, 2012), where it has been found that policies reflect a deficit 

view of Indigenous people and students.  

The findings demonstrate how Indigenous students are not constructed in the text as 

part of core school business. The ability of the system to construct the ways in which 

members of the education community are seen is shown in a study on the construction of 

parents in school texts by Johnson, Clarke and Dempster (2005).   That research demonstrates 

that the language of school websites is able to establish binary positions of parents (deficit) 

and school (non-deficit) in the role of educator  (p. 389). By using Fairclough’s (2003) genre 

chain, the researchers were able to show how the language of school teachers, the school 

principal and the school website’s text align as ‘documents’ in a genre chain to limit parental 

involvement (p. 391).  

International education critical race theorists have highlighted endemic racism and 

race neutrality in education policy as a key issue in the continuing disadvantage of minority 

students’ educational achievement (Buras, Lynn, & Dixson, 2013; Gillborn, 2008a, 2014; 

Ladson-Billings, 1998). Concepts of neutrality are neither neutral nor sufficient to overcome 

the effects of race oppression on people of colour (Brown & Jackson, 2013, p. 14).  

Roithmayr describes this notion as “locked in inequality”  which occurs when 

historical advantage is so built into the system that “racialized disparity [occurs] even in the 

face of government intervention to eradicate intentional discrimination”, due to a focus on 

the individual and not structural discrimination (Roithmayr, 2000, pp. 789-790).    
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The findings of this research support the literature on the invisibility of Indigenous 

people in system focused, non-Indigenous specific or mainstream Australian government 

policy and the race neutrality in education policy, as culture is not discussed in any detail in 

any of the documents.  As discussed by Brown and Jackson (2013) and Roithmayr (2000) the 

concept and practice of race neutrality is a key issue in the continuing disadvantage of 

minority students’ educational achievement.  By implementing seemingly neutral policies, the 

historical disadvantage of Indigenous students and advantage of non-Indigenous students is 

hidden and does not receive critical attention, continuing to lead to inequitable outcomes.   

 Critical race theory argues that policies that appear neutral, but in fact favour the 

majority, survive due to racism being seen as individual conscious acts, as opposed to social 

or systemic activity (Gillborn, 2006; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Parker & Lynn, 2002; 

Lopez, 2003).  Social and systemic racism is more subtle and is less identifiable than 

individuals committing overt racist acts.  Social and systemic racism originate in and operate 

through the respected institutions of the cultural hegemony, making it endemic and ‘locked 

in’. Seeing racism as an individual conscious act allows for systemic policy not to be seen as 

discriminatory but as a legitimate response to social issues (Brown & Jackson, 2013, p. 15). 

Any lack in the increase in Indigenous students’ attendance as a result of the policy therefore 

cannot be attributed to racism, but perhaps is an unintended consequences of a race neutral 

policy.  

 5.4.7 Conclusion.  In this sub-chapter, the outcomes of a quantitative and qualitative 

text and genre chain analysis of QDET’s attendance policy and associated documents, 

including the school leaders survey on attendance and report, were outlined. The results 

demonstrating the invisibility of Indigenous students support the hypothesis that QDET’s 

attendance associated documents would not reference Indigenous students or any particular 

race of students and therefore appear neutral.  The outcome was explained by the CRT tool of 
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racism being endemic in the system and aligned with critical race theorists’ views on 

neutrality of systemic policy and systems.    

 The next sub-chapter will present a review of Indigenous and non-Indigenous staff in 

decision-making roles in QDET.  The chapter will build on the policy discussion by 

examining who is developing and approving QDET policies and whether there is a dominance 

of whiteness in decision-making, power and resources in QDET.  

Sub-Chapter 5.5  Power to control: Whiteness in decision-making 

 5.5.1 Introduction.  The previous sub-chapter outlined the invisibility of Indigenous 

students and differing cultures in QDET’s attendance policy and associated documents, 

ensuring therefore that the documents appear neutral.  This neutrality obscures the view that 

the main beneficiaries from the policy are the majority non-Indigenous students.  The 

outcome was explained by applying the CRT tool to show how racism is endemic in the 

system and aligned with critical race theorists’ views on the impact of using linguistic and 

semantic neutrality in systemic policy and systems’ actions.    

   The aim of this sub-chapter is to gain an understanding of whiteness in decision- 

making, power and resources in QDET. The results demonstrate the under representation of 

Indigenous people, and thus an over representation of non-Indigenous people in decision-

making positions within the central office of QDET, where state-wide policies, programs and 

resource decisions are made. The findings in this sub-chapter address the following question, 

“What is the representation of Indigenous staff in decision-making positions and by extension 

who is developing and approving QDET policies?”   

 An excerpt from Table 2 Critical race theory methodology and data mapping is 

reproduced below to assist with connection to the CRT tool and hypothesis relevant to this 

sub-chapter.  
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Hypothesis  CRT Tool Instrument/s Source Analysis method Anticipated findings 

Non-

Indigenous 

people are 

over 

represented 

in senior 

decision-

making 

roles. 

Whiteness 

studies/white 

supremacy. 

Number and 

proportion of 

Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous 

senior officers 

and above in 

DET.  

 

Secondary 

source 

requested 

QDET. 

 

Counts and 

proportions of 

Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous 

staff in QDET 

senior 

management 

roles 

There is a dominance 

of whiteness in 

decision-making, 

power and resources 

within QDET. 

 

5.5.2 Data.  The sub-chapter presents a quantitative analysis of QDET’s Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous staff at senior officer and senior executive officer levels 2, 3 and 4  

(referred to as ‘senior office and above’) over the period 2012 to 2016.  Senior officers and 

above were chosen for analysis due to these officers being responsible for the allocation of 

system resources and their influence in creating a sense of purpose and commitment to 

strategic goals under the Queensland Capability and Leadership Framework (CLF) for the 

public service (State of Queensland, 2008).  Senior officers and above are four out of the five 

top levels in QDET, the fifth and top being the Chief Executive Officer. The CEO and all SES 

4 positions form the Executive Management Board for QDET which sets and reviews 

direction (including major strategies and policies), priorities, resourcing and financial 

decisions for state school education in Queensland.   

Human resource data for this analysis was requested and provided by QDET.   The 

data on Indigenous senior officers and above is not disaggregated by levels, as due to privacy 

concerns QDET does not release disaggregated data relating to staff and students when 

category numbers are less than 5.  Some care needs to be taken regarding the Indigenous data 

used, as identification in the public service is self-reported and therefore there may be 

Indigenous staff who have not identified and non-Indigenous staff who may have erroneously 

identified as Indigenous. The error level on identification in this data is small, given the low 

number of staff under discussion and the researcher’s knowledge of officers at this level. 
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 Further data used in this sub-chapter is the proportion of Indigenous people in 

Queensland’s population (2012 – 2015), and state school student numbers (2012 – 2016), 

which were downloaded from Queensland State Government public websites.  The number 

and percentage of Queensland’s Indigenous population in 2015 preliminary data is the latest 

public available data. The final data included was the percentage of QDET’s workforce that 

identified as Indigenous (2012 – 2016), also received from QDET. 

An review of the structure of QDET is required prior to proceeding with this sub-

chapter.  QDET has five divisions: three focusing on service delivery (State Schools, Early 

Childhood and Community Engagement, and Training and Skills) and two cross cutting 

divisions (Corporate Services, and Policy, Performance and Planning).  The state schools 

division is overwhelmingly the largest division and the only division with a significant 

delivery arm (seven regional offices and over 1200 schools). While the cross cutting divisions 

support all service delivery focused divisions, the majority of their resources are focused on 

state schools.  There are also interactions and some overlap between service delivery focus 

divisions. All major policy and program decisions for all divisions are authorised through the 

Executive Management Board. The Senior Officer and above data used in this sub-chapter 

covers all divisions in QDET based in the central office. The general staff data used in this 

sub-chapter refers to all QDET staff across the state. 

5.5.3 Method.  The process used in analysing the data was as follows. Initially the 

researcher undertook a mapping of Indigenous and non-Indigenous senior officers and above, 

throughout the period from 2012 to 2016 which compared the number and percentage of 

officers to the number and percentages of Indigenous state school students. This map was 

used to gain an understanding of whether the proportion of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

senior officers and above were in proportion to the number of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

state school students, and whether representation was increasing or decreasing in proportion 
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to the number of students.  Lastly, the Queensland Public Service believes that it understands 

the needs of the community better when its workforce is reflective of the community 

(Queensland State Government, 2015, p. 4). Therefore, the proportion of Indigenous senior 

officers and above was examined to gain an understanding of whether it was reflective of the 

proportion of Indigenous Queenslanders.  

 5.5.4 Results.  The examination of QDET’s senior officers and above demonstrated 

that non-Indigenous people are overrepresented and Indigenous people are underrepresented at 

senior officer and above positions, based on the corresponding proportion of school students over 

2012-2016.  The data also demonstrated that during 2012-2016, while the number of Indigenous 

students rose by approximately 8,000, the number of Indigenous senior officers in central office 

decreased from 4 to 2.  At the same time, the number of non-Indigenous students rose by 

approximately 25,000 and the number of non-Indigenous senior officers and above increased 

from 129 to 199. 

Table 15 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous senior officers and above in central office in comparison with 

student population  

 Non-Indigenous Indigenous   

Year 

Senior 

officer 

and 

above  

Senior 

officer 

and 

above 

% 

School 

students 

Student 

population 

% 

Senior 

officer 

and 

above  

Senior 

officer 

and 

above % 

 School 

students 

 Student 

population 

% 

2012 132 97.1 498,531 91.3 4 2.9 43,212 8.7 

2013 134.5 98.2 508,408 91.1 2.5 1.8 45,487 8.9 

2014 162 98.8 517,610 90.8 2 1.2 47,727 9.2 

2015 180 99.4 524,823 90.6 1 0.6 49,727 9.4 

2016 200 99.0 533,729 90.3 2 1.0 51,813 9.7 
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Note.  The number of Indigenous senior officers and above is based on officers who identify as 

Indigenous.  

Source. QDET students’ enrolment numbers are publicly available at 

http://education.qld.gov.au/schools/statistics/enrolments.html downloaded 10 November, 2016. 

QDET senior officer and above numbers were received from DET. The CEO has been added to the 

QDET data. 
 

The examination of QDET’s senior officers and above demonstrated that non-

Indigenous people are overrepresented and Indigenous people underrepresented at senior 

officer and above positions, based on the corresponding proportion of the Queensland 

population over 2012-2016.   The data also demonstrated that during 2012-2015, while the 

Indigenous proportion of the population rose by approximately 0.2 percentage points, 

Indigenous senior officers in the central office decreased from 2.9% to 0.6%.  During this 

period, the non-Indigenous proportion of the population decreased by approximately, 0.1 

percentage points, while non-Indigenous senior officers and above increased from 97.1% to 

99.4%. 

Table 16 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous senior officers and above in central office in comparison with 

proportion of the Queensland population  

 Non-Indigenous Indigenous   

Year 

Senior 

officer 

and 

above  

Senior 

officer 

and 

above 

% 

Queensland 

population 

Queensland 

population 

% 

Senior 

officer 

and 

above  

Senior 

officer 

and 

above 

% 

Queensland 

population 

Queensland 

population 

% 

2012 132 97.1 4,374,699 95.6 4 2.9 193,506 4.4 

2013 134.5 98.2 4,453,153 95.5 2.5 1.8 198,206 4.5 

2014 162 98.8 4,516,880 95.5 2 1.2 203,045 4.5 

2015 180 99.4 4,570,828 95.4 1 0.6 208,026 4.6 

2016 200 99.0  -  - 2 1.0  -  - 

http://education.qld.gov.au/schools/statistics/enrolments.html
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Note.  The number of Indigenous senior officers and above is based on officers who identify as 

Indigenous.  

2016 population estimates for Queensland are not publicly available. 

Source. Queensland population estimate data are publicly available at 

http://www.qgso.qld.gov.au/subjects/demography/population-estimates/tables/pop-est-indigenous-

status/index.php accessed 12 February, 2017. 

DET senior officer and above numbers were received from DET.  

 

 An examination of QDET’s Indigenous senior officers and above, the proportion of 

the population and the over proportion of Indigenous officers (2012 – 2016) highlighted that 

not only are Indigenous people under represented at senior levels, they are underrepresented 

as a proportion of the population across QDET. This data outcome is displayed in Figure 13. 

Figure 13 

QDET Indigenous staff to Indigenous population 2012 – 2016 

 

 

Note.  The percentage of Indigenous senior officers and above is based on officers who identify as 

Indigenous in central office. The percentage of Indigenous staff is of all Indigenous staff across 

Queensland.  

5.5.5 Discussion.  The data demonstrates that despite a commitment to diversity 

under Section 25 in Queensland’s Public Service Act (2008) and statements on understanding 

the needs of the “Queenslanders better when its workforce better reflects the community” 

http://www.qgso.qld.gov.au/subjects/demography/population-estimates/tables/pop-est-indigenous-status/index.php
http://www.qgso.qld.gov.au/subjects/demography/population-estimates/tables/pop-est-indigenous-status/index.php
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(Queensland State Government, 2015, p. 4), the 2016 QDET Indigenous workforce (2.2%) 

does not reflect the proportion of Indigenous Queenslanders (4.35% in 2015) or state school 

students (9.7% in 2016).  This is not dissimilar to other Queensland government departments 

where the overall proportion of Indigenous people in the public service was 2.17% in 2015 

(the same proportion as 2005) (Queensland Government, 2016, p. 9).  

The examination of Indigenous senior officers and above demonstrates the lack of 

Indigenous people’s representation in decision-making, which is just 1% of their staff peer 

cohort.  Non-Indigenous staff were found to be over represented as a proportion of the 

Queensland population and the state school student base.  In 2015, non-Indigenous people 

consisted of 99.4% of senior officers and above, 95.4% of the population, and 91.3% of the 

state school students.   

5.5.6 Alignment with the CRT tool of Whiteness studies/white supremacy.  The 

data gathered overwhelmingly demonstrates that power and decision-making in QDET resides 

with non-Indigenous people at the levels of senior officer and above, and across QDET in 

general.  The under representation of Indigenous staff is significant at senior officer and above 

levels and overall staff, both of which were decreasing during 2012 –2016. 

Given that the majority of Indigenous Australian staff are in operational positions, i.e., 

below senior officer level in central office and in operational regional and schooling positions, 

it appears that where Indigenous staff are being employed, it is in positions that have 

significant non-Indigenous decision-making and supervisory oversight. 

The outcomes of the data analyses aligns with Larkin’s (2014) findings from his 2013 

thesis, using semi-structured interviews and discourse analysis, which found that the 

Australian Public Service workforce was dominated by non-Indigenous employees, and that 

this dominance extended to higher levels of responsibility and decision-making across the 

public service, and in positions responsible for Indigenous policy (Larkin, 2014, p. 157).   
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Combining the results of this sub-chapter with the decision-making power of the 

Premier of the State, the Minister for Education and the Minister for Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander Partnerships (DATSIP), none who have identified as Indigenous, the position 

of Indigenous people in relation to changing or enhancing Indigenous student attendance and 

education outcomes in a systemic way is minimal. 

The power of non-Indigenous people over Indigenous student education is further 

exacerbated when we consider that many non-Indigenous Australians possess little, if any 

knowledge of Indigenous people and their cultures (Tuana and Sullivan, 2007, cited in Larkin, 

2014, p. iii) .  The Australian Reconciliation Survey also demonstrates that non-Indigenous 

Australians have little or no contact with Indigenous Australians, with 59% having rare or no 

contact and 31% having occasional contact (Reconciliation Australia, 2012, p. 45). 

The findings in this sub-chapter align with the literature on CRT on whiteness, which 

sees benefits and power reinforced in the white majority.  A central tenet of CRT is that it 

seeks to understand the subordination of people of colour and reveal how race and racism is 

part of everyday life (Brown & Jackson, 2013; Gillborn, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 2013; López, 

2003).   

Brown and Jackson argue that any discriminatory impact from the cultural hegemony 

developing policies is usually dismissed or justified, as the ‘racially neutral’ policies are based 

on legitimate education concerns and any negative impact on minority groups is unintended 

(Brown & Jackson, 2013, p. 14). In this way, the tools of ‘racism is inherent’ and ‘whiteness’ 

are intertwined.  

5.5.7 Conclusion.   This sub-chapter highlighted that the power and decision making 

in QDET lays outside of Indigenous people. That while the Indigenous population and student 

numbers continue to grow, Indigenous people’s roles in direct decision-making is stagnating 

or decreasing.  The opposite is the case for non-Indigenous people whose direct decision 
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making power is increasing.  The next sub chapter examines the voices of Indigenous people, 

namely parents/caregivers and students in the education system through their feedback on the 

annual School Opinion Survey statements in 2016. That sub-chapter will demonstrate 

Indigenous peoples’ views on a schooling system designed by the majority, for a majority.  

The views of Indigenous people is demonstrated through the CRT tool of voices of people of 

colour, and will demonstrate the endemic role of race in the education system.    

Sub-Chapter 5.6 Seen but unheard: Indigenous voices 

5.6.1 Introduction.  With the mainstream education policies in Australia reflecting 

the dominant or majority culture, coupled with specific policies, often written or approved on 

their behalf, Indigenous people are seen but unheard in the education system. Seeking out and 

listening to Indigenous voices allows for an understanding of the impact of the education 

system on those for whom it has not been designed.  The Indigenous voices in this sub-

chapter demonstrate the endemic role of race in the system, and the requirement for sustained 

and systemic policy changes in order for the education system to meet the needs of 

Indigenous students. 

The previous sub-chapter demonstrated the dominance of ‘whiteness’ within QDET 

decision-making and policy approvals.  This sub-chapter uses the fifth CRT tool ‘voices of 

people of colour’ to gain an understanding of how Indigenous secondary students and their 

parents/caregivers experience the education system.  The findings in this sub-chapter address 

the following key question, how different are the views of Indigenous students and their 

parents/caregivers on schools, student learning and wellbeing?   It will also respond to a 

larger question, are these views systemic or are they the result of individual or school acts? 

 An excerpt from Table 2 Critical race theory methodology and data mapping is 

reproduced below to assist with connection to the CRT tool and hypothesis relevant to this 

sub-chapter.  
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Hypothesis  CRT Tool Instrument/s Source Analysis method Anticipated findings 

Indigenous 

state school 

secondary 

students and 

their parents 

have differing 

perceptions of 

their schools 

to non-

Indigenous 

secondary 

school 

students and 

their parents. 

Voices of 

people of 

colour. 

QDET 2016 

School Opinion 

Survey (student, 

and parent). 

Secondary 

source of 

data 

requested 

from the 

QDET. 

 

Descriptive 

statistics 

examining 

differences in 

responses 

between 

Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous 

survey  

responses (for 

students, parents 

and staff) 

There is a lower 

level of 

agreement by 

Indigenous state 

school secondary 

students and their 

parents than non-

Indigenous 

secondary school 

students and their 

parents.  

 

 5.6.2 Data.  Since 2012 a provision for large jurisdictional school focused surveys has 

been available to Australian jurisdictions. Twelve student statements and fourteen parent 

survey statements have been approved by the Australian Standing Council on School 

Education and Early Childhood (SCSEEC), and jurisdictions are able to add additional 

statements (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2016b).  QDET has 

35 parent/caregiver questions and 33 student statements.  

The QDET School Opinion Surveys have a six-point attitudinal scale covering 

Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Somewhat Disagree, Somewhat Agree, Agree and Strongly 

Agree. QDET uses the combined Somewhat Agree, Agree and Strongly Agree to indicate the 

total level of agreement with individual statements. Apart from parents/caregivers and 

students, QDET surveys staff and school principals.  

QDET implements its survey each year during term three.  The surveys are voluntary 

but participation is encouraged. Parents are requested by QDET to complete the survey 

reflecting on their eldest child currently in school. Students are chosen through a random 

sample of students enrolled in each year level (Queensland Department of Education and 

Training, 2016b).  
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The purpose of the annual School Opinion Surveys is to provide information to school 

leaders that can lead to school improvement.  Reports on the surveys are available publicly on 

the QDET website.  QDET provides the responses disaggregated by Indigenous and non-

Indigenous, male and female, languages other than English backgrounds (LOTE) and non-

LOTE (Queensland Department of Education and Training, 2016b).  While the purpose of the 

survey is aimed at individual schools, on an aggregate level the surveys also provide 

information on areas for improvement for the system as a whole.  While QDET provides 

information in a variety of combinations, for this study it was necessary to obtain from QDET 

2016 information disaggregated into state-wide responses of parents/caregivers of Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous secondary school students, and Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

secondary school students.  Data on staff responses was downloaded from QDET’s public 

website.  

5.6.3  Method.  This sub-chapter presents a quantitative analysis of QDET’s 

parent/caregivers and student school opinion surveys.  Data is also used from the staff School 

Opinion Survey.   

The sub-chapter will firstly review the results of the QDET 2016 School Opinion 

Survey to determine whether Indigenous and non-Indigenous parents’/caregivers’ and 

secondary students’ overall opinions of schools differ. This was determined by the number of 

statements where non-Indigenous parents/caregivers and secondary school students have a 

higher positive response than their Indigenous counterparts.   

Secondly, an examination was undertaken on Indigenous and non-Indigenous QDET 

school staff on the 2016 staff School Opinion Survey statement “I feel that social, cultural and 

racial diversity are respected in this school”.   

The analysis of the QDET School Opinion Survey responses will demonstrate whether 

Indigenous state school secondary students and their parents/caregivers have a lower 
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agreement level  or ‘counter narrative’ than non-Indigenous secondary school students and 

their parents/caregivers.  It will also demonstrate whether Indigenous school staff have a 

lower level of agreement or ‘counter narrative’ on whether schools respect social, cultural and 

racial diversity. Outputs for this data will be displayed in both tabular and graphical charts. 

5.6.4 Results.  The examination of the DET‘s 2016 School Opinion Survey 

demonstrated that non-Indigenous parents/caregivers responded more positively (total 

agreement) than Indigenous parent/caregivers on all School Opinion Survey statements.  The 

largest differences in parents/caregivers responses were to: “Teachers at this school treat 

students fairly” which showed a difference of 11.8 percentage points; “The school encourages 

me to participate in school activities” which showed a difference of 9.3 percentage points, and 

“My child’s learning needs are being met at this school” which showed a difference of 9.2 

percentage points. Table 17 lists all statements and statement numbers from the 2016 QDET 

parent/caregivers School Opinion Survey, where the eldest child is in secondary school.  See 

Table C1 in Appendix C for a full list of statements and responses by parents/caregivers.  

Table 17 lists all statements and statement numbers from the 2016 QDET parent/caregivers 

School Opinion Survey.  See Figure 15 bottom legend for statements (represented at S1, S2 

etc) and corresponding response percentages.  
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Table 17  

2016, QDET School Opinion Survey questions for parents/caregivers 

No Statement No Statement 

S1 My child likes being at this school. S19 
I understand how my child is assessed at this 

school. 

S2 My child feels safe at this school. S20 

I understand how computers and other 

technologies are used at this school to 

enhance my child's learning. 

S3 
My child's learning needs are being met 

at this school. 
S21 

Teachers at this school are interested in my 

child's wellbeing. 

S4 
My child is making good progress at 

this school. 
S22 Staff at this school are approachable. 

S5 
Teachers at this school expect my child 

to do his or her best. 
S23 

Staff at this school are responsive to my 

enquiries. 

S6 

Teachers at this school provide my 

child with useful feedback about his or 

her school work. 

S24 This school asks for my input. 

S7 
Teachers at this school motivate my 

child to learn. 
S25 This school keeps me well informed. 

S8 
Teachers at this school treat students 

fairly. 
S26 

This school encourages me to take an active 

role in my child's education. 

S9 
I can talk to my child’s teachers about 

my concerns. 
S27 

This school encourages me to participate in 

school activities. 

S10 
This school works with me to support 

my child's learning. 
S28 

This school provides me with useful feedback 

about my child's progress. 

S11 
This school takes parents’ opinions 

seriously. 
S29 

This school provides useful information 

online. 

S12 
Student behaviour is well managed at 

this school. 
S30 This school is environmentally friendly. 

S13 This school looks for ways to improve. S31 This school is well organised. 

S14 This school is well maintained. S32 This school has a strong sense of community. 

S15 
This school gives my child 

opportunities to do interesting things. 
S33 This school celebrates student achievements. 

S16 
My child is getting a good education at 

this school. 
S34 I would recommend this school to others 

S17 
My child's English skills are being 

developed at this school. 
S35 This is a good school. 

S18 
My child's Mathematics skills are being 

developed at this school. 
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Figure 14  

2016 QDET Indigenous and non-Indigenous parent/caregiver School Opinion Survey responses 
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The examination of QDET‘s 2016 School Opinion Survey demonstrated that non-Indigenous 

secondary school students responded more positively (total agreement) than Indigenous 

secondary school students to all School Opinion Survey statements.  The largest difference 

(9.8 percentage points) in positive responses between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

students was in response to the statement, “I would recommend my school to others”.   The 

second and third highest differences were to the statements, “I am getting a good education at 

my school’ (9.6 percentage points) and “This is a good school” (8.7 percentage points).  See 

Table C2 in Appendix C for a full list of statements and responses by secondary school 

students.  Table 18 lists all statements and statement numbers from the 2016 QDET secondary 

student School Opinion Survey.  See Figure 16 bottom legend for statements (represented at 

S1, S2 etc) and corresponding response percentages.  
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Table 18  

2016, QDET School Opinion Survey questions for secondary students 

No. Statement No. Statement 

S1 I like being at my school. S17 
I can access computers and other 

technologies at my school for learning. 

S2 I feel safe at my school. S18 
I am encouraged to use computers and other 

technologies at my school for learning. 

S3 My teachers motivate me to learn. S19 
I use computers and other technologies at 

my school for learning. 

S4 My teachers expect me to do my best. S20 
I enjoy using computers and other 

technologies at my school for learning. 

S5 
My teachers provide me with useful 

feedback about my school work. 
S21 

I feel accepted by other students at my 

school. 

S6 
Teachers at my school treat students 

fairly. 
S22 My schoolwork challenges me to think. 

S7 
I can talk to my teachers about my 

concerns. 
S23 My teachers challenge me to think. 

S8 
My school takes students’ opinions 

seriously. 
S24 My teachers encourage me to do my best. 

S9 
Student behaviour is well managed at my 

school. 
S25 

My teachers clearly explain what is 

required in my school work. 

S10 My school looks for ways to improve. S26 
My teachers help me with my school work 

when I need it. 

S11 My school is well maintained. S27 
My teachers use a variety of resources to 

help me learn. 

S12 
My school gives me opportunities to do 

interesting things. 
S28 My teachers care about me. 

S13 
I am getting a good education at my 

school. 
S29 

My school encourages me to participate in 

school activities. 

S14 
My English skills are being developed at 

my school. 
S30 

My school encourages me to be a good 

community member. 

S15 
My Maths skills are being developed at 

my school. 
S31 My school celebrates student achievements. 

S16 
I understand how I am assessed at my 

school. 
S32 I would recommend my school to others. 
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Figure 15  

QDET Indigenous and non-Indigenous secondary students School Opinion Survey responses 2016 
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An examination between Indigenous and non-Indigenous QDET school staff on the 2016 staff 

School Opinion Survey statement, “I feel that social, cultural and racial diversity are respected in 

this school” demonstrated that non-Indigenous staff responded more positively than Indigenous 

staff.  The difference was 5.5 percentage points.    

Table 19 

QDET Indigenous and non-Indigenous staff School Opinion Survey responses to survey 

statement “I feel that social, cultural and racial diversity are respected at this school”, 2016 

Item Name 

Indigenous  

(I) 

Non-

Indigenous 

(NI) 
% Point 

Difference 

(NI minus 

I)  
Positive 

Response 

% 

Positive 

Response 

% 

I feel that social, cultural and racial 

diversity are respected at this school. 
91.3 96.7 5.5 

 

5.6.5 Discussion. Across both parent/caregivers and student School Opinion Surveys, 

non-Indigenous parent/caregivers and students responded more positively to all of the survey 

statements. These results indicate that non-Indigenous parents/caregivers and students have a 

significantly more positive view of the education system.   Staff also hold different views, as 

indicated by the difference in responses of Indigenous and non-Indigenous staff to the 

statement, “I feel that social, cultural and racial diversity are respected at this school”.   

Some care needs to be taken in interpreting the data, as the survey responses do not 

provide context and explanation, and there is always a possibility of misinterpretation or 

differing understandings of the statements.  It would be useful to supplement this research 

with qualitative data that would provide a context for, and an explanation of, the survey 

responses. Nonetheless, the marked differences between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

responses do clearly illustrate different experiences of the education system.  
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5.6.6 Alignment with the CRT tool of voices of people of colour.  A search of the 

literature found no similar study using attitudinal survey data comparing the voices of 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people on education in response to identical statements.   

However, Reconciliation Australia’s 2014 Barometer, which surveyed both Indigenous (500) 

and non-Indigenous (1,100) Australians, is consistent with the findings.   The 2014 Barometer 

survey found 25% of Indigenous respondents, compared to only  7% of non-Indigenous 

respondents, had experienced racial discrimination at school (Reconciliation Australia, 2014, 

p. 6).  

The findings in this sub-chapter align with the literature on CRT, in that 

Indigenous parents/caregivers and students have a counter view to that of the dominant non-

Indigenous parents/caregivers and students based on their lived experiences in and with the 

education system.   The alternative views of Indigenous parents/caregivers and students 

challenge the standard narrative of school life that hides the reality of Indigenous people in 

the education system.     

 To create a narrative or counter story, critical race theorists often create dialogues 

grounded in real-life experiences to highlight the elements of CRT (Bell, 1985; Gillborn, 

2008b; Ladson-Billings, 2013; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002).  To theoretically align with CRT 

the counter narrative discovered in QDET’s School Opinion Survey would be developed into 

an imagined conversation or story of some kind.  The job of the story is to place the researched 

data into the context of how inequities impact on minorities’ experiences (Gillborn, 2008b, p. 32; 

Solorzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 27).   

The School Opinion Survey data could be turned into a conversation between an 

Indigenous parent and their Indigenous child discussing how their school day unfolded, where 

Australian history was taught but Indigenous dispossession did not form part of the lesson, 

and whether the Indigenous student felt that their opinion was heard (student statement 8), 
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their feelings were validated (student statements 7 and 8), and whether they felt they were 

treated fairly (student statement 6) when they objected to part of the lesson.  The story could 

follow with the parent talking to the school about their concerns (parent statement 7) and state 

whether they felt their opinion was taken seriously (parent statement 11).  In each of above 

story statements there is statistical difference in responses from Indigenous parents/caregivers 

and students to their non-Indigenous counterparts in the School Opinion Surveys, indicating 

that the story may have a more positive tone or outcome if the characters were non-

Indigenous.  The counter narrative and the ability to develop counter stories based on the 

research data demonstrates that this element of CRT is noticeable within the Queensland 

education system.  

5.6.7 Conclusion. This sub-chapter demonstrated the views of non-Indigenous and 

Indigenous students and their parents vary markedly.  While the variation between responses 

differed, every question received a more positive response from both non-Indigenous students 

and their parents indicating the likely operation of racism. The outcomes of this chapter 

demonstrates why CRT researchers place importance on voices and experiences of people of 

colour.  By foregrounding Indigenous people’s voices, insights and lived experiences, an 

understanding of race emerges which allows for identification of how race affects everyday 

lives.   The next chapter presents the conclusion of the study, which will outline the major 

findings, responding to the overarching research question, ‘how do race and systemic 

structures impact on Indigenous secondary school attendance?’  

5.7  Chapter conclusion  

 This chapter demonstrated the application of the chosen methodology to the five sets 

of data obtained, with the outcomes being discussed through an application of, and alignment 

with, CRT.  The results, discussion and analysis demonstrate five key outcomes.  Firstly, the 

primacy of race in student attendance when compared with gender and SES. Secondly, 
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Indigenous and non-Indigenous students have not benefited equally from NAPLAN. Thirdly, 

that racism can occur in apparently neutral policies and guidelines.  Fourthly, power to control 

is demonstrated in the whiteness of educational decision-making, and lastly that Indigenous 

parents/caregivers and secondary students have differing educational experiences to non-

Indigenous parents/caregivers and secondary students.  A comprehensive discussion on the 

overall results is undertaken in Chapter 6.  
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Chapter 6: Discussion and conclusion  

6.1 Introduction 

The persistently high rate of absenteeism of Indigenous school students is concerning, 

given the impact of attendance on educational attainment, social mobility, employability, and 

economic status.  Current attendance strategies assume that the problem of low attendance lies 

primarily with the student and their family, or community deficits.  Using QDET data, this 

study widened the lens to examine the impact of the education system on Indigenous student 

attendance, in order to gain an alternative perspective of the underlying causes of low 

attendance. 

Three themes emerged during the literature review.  Firstly, that there is an ongoing 

failure to systematically incorporate Indigenous values, beliefs, and norms at any more than 

the periphery of the education system.  Secondly, that current attendance strategies are having 

no demonstrable outcomes on lifting Indigenous student attendance. Lastly, that the 

development and direction of educational policy prevents the achievement of equity for 

Indigenous students.    

The review of the literature on Indigenous students’ education in Australia revealed an 

absence of a focus on the education system and its role in creating and maintaining the position 

of Indigenous and non-Indigenous school students. This gap guided the overarching research 

question: “How are understandings of race embedded in systemic structures related to 

secondary school attendance?” The research question was addressed by using critical race 

theory (CRT) to interpret the data collected.  

 Five sets of QDET data were used; secondary student school attendance (2013 -2016), 

year three NAPLAN reading results (2008 – 2016), state schools’ attendance policy and 

associated documents, human resource data verifying numbers of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

senior officers and above in central office, and parent/caregivers’ and students’ School Opinion 
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Survey results. All data sets were reviewed using quantitative analysis, apart from the attendance 

policy and associated documents, where a mixture of both qualitative and quantitative analysis 

methods were used. Five CRT tools (intersectionality, interest convergence and contradiction-

closing, racism is inherent, whiteness, and voice of people of colour) were used to make visible 

the racism inbuilt within the education system. 

6.2  Summary of results 

Five key results from the data analysis found firstly, that race is a central factor in 

student attendance.  Secondly, the introduction of NAPLAN favours non-Indigenous students.  

Thirdly, QDET’s attendance policy and supporting documents relating to state schools do not 

reference Indigenous students and appear neutral, whereas in reality the documents favour 

students from the cultural hegemony.  Fourthly, non-Indigenous people are substantially over 

represented in decision-making positions.  Lastly, Indigenous parents/caregivers and students 

have a less positive view of schools than their non-Indigenous peers.  

6.3 Discussion of key results 

Regression analysis of student attendance data demonstrates that race is a primary 

factor in school attendance once gender and socio-economic status (SES) is accounted for. 

The results further indicate that gender has no effect, and that SES does not appear to have the 

same effect on Indigenous and non-Indigenous students, highlighting the fact that within each 

cohort, social class are not equally important in school attendance . The results of the 

attendance analysis demonstrate the primacy of race as a factor in secondary school 

attendance. 

  The benefits of being from the dominant race are shown in the results of the analysis of 

NAPLAN, which favours non-Indigenous students, particularly at the higher levels. Despite 

improvements in Indigenous students’ results (approximate doubling of the proportion of students 

in the upper two bands), the gap percentage point difference between Indigenous and non-
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Indigenous students in the upper two bands is larger in 2016 (27.7) than it was in 2008 (19.5), 

demonstrating a growing inequality.  

The public ‘closing the gap’ rhetoric that surrounds Indigenous students’ Year 3 

NAPLAN results gives the impression that progress is being made and that any inequity is 

slowly being removed.  These statements fail to highlight the inbuilt race limits on the success 

of Indigenous students. The first racial limit is in placing a target for the National Minimal 

Standards (NMS) benchmark in literacy and numeracy for all Indigenous students.  At this 

level, students “are at risk of being unable to progress satisfactorily at school” and “may also 

require additional assistance to enable them to achieve” (Australian Curriculum, Assessment 

and Reporting Authority, 2016).  The second limit is that the target is to halve the gap, not to 

close it. Therefore, even when the target is met, parity is not achieved, even at the lowest 

levels of achievement.  

 Racialised processes which produce inequitable outcomes are often covert, as seen in 

‘neutral’ education policies that act to deny the presence of race.  By developing policy based 

on dominant Western values and beliefs, the historical disadvantage of Indigenous students 

does not receive the focus required to achieve equitable outcomes.  This preference is shown 

in QDET’s attendance policy and associated documents, where there is an invisibility of 

Indigenous students, at the same time as there is public commitment to increasing the 

attendance rates for Indigenous students.  

The common view of racism as being an overt act carried out by an individual, as 

opposed to a social and systemic activity, maintains inequitable outcomes and the 

perpetuation of the dominant culture’s existing policy development practices.  The dominance 

of non-Indigenous people in decision-making within QDET allows non-Indigenous people to 

both define the problems and propose the solutions for Indigenous students as part of the 

wider student cohort.  The acceptance of the hegemony of non-Indigenous officers in writing 
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policy for all students is on the basis that they are ‘race neutral’ in their views (Larkin, 2014, 

p.272) and know what is best for all students.   

 The invisibility of whiteness becomes visible not only through educational outcomes 

but through the views and counter story telling of Indigenous people regarding their 

experiences of education.  Analysis of QDET’s School Opinion Survey demonstrates that race 

continues to impact Indigenous peoples’ daily experiences of the education system. 

Indigenous parents/caregivers and secondary school students have less positive experiences of 

school than their non-Indigenous peers, as is evident from their less positive responses to all 

QDET School Opinion Survey statements.  

 The analysis of all five sets of data through the CRT lens has allowed for elements of 

racism hidden within the education system to become visible.  The outcomes demonstrate that 

race does make a difference in attendance, educational outcomes, policy development, and 

decision-making in education.   This difference does not go unnoticed by Indigenous 

parents/caregivers and students.  

 The research outcomes support further use of Indigenous research methodologies and 

standpoints by using empirical data to make visible what is invisible.  The opportunity for 

Indigenous researchers to ask new questions and to analyse existing educational data, which is 

supported, designed, gathered, and often quoted by the cultural hegemony for the majority, 

provides new prospects for exposing the inherent racial bias in the education system.  

6.4 Responding to the research question –  How are understandings of race embedded 

in systemic structures related to secondary school attendance? 

  The centrality of race marked the beginning of the education system in Australia, and 

thereafter the system has continued to privilege the cultural hegemony through such measures as 

the exclusion of Indigenous children, the continued development of the curriculum based on the 

values and beliefs of Western culture, and by the use of standard Australian English as the 
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language of instruction. Even now, race continues to dominate the system through the raced 

differences in Indigenous and non-Indigenous students’ educational outcomes, attendance, and 

among those with the decision-making authority over policies and resources.   

 This research demonstrates how the lives of Indigenous students are impacted negatively 

by the education system. The dominance of whiteness is hidden within ‘neutral’ policies, which 

seek to render the historical disadvantage of Indigenous students as invisible or irrelevant.   

Whiteness, and white values, beliefs, systems and mindset are accepted as the Australian ‘norm’.  

Anything outside of this is seen as ‘not normal’ or ‘abnormal’, establishing the often binary 

relations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians in the education system. The 

‘abnormal’ response of Indigenous students to a ‘normal’ or ‘neutral’ education system (non-

attendance, lower educational outcomes), creates a position where Indigenous students and 

parents are seen as being different or in deficit if they fail to meet the accepted norms of the 

system set for non-Indigenous students.  This places the causes of Indigenous non-attendance as 

being outside of the education system. 

 The results of this study demonstrate that a significant cause of Indigenous student non-

attendance is within the education system, not outside it.  This racism, embedded within the 

systemic structures limit Indigenous students’ attendance.  The examination of the holistic and 

interrelatedness of elements within this study reveals a race-based education system.  Firstly, the 

policies based on the cultural hegemony’s needs, and over representation of the cultural 

hegemony in decision-making/governance, combine to demonstrate systemic practice.  Secondly, 

the outcomes of the practice demonstrate consistent and / or growing differential outcomes 

favouring the cultural hegemony. Finally, the experiences of students and parents/caregivers, 

based on the practice and outcomes, demonstrate that those from the cultural hegemony 

consistently find the schooling experience more positive than do Indigenous peoples.  This 

interrelatedness is shown in Figure 16 along with the study’s individual data analyses outcomes.   
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Figure 16 

Evidence of a race based education system  

 

Elements Evidence Study Results 

Practice 

 Policies based on 

cultural hegemony 

ideology/ 

neutrality. 

 

 Over 

representation of 

the cultural 

hegemony in 

decision-making 

/governance.  

 

 QDET’s attendance 

policy and supporting 

documents for state 

schools do not 

reference Indigenous 

students. (Chapter 5.3) 

 

 Non-Indigenous people 

are substantially over 

represented in the 

decision-making 

positions based on 

student and population 

proportions. (Chapter 

5.4) 

Outcomes 

 Consistent and / or 

growing 

differential 

outcomes between 

races. 

 

 Attendance gap 

between Indigenous 

student attendance 

maintained (Chapter 

5.1) 

 

 NAPLAN results over 

8 years favour non-

Indigenous students. 

(Chapter 5.2) 

 

 

 

Experience 

 Consistent and /or 

growing 

differential 

experiences 

between races.  

 

 Indigenous 

parents/caregivers and 

students have a less 

positive view of school 

than their non-

Indigenous peers on all 

School Opinion Survey 

statements. 

 (Chapter 5.5) 

 

 By using the practice, outcomes, and experience framework and aligning it with the 

study’s results, the impact of the system on Indigenous students’ attendance is established.  

Practices, as evidenced through the system’s attendance policy and associated documents, assist 
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in creating race based attendance outcomes as shown by the system’s attendance data.  Practice 

and outcomes in turn impact adversely on Indigenous people’s experiences with the education 

system, as evidenced by the system’s School Opinion Surveys for parents/caregivers and students.  

  This new understanding illustrates how race has impacted and continues to impact on the 

education system, allowing for an enhanced understanding of why Indigenous students have a 

higher rate of non-attendance than do their non-Indigenous peers.  This new evidence base has the 

capacity to fundamentally change the way the system views Indigenous students’ non-attendance.   

In order for this to occur however, the education system must be prepared for critical self-

examination.   

6.5 Study contribution 

 This study contributes to the body of research surrounding Indigenous school student 

attendance.  Its contribution is three fold. Firstly, it adds to the emerging body of knowledge on 

CRT in education in Australia. Secondly, its focus is on the education system as the primary 

factor influencing Indigenous student attendance, rather than the student, their family or 

community.  Thirdly, it assists in new understandings about the development of systemic 

Australian schooling policy and programs. 

 The study outlines a simple framework for the examination of education systems 

throughout Australia.    The education data examined in this study is available for the majority of 

Australian public education state and territory jurisdictions through the public websites and at the 

request of individual jurisdictions.   The framework shown in Figure 17 can also be extended to 

include national policy and practice, such as the national curriculum and closing the gap polices, 

and targets mentioned in this study, which impact on state and territory education policies. This 

would allow for a wider understanding in the context of state and territory education systems.   
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Table 20 

National practices affecting state and territory education systems  

Elements Evidence Results  

Practice 

 Limits placed on the 

outcomes of non-cultural 

hegemony students. 

 

 

 Curriculum reinforces the 

ideologies of the cultural 

hegemony. 

 

 Closing the gap literacy and 

numeracy target has two race-

based limitations (a) NMS 

target for Indigenous students 

(b) halving the gap, not closing 

the gap. (Chapter 5.2) 

 

 Content course descriptions 

and elaborations of documents 

reinforce Western cultural 

values, and promote a sanitised 

view of the history of Australia 

in favour of the colonisers 

(Lowe & Yunkaporta, 2013).    

  

6.6 Implications  

 This study encourages the questioning of how Indigenous people are positioned in the 

educational system and how that positioning impacts on students’ attendance and educational 

outcomes.  It encourages questioning at the systems level, which has the authority to enact change 

if it has the will to do so.  Hence, there is a dire need for translation of the results to practice.  Prior 

to translation however, it is necessary for the system itself to recognise that it is an issue.  This 

will not occur without rigorous evidence based research.  This study lays the basis for that 

evidence, and for further research into the education systems’ practices, such as pre-service 

teacher training, the language of instruction, and the selection of school principals.  

Once a level of recognition is gained, the implications for the system could be two fold.  

The first involves professional learning. An awareness of race and racism could become an 

accredited professional development program for both senior officers and above, and policy 

officers within the system. The program should be customised for the public service, given the 

breadth of its role and its ability to impact on all members of society. Content should include an 
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understanding of the link between ‘neutral’ decisions and policies and their impact on Indigenous 

students. It should also foster an awareness that racism is not always linked to overt individual 

acts of racism based on intent, but can be unconsciously implemented and maintained within the 

policies and processes of established institutions, and therefore needs to be consciously 

challenged.   

The second involves a critical review of public sector policies and their individual genre 

chains.  The review should include policies that directly impact on service delivery to the public 

(e.g., school policies, regulation and access to public resources) in addition to corporate focused 

policies that have an indirect impact (e.g., recruitment and selection policies, decision-making 

processes and organisational structures). Focusing only on policies that directly impact on service 

delivery will maintain the whiteness within decision-making and will allow for easy reversion to 

policies that advantage the cultural hegemony.  Initially required is a review of departmental head 

policies, defined as documents that are intended to influence system-wide decisions and actions 

on a topic, e.g., Managing Student Absences and Enforcing Enrolment and Attendance at State 

Schools.   

The review of these head policies using both quantitative and qualitative text analysis will 

expose Indigenous people’s invisibility, and or positioning at the systemic or departmental level.  

Reviewing each head policy’s subordinate documents (e.g., procedural and implementation 

documents) through a similar process will demonstrate how that invisibility and positioning 

flows through to practice, and controls and standardises the policy and practice messages. 

Making evident the invisibility and positioning of Indigenous people in the current ‘neutral’ 

policy environment exposes how these policies do not address the inequities of Indigenous 

peoples.   
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6.7 Limitations of the study 

Due to the limitations of a Masters by research thesis, areas of research and data that were 

not included may have strengthened the outcomes.  These include an examination of the percentage 

of Indigenous students’ non-attendance that could be accounted for by student disciplinary absences 

(SDAs).  This would assist in an understanding of what level of absences can be attributed directly 

to the system’s overt actions.  In addition, an understanding of whether SDAs are disproportionately 

allocated to Indigenous students may assist in an explanation of the largest difference between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous parent/caregivers in the School Opinion Survey, which is in 

relation to the statement that, ‘Teachers at this school treat students fairly’. 

A limitation to this study and other CRT studies in Australian education is the binary 

category of ‘Indigenous and non-Indigenous’, or ‘Indigenous’ and ‘all’ in education data. This 

binary does not allowing for a complete understanding of the positioning of Anglo-Celtic 

background people and cultural or other monitories in the education system. An examination or a 

disaggregating of ‘non-Indigenous’ into more meaningful groups would reveal the specific voices 

and over or underrepresentation of these groups quantitatively allowing for differences to become 

visible.  

6.8 Direction for further research  

One key piece of attendance data which emerged within the study that requires 

qualitative research is the unexplained absences of Indigenous students, where no explanation 

for the student’s absence has been given to the school.  These absences accounted for 43.3% of 

Indigenous student absences in state schools in Queensland in 2016.  A qualitative study 

undertaken with Indigenous students and their families would assist in developing targeted 

strategies that may then have demonstrable educational outcomes.  

Ladson-Billings, co-author of the first article on critical race theory (CRT) in education, 

argues that CRT should not be taken as an opportunity to vent but should propose radical solutions 
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(1998).  In that vein it is suggested that further research be undertaken on CRT and tribal critical 

race theory (TribalCrit) in education for Indigenous students.   While acknowledging the role of 

race, TribalCrit’s basic tenet is that colonisation is endemic.  It argues that while CRT meets the 

needs of minority races, it is colonisation that primarily impacts on Indigenous people’s lives 

(Abercrombie-Donahue, 2011; Brayboy, 2005). 

 The use of TribalCrit will enable researchers to address the specific historical and 

contemporary relationship between Indigenous Australians, and federal and state governments over 

and above discussions on race. Research could include a review of major policies and practices 

periods for Indigenous Australians, from ‘amity and kindness’ under Governor Phillip in 1778, until 

the current era of ‘practical reconciliation’, commenced by the then Prime-Minister John Howard 

in the late 1990s. The ongoing impact of those policies and practices could then be aligned with 

factors influencing Indigenous school students’ education.  The process could assist in identifying 

specific areas of focus and solutions that are unique to the needs of Indigenous students. The 

combination of CRT and TribalCrit would allow for a fuller understanding of race in the Australian 

education system and assist in a movement towards more equitable outcomes for all students.   
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Appendix B Data and analysis for sub-chapter 5.1   

Table B1 

Results of the multiple regression analyses by collection year (2013-2016) 

 B SE β sr2 F df Adj. R2 

2013        

Overall model     2537.17 3, 171814 .04*** 

Indigenous Status (Non-Indigenous = 

0) 

-.08 .00 -

0.18*** 

.03    

ICSEA (Low ICSEA = 0) .02 .00 0.09*** .01    

Gender (Male = 0) .00 .00 0.00 .00    

2014        

Overall model     2091.71 3, 172487 .04*** 

Indigenous Status (Non-Indigenous = 

0) 

-.07 .00 -

0.17*** 

.03    

ICSEA (Low ICSEA = 0) .02 .00 0.07*** .01    

Gender (Male = 0) .00 .00 0.00 .00    

2015        

Overall model     2038.02 3, 159195 .04*** 

Indigenous Status (Non-Indigenous = 

0) 

-.07 .00 -

0.16*** 

.03    

ICSEA (Low ICSEA = 0) .02 .00 0.08*** .01    

Gender (Male = 0) .00 .00 0.00 .00    

2016        

Overall model     2059.12 3, 158410 .04*** 

Indigenous Status (Non-Indigenous = 

0) 

-.07 .00 -

0.16*** 

.03    

ICSEA (Low ICSEA = 0) .02 .00 0.08*** .01    

Gender (Male = 0) .00 .00 0.01* .00    

Note. *p<.05; ***p<.001 

Dependent variable = semester attendance rate 
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Table B2 

Number and percentage of students in each year level, 2013-2016 

  
N % 

2013 Year 8 37542 20.9 

Year 9 36867 20.6 

Year 10 38023 21.2 

Year 11 36022 20.1 

Year 12 30933 17.2 

Total 179387 100.0 
   

2014 Year 8 36544 20.3 

Year 9 37543 20.9 

Year 10 38006 21.2 

Year 11 36248 20.2 

Year 12 31293 17.4 

Total 179634 100.0 
 

2015 Year 8 25255 14.9 

Year 9 36795 21.6 

Year 10 39050 23.0 

Year 11 36810 21.7 

Year 12 32071 18.9 

Total 169981 100.0 
    

2016 Year 8 36905 21.7 

Year 9 25392 15.0 

Year 10 37857 22.3 

Year 11 37438 22.0 

Year 12 32222 19.0 

Total 169814 100.0 
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Table B3 

Number and percentage of students by Indigenous Status, 2013-2016 

  
N % 

2013 Non-Indigenous 164945 92.0 

Indigenous 14416 8.0 

Total 179361 100.0 
   

2014 Non-Indigenous 164622 91.7 

Indigenous 14975 8.3 

Total 179597 100.0 
 

2015 Non-Indigenous 155617 91.6 

Indigenous 14332 8.4 

Total 169949 100.0 
    

2016 Non-Indigenous 155082 91.4 

Indigenous 14663 8.6 

Total 169745 100.0 

 

 

 

Table B4 

Number and percentage of students by ICSEA Group, 2013-2016 

  
N % 

2013 Low ICSEA 112459 64.2 

High ICSEA 62847 35.8 

Total 175306 100.0 
   

2014 Low ICSEA 111625 63.5 

High ICSEA 64234 36.5 

Total 175859 100.0 
 

2015 Low ICSEA 103154 62.7 

High ICSEA 61306 37.3 

Total 164460 100.0 
  

  

2016 Low ICSEA 102104 62.3 

High ICSEA 61913 37.7 

Total 164017 100.0 
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Table B5 

Number and percentage of students by Sex, 2013-2016 

  
N % 

2013 Male 91111 50.8 

Female 88276 49.2 

Total 179387 100.0 
   

2014 Male 91299 50.8 

Female 88335 49.2 

Total 179634 100.0 
 

2015 Male 87148 51.3 

Female 82833 48.7 

Total 169981 100.0 
  

  

2016 Male 86643 51.0 

Female 83171 49.0 

Total 169814 100.0 
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Appendix C QDET 2016, school opinion results parents/caregivers and secondary 

students  

Table C1   

QDET 2016 School Opinion Survey results for parents/caregivers where the eldest child is in 

secondary school  

S
ta

te
m

en
t 

Item Name 

 

Indigenous (I) 

 

Non-Indigenous 

(NI) 

 

% Point 

Difference 

(NI minus 

I) 

 n 

Positive 

Response 

% 

n 

Positive 

Response 

% 

1 
My child likes being at this 

school. 
445 86.5 11,231 92.7 6.2 

2 
My child feels safe at this 

school. 
443 86.9 11,233 93.4 6.5 

3 
My child's learning needs 

are being met at this school. 
447 81.7 11,227 90.9 9.2 

4 
My child is making good 

progress at this school. 
446 86.3 11,222 92.1 5.8 

5 

Teachers at this school 

expect my child to do his or 

her best. 

443 92.6 11,146 95.8 3.2 

6 

Teachers at this school 

provide my child with 

useful feedback about his or 

her school work. 

441 82.8 11,104 90.2 7.4 

7 
Teachers at this school 

motivate my child to learn. 
442 81.4 11,108 89.3 7.9 

8 
Teachers at this school treat 

students fairly. 
432 75.0 10,853 86.8 11.8 

9 

I can talk to my child’s 

teachers about my 

concerns. 

444 87.8 10,993 93.6 5.8 

10 

This school works with me 

to support my child's 

learning. 

432 83.8 10,845 90.0 6.2 

11 
This school takes parents’ 

opinions seriously. 
431 80.7 10,192 87.2 6.5 
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12 
Student behaviour is well 

managed at this school. 
438 75.8 10,860 84.5 8.7 

13 
This school looks for ways 

to improve. 
429 88.1 10,621 92.4 4.3 

14 
This school is well 

maintained. 
441 90.7 11,044 95.0 4.3 

15 

This school gives my child 

opportunities to do 

interesting things. 

443 86.7 11,140 92.8 6.1 

16 
My child is getting a good 

education at this school. 
444 87.4 11,214 93.4 6.0 

17 

My child's English skills 

are being developed at this 

school. 

441 85.0 11,165 92.4 7.4 

18 

My child's Mathematics 

skills are being developed 

at this school. 

446 85.0 11,197 92.2 7.2 

19 
I understand how my child 

is assessed at this school. 
443 84.9 11,106 91.4 6.5 

20 

I understand how 

computers and other 

technologies are used at this 

school to enhance my 

child's learning. 

439 84.7 11,011 89.9 5.2 

21 

Teachers at this school are 

interested in my child's 

wellbeing. 

437 84.4 11,020 91.8 7.4 

22 
Staff at this school are 

approachable. 
438 88.8 11,016 92.9 4.1 

23 
Staff at this school are 

responsive to my enquiries. 
439 87.0 10,865 90.8 3.8 

24 
This school asks for my 

input. 
425 74.6 10,677 79.7 5.1 

25 
This school keeps me well 

informed. 
445 82.9 11,212 87.8 4.9 

26 

This school encourages me 

to take an active role in my 

child's education. 

442 79.9 10,980 86.1 6.2 

27 

This school encourages me 

to participate in school 

activities. 

430 68.8 10,734 78.1 9.3 
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28 

This school provides me 

with useful feedback about 

my child's progress. 

440 81.4 11,181 88.0 6.6 

29 
This school provides useful 

information online. 
421 81.5 10,801 89.0 7.5 

30 
This school is 

environmentally friendly. 
392 86.5 9,217 92.4 5.9 

31 
This school is well 

organised. 
434 80.6 10,830 89.1 8.5 

32 
This school has a strong 

sense of community. 
431 83.5 10,701 90.7 7.2 

33 
This school celebrates 

student achievements. 
438 89.5 10,916 94.6 5.1 

34 
I would recommend this 

school to others 
435 84.1 11,083 91.7 7.6 

35 This is a good school. 435 86.7 11,143 92.8 6.1 
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Table C2    

QDET 2016 School Opinion Survey results secondary school students 

 

S
ta

te
m

en
t 

Item Name 

Indigenous (I) 

  

Non-Indigenous 

(NI) 

  

% Point 

Difference 

(NI minus 

I)  

n 

Positive 

Response 

% 

n 

Positive 

Response 

% 

 

1 I like being at my school. 2,098 81.7 17,932 88.2 6.5 

2 I feel safe at my school. 2,103 84.4 17,911 90.5 6.1 

3 My teachers motivate me to learn. 2,098 83.3 17,937 88.9 5.6 

4 
My teachers expect me to do my 

best. 
2,096 91.4 17,844 96.7 5.3 

5 

My teachers provide me with 

useful feedback about my school 

work. 

2,097 81.8 17,944 88.1 6.3 

6 
Teachers at my school treat 

students fairly. 
2,100 69.2 17,892 77.0 7.8 

7 
I can talk to my teachers about my 

concerns. 
2,073 68.2 17,760 75.2 7.0 

8 
My school takes students’ 

opinions seriously. 
2,083 69.9 17,689 75.4 5.5 

9 
Student behaviour is well 

managed at my school. 
2,089 65.9 17,870 72.9 7.0 

10 
My school looks for ways to 

improve. 
2,087 82.2 17,795 90.6 8.4 

11 My school is well maintained. 2,093 79.9 17,876 87.5 7.6 

12 
My school gives me opportunities 

to do interesting things. 
2,103 81.5 17,888 88.8 7.3 

13 
I am getting a good education at 

my school. 
2,101 83.9 17,926 93.5 9.6 

14 
My English skills are being 

developed at my school. 
2,107 85.8 17,931 91.8 6.0 

15 
My Maths skills are being 

developed at my school. 
2,105 82.9 17,937 91.1 8.2 

16 
I understand how I am assessed at 

my school. 
2,088 82.9 17,830 89.5 6.6 

17 

I can access computers and other 

technologies at my school for 

learning. 

2,108 85.3 17,921 93.8 8.5 

18 

I am encouraged to use computers 

and other technologies at my 

school for learning. 

2,099 82.1 17,911 89.2 7.1 
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19 

I use computers and other 

technologies at my school for 

learning. 

2,110 84.9 17,944 92.3 7.4 

20 

I enjoy using computers and other 

technologies at my school for 

learning. 

2,095 85.7 17,876 90.2 4.5 

21 
I feel accepted by other students 

at my school. 
2,093 74.6 17,819 80.2 5.6 

22 
My schoolwork challenges me to 

think. 
2,106 87.1 17,902 93.0 5.9 

23 
My teachers challenge me to 

think. 
2,103 86.3 17,927 92.2 5.9 

24 
My teachers encourage me to do 

my best. 
2,110 86.5 17,931 92.9 6.4 

25 
My teachers clearly explain what 

is required in my school work. 
2,111 81.7 17,944 85.9 4.2 

26 
My teachers help me with my 

school work when I need it. 
2,108 83.0 17,921 90.0 7.0 

27 
My teachers use a variety of 

resources to help me learn. 
2,106 82.6 17,934 89.2 6.6 

28 My teachers care about me. 2,054 75.4 17,553 82.7 7.3 

29 
My school encourages me to 

participate in school activities. 
2,104 85.4 17,886 90.2 4.8 

30 
My school encourages me to be a 

good community member. 
2,098 82.6 17,823 89.7 7.1 

31 
My school celebrates student 

achievements. 
2,103 84.8 17,846 91.6 6.8 

32 
I would recommend my school to 

others. 
2,080 74.8 17,677 84.6 9.8 

33 This is a good school. 2,064 78.2 17,638 86.9 8.7 

 

 

 
 




