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SUMMARY 
This report is a summary report presenting some of the data and outcomes from the 

participatory Action Research conducted in Maningrida, Arnhem land.  The focus of the PAR 

was community members in Maningrida. Targeted activities included ranking, flow 

diagramming, key interviews and a computer based survey for some of the key interviews. 

Participation was dependent on willingness to participate and signed consent was granted for 

activities. PAR was conducted by approved community based ARPNet researchers. 

 

Results show that there are many issues related to education in general and more specifically 

to the issue of higher education. Perspectives on education centre on the expectations and 

satisfaction with the type of education being delivered currently. The separation between 

Balanda and Bininj education and the issue of both ways education were the focal points in 

the conversations about higher education. Further, the value of education in relation to jobs 

was also another important area of discussion. As we asked questions, community members 

also asked questions of government, of the school and of the project. For instance, they asked 

what is the point of education? The main message is that government must listen to Bininj 

and must find a way to integrate Bininj education more effectively in ‘Both Ways’ education. 

 

Perceptions and views regarding higher education were explored across a three very broadly 

defined age groups – young people, middle aged people and old people. The sample size was 

not big enough to look at the gender dimension of the issues surrounding education though 

some strong points came through related to teenage pregnancies.   
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DISCLAIMER  
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander readers should be warned that this document may 

contain names and photos or make references to deceased persons. 

 

Charles Darwin University (CDU), its agents, officers, ARPNet and employees make no 

representations, express or implied, as to the accuracy of the information and data herein and 

accept no liability however arising for any loss resulting from the use of any information and 

data or reliance placed on it. CDU (including its employees and consultants) make no 

representations, either expressed or implied, as to the suitability of the said information and 

data for any particular purpose and accepts no liability to any person for any consequences, 

including but not limited to all loses, damages, costs, expenses and any other compensation, 

arising directly or indirectly from using this publication (in part or in whole) and any 

information or material contained in it.  

 

Enquiries  

If you have any questions about the project please contact the Program Manager – Whole of 
Community Engagement initiative at  [james.smith3@cdu.edu.au]. 
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SUMMARY 
This report is a summary report presenting some of the data and outcomes from the 

participatory Action Research conducted in Gunbalanya, West Arnhem Shire.  The focus of 

the PAR was community members in Gunbalanya. Targeted activities included ranking, flow 

diagramming, key interviews and a computer based survey for some of the key interviews 

questions. Participation was dependent on willingness to participate and signed consent was 

granted for activities. PAR was conducted by HEPPP approved community based ARPNet 

researchers. 

 

Results show that there are many issues related to education in general and more specifically 

to the issue of higher education. Perspectives on education however, are affected by historical 

experience with Indigenous education in the community and reflects the level of satisfaction 

with the type of education being delivered currently.  The presence of attendance inspectors 

during the field work brought into sharp focus some of the challenges facing Aboriginal 

people with regards to education and we were able to capture some of the attitudes and views 

about the way education is being delivered. The separation between Balanda and Bininj 

education and the issue of both ways education were the focal points in the conversations 

about higher education. Further, the value of education in relation to jobs was also another 

important area of discussion.  

 

Perceptions and views regarding higher education were explored across a three very broadly 

defined age groups – young people, middle aged people and old people. The sample size was 

not big enough to look at the gender dimension of the issues though quotes are referenced by 

gender - Daluk (women) and men (Bininj) as these were terms used by the researchers. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Whole of Community Engagement (WCE) initiative is funded through the HEPPP by the 

Commonwealth Department of Education and Training. WCE aims to engage up to six 

remote and very remote Indigenous communities in the Northern Territory to build 

aspiration, expectation and capacity for higher education. Objectives include: 

• Exploring current community perspectives of higher education, and linking with 

existing strategies for achieving quality of life aspirations; 

• Co-creating ongoing opportunities for community, research, academic and public 

policy leaders to engage in mutually beneficial and critical relationships; and 

• Identifying means for making education relevant and culturally and physically 

accessible 

These objectives support the establishment of strong and sustainable educational pathways 

from early childhood to lifelong post-secondary education. 

RIEL, through an auspice arrangement with ARPNet, has agreed to partner with the Office of 

the Pro-Vice Chancellor-Indigenous Leadership on the WCE initiative to achieve the above 

objectives. It will achieve this by supporting three cycles of participatory action research in 

the West Arnhem Region. In this instance the West Arnhem Land region includes both 

Maningrida and Gunbalanya communities.  This report only presents the summary of 

Gunbalanya data. 

 

METHODS  

This report is a summary of the ideas and suggestions coming out of Wave 1 of the fieldwork 

conducted in Gunbalanya. Results came from limited participatory tools used with a target 

group of the community population including, women, men, young people and the elders. 

The approach taken in this project is Participatory Action Research (PAR). ARPNet was 

guided by HEPPP on how to implement the project and work within the PAR framework 

defined in the overall HEPPP project. However, there was flexibility on how we conducted 

the participatory research and which methods we used. Two key factors have influenced the 

process, sample and the nature of our findings:  
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 Period when contract was started: the scheduling of the research at the end of the year 

(November 2015) coincided with planned sorry business (funerals) in the community 

that made it difficult to conduct fieldwork. Three funerals were being conducted during 

the period of the fieldwork and this affected the participation of the team and of the 

community. We were advised to leave by the Government Indigenous Engagement 

Officer and Traditional owners.  The second period of field work was in April, 2016 

coincided with school holidays and most of the young people and some of the 

researchers were out of the community.  

 

Presence of two teams in the field 

 Preparatory consultations and lengthy presence in the community by the HEPPP team 

while important for the project has created challenges for the ARPNet Team because of 

the constant cross reference to the other team and the confusion of the roles and 

sequencing in the PAR approach of the project. The initial confusion among ARPNet 

teams about which of the two teams they should work with was clearly evident in 

Gunbalanya and was a point of confusion. Dean Yibarbuk’s employment by the HEPPP 

projected while celebrated put him in a difficult position in relation to the ARPNet team. 

Some of these challenges were discussed with HEPPP team and with Dean. However, 

there were still challenges. 

 

 Further, there is not a clear enough break between what the two teams are doing in the 

community in terms of PAR actions suggesting a need to rethink the sequencing of effort. 

It is also difficult because of the almost continuous presence (every other week) of the 

HEPPP team in the community. These issues have affected the ARPNet field team’s 

morale, performance as they struggled to find relevance in the project. On one of the days 

2 of the experienced researchers failed to find a single person who was willing to 

participate despite all efforts and strategies being employed. This has not happened 

before. Eventually. We extended the invitation to come to work on the project to other 

ARPNet members. These were Godfrey Blitner, Geraldine and Debra Daniels. Members 

from Maningrida were unable to join despite initially stating interest. 
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 The other important issue is research fatigue, as some people responded that they had 

already discussed their thoughts with the other team, and there was confusion, because 

the community could not understand the difference between our team and the other team 

especially while Dean was in it. Sometimes it appeared to be the case that people were 

informed about the project but had not actually participated, and there was mention of 

another survey (though it was indicated by HEPPP that there was no such survey) with 

similar questions to the ones the ARPNet researchers were asking. We believe the 

reference for the HEPPP survey was connected with some of the early 

consultations/conersations that HEPPP team may have had when they were introducing 

the project. It would be good to be informed of the activities of the HEPPP team so we 

know what to expect and can adjust our selection of tools. Participatory activities were 

often preceded by a discussion about the two team though we suspect not many people 

understood the differences between them. 

 

The ARPNet field team in Gunbalanya 

Two teams of community based ARPNet researchers worked in Gunbalanya and comprised 

the members listed in Table 1.  

 

Table 1.  ARPNet team members in Gunbalanya 

Team -November 2015 Team 2 -April 2016 

1. Serina Namarnyilk 
2. Dean Yibarbuk 
3. Evelyne Narronga 
4. Gwen Nayilibj 
5. Christella Namundja 
6. Sofia Nawirridj 
7. Deborah Daniels 
8. Geraldine Daniels 
9. Eddie Phillips  

 

1. Eddie Phillips  
2. Dennis Naroldol 
3. Timothy Nabegeyo 
4. Kingswood Dirdi 
5. Godfrey Blitner 
6. Andy Wood 

 

 

Picture 1.  Some of the ARPNet Team members involved in field work in 
November 2015  
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From left to right: Geraldine, Christella, Gwen, Sophia, Debra, Eddie, Hmalan, Otto, Bev, Dean 

 
Left to right: Kingswood and Godfrey getting ready for fieldwork 
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 Left to right: Eddie and Denis  

  
Left to right: Andy and Timothy 
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Due to some of the difficulties highlighted before, and despite the high level of interest, 

researchers did not work all the time and there was a high dropout rate. This was unusual and 

frustrating for the ARPNet team.  During the second visit, it was even more difficult to get 

people involved. Feedback from the ARPNet researchers is that they found it really hard to 

get people to agree to participate or to keep the researchers from dropping out.  

  

During the first period of field work activities we focused on use of the dilly bag tools (key 

interviews, ranking and flow diagrams1). We used the following 5 general key questions 

(translated into common idiom by the ARPNet researchers during the day of pre-project 

training as we talked through the questions provided by HEPPP through the contract).  

1.    What do you think of higher education? [Do you know what that is? What you mob 

think about higher education?  Would you let your kid get higher education?] 

2.   What is both ways education? [What is both ways education? Is there Bininj 

education? Is this different from Balanda education} 

3.   What kind of education do Aboriginal people want for your children? [What kind of 

education do yous want for your kids?] 

4.   Is getting an education important for Aboriginal people? [What is education for, why 

get it? Is getting an education important for yous? What happens to yous mob after 

you get an education?] 

5.   What three important things are important for you when you talk about education? 

 During the second period of field work we looked at our original targets for various 

population groups and made plans that would ensure that we at least got opinions from some 

of the groups. These target groups are by no means statistically representative, but are 

reasonable based on our extensive experience working in this community.  

 

As we did not have many experienced members on the field team we put the key questions 

onto on survey monkey hoping that the use of IPads would encourage more young people to 

participate [https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/PXK923P].  We had 2 IPads available 

borrowed from HEPPP. These computer-assisted key interviews were not as popular as we 

hoped as some of those interviewed were reluctant to type their answers and tended to skip 

questions or offer no opinions. ARPNet researchers who worked in teams encouraged people 

to type or offered assistance but this did not help much.  

1 See the tool cards presented in Sithole ( 2012)  
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The research was targeted at an age group. We divided the community into three distinct age 

groups – young people (18-25), middle aged (25-50) and old people (over 50 years). These 

ages were rough estimates except in the survey where individuals could be more specific. For 

each group answers were considered by gender except in group activities where it was 

difficult to do so. Consent forms were signed for each activity or tool that was used. The 

spread of population across groups by the use of main tools is shown in Table 2.  

Table 2.  Distribution of target social groups by gender and age 

 Gunbalanya Old 
people 

Middle 
aged 
people  

Young 
people  

Total  

Dilly bag tools Bininj (men) 4 6 0 10 
Daluk (women) 3 16 1 21 

      
Computer based Key 
interviews (iPad) 

Bininj (men) 3 14 1 18 
Daluk (women) 1 1 2 4 

Group Interviews Bininj (men)  10  1 11 
 Daluk (women)   4 4 
 
These numbers do not include those that said ‘no’ when invited to participate. There was a 

group discussion with 10 men and a mixed group discussion with 5 youths. The distribution 

of the sample for the computer based key interviews was 29% women and 71% male.  

 

The term Daluk for women and Bininj for men will be used as references in the quotes rather 

than an age reference to the respondents. All quotes except for a few (indicated as responses 

from Merle) were from respondents in Gunbalanya. survey responses  

 
FINDINGS FROM THE PARTICPATORY RESEARCH 

This section summarises some of the issues raised during the participatory research activities 

in Gunbalanya.  

 

Conceptualising higher education in relation to life journeys  

We started our fieldwork talking about pathways to higher education and quickly realised that 

this conversation was going nowhere. It was better to talk to people about their life journeys 

rather than just pathways because then we would find out what people’s aspirations and 
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interests were and why.  So in the key interviews and flow diagrams we got people talking 

about their aspirations for themselves and for communities. We found the following: 

 that self-determination an important goal, people want control over decision making, 

over children, over life choices;  

 we found out that people want control over their livelihoods and they discussed plans 

for land management and businesses;  

 they want to become independent get off welfare; 

 become more competitive in the job market so they can get real jobs and perhaps be in 

control of key programs in the community and; 

 meeting cultural obligations was a very big motivator for the life journey;  

 have big plans to run their own businesses.  

 Concern for the future of Aboriginal culture. 

 

One of the persistent themes coming out of some of the key interviews was the idea that 

education is not something Aboriginal people can make choices about, they have to do it or 

suffer the consequences. Education was spoken about as a good example of those areas where 

Aboriginal people have really lost control, over their kids, their money and the type of 

education they want the kids to receive. There was much concern about the relationship 

between the government and the community over education as evidenced in this statement,  

“…..Government changing, future is coming back to old days, if kids not going to 

school, the parents not getting money. The parents are forcing kids to go back to 

school, same as in the old days…” (Group discussion with Daluk at Merle, 052015) 

Some of the people were comparing the current practices in education as worse than during 

the mission days. It is very important to understand this context, to appreciate some of the 

persistent attitudes towards education especially among the old people.  

 

 An example of a life journey is captured in a key interview for a woman respondent in 

showing a meandering life journey where the respondent says they have tried it all,   

“...I started to come back here to secondary… I forgot to tell you in secondary I was 

working to get work experience at the shop, maybe I was 14 or 15 years of age. After I 

finish my work experience year I went and worked for Injalak as a payroll officer with 

another Balanda, she was teaching me at same time. I was moving a lot same time. 

After this the clinic invited us secondary school girls – we used to go around in the 

classroom check skin for sores, always take them another room. Check temperature, 
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check pulse and put them dressing, write them names and take it to the clinic. 

Sometimes kids used to have lots of sores, we took them to the main clinic just to 

report, so they get needle for scabies. And sometimes when they have sore ear, if they 

had high temperature, I used to give them Panadol. I also check weight… And 

measure Panadol 4ml maybe 5ml, all this before I used to move around a lot. Then I 

went to CDEP. Demed start asking who is interested when we first start a program at 

DEMED, I start working as CDEP, working on CDEP program that was looking after 

outstations, seeing who was there and putting in the hours for them, I was working 

admin work with the lady checking the time sheet, checking invoice and taking the 

cheques. I left after this one and started to work at the school here with Joe Singh, 

like I was assistant teacher. When I was working pre-school I asked him what we are 

going to start working school, Bininj or Balanda? Learning together, in the morning I 

work at pre-school, and take them home at 11 then they transfer me again to primary 

to help teacher…. But there is no training so I go back to homeland" (Key Interview 

with Daluk, 112015) 

 

Some of the big life choices are not necessarily determined by an individual, rather people are 

advised through various relevant organisations in the community.  

 

The common goal for many families is to be self- sustaining while meeting obligations on 

country. And so for most young people a life journey leading to a job on country is ideal as it 

meets the employment and cultural aspirations for that individual. An example of this type of 

life journey shows some meandering between different types of jobs till the individual 

becomes a ranger as shown in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1.  Life journey to becoming a ranger 
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(Source, Key Interview with Bininj, 112015) 

 

Important to note the level at which the respondent drops out of school to go to ceremony. 

Many young people must make the difficult decision to stay in school or go to ceremony and 

often there is both pressure from family and one’s peers. Consequently, when we see on this 

journey that the respondent leaves a job and goes on the dole but feels happy and satisfied 

that he is living on country and meeting his cultural obligations, it underlines the 

misalignment between what an individual thinks and wants and what the government wants 

to see.  

 

Generational differences in attitudes and opinions are clear. Much of the education 

experience of the old people during missionary time was not positive and they retain vivid 

memories of the concerted efforts by the school system to stop Bininj education (not allowed 

to speak language or attend ceremony, some ran away and were brought back). These 

memories have not gone away. Many in this group did not know what higher education was, 

so their focus in the key interview tended to be on differences between Bininj and Balanda 

education. One respondent gave made this comment,  

“I wanted to go to Kormilda college but dropped out because my grandfather wanted 

me to go ceremony, I got Bininj education, big mob Bininj education, but western not 

much. I wanna try to make it both, wanna build myself up and have it both ways, 

wanna make it equal …”  (Key interview with Bininj, 112015)  

Individual  

School up till 
year 8 
Dropped out to 
go with 
grandfather to 
do ceremony  

Job at school  

Lasted 7 months  
Left job and went 
to stay at 
outstaion, big 
mob problems in 
the community. 

On the dole, then on CDEP  

Living on country 
, it really 
important  

In a band  

Career was 
successful 
We were touring 
Australia 

Became a ranger  

I need more 
skills  - computer 
work, doing 
paper work and 
maybe skills to 
do stuff 
ourselves  
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Old people are wary about Balanda education primarily because they feel Bininj education is 

being left behind or forgotten and prefer to take kids out bush to teach them the Bininj way.  

The following are the different terms for different levels of education by some groups2 in 

Gunbalanya based on group discussions with researchers from Maningrida and Gunbalanya 

at Merle in May 2015,     

1. Manyawvad   Crèche and preschool 

2. Walarki   Transition  

3. Walarki Mangemuk   Primary school  

4. Magemuk   Secondary/ high school/ college 

5. Manyangemuk  University 

There are many challenges to get people all the way through the various steps in education. 

People felt, it was difficult to talk about higher education when there are problems at the 

early levels of school life. 

 

Mapping out people’s life journeys was important to explore people’s interest to go further. 

There are more examples of people in jobs who go for more training and more education, 

compared to those that get more education and then come to look for a job. 

 “Yeah I would let my girls do more studying so they can come back and help, 

and also they can do Balanda one, study and our Bininj knowledge. They can 

come back and learn our culture way, they can go and study” (Key Interview 

with Daluk at Merle, 052015) 

 

 “Biggest mob been to school but no job. Many of them bin to school but don’t 

work I know. Lots of them young people, no school no job, lots of young 

people walking around all night, some never went to school, no job, just 

wanna sit at home” (Key interview with Daluk at Merle, 052015) 

 

Perspectives and aspirations about education 

The main focus of conversations about education during key interviews was on young people. 

They are seen as “next leaders” whose potential needs to be developed and harnessed.  

    

2 ( Not sure which language or groups uses these terms more) 
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There are some champions in the community who are working with young people and trying 

to get them involved and keep them away from ‘gambling, smoking gunja or running around 

here all the time arguing’ (Key Interview with Daluk Elder, 042016). Sometimes young 

people are seen “bossing old people around, boss them for money, they might have heart 

attack? (Key Interview with Daluk Elder, 042016).  In another comment a respondent 

observes that higher education  

“…can be alright at times, like when there is nothing much for Bininj people left to 

do. To give them further education and more knowledge and that ….” (Key interview 

with Bininj, 042016) 

It is important to get some idea of the educational profile of people in Gunbalanya. From the 

limited sample of 25 people we found that 68% had completed between years 9 to 11. We 

also found 23 % had completed between year 7 and year 8. Only 13% graduated high school 

and 5% stated that they had finished a course at BIITE. 3 people skipped this question. Since 

most of the respondents in this sample have a relatively high secondary education we were 

very expectant that they should find it easy to discuss higher education. 

 

In the computer- assisted key interviews in Gunbalanya, the majority of people said yes they 
would you say yes to higher education. Some of the text responses from the computer based 
survey for this question are listed here,  

 I would say yes for future. Good this program getting ideas, interviews and both 
ways, should be equal not one side up and one side down; 

 Yes, I want to do further study; 
 To learn bit more education and some ideas; 
 Yes to get good job – ranger, doctor or something, or police man; and 
 Yes keep on moving up. 

Not many people that we conducted key interviews with know what ‘higher education’ 

referred to or made a distinction between getting a course and a degree. People were 

comfortable to talk about CDU (Charles Darwin University) and Batchelor (referring to 

Batchelor Institute).   

 

The most common method for getting higher education appeared to be when people got 

training on the job. There is a lot of interest for training when people are in the job.  Some 

jobs like a ranger do not specify what kind of education, and most believe that they can get 

them based on your Bininj knowledge. Being a ranger does not require that you have school 

and you get training on the job. And thus is important to distinguish between education for 
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adults and education for young people. Generally, adults could see a need to Balanda 

education and were quite specific about what kind of training they wanted or were wishing 

for. By contrast, most of the people who were interviewed indicated that most of the young 

people do not value education in the same way. Question 6 in the computer-assisted key 

interviews on the iPad asked the question do you want to go further with Balanda education. 

The results are shown in Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2.  Desire to continue with education 

 

Most of the people (66%) would like to continue with higher education. However, 13% didn’t 

have any desire to continue and 4% felt they already had enough education. Some people 

underlined the challenges of getting and keeping kids at school. One elderly respondent 

observed that,  
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………. “before (during old time) everyone attend school, there was more discipline 

and everything was running good. When you see like today, those kids have more but 

they not interested in school, but other things than education, they interested in 

something else, more interested in money to buy grog and gunja, they need more 

money , that’s all they really want, government giving them money, spoiling them 

that’s why, there is no manme3, they want gunja, but mother loose it in card 

game……..Balanda stick with it, they keep going till they find good job… but our mob, 

they get half way there, they just pull out, say it is not interesting… ” (Key interview 

Bininj elder, 112015).  

Proximity to remote community is an important factor - several said if young people go to 

university, the preference is for them to go to CDU, to stay in the Northern Territory. The 

expectation among most of the people interviewed is that people when graduate they come 

back to the community to help the community. Generally, people in Gunbalanya felt that 

CDU and BIITE were not too far from the community, even though some people mentioned 

distance as a concern. However, there was greater concern about lengths of periods away 

from the community.  

Aside from the general challenges affecting young people’s education, some which are 

mentioned in the statement there were a number of recurring ideas that were raised in several 

conversations as follows:  

1. Substance abuse 

2. Fighting 

3. Gambling  

4. Teenage pregnancies 

Generally, people see a need for both types of education but the sequencing of the 

educational experience seems to be the crucial issue. There are also other pressures that put 

brakes on some young people who might be wanting to go further. For example, teenage 

pregnancies and early marriages are an issue that was mentioned a couple of times and this 

can interrupt schooling for the young people with no possibility to go back to school.  Some 

young people have the potential and interest but do not see a clear pathway towards 

completing school and getting a job.  

3 Manme means tucker or food 
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The following list of the responses was given in the computer-assisted key interviews for 
Question 7 are some of the reasons why Aboriginal people do not go further with education; 

 Because they don't have enough education to go further; 
 Big question, put the pieces together. Need higher education here not go town. Not 

enough money go town; 
 Young people doing bad stuff and not listening to elders; 
 Cultural reasons and money issues; 
 Some young people see themselves can growing up but they don't have enough 

education for them. I see biggest mob do that from here. Some I think don't want to go 
school. Young people seeing bad things come in, going to the club, doing drugs; 

 Home sickness or money; 
 It's their choice if they wanna go further; 
 Haven't been to school (that's what I am sure about); and  
 Family issue.  
 Family problems/ceremony some people don't know how to apply or enrol through 

CDU; It is up to the family; 

A big reason is money or funding. Another big reason is family situation/matters though not 
expanded on, this is a frequent response. The third big reason in the text responses was 
cultural reasons. 

 

Some of the stereotypes around Aboriginal people and education 

There are stereotypes about Aboriginal people in the education systems. People felt the ned to 

correct or register objections to way outsiders and outside agencies view Aboriginal people. 

The idea that Aboriginal people are not interested in education or that they don’t want to send 

their kids to school is not correct.  People want to get children to school but there is a host of 

factors that influence their capacity to do this. Generally, there is a feeling of despondency 

among parents and elders concerning the wellbeing of young people and their futures. Most 

of the key interviews underlined the concern for the future of young people and ultimately 

there is concern too for the future of Aboriginal culture, lore and practice.  Some of the 

problems affecting the youth are mentioned including grog, gunja, house breaking and 

teenage pregnancies.  One big issue related to teenagers is their lack of respect for elders 

which is mentioned in most interviews. Parents and elders find it hard to control, influence or 

guide these young people.  In a group discussion with Bininj, the following statement was 

made,  

“ some say yes, some say no, some kids are going out to schools interstate , some kids 

go to Kormilda, but when they come back there is no jobs. If they go to Uni maybe 
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they can get a job, kids want to learn, when their families pass away they gotta look 

after themselves, learn to read and write and to learn better English. We not going 

forward, we going backwards, You cant blame the alcohol and drugs, its up to 

families to look forward” (Group discussions with Bininj, 0420160.   

In another key interview, a male respondent states that “maybe literacy and numeracy, maybe 

Bininj interested in the course. But you must start at basic academic level, step by step” (Key 

interview with Bininj, 042016).  

Programs to keep young people in school are needed and generally, people are very 

concerned about their future.  

Much of discussion about stereotypes was also discussed relative to the attempts by 

government to keep children in school and the work of the truancy officers. The first period 

of fieldwork in Gunbalanya coincided with the visit of the truancy officers in the community 

and that became the starting point about talking about education as most were reflecting on 

measures and penalties if one did not keep children in school.  

There are also stereotypes about the schools and the quality of education that is being 

delivered in communities. Some of the people consider or send kids out of the community to 

schools down south or western Australia or in Darwin. There are several reasons for this; 

1. People generally want their kids to perform better and get a good education. 

2. People are concerned that the environment in the community is not conducive to 

getting a good education 

3. The curriculum delivers Balanda education which people find is not very relevant in 

their everyday situations or for getting jobs.  

There is concern that the community is not a good environment for kids to go to school. 

While communities have better infrastructure and staff, some people felt outstation based 

education had more merit and kids were more likely to thrive in those situations. The school 

in Noni was frequently mentioned as a good example of Bininj and Balanda aspirations being 

integrated. 

The third type of stereotype is a personal one and relates to how one is seen in the community 

when one has an education. Answers from the computer assisted key interviews include some 

of the answers presented in the list below, 
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 We see Balanda managing, we should see Bininj managing or helping. Bininj should 

go with him, Balanda should be teaching him not going on his own; 

 Yes they call you balanda; 

 Yes they say you learning more balanda way; 

 Yes you are mixing culture; 

 I think some Balanda be alright (are okay) when get together with Bininj. Not just all 

Balanda, it is good to learn both ways. We need to get more balanda education to 

help us (ourselves). Some Bininj don't get us when we talk, they have to get balanda to 

do it; 

 Bininj people look at you got (you have) more balanda in you; and  

 Because you will have more power and influence I guess. 

Some of these comments demonstrate the perceived effects of education on people in remote 

areas. People believe that there needs to be more understanding for what Aboriginal people 

value and how this can be integrated into education so people do not come out with a 

complex.  

Some respondents in Gunbalanya, do acknowledge that young people when they have gone 

through Balanda education can be different and not see the importance of Bininj lore and 

practice.  

“I have seen them when they come back, they don’t wanna talk language, that sort of 

thing, only talk back in English, sometimes they don’t wanna attend ceremony….” 

(Key interview with Daluk, 112015) 

Young people especially, feel they miss out on Bininj education and their identity in the 

present and in the future becomes affected. In a community situation, your knowledge and 

practice of lore defines you much more than level of Balanda education. How one is seen in 

the community is important, thus the question of whether one is able to remain true to the 

Aboriginal culture and lore but still go as far as possible in higher education requires 

discussion.   

As a child grows, they become caught up in a tug of war between the Balanda education 

system and the Bininj system. Most people talked about grandparents wanting to educate the 

young people on Aboriginal lore and ceremony and some were forced to drop out of school to 

meet the cultural obligations. The tension between Balanda education and Bininj education is 
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obvious especially among the elderly who went through mission education and experienced 

practices which discouraged any Bininj ways in the education system (kids ran away from 

school all the time, they were hunted down and brought back, they couldn’t speak language). 

Thus, they feel justifiably nervous that the young people will miss out on the culture. Further, 

some of the old people indicated that they worry that as the elderly people pass on there is not 

much time for passing on knowledge if they wait for kids to complete Balanda education. 

 

Issues with the educational curriculum  

In some of the key interviews some of the people were concerned that some of the kids are 

not getting a ‘proper one’ education.  This word proper is a bit problematic because it could 

be referring to many things. People are concerned that the reality is that many young people 

are not able to do much when they come out of school. One elder who works with young men 

in the community noted the low levels of numeracy and literacy are a concern to him as an 

elder in the community. One elder, felt that kids “get bored, western education, not good, still 

poor” 

There were two main issues raised with regards to education curriculum;  

1. It is not relevant for Aboriginal lifestyles in remote areas.  

2. It does not cover enough of the type of education Aboriginal people want to see for 

their kids.  

3. It does not guarantee that one gets a job. 

Some young people observed that when they went to other schools outside the NT they were 

shocked, they were not the best student anymore and they found school really hard as evident 

in this comment,  

“ …in Year 6-7  I was  getting good marks, I was getting A and Bs when I was in 

high school here, but then I went to boarding school, I was getting A, B, C, that 

educational system im (it is) different system, it was different for me, got me confused 

and lost….. I didn’t know how to do that, maths was hard, after completing year 12.  I 

went back to country… graduated on how to party ….. Now I have big mob 

certificates, conservation and land management from BIITE, welding, small motors, 

fire arm, weed control, bush fire, and chainsaws. I am not too sure how education 
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helps you. I went from A student to D, E and F, it was a cultural shock, now I am 

sending my son to a school away from here..... I think it is better, I am not too sure 

about the quality of school here …. I am not happy because I don’t have enough 

education, it is never enough still learning all the time, an ongoing thing – still getting 

that education all day of the week” (Key interview with Bininj, 112015). 

In another comment, a respondent narrates their experiences of the school out of the 

community and underscores the challenges young people face in a different school 

environment in this statement,  

“… in senior school my grades dropped to Ds and Fs because the maths science and 

English, social studies were a lot different than in our high school. It was different 

from top to bottom. I spent year 11 and 12 failing because the teachers there didn’t 

help me through the maths, wood work, metal work especially with the maths. Once 

we did a market game we had to choose our market, buy and sell things. But our 

teacher came and he just sat there looking at the sums and just said do it, he didn’t 

explain anything. Whole two years I used to sit outside his class for a whole hour. 

After that I left and started working …. I ended up going back to Edith Cowen to do 

Aboriginal Studies and I failed in that. Just did work, work, work and didn’t think of 

going back to higher education. Now in my 40s I am thinking of going back to 

University…..” (Key interview with Bininj 042016).  

Some parents indicate that money is the big issue to get their children better education. 

“I want to go to university but it is too hard because of money problems and who 

would give us funding to go. They don’t want to leave this community and they don’t 

connect with others from outside. If government give us money it we can go forward, 

but we get homesick, too far from home some kids think about their families…” 

(Group discussion with Bininj, 042016). 

The need for both ways education was underlined as people see a need to engage in the local 

economy and increasingly to meet obligations on country in the looking after country they 

need Balanda education to write reports, projects and meet with Balanda. Both ways 

education has a lot of support in Gunbalanya but comments suggest that there are differences 

in how people interpret and see what it is and that in its current form it is not yet delivering 

on expectations (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3.  Perceptions of delivery Bininj education in the community 

Most of the people in the key interviews spoke about wanting to see a bit more balance 

between Bininj and Balanda though this is not evident in the computer assisted key 

interviews. For example, in one key interview a respondent says,   

“… We want a little bit of both, sometimes now our kids get a little bit of both – art 

and language, and there is culture week, the school is not teaching enough Bininj, 

they are learning more from home” (Key Interview with Daluk,, 112015) 
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There is a general feeling that while most are not seeking equal weighting of the different 

education seems, they believe some of the crucial elements of Bininj education are currently 

being discounted to the detriment of both ways. For example, participation of kids in various 

ceremonies was mentioned as a big issue for some families. If kids are out of school for a 

certain period, then the truancy people get involved and a ‘family might get into trouble’. Yet 

as families argue, instead of calling attendance for ceremony truancy, Balanda education 

should be trying to integrate it and perhaps create opportunities so that this becomes a 

legitimate educational experience.  There were some who felt western education was good 

and should be more important because people need to get jobs and develop on their country. 

One male respondent explained that it is crucial to have that both ways because: 

 “One needs both ways, that way you get easy access to Balanda, you can’t talk to 

Balanda you get nowhere, you can’t get to know these Balanda and all that, you 

gonna communicate by speaking English……”(Key Interview with Bininj, 112015). 

When asked which of the two educational systems they felt were more important for Bininj, 

people who responded to the computer -assisted key interviews by far the most common 

answer was both ways education.  Results also shown in the Figure 4 show that most people 

who participated in the survey prefer both ways education. 

Figure 4.  Preferences for different types of education  
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 There is a general feeling that while most are not seeking equal weighting of the different 

education systems, they believe some of the crucial elements of Bininj education are 

currently being discounted to the detriment of both ways. For example, participation of kids 

in various ceremonies was mentioned as a big issue for some families. If kids are out of 

school for a certain period, then the truancy people get involved and the family will or might 
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get into trouble. Yet as families argue, instead of calling attendance for ceremony truancy, 

Balanda education should be trying to integrate it and perhaps create opportunities so that this 

becomes a legitimate educational experience. 

There were some people who felt western education was good and should be more important 

because people need to get jobs and develop on their country. 

 

 

Higher education, skills training and jobs 

We asked about people whether they believe getting an education will result in getting a job.  

Most people we spoke to are concerned with the job market in the community and do not see 

themselves moving to other places for employment. Generally, most people in both the 

computer-assisted interviews and the key interviews believe there is a connection. Some of 

the responses from the computer-assisted interviews are listed here,  

 Should go more than year 12. No one getting support to get a job after school; 

 Yes be educated and get qualified; 

 Yes, better chance to get job; 

 Get job to make money; 

 To get more education and better job; and  

 It's a big (yes) for me it goes the same as even. 

The importance of education, especially numeracy and literacy is underlined in this comment 

by a male respondent, 

 “…. you got to learn and get more educated, get more numeracy and literacy, to me 

young kids got to go to school so they can get their education.  But they are not 

getting educated enough and they are not going to get any skills by not going to 

school, it is for them and their kids and (for them) not to let the Balanda take over this 

community, they got to think about that…. When Balanda bring paper (paperwork 

and contracts) they should learn and ask questions about the paper they got, what is 

this paper I am signing, and not just signing paper for nothing. Some people can’t 

understand that, they need an interpreter or that they need for big words to be broken 

29 
 



down, we need to break it down so we can understand what the meaning of those big 

words is… young people should go to school” (Group discussion with Bininj, 042016) 

Even though the connection between education and jobs is very weak even there is a high 

expectation that once you get an education you should get a job. 

“….get good qualification , it is your ticket so you can get a good job, mainly in 

education, healthy, mechanic or become more involved in accounting or bookkeeping, 

you can also probably get job as cultural advisor…” (Key interview with Bininj, 

042016). 

Despite the expectation that once you get an education or training in relation it becomes 

easier to get a job, the reality is that people are not getting jobs.   

 Currently, young people especially do not appear to have a clear vision for what career path 

they wish to follow. Some who did know, were not sure how to achieve their objectives. Job 

seekers moved from one job to the next or one training program to the next also implying a 

need for more focused discussion about career pathways and education. Most of the 

respondents note their realisation for the value of education coming much later in life as 

evidenced in this statement,  

“…later on when I was bigger then I started to realise the importance of school, I 

looked at those making it and I wanted that too, all things came to my mind about why 

it was important. There were a lot of young people going to school, to Kormilda 

college. I thought, I must wait my chance. It worked out for some of them, maybe for 

half the group. I started to put things to us mob, having that role model for us when 

they came back, there would be a job available, in office, school, forestry or health, 

maybe machinery operator, I got little bit excited, big things make us want to have a 

good qualification…” (Key interview with Bininj, 112015). 

Some respondents expressed a wish to see young people get educated, and get the right skills 

to take over some of the big jobs that are currently held by Balanda. The perception that there 

are no jobs for Bininj in remote communities is quite strong, though it is not clear if this is 

really the case. One statement repeated several times about jobs is as follows: 
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 “There is nothing for them here, when they come here, there is nothing here, they go 

to school and come back and still there are no jobs” (Key interview with Bininj, 

032015). 

People perceive that there are no jobs locally therefore no incentive to go further.  However, 

in some key interviews people expressed a wish for young people to go further. One father 

expressed a desire for all his kids to go all the way to university and then as he states:  

“I reckon the whole lot should go to University, and then instead of Balanda, we have 

Bininj, when they get that proper education, one come back as a scientist, one 

blackfella scientist instead of Balanda , we gonna be able to take over that scientist 

business…” (Key interview, with Bininj, 112015). 

The remuneration when one gets a job is not perceived to be comparable to what the same job 

would pay in an urban situation. People feel they get paid “sit down money” which is not a 

real wage. Some people see themselves as over trained and they don’t have the jobs they 

would like or feel they are capable of getting.  

 

 

AREAS FOR ACTION  

One of the questions we asked people was what they would say to government if they got the 
chance. On the computer assisted-key interviews the following is a list of responses of what 
people would like to say or see happen. Some of the people have put some thought in what 
they want to do and how they would like to live as shown in this statement,  

“If people agree, tell government what we do, Bininj people all right. Keep talking, so 
keep owning, don't lose job. If you go outstation do own job, that's what I planning to do. 
Do Bininj way, both ways. Like used to do before. So when get more better (better) 
education can run own business. Run own community. To me, that’s what I thinking doing 
farming all that, gardening, and doing weaving, Pandanus, painting, stuff like that. Every 
weekend take kids culture camp teach Bininj way. Balanda way can learn like reading, 
writing all that. Especially read and write” (Key interview with Bininj, 112015). 

The challenge comes from a limited understanding of the preferences or choices Aboriginal 
people make about their life/work journeys. It is really about how they want to live and where 
they wish to live. 

In another text comment from the survey, a respondent underlined the importance of 
government working with and listening to people. The second comment underlines the 
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importance of ensuring there is deeper appreciation by government of the lifestyles and 
beliefs of Aboriginal people. More importantly to appreciate their aspirations.  The comment 
about wanting government to “listen to us Bininj mob” (see text response from Survey) also 
underlines the divide between Bininj and Balanda and the need for policy to be informed by 
realities on the ground.  For example, one respondent makes this suggestion about 
decentralised higher education,  

I would tell government every community needs university and school for study. I would 
tell them I want to see both ways education. Instead of flying (people to town) maybe they 
say it's not enough money to send you in town. They are wasting money to go there 
(town). Every community needs a university school. Every community needs one. They go 
to town and waste too much money, miss home and get bored there (in town). In Oenpelli 
they spoke about needing writing and reading here in school. At the moment people are 
not focussing on future. Parents especially (see Survey Text Responses, 042016)  

Some of the suggestions and ideas that people put forward require funding from government. 
There is one example of an individual who is trying to work with the youths in the 
community and requires some support. More funding would be needed to support some of the 
programs people have identified and for Bininj to go to higher education. The call for more 
funding is not a new one, there are a lot of good ideas and programs people want to be 
involved in but they do not have funding for.  

People made various suggestions for actions across a range of areas. We have tried to group 
these according to themes and foci.  

1. Actions targeting young people 

A number of actions targeting the young people were suggested as follows,  

 Re-admission of young parents back to school.  
 Take them young people to ceremony  
 Support local people who are already doing programs that are respected and 

known in the community to continue. 
 Address substance abuse issues and teenage pregnancies 

 

2. Training needs 

People identified a variety of training needs during the key interviews. Some of the 
course needs mentioned during interviews are listed here  

 Adult education especially literacy and numeracy 
 Computer skills 
 Administrative training (completing forms, emails and telephones) 
 Land management training  
 Enterprise development/business training  
 Governance training  
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 Mechanics for vehicles 

 People felt it was important to advocate to government for people to get real jobs and 
real wages, that way training and education will start getting really valued. Programs and 
activities to facilitate industry involvement in schools should become strengthened so 
career paths are clearly mapped out and understood. A good example is the ranger 
program. Develop programs that allow kids to go for work experience while they are still 
at school through attachments or junior programs. Examples of work experience that were 
mentioned were (clinic, shop, DEMED) 

 

3. Schools 

Suggestions were made include the following,  

 More funding for outstations schools, e.g. Teachers to come to outstations every 
day, government should increase the hours currently allocated. Further, there are 
calls for adult education programs as more and more adults are realising that” its 
never too late to start learning”.  

 Others mentioned sending kids to boarding school, but this option faces some 
challenges especially funding and “the degree of difficulty” in schools away from 
the community. In particular, kids get home sick and come back to community 
and refuse to go back. Kormilda college and schools down south were mentioned 
as examples of target schools from the community for those that are interested in 
the boarding school option. 

 Schools should organise visiting student programs that allow local students time 
in other schools to experience a different educational environment and see what 
standards are out there. Close collaboration between schools in Darwin and those 
down south on curriculums to allow for a seamless shift from one system to 
another. Get mentor program for students while they are at school so that students 
develop a clearer understanding and get guidance to achieve their aims. 

 Review the curriculum in consultation with elders to address the perceived 
weakness of both ways education. There needs to be advocacy to recognise and 
legitimise participation and practice of Aboriginal lore as a crucial part of 
education. For example, the attendance of ceremony by children especially over 
extended periods means the family gets penalised by the government. The new 
school being set up at Noni was referred to as an example of a good balance 
between Balanda and Bininj. 

 Create forums for discussing with the elders what are those elements of Bininj 
education that can be integrated into the curriculum and how other elements can 
be delivered outside the school curriculum and still be recognised. Recognise 
some of the Aboriginal practices and events as legitimate education and 
incorporate in the curriculum. 

 

4. Higher education institutions  
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Suggestions targeting higher education institutions  

 Short duration courses were okay especially if they did not coincide with major 
ceremonies and obligations on country. Some respondents made the following 
suggestion,  

 For CDU and BIITE to conduct training and lectures on country as they did before 
or increase the number of training on country.  

 Some suggestions were made that training and educational programs should allow 
for periods of absence when people can attend to family business, sorry business 
or ceremony. The rigidity of the current system makes it very hard for an 
Aboriginal person to cope with the restrictions from Abstudy and also to complete 
their training.   

 Funding to send children to do higher education. 

  

5. Government policy 

Some respondents felt that families have no control over their kids and it is difficult to 
talk or guide them. Some of this disconnect is seen as a consequence of government 
policy especially that on school attendance, which punishes parents without allowing the 
necessary space or means to control kids. Suggestions emerging out of the discussions 
include the following,  

 Important to create space and opportunities to talk with the elders and the ceremony 
leaders about their needs for educating young people about the Aboriginal Lore and 
ceremony so there is more effective sequencing and integration of needs to meet 
aspirations of the community.  

 Important time to consider developing alternative education streams in remote areas 
and offer them to families. Perhaps these can be discussed to see if there is interest.  

Stream 1:  Conventional education as currently offered in all schools in NT (e.g. 
this would be an option for boarding school) 

Stream 2:  A more balanced curriculum for both ways education perhaps similar 
to that being implemented where community has more say in how the 
curriculum is constituted and delivered. 

Stream 3:  Bininj education (with a documented curriculum and performance 
targets developed by elders and executed by them for an agreed period) 
and then a late start into Balanda education. This stream would require 
a policy change to keep kids out of school longer before they have to 
attend Balanda school. 

Stream 4:  Outstation/bush school  

This way families can choose which streams they feel more fitting to their needs. 
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CONCLUSION 

There is a need to address some of the methodological challenges that are affecting the 

performance of the community based researchers and the outcomes of the discussions. 

Though it is theoretically possible to separate the two teams, in practice this is very hard and 

has presented challenges. In particular, the fact that our team is not privy to the activities or 

discussions of the HEPPP team mean it is difficult for us to either explain, continue, expand 

on or broaden the scope of the research activity. 

 

It is understandably difficult for communities to discuss pathways to higher education. There 

are clearly many issues that are identified that affect schooling life way before higher 

education which makes the discussion seem fanciful and irrelevant. In particular, discussions 

about some of the challenges faced by young people especially that act as strong push factors 

for this group completing education and getting appropriate professional training. The fact 

that people don’t currently see the benefits of education in employment in the communities, 

means there needs to be a wider discussion about empowerment and self- determination in 

the community.  Greater clarity is needed on life pathways for Aboriginal people. There are 

visionaries in the community with clear ideas of what needs to happen to change things, and 

the list above should be seen as a beginning of a conversation that needs to continue and bear 

fruit through this PAR. Bearing in mind that people are tired of being asked what they want 

and seeing nothing comes from those discussions means the project is being conducted in a 

setting where scepticism is high and there is little trust that research produces real meaningful 

changes on the ground.  

There are many different life paths for Aboriginal people in remote communities. These life 

paths are determined by a host of factors including home and community situation, 

government policy and most importantly by obligations on country and Aboriginal lore. 

Currently, one’s life journey is determined by one’s requirement to stay on welfare and 

therefore is connected with what the Jobfind staff can find for you to do in the community 

with the result that there is no real appreciation of the value of education for jobs or a real 

visioning of aspirations in a remote community.  

Most of the areas for actions identified are not new. But the current policy and institutional 

environment is difficult for Aboriginal people to operate in starting with the school to the job 

market. Barriers to education are real and occur at various points on the life journey. Controls 
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and conditions from government are seen as creating a rigid framework which box Bininj in 

with no real prospects for desired options for education or sympathetic listening to their 

cultural aspirations. This project must see beyond getting a tally of number of people who 

complete higher education and start to address some of real life philosophical, aspirational 

and political issues that make it impossible to achieve a change in trends in pathways to 

higher education.  
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