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Recognition 

We acknowledge that this meeting is being held 
on traditional land and pay respects to elders 
past, present and future.  We recognise the 
strength, resilience and capacity of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people of this land. 
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A team effort 

Information presented 
today is the result of 
collective efforts of the 
WCE team. Whilst this 
presentation today is based 
on reflections on the Barkly 
region experience,  it also 
draws widely from the 
collective team experience. 
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• $7.5m  funding from the Higher 
Education Participation and 
Partnership Program (HEPPP) from 
July 2014 until December 2016 

• Large-scale multi-site Participatory 
Action Research project 

• Working with six remote Indigenous 
communities in the NT in both the 
desert and tropics 

• Underpinned by a partnership 
approach  

 

WCE Background 
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∗ Gunbalanya (n = 1,200+) 
 

∗ Maningrida (n = 3,500+) 
 

∗ Galiwin’ku (n = 2,100+) 
 

∗ Yirrkala (n = 840+) 
 

∗ Tennant Creek (n = 3,560+) 
 

∗ Yuendumu (n = 810+) 

Our communities: 
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Aim: 
• To work with specified remote Indigenous communities 

across the NT to build aspiration, expectation and 
capacity to participate in further education 

 
Objectives: 
• Explore current community perspectives of further 

education, and linking with existing strategies for 
achieving quality of life aspirations; 

• Facilitate ongoing opportunities for community, 
research, academic and public policy leaders to engage 
in mutually beneficial relationships; and 

• Identify means for making education relevant and 
culturally and physically accessible; 
 

 
 

WCE Aim and Objectives 
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Steering Group oversee project (est Feb 2014) 
Site selection criteria developed over the following four 
months (n = 20). 
 
Example selection criteria: 
∗ Enrolment data – Yrs 9-12 
∗ Completion Data – Yr12 
∗ VET enrolments and completions  - CDU and BIITE 
∗ Existing educational programs and projects 
∗ Infrastructure – i.e. learning centres, child and family centres 
∗ Enabling technology including reasonable bandwidth 
 
Note: Communities were not involved in this short-listing or 
preferred sites 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

How were communities selected? 

16/11/2017 7 



∗ Unique opportunity to recruit to  culturally balanced teams  
∗ Consideration given existing relationships staff had with identified 

communities 
∗ Broadened institutional recruitment policies and processes by  

considering both Western and Yolngu knowledge 
∗ Indigenous employment currently sitting at around 65% of personnel 

 

Strategic recruitment 
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Framing the approach 

What do the terms ‘community’ and 
‘community engagement’ mean? 
 
What does culturally appropriate 
‘community engagement’ look and 
feel like? 
 
How to recognise  achievement of 
successful ‘community engagement’ 
(or not)? 
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∗ Put simply – we didn’t define ‘community’ 
 

∗ There were different views about ‘community’ among partners, staff 
and Indigenous citizens.  Cultural understandings of what a 
‘community’ constitutes varied significantly. 
 

∗ It was accepted that each participating ‘community’ was best 
positioned to advise us about what the term meant to them 

 
∗ Community representatives were invited onto the Steering Group in 

consultation with key cultural authorities after sites had been selected 
 
∗ There is no consensus in academic scholarship about what a 

‘community’ constitutes in Indigenous contexts 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

How did we define community? 
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∗ There were differences in staff, local community and 
public opinion and peer-reviewed evidence about how 
to define community engagement (CE) 

∗ There are differing discourses relating to 
‘engagement’’, which are impacted by the socio-
political context 

∗ There were differences in experiences among staff and 
participating communities about preferred CE 
approaches 

∗ There were different theoretical conceptualisations 
and positions about CE, including underpinning 
principles and values 

∗ There were different CE frameworks and models 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Defining Community Engagement 
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NTG – Engagement Commitment 
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Sunday Canberra Times, 16 November 2014 

Project Brief used during the 
inaugural community visit to 
Yuendumu in 7-9 October 2014 

Tennant & District Times Nov 2015; 
Mulga Mail April 2016; Tennant & 
District Times April 2016 



                    Practical CE 
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Logistically Challenging… 

∗ Adverse weather events 
∗ Seasonal access 
∗ Dynamic nature of 

communities 
∗ Long distances 
∗ Limited transport options 
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A quest for common CE  
models and tools 
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∗ Journal of Community Engagement & Scholarship 
∗ Inter-sectoral approach 
∗ Principles of community engagement: 

∗ Relational and partnership approaches (Dempsey 2010; Johnston 2010) 

∗ Empowerment (Dempsey 2010) 

∗ Consultation (Johnston 2010) 

∗ Collaborative practice (Dempsey 2010; Johnston 2010; Kotze et al 2013) 

∗ Sustainability (Clifford & Petrescu 2012; Ramachandra & Mansor 2014) 

∗ Collective impact (Barnes et al 2015) 

∗ Indigenous community engagement (Cervone 2007; Campbell & Christie 
2008; Madden et al 2013) 

∗ Higher education and community engagement (Campbell & Christie 
2008; Dempsey 2010; Bernado et al 2012; Clifford and Pertrescu 2012) 

 
 

Theories & Principles of CE 
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A right approach for each community 
Across all three regions, Aboriginal 
engagement in the program was 
found to be influenced by core 
factors that are well known 
and reflect our general 
understanding about Aboriginal 
history…However, a more 
important finding was that 
irrespective of these broad factors, 
the acceptability of the program in 
each community depended on the 
extent to which it had embraced 
and espoused several localised 
processes. The impact and nature 
of these processes differed across 
each region 
 
(Barnet & Kendall, 2011) 
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Engaging with communities on their terms 
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Using cultural metaphors 

∗ Metaphors such as the 
emu foot were used to 
help engage stakeholders 
in the education 
discussion 

∗ This was helpful in 
illustrating education 
pathways as well as 
system reform 
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∗ How do you know if community supports your 
activity? Who is best positioned to provide this 
support? What evidence do you need? 
∗ Verbal confirmation (but from whom) 
∗ Letters of support 
∗ Meeting minutes (quorum can be problematic) 
∗ Artwork 

∗ Recruiting community-based Indigenous staff 
∗ Communicating in local languages 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Reflections about engaging with 
communities on their terms 

16/11/2017 22 



∗ Collect attributes relating to: 
∗ Number of meetings 
∗ Date 
∗ Person name 
∗ Role 
∗ Organisation name 
∗ Type of organisation 
∗ Indigenous/non-Indigenous 

 
 

Data Collection 
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∗ Social Network Analysis (SNA) is the methodical 
study of social networks 
 

∗ SNA is used in a range of interdisciplinary 
research contexts to examine the relationships 
between people, groups and organisations 
 

∗ Potential for greater use in collaborative 
research involving community engagement 
 

∗ Seldom used in (remote) Indigenous contexts in 
Australia, or education research 
 

Understanding CE through Social Network Analysis 
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Tennant Creek Nov 2015 
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Tennant Creek Jan 2016 



Further breakdown of TC SNA 
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Education &  Research Orgs Aboriginal Corporations 



Further breakdown of TC SNA 

16/11/2017 28 

Government Bodies NGO’s & Community 
members 



Conclusion - Genuine CE 
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Genuine partnership with 
commitment to shared goals, 
approached in an agreed way 
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∗ Associate Professor James Smith 
∗ Whole of Community Engagement - 

Program Manager 
∗ Office of Pro Vice Chancellor – 

Indigenous Leadership 
∗ Charles Darwin University 

∗ T. +61 8 8946 6328 | 
james.smith3@cdu.edu.au 
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