
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Kununurra 
Education

Evidence Brief

  

 

Every child in Kununurra deserves to thrive physically, 

academically, socially, and culturally. However, too many 

Aboriginal children are leaving school without the education 

they deserve. Education is critical for a child’s success, and 

must be supported from birth and throughout adulthood.  

 

 

This evidence brief has been written to promote and guide discussion 

for parents and families, educators, service providers and decision 

makers, when discussing Aboriginal children and schooling in 

Kununurra. It is intended to support development and a common 

understanding about what is needed to improve education for 

children and to support the development of a shared agenda.  

Key Messages:  

 

Pathways to success in education are founded on 3 things: 

• Cultural recognition (including language) and support 

• Development of necessary skills  

• Participation in school 
 
Successful programs are tailored to local contexts and needs- “One size 
fits all” approaches do not work. 
 
Learning starts from birth- parents engaging in roles where they are 
directly involved in teaching and role modelling are largely successful. 
 
Relationships matter- schools and families need to work together to 
support children’s interests and participation in school. These 
relationships are fundamentally based on cultural understanding within 
schools.  

Our vision is 

straightforward: We 

want for our children the 

same opportunities and 

choices other 

Australians expect for 

their children. We want 

them to succeed in 

mainstream Australia, 

achieving educational 

success, prospering in 

the economy and living 

long, healthy lives. We 

want them to retain their 

distinct cultures, 

languages and 

identities as peoples 

and to be recognised as 

Indigenous Australians. 

   

- Indigenous Designers, 

Empowered Communities 

Design Report, 2015 
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Kununurra: Data Snapshot  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

School attendance matters- 1 day skipped per week adds up to 3 years of school being missed. 

Skipping 4 days a week adds up to 10 years. 

 

Kununurra has a population of over 
7,000 people according to the 2016 
Census.  
One third of the total population are 
Indigenous, and within the Indigenous 
population over half are aged 6-17. 

Data Notes and Sources: 2016 Census for Kununurra (SA2 boundary level); AEDC Early Childhood reports; MySchool 2016 attendance rates 
(across 2 Kununurra schools) and NAPLAN; WA Dept. of Education school enrolment; KDHS 2016 Annual Report; St Joseph’s Kununurra website; 
WA 2016 national NAPLAN report; WA Rural Health West Snapshot 2016; Australian Gov- Indignenous.gov.au (Children and Schooling)  
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Service Mapping: Where are the gaps? 
 

1. Aboriginal led support for parents and families during pregnancy and early infancy- A child’s 

learning abilities are influenced before birth, with health and wellbeing during pregnancy having direct 

outcomes on healthy development in the earliest years, and influencing long-term conditions such as Fetal 

Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (‘FASD’). FASD is a common cause of medical, cognitive and behavioural 

problems for children, including prematurity, brain damage, birth defects, growth restriction and 

developmental delay [23] [24]. Concepts in programs that advocate and facilitate ‘learning from birth’ and 

supporting parents to value their child’s learning opportunities (such as Waardi’s Building Babies Brains 

information package and First 1000 Days program) are not just important health promotion programs, but 

also positively impact educational outcomes and family strengthening [30] [22].  

 

2.  Aboriginal led child transition support from primary school to high school- A gap in service 

provision in Kununurra exists around assisting children’s transition from primary school to high school. 

Parent engagement in this transition phase is crucial, and can set the parameters of a student’s perception 

of high school, impacting on attendance and attainment and long-term relationships between student and 

school [5]. “Successful programs concentrate on academic and school organisational skills, and preparation 

for the school environment, but also address the social, emotional and educational (including ensuring 

continuity of learning) dimensions of the transition process” [5]. Children and families should not be the only 

focus of ‘school readiness’- children, families and schools need to share responsibility for readying children 

to learn and schools to meet the children where they are.  

 

Caveat: Above service map indicative of core service types rather than specific programs, as at November 2017. Services that work across age 
groups may be reflected twice in this diagram.  
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Local evidence: What’s needed 
 

A review of local reports and consultation notes (ASEA, 2004 

[26]; Pearce and Jennings, 2014 [28]; Enzyme, 2015 [27]) 

evidence the strong and persistent call by Aboriginal people for 

recognition of community knowledge and local expertise. 

Reports dating back to the 1990’s call for family involvement in 

schools, teaching of Aboriginal languages in classrooms and 

flexibility of educational programs to be culturally responsive to 

learning needs.  

 

Although there is limited academic evidence around cultural 

determinants of success in education, anecdotal and local 

community evidence suggest success for children strongly 

involved: 

 

✓ culture and cultural identity 

✓ flexibility  

✓ innovation in responding to children in 

need/at risk 
 

 

There is also strong recorded evidence to support the view that 

programs that work need longer term investment [21]- 

programs that are seen by the community as working well 

cease before they can be formally evaluated and given room to 

grow with the community. 

 

What we don’t know yet: 
Boarding Schools 
 
There is little available data and 
evaluation of the effectiveness of 
boarding schools and supported boarding 
school programs for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students.  
While anecdotal and case study evidence 
provides promising insight for educational 
gains, the impact on cultural and familial 
bonds for students and communities 
remains unexplored [15].  

What we don’t know yet: 
Foetal Alcohol Spectrum 
Disorder 
 
There is limited data about 
Fetal Alcohol Spectrum 
Disorder prevalence amongst 
children in Kununurra.  
Difficulty in diagnosing FASD 
(largely due to availability of 
specialists), lack of awareness 
in parents and the sustainability 
of programs collecting data 
contribute to this information 
gap [25].  

What we don’t know yet: 
Cultural Determinants of 
Education Success 
 
Cultural values contributing to 
educational success have not 
been strongly evaluated in 
Indigenous research literature. 
Local cultural determinants of 
education success and how 
education is valued from a 
cultural lens have not yet been 
thoroughly explored in 
Kununurra.  
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Literature Review: What Works 

There are some common themes that should guide policy and program design: 

 

1. Genuine partnerships between schools and communities (parents and families) [1]. Higher levels 

of school attendance and participation can be achieved by active encouragement from home and the 

provision of a welcoming and accepting environment in the school [2] [3]. It is further supported in 

evidence that positive relationships formed between non-Indigenous teachers and Indigenous 

students can re-shape teacher attitudes and enhance student learning [4] [5]. Governance for school-

community engagement needs to be deliberated.  

 

2. Inclusion of language and culture in the mainstream, going beyond recognition of culture and 

language, to embedding it in all aspects of the educational environment. It is well regarded that 

“language plays a major role in identity development, it facilitates belonging and connection with a 

community, it affects social development and wellbeing as well as enabling children to think and 

communicate” [6]. A recent report by the Productivity Commission stated that culture is “fundamental 

to Indigenous students’ school participation and achievement” [4]. Furthermore, through supporting 

language and culture, mental health and wellbeing can be supported- Direct engagement with mental 

health and wellbeing has also shown to have positive impacts on attendance and performance [3]. 

 

3. Specific supports for school readiness and support through key transition years (early education 

to kindergarten, primary to high school and high school to work/further study) are successful [7] [8], 

particularly when families are involved and engaged. This is enhanced through: 

• Recognition that parents and families are the earliest influencers of a child's education. Engaged 

parents not only improve the child's health and education outcomes, but also improve the parents 

relationship with both the school and their child [9] [10]. Early childhood playgroups are reported 

to improve a child’s wellbeing and relationship with their parent/carer [7], and early childhood 

approaches such as the Abecedarian Approach Australia (3a) and Families As First Teachers, 

have strong evidence bases of successful results [11] [12]. 

• Clear and accessible pathways to tertiary education with high expectations improve outcomes for 

employment in the long term [1] [2] [13]. These pathways can be supported by early career 

coaching in the form of mentoring, and providing early exposure to opportunities to attain context-

relevant job-specific skills such as trade certifications.  

4. Holistic and multi-disciplinary approaches, and tailored individual student support through 

coordinated and collaborative case management facilitated by local Aboriginal support staff has 

shown anecdotal effectiveness [9]. Individual students who require additional supports (in school and 

out of school) can access those supports through coordinated response mechanisms providing 

referrals and tailored interventions, while involving the family and links to culture and language [2] [5].  

However, recruitment and retention of the right staff in these roles to provide quality and consistent 

services to students is a key barrier to overcome. 

 

5. Emerging results relating to ‘direct and explicit instruction’ teaching methods are positive [14]. The 

Good to Great Schools project aims to address the relatively poor literacy outcomes of children in 

remote primary schools through the implementation of direct and explicit instruction. Despite some 

implementation difficulties in being faithful to the model (particularly in schools where teacher turnover 

is high), anecdotal and emerging evidence is promising in raising foundation skills in students [4] 

[14]. However, what is not yet evident in these approaches is the development of the higher skills that 

require concept mastery, reasoning and problem solving [4], which are more of a focus in project 

based learning, interest based and ‘two-way learning’ curriculums [15].  
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Looking Forward 

 

Common challenges  

• Starting parent engagement in education 

from conception/pregnancy 

• Strengthening parent/carer engagement in 

schools 

• Building student aspirations and positive 

perceptions of schools and education 

• Recruiting and retaining the right staff 

and volunteers  

• Building respect for support service staff   

• Building long term relationships with 

highly mobile students 

• Increasing attendance  

 

  

 

Challenges can be mitigated  
 

• When implementing new programs, 

weight should be given to programs 

with a strong evidence-base 

• Data collection should be built into 

strategies to allow for quality 

evaluations 

• Community feedback should be 

regularly collected and used to 

iterate strategies and program 

responses 

• Parents and community should be 

involved decision making 

 

Increasing Attendance 

It is likely that it is the combination and interaction of family-community-school factors that influence 

school attendance and engagement, rather than a single influencer (such as curriculum) [24]. 

However, there are two key approaches to programs that distinctly improve chance of success: 

 

1. New initiatives must adapt to the local Kununurra context before implementation for them to be 

effective, and community needs must be explored effectively.  

 

2. Community involvement within decision making and ensuring that initiatives are right for the 

community is essential- effective consultation and discussion of evidence of effectiveness of the initiative 

must be communicated clearly.  

A commitment to children in Kununurra 

In Kununurra, there is passion and commitment to taking steps to improve conditions for Aboriginal 

children to thrive. Parents, community, schools, educators and community leaders want the best for 

children.  

To be successful in bringing about meaningful and long-term change, the Kununurra community must 

commit to two ways of working: 
 

1. Be open to adaptive practice and learning together- schools, communities and organisations. 
 

2. Collaborate between agencies and partners, with a focus on Aboriginal-led solutions for Aboriginal 

children.  
 

Through recognising that educating children is everyone’s responsibility as a collective, environments 

for effective change can be established.  
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