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This systematic literature review explores how First Nations students have spoken about 
their lived experiences of middle to secondary schooling within Australia. Employing 
established and trustworthy systematic processes, the key findings across 57 publications 
for the past 15 years (early 2011 to late 2025) indicate that institutional factors, such as 
settler-colonial structures of power and control that enforce culturally-unsafe rules and 
restrictions have the biggest impact on First Nations students lived experiences. 
However, when First Nations students’ identities are deeply connected with Country, 
community, and sovereignty and acknowledged via constructive and positive 
relationships, they are able to envision success as a First Nations person. The take-away 
provided by this systematic review is that several interwoven factors affect First Nations 
students’ lived experiences in Australian schooling and that it is no longer acceptable to 
ignore the overwhelming evidence of what changes are needed. The experiences shared 
by First Nations students affirm that it is time for educational decision-makers to listen, 
and for policies and processes of schooling to change to meet the needs and aspirations 
of First Nations students.  

 
Positionality statements 
 
As a diverse authorship team, we are cognisant of the socio-historical contexts of our 
positionality on our experiences, perspectives, and scholarship. We share a commitment 
to examining settler-colonial structures of oppression on the sovereign peoples of the 
Australian continent and surrounding islands to ensure better schooling experiences for 
First Nations students in Australia.  
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As such, we present our positionality statements to align with normative practices in 
cross-cultural research (see Boveda & Annamma, 2023; Weuffen & Fricker, 2025) and 
foreground our connections to the knowledge presented within this document. 1  
 
Sara Weuffen is a non-Indigenous woman of German, Scottish, and Welsh migrants, born 
on Gundijtmara Country in Warrnambool and currently living on Wadawurrung Country 
in Ballarat. As a comrade to First Nations peoples, and first-in-family to achieve a tertiary 
degree, she champions interrogation of the almost invisible conditioning factors 
associated with settler-colonialism and decolonial ways of thinking, being, and doing. 
 
John Guenther regards himself as an outsider—an artefact of colonialism, with all the 
baggage that goes with that—in the space of Aboriginal education. Yet, he finds himself 
invited to share with and learn from Aboriginal people he works with, largely due to the 
good grace of these colleagues. He currently lives and works on Larrakia Country with 
Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education, Northern Territory. 
 
Robyn Ober is a Mamu/Djirribal woman from North Queensland and a Lead Researcher 
at Batchelor Institute, Northern Territory. Robyn has been at the front line of the 
development of both-ways pedagogy, working to combine Indigenous and non-
Indigenous ways of knowing, being and learning in teaching practice and in research. 
 
Karen Sinclair is a proud Ngarrindjeri educator living on Kaurna Country. She has an 
extensive teaching background and has contributed significantly to the inclusion of 
Indigenous perspectives in the national early years curriculum framework (Australian 
Curriculum, 2025). Through her teaching and research, she ensures that Aboriginal voices, 
perspectives and aspirations are centred. 
 
Vennessa Poelina is an Aboriginal woman from the Kimberley region of Western 
Australia. Her ancestry is Nyikina and Warawa (of the Martuwarra Fitzroy River) through 
her mother, and Timorese through her father. She was born and raised in Old Broome, 
and she identifies with both her river and saltwater Aboriginal cultures, traditions and 
celebrations.  
 
Aleryk Fricker is a proud and sovereign Dja Dja Wurrung early career researcher who 
grew up and still lives on Wurundjeri Country. His oldest documented ancestor was listed 
at the Franklinford Mission in 1842 as a member of the Galgalbulluk Clan of what was 
then known as the Loddon River People. His European ancestry can be traced to various 
parts of the UK and Ireland. Colonial, state, and federal government policies forced the 
relocation of his ancestors and resulting in him being disconnected from family, 
community, culture, and Country. Much of his adult life has been spent connecting with 

 
1 We use the term sovereignty as a means of politically positioning First Nations peoples of the 
Australian continent as the original and legitimate first inhabitants prior to European invasion, and 
to foreground their rights as Indigenous peoples to self-determination (United Nations Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 2007; Uluru Statement from the Heart, 2024). 
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and being in service to First Nations communities to determine what it is to navigate 
settler-colonial Australia as a sovereign Dja Dja Wurrung man. 
 
Samantha Schulz is a settler Australian living and working on unceded Kaurna land. Sam 
is a sociologist of education with key research-teaching interests in race critical theorising, 
culturally responsive becoming, questions of gender, generative affective entanglements, 
and First Nations educational sovereignty. Sam is committed to disrupting habits of 
inattention to structural injustice that make our worlds less liveable, especially for 
minoritised groups. 
 
Sam Osborne is an outsider educator and researcher who has worked in Aboriginal 
education since 1995 in schools, language programs, research and professional 
institutions, and university courses. Sam has extensive experience and relationships across 
Anangu (Pitjantjatjara/Yankunytjatjara) communities and has been a student of this 
language for some 35 years. His first teachers were children. Through living and working 
in Anangu communities and learning the language, he seeks to privilege Anangu voices, 
knowledges, and values in education and the communities he works in, and to contribute 
to strengthening education for Anangu children. 
 
Sandra Wooltorton was born and raised in Noongar Boodjar in southwest Western 
Australia. She speaks Noongar language, having been mentored by Noongar Elders and 
guides since her youth. With this strong 'standing-with' positioning and identity, she has 
also worked in Aboriginal nations in the Northern Territory and Kimberley, where her 
office is currently located. Her work celebrates Aboriginal cultures and theories of change 
underpinned by Aboriginal knowledge and Aboriginal-led ways of working. 
 
Melanie Baak is a white settler Australian of Polish, Russian and English heritage who was 
born and lives on Kaurna Country. Her research and teaching are underpinned by 
developing understandings of, but also countering, how systems and structures work to 
marginalise sections of the population, particularly through coloniality. 
 
Literature review 
 
There is extensive scholarship around the broad experiences of First Nations2 students in 
schooling, locally and internationally. The recent scholarship by Moodie et al. (2023) 
indicates that more-often-than-not, First Nations students’ schooling experiences – such 
as relationality, educational aspirations, and academic success – are examined in relation to 
how they impact learning and teaching. Often these are contextualised within theoretical 
models of predetermined experiences, for example, through lenses of wellbeing, quality of 
life, aspirations, equity, and rights. We have undertaken this systematic review to identify, 
from the voices of First Nations students, a holistic understanding of their lived 

 
2 We use the nomenclature First Nations, over Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander, to 
recognise the unceded sovereignty of over 250+ independent Countries across the Australian 
continent prior to European contact. However, the terms Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
appears when used in relation to directly cited scholarship. 
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experiences in Australian middle to secondary schooling. The purpose in doing so is to 
listen to those who are directly impacted by schooling practices and hear what they 
suggest might be more productive and safer ways of working throughout education so 
that they may experience success as a First Nations person. Success is not just defined 
according to achieving neoliberal markers of success (i.e.: test scores), but as confident 
sovereign peoples whose identities, values, languages, and communities are visible and 
strengthened within the schooling environment. 
 
The schooling system in Australia has never been designed, or adjusted adequately, to 
meet the needs, aspirations, and ways of knowing, being and valuing for First Nations 
peoples. To contextualise the history of schooling for our international audience, formal 
and compulsory schooling modelled on English3 and Scottish curricula took root across 
the continent between 1869 and 1882. While this enabled First Nations children to move 
away from domestic servitude, they were still subject to the dominant discriminatory racist 
ideologies which portrayed them as socially and biologically inferior and therefore in need 
of paternalistic interventions. Between 1901 and 1969, a variety of policies colloquially 
known as the White Australia Policies (The Immigration Restriction Act 1901 and The Aborigines 
Protection Act, 1909) were operationalised to ensure that mainstream Australian schooling, 
and other aspects of the social life in the emerging settler-colonial nations, remained 
largely culturally homogenous to European ideologies. Since the 1970s, First Nations 
peoples and their non-Indigenous allies have campaigned for rights to self-determination 
in schooling policies4. 
 
Despite making up only 3% of the total population, First Nations peoples and 
communities remain the largest researched minority on the Australian continent. 
Recommendations for practices and policies relating to First Nations peoples have largely 
been examined and theorised from what are arguably Eurocentric discourses. In the 
Australian context, Moodie et al. (2023) reviewed 13,000 publications related to the 
experiences and achievements of First Nations learners in Australian schooling and 
concluded that outcomes improved when educators engaged in “robust professional 
learning, and families and communities were genuinely involved in school life and 
decision-making.” (p. 16). Yet, the literature frequently discusses First Nations students’ 

 
3 The authors would have preferred non-capitalised spellings, english and scottish, and for other 
automatically capitalised nouns throughout this document, as a critical and purposeful choice to 
actualise decolonial practice. We reflect the Smith et al. (2024) position that such stylistic choices 
are a form of activism to “fight the style guides [which] auto-correct” (p. 1) to maintain the self-
referential superiority imbued by settler-colonial practices and ideologies. However, IIER sustains 
its use of Australia's Macquarie Dictionary as the journal's reference standard for English language 
spelling. 
4 A selection of education policies in chronological order includes Aboriginal Education Policy (1982), 
National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Policy (1989) 
(https://www.education.gov.au/download/2588/national-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-
education-policy-1989/30498/document/pdf), Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Action 
Plan (2011), Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration (2019) 
(https://www.education.gov.au/download/4816/alice-springs-mparntwe-education-
declaration/7180/alice-springs-mparntwe-education-declaration/pdf). 
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educational aspirations as linked to occupational and educational outcomes, such as, 
equity in higher education initiatives (Bennett et al., 2015), community-based equity 
(Scheurich et al., 2017), ecology of educational equity and policy implications (Bishop & 
Noguera, 2019), and critical human rights (Zembylas & Keet, 2019). 
 
This paper is organised into three sections broadly. The first section outlines how 
Eurocentric discourses have largely informed ways of scholarly understanding and 
researching with First Nations peoples. Next, we outline the methodology that draws 
upon established practices applied in this systematic literature review to identify key 
findings. In the final section, we discuss the findings to summarise messages about 
schooling being conveyed by First Nations students and postulate on the future 
implications for educational research and practice. 
 
Method 
 
In this systematic literature review, we draw on established methods for identifying and 
analysing scholarship such as those used by Lowe et al. (2019) in the Aboriginal Voices 
project, which is built on methods applied for systematic reviews in the social sciences 
(Harden & Thomas, 2005). To uncover research that presents the voices of First Nations 
students as direct quotes, we used a set of search terms in library databases to distil results 
of qualitative papers that answers our primary question: What do First Nations students say 
about their experiences at school? The following databases were searched: Proquest, Psychinfo, 
Scopus, and Web of Science. Search terms for databases were built on three concepts: (1) First 
Nations school students; (2) Experiences; and (3) Australia. 
 
Screening processes as outlined in the PRISMA flow diagram (see Figure 1) were applied 
and resulted in an initial total of 861 being downloaded and imported into an Endnote 
library (n=833 from the database search, and n=28 from the author’s library). Then, 148 
duplicates from search runs were removed, and 351 articles were excluded due to not 
meeting criteria, leaving a total of 364 for closer examination.  
 
The 57 publications (full list in Appendix 1) that met the search criteria were then 
downloaded and imported into an NVivo database and read to ensure that direct 
quotations about lived experiences of schooling from First Nations students were 
presented. A sample composition was checked in the methodology section of each 
publication (if applicable) to ensure that First Nations student voices could be separated 
out from any other voices represented—for example non-Indigenous voices or teachers.  
To more holistically capture the totality of First Nations students’ lived experiences, direct 
quotes were coded according to ways of knowing, being, and valuing (Guenther et al., 
2023; Poelina et al., 2023).Thematic analysis using Braun and Clarke’s (2021) reflexive 
framework was employed to become familiar with the data, generate primary codes 
around the theoretical and philosophical methodology schema, identify relevant themes 
according to a grounded theory approach (Charmaz et al., 2017), and synthesise findings. 
A coding framework was developed based on the identified three domains of lived 
experience (philosophical, individual, institutional) with sub-themes determined 
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inductively from direct quotes presented in the 57 research outputs, consistent with the 
expected elements shown in Table 1.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
* Web of Science 677, Scopus 24, Psycinfo 18, Proquest 113  

 

Figure 1: PRISMA flow diagram using Microsoft Word software 
 
From the 57 publications, 1762 references were coded. Both positive and negative 
associations relating to the domain/aspect were coded. For analysis purposes, pictorial 
representations were generated to visualise the proportional degree of aspects that First 
Nations students have reported as impacting their lived experiences of middle to 
secondary years of schooling in Australia. 
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Table 1: Domains and aspects of a lived experience framework 
 

Domain Aspect Descriptions expected in the literature … 
Philosophical  Identity/reality (ontological) Relational identities, belonging, self ascriptions 

Cognitive/ learning/ know-
ledge (epistemological) 

Language, learning, challenge 

Cultural values (axiological) Those things that matter: spirituality, value of 
education 

Cosmological  Ancestral connections, On Country experience 
Individual  Emotional/affective Enjoyment, frustration, happiness, fear 

Future orientation/aspirational Careers, university, training, jobs 
Institutional  Cultural safety/security/ Post 

structural discourses 
Descriptions of interactions and relationships 

with teachers, peers, and families 
Political/ power structures/ 

self-determination/ 
independence/ control 

Racism, discrimination, unfair treatment 

Pedagogical Teaching and learning approaches 
Historical representations Representation of history, recognition of 

histories 
Relational/social participation Community, friends, family, teachers 

 
Key findings 
 
The largest element associated with lived experiences expressed by First Nations students 
sociologically situated within the institutional domain (n=386 references from 47 articles), 
followed by affective elements in the individual domain (n=304 references from 45 
articles). It should be noted that descriptions of lived experience were often presented in 
response to questions from interviews and/or discussions about specific topics, and thus 
guided by a larger research agenda and not contextualised and/or holistic accounts of the 
day-to-day realities of Australian schooling for First Nations students. 
 
Discussion 
 
The philosophical domain is where lived experience of Australian middle to secondary 
schooling was most frequently located by First Nations students. By philosophical, we 
mean ways of being/expressions of reality (ontology), ideas around knowledge/knowing 
(epistemology), and valuing and connections to Country and ancestors (axiology).  
 
Philosophical factors 
 
The total coding frequency of lived experiences within the philosophical domain are 
pictorially represented in Figure 2. Analysis resulted in three ontological sub-groups 
emerging in relation to identity: self-ascriptions of identity (n=277 references in 45 
articles), relational expressions of identity (n=76 references from 25 articles), and external 
ascriptions of self (n=24 references from 9 articles).  
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Figure 2: Visual representation of coding frequency for First Nations students lived 

experiences of Australian schooling situated in the philosophical domain using Adobe 
Illustrator software (use web or PDF reader 'zoom in' function to view) 

 
Agency and opportunity (n=38) featured most strongly, particularly in relation to the 
confidence to identify as a First Nations person and the inherent associated leadership and 
responsibility (McKnight et al., 2020; Tikoft et al., 2023). These concepts appeared more 
frequently in boarding school contexts and specific programs designed to support 
leadership and gifted and talented students. As an example, one First Nations student 
from a New South Wales rural government primary school, identified as ‘high ability’ by 
the school spoke about their confidence to challenge themselves in seeking out such 
programs: 
 

‘… so I had to try out for that, . . . for the GAT [gifted and talented] class, so if you want 
to try more things and get into other things that most kids probably wouldn’t want to, 
and if you want to be focused about your school work. So, I chose to choose that folder, 
and then we had to write like a little speech about why you would want to be in the GAT 
class, and then your teacher did, and your mum.’ (Tikoft, 2021, p. 145) 

 
In terms of relational identity, the issue of belonging (n=33) came up often. Belonging 
was spoken about in ways that ultimately are associated with ontological perceptions of 
positioning oneself within the wider socio-cultural world (Isaacs-Guthridge, 2024; Shay et 
al., 2023). While feelings of belonging were sometimes spoken about positively (Banks et 
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al,. 2019), more often than not, the sense of not belonging was expressed (Mander, 2012; 
Whettingsteel, 2020).  This was particularly the case in spaces where students were off-
Country and away from family, as these students from  boarding schools expressed:  
 

the vibe I sort of had was that I don’t belong’ (Mander et al., 2015, p. 29) 
 
Kutja is like a home to me even when you are far away… Kutja can be like a second 
home (Shay et al., 2023, p. 39). 

 
Students reported feeling as though they were viewed differently because of their 
education, particularly for those who had been to boarding schools. In some cases, this 
caused angst, as indicated by this young man who returned to his community from 
boarding school: 
 

My friends say when I come back, you talk different, you’ve changed, like you’re a white 
bloke now, you’re a city bloke (Participant 15) (Mander et al., 2015, p. 32)  

 
It was interesting to note that while agency, confidence, identity, and belonging were 
associated with a strong sense of self, students were concerned with other’s judgement of 
them (O’Bryan, 2016). While it is certainly plausible that such concerns are reflective of 
the normative psychological development of adolescents needed for emotional security, 
our review of the literature indicates resilience despite negative affective experiences. First 
Nations students understood their identity as a nuanced conceptualisation that is 
conscious of socio-cultural differences ways of being, knowing, and valuing, indicated by 
the following students: 
 

I really have two sides to me, I talk let’s say with all these big words down here, but went 
I’m back home I like change my style and say heaps of Aboriginal words (Mander 2012, 
p. 159) 
 
I slowly started thinking ‘you need to look at the wider specture [picture] and think a bit 
differently to how you would normally think’ … have a look at your options. (Fitch, 
2016, p. 27) 

 
In some cases, identity was the flash point for feelings of not belonging and/or feeling 
judged, as expressed in this exchange between a First Nations young person and the 
researcher (Blanch, 2011, pp. 109-110): 
 

[student]:  I didn’t believe he was black.  
[researcher]: Why not? 
[student]: When I first met him. Aw not really didn’t believe, but didn’t really, 

didn’t assume that he was ... until I found out he was, JF was his 
brother ... I know JF. 

[researcher]: So is that because we base Nungaism or Aboriginality on the colour of 
one’s skin ... or blackness on the colour of one’s skin? 

[student]: Not really. 
[researcher]: No, what would we then? You tell me. 
[student]: I know a lotta ... what would you call it ... white blackfellas, if you 

know what I mean. 
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First Nations students articulated the importance of language (n=33) as imperative to 
their schooling and future career aspirations (Bobongie, 2017). The disconnect about how 
language was used by themselves compared to others featured strongly. This is 
exemplified by students who spoke about the different languages used at home compared 
to school: 
 

[I] grew up mostly around the white kids, which is why I can talk Standard Australian 
English and my language at the same time. (Oliver et al., 2013). 
 
English is my fourth language. [In class] I can’t keep up. I dropped down from OP 
[overall positiong]; it was so hard. I failed the first time. All the other girls in my class 
they understand but I don’t want to keep the class behind so I just dropped out. 
(Bobongie, 2017, p.3). 

 
Critically, First Nations students seemed aware (n=10) of the multi-perspectivity of 
language tied to knowledge used within learning and teaching activities. In some cases, 
students described how language was used in classrooms to reinforce notions of 
imperialistic dominance and deny sovereignty throughout history. The actuality of such is 
demonstrated in an exchange by two students in a residential high school program for 
First Nations students, in regional New South Wales, about how they use language 
compared to how we use language in discussions of Australian history. 
 

[Student 1]: And they use nice words. Like ‘colonisation’, and ‘settlement’.  
[Student 2]: And we like ‘You stealing our land.’ (Brown, 2019, p. 62) 
 

The capacity of First Nations students to be analytical about language and identify power-
knowledge relations associated with it indicates activation of sharing cultural knowledge 
(n=21) for critical questioning (n=2) about the relevance of such to schooling (n=3). In 
one case, a student from an urban boarding context, spoke about using English, as the 
primary language of schooling communication, as a tool to speak back to the perceived 
power of the seemingly domineering settler-colonial system. 
 

I’ll learn your way so that I can talk your way, so then what I want to say to you, you will 
understand… (O’Bryan, 2016, p. 216)  

 
Students discussed their values, mostly in positive terms. Perseverance and being diligent 
stood out as a prominent axiological theme (n=13). Perseverance was expressed by one 
First Nation student from Western Sydney, participating in an accelerated learning 
support program, as ‘I’m still here, I haven’t quit’ indicating their determination to 
succeed: 
 

Trust me Year 12’s knocked me down quite a bit and stuff but I’m still here, I haven’t 
quit school, I’m still going, almost there. (Stahl et al., 2020, p. 1493) 

 
Another student spoke from a regional context about the importance of schools and 
educators viewing the future aspirations of First Nations students from strength-based 
lenses: 
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I ... care about being highly educated too, like I have aspirations, I don’t just want to be a 
tradie or anything, I want to go to uni and stuff. And there’s a better opportunity for that 
up there rather than down here. (O’Bryan, 2016, p. 128) 

 
Although publications reported some apathy about education from First Nations students 
(n=4) and perceptions that it was too financially costly (n=4), a larger portion articulated 
the benefits and values of education broadly (n=5). Only a small number of papers (n=12) 
presented quotes that were coded as ‘cosmological’. However, there were 22 references 
across 10 articles of First Nations students mentioning Country and home as linked to 
their lived experience of middle to secondary years schooling (McKnight, 2015; Shay et al., 
2023). Essentially, Country was discussed as the centripetal orientating force for First 
Nations peoples’ ways of being, knowing, and valuing (Isaacs-Guthridge, 2024). The 
impact of being separated from Country is described by one student from a Western 
Australian boarding school, who said: 
 

I just miss the country, you know? If you're homesick and you're Aboriginal, 
you’re country sick too’ (Whettingsteel et al., 2020, p. 94)  

 
While it is beyond the scope of this systematic literature review to delve deeply into the 
politics of unlawful land seizure, forced removal off Country, and continued denial of 
sovereignty to ancestral lands and waters in Australia, the small but strong references to 
Country suggest that acceptance and/or denial of sovereignty may impact some First 
Nations students lived experiences of middle to secondary schooling greatly. 
 
Affective factors 
 
The total coding frequency of affective experiences, particularly in relation to future 
aspirations and structural issues, represented pictorially in Figure 3.  
 
Out of the 304 affective responses recorded, First Nations students tended to report 
negative affective responses (n=180) at a far greater rate than compared to positive 
emotional experiences (n=95). Homesickness was reported to be the most significant 
factor for First Nations students (n=24) while pride about identifying as a First Nations 
person was the most frequent recording of positive affects (n=15). Perhaps this is 
unsurprising given that boarding schools were a major site of inquiry for one quarter of 
the reviewed publications. In this context, homesickness was variously described (Mander 
et al., 2015; Suluma & Burnett, 2025), but there was strong association to feeling lonely 
and isolated: 
 

Being away from home was not good. I mean we all get homesick. (Shay et al., 2023, p. 
37) 
 
At the start I got homesick. I was still thinking about what if they [family] need me back 
at home. Like miss my company and to help out around the house. Like all these 
memories would come back. So I was like oh, I should really be with all my friends and 
family. And getting used to the isolation, oh I just felt heaps lonely, on my own but I 
have now a sister down here and that helped me, so now I go out to and stay with her on 
weekends, which really helps. (Student Informant 21) (Mander, 2012, p. 154)  
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You feel like you're on your own like. No one to hang with. But yeah, over time you get 
friends to be with. (Barrett, 2019, p. 79). 

 

 
Figure 3: Visual representation of coding frequency for First Nations students lived 
experiences of Australian schooling situated in the Individual domain using Adobe 

Illustrator software (use web or PDF reader 'zoom in' function to view). 
 

However, where students spoke about pride (n=15), this was often in relation to their 
identity as a First Nations person and future legacies as a result of school success, for 
themselves, and future generations:  
 

…that also instils a bit of pride in being there as well, knowing that those other girls have 
been there, you know? (Whettingsteel et al., 2020, p. 101) 
 
It makes you feel good that you can share it with non-Aboriginal people and show them 
the way the old people used to do it. (Munns et al., 2013, p. 3) 

 
As aspirational endeavours of schooling and work futures were recorded from First 
Nations students’ work and careers (n=52 references from 22 articles), optimistic outlooks 
on life (n=40 references from 19 articles), and community and cultural orientations (n=24 
references from 12 articles) were recorded. In some cases, all three orientations 
converged, as exemplified by a student from a remote community: 
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When I finish school, I would like to get a job and have a wonderful life and good kids 
and a lovely husband, but I don’t want to have a bad life, I want to have a good life 
(River Town student aged 16). (Senior & Chenhall, 2012, p. 378) 

 
Discussion around work and careers tended to dominate articulations of aspirations 
(n=33). For example, a First Nations student located in a boarding school highlighted the 
link between schooling and future career prospects: 
 

Things they teach us here are better ‘cos they teach us about work and you get 
opportunity to go into town and work. This school they set you up for the future and 
they set you up with [drivers’] license. (Yr 12 Indigenous male, School G).’ (MacDonald 
et al., 2018, p. 8) 

 
As attitudes about the future were coded, First Nations students were reported to possess 
hopeful dispositions (n=20). These appear to align with activation of sovereignty through 
continued connections with community and culture (n=6), as well as the acquisition of life 
skills necessary for future citizens (n=3). As one Victorian student participating in a 
leadership program, articulated:  
 

I understand my role as a strong Aboriginal woman in an unjust society, who must do all 
she can to ensure that the future generations live in a safe, beautiful and sustainable 
environment enriched in cultural knowledge. (Walsh et al., 2019, p. 197) 

 
While the coded literature revealed that First Nations students disproportionally held 
more negative feelings and/or emotions about Australian middle to secondary schooling, 
the frequency of specific affects indicates that institutional processes and practices (n=80) 
compounded beliefs about individual dispositions. First Nations students spoke about 
their resilience as a positive influence to engage with schooling, by feeling inspired, having 
fun, and developing trust. As discussions about futures were recorded, First Nations 
students held positive associations between their participation in schooling and 
prospective aspirational outcomes (n=108). Critically though, students articulated 
individual responsibilities and desires to work on Country, support family, and give back 
to their communities as key factors influencing their lived experiences in Australian 
schooling.  
 
Institutional factors 
 
The total coding frequency of how First Nations students’ lived experiences in Australian 
schooling were conditioned within institutional factors are pictorially represented in 
Figure 4.  
 
There were clear links between collective sense-making and exhibitions of power and 
control based on difference along the lines of wealth, class, and race (n=42) to the ways in 
which First Nations students felt these played out in schools as racism and discrimination 
(n=33), symbolic representations and/or limiting engagement of culture (n=17), and 
bullying or teasing (n=15). Students seemed to grasp discourses of wealth as a construct 
of belonging, as suggested by this student from boarding school: 
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You’re kind of living with the most wealthiest people [...] they are the most... they’re the 
highest class, and … you’ve got to figure out where you belong because … you got to 
school with them, but you don’t really belong there…’ (O’Bryan, 2016, p. 142)  

 

 
Figure 4: Visual representation of coding frequency for First Nations students lived 
experiences of Australian schooling situated in the Institutional domain using Adobe 

Illustrator software (use web or PDF reader 'zoom in' function to view). 
 
There were clear links between collective sense-making and exhibitions of power and 
control based on difference along the lines of wealth, class, and race (n=42) to the ways in 
which First Nations students felt these played out in schools as racism and discrimination 
(n=33), symbolic representations and/or limiting engagement of culture (n=17), and 
bullying or teasing (n=15). Students seemed to grasp discourses of wealth as a construct 
of belonging, as suggested by this student from boarding school: 
 

You’re kind of living with the most wealthiest people [...] they are the most... they’re the 
highest class, and … you’ve got to figure out where you belong because … you got to 
school with them, but you don’t really belong there…’ (O’Bryan, 2016, p. 142)  

 
The more obvious, and perhaps sinister, enactments of power and control discourses 
relate to experiences of racism and discrimination. Sometimes students described overt 
instances of racism, and at other times, they recounted the somewhat subtle acts of racism 
that present as casually discriminatory: 
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I can’t remember how it started but he [another boarding student] wouldn’t show me 
something, and I asked why? He said oh it’s because you’re an inferior race. There’s 
always a little bit of racism in the boarding house. (Mander et al., 2015, p. 12) 
 
I don’t think they do (respect Aboriginal culture) because they correct your English when 
you speak like where you’re from instead of White English. (Year 9 Indigenous female, 
School B) (MacDonald et al., 2018, p. 14)  

 
As students spoke about the ways in which they felt power and control was exerted over 
them, it is evident that such structures are built into the very fabric of schooling 
operations in Australia. The frustration around control (n=19), rules (n=18), and 
restrictions reinforced by surveillance techniques (n=1) is explained by one boarding 
student describing the presence of cameras:  
 

Our boarding house kinda feels like you're always being watched because we always have 
cameras. There's like cameras down every hall. I feel like it's a bit excessive. (Current B 
04) (Whettingsteel et al., 2020, p. 96) 

 
Demonstrating sovereign resistance to external dominion (Blanch, 2011; Bobongie, 2017; 
O’Bryan, 2016; Tikoft, 2021), First Nations students spoke about their experiences of 
how, sometimes, institutional processes were enacted in ways that sought to restrict their 
rights to cultural practice (Walsh et al., 2019), as this boarding school student expressed: 
 

There was one time where another girl was island dancing and the boarding supervisor 
told us not to do it and we were like why? She’s like, ‘because you can’t do that’. And we 
said: ‘Everybody has a right to culture’. She said: ‘But you can’t do it here’ . . . we were 
offended. (Bobongie, 2017, p. 8)  

 
As First Nations students spoke about the power associated with, and control exerted by, 
schools, feelings of safety, or not, arose (n=139). Interestingly, students were more 
inclined to discuss those experiences where they felt safe (n=92) rather than unsafe 
(n=37). The idea of having culturally safe spaces at school was considered most important 
(n=27), followed by being surrounded by Aboriginal staff (n=17), actively avoiding 
trouble (n=10), and drawing on relational supports (n=7). The importance of feeling safe 
was articulated as essential by this student from a New South Wales metropolitan school 
who spoke about the non-judgmental acceptance that these spaces and people provide: 
 

Aboriginal room is like the best part of the school. You can come here to cool down if 
you’re angry, come and talk to the AEO[Aboriginal Education Officer]  about anything. 
(Yarning Circle 1)’ (Donovan, 2015, p. 621) 

 
While discussions about violence (n=4) and illicit substances (n=2) were recorded as 
precarious, feeling as though they were missing out on aspects of cultural education 
afforded by community life (n=13) indicated a sense of loss and disconnection. As 
students from boarding schools highlighted: 
 

I miss mostly the cultural side. Like, back home we can go out with our brothers and 
stuff, and they can teach you stuff which we can’t do down here. Like spearing, hunting 
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all that kind of food…. when you’re down here, you don’t get taught that. So when you 
get back there you’re behind in time. So you’ve got to catch up, and yeah, it’s hard. 
(Mander et al., 2015, p. 33)  
 
Because I've been away from home for six years and I've lost my culture. Like I couldn’t 
remember how things work and all that. So, every time when I went back, I had to ask 
my great grandmother like what was happening, what people are doing you know and 
she helped me understand (Barrett, 2019, p. 93) 

 
Even though many experiences described by First Nations students spoke to interactions 
with staff, only 47 references in nine articles spoke directly to pedagogy. This is despite a 
strong argument in the existing literature that pedagogical practices are a significant factor 
underlying ignorant and/or racist teaching of First Nations perspectives and/or 
engagement with First Nations peoples. For example, failure to address multiple 
representations of Australian history was illuminated by one student in a regional NSW 
school as a gaslighting and dismissive experience: 
 

It is a really touchy, touchy topic. It’s hard to bring it up without something racial being 
said, or a racial discussion happening. If something happened in history, and you said, 
‘no that’s not right’ and then explained it from an Aboriginal perspective, someone will 
be like, ‘nup that’s not right’. And then it would turn into a big thing. (Brown, 2019, p. 
61)  

 
While there were several references that spoke favourably about ‘enjoyable learning 
experiences’ (Thraves, 2025) and ‘good communication’ (Whitau et al., 2022), there was 
almost no commentary about how educators teach specifically. Statements supplied by 
First Nations students suggest that how teachers related to them as a person was far more 
important and impactful on their lived experiences of schooling. Students explained that 
interactions around race between peers, with teachers, among their families, and 
throughout the wider schooling environment were very much contextualised deepening 
on relationships (Donovan, 2018). Reflecting existing First Nations scholarship (Brigg, 
2020; McCalman et al., 2020), relationships with families and communities were of utmost 
importance for students (Williams et al., 2022), namely safety and belonging (n=84). The 
following comment from a young person living in Adelaide to attend school, but from a 
remote community, succinctly describes the centrality of family: 
 

My family keep me happy, pretty much the basic stuff. The basic stuff is the big stuff. 
(Parkes et al., 2015, p. 7)  

 
While connections with peers (n=55) was cited as an important factor to First Nations 
students’ lived experiences of schooling, outside team sports (n=29) and the opportunities 
to meet new people (n=7), and peer relationships were also articulated as challenging. 
First Nations students spoke about confrontations that arose relating to jealousy (Helmer 
et al., 2015), conflict and fighting, gendered roles (Senior & Chenhall, 2012), and peer 
pressure (Helmer et al., 2015; Mander, 2012). The push-and-pull effect of peer 
relationships is exemplified in the following quotes:  
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I enjoy meeting other people that in the same boat as me”; “you don’t feel like they’re 
judging you”; and that they liked the “Indigenous side of it”, and being where other 
students “that don’t shun you because you get certain [social] benefits. (Banks et al., 
2019, p. 23) 
 
Girls can be bitchy but I’m used to that… I am quite assertive with my communication 
and will tell someone if I don’t think something is right. (Howard et al., 2020, p. 5) 

 
Relationships with teachers (n=92) were considered most important to the lived 
experience of First Nations students (MacDonald et al., 2018; Stahl et al., 2022). While 
occasional negative descriptions were provided, overwhelmingly, students spoke about the 
positive impacts on their school experiences (Isaacs-Guthridge, 2024), such as being 
mentored (n=23), feeling supported (n=15), and connected with other First Nations staff 
(n=15). As one student in from Western Sydney, participating in an accelerated learning 
support program highlighted, teachers: 
 

‘… saw my potential’ and described [their] math teacher as ‘[they’re] more like … a 
friend and stuff and [they] always there if I need [them].’ (Stahl et al., 2020, p. 1494)  

 
Key messages from students 
 
Our analysis of the 57 peer-reviewed research publications that cited expressions of lived 
experiences directly from First Nations students in the middle to secondary years of 
Australian schooling reveals an inextricable link between individual dispositions, 
philosophical foundations, and institutional processes and procedures. The holistic story 
conveyed is that First Nations young peoples’ enculturated historical funds of knowledge 
(Gonzalez et al., 2009) operates as an existential foundation to experiencing – both 
affectively and aspirationally – schooling in Australia. The ways of being, knowing, and 
valuing as a sovereign First Nations person in a state controlled by settler-colonial 
ideologies effectively underpins their experiences. 
 
In the philosophical domain, the notion of identity, both of the self and with/to others 
permeated expressions of lived experience. Identity as a First Nations person was 
described as a positive factor, but, also one which directly impacted feelings of belonging, 
both within the school and in home communities. For some, identity was associated with 
judgements about achievements and/or behaviours. In contrast, a strong sense of identity 
as First Nations person enabled students to feel centred by their connection to Country 
and with the cultural knowledge contained within. Occasionally, students spoke about 
using their knowledge of two-or-more language systems to manage some of the more 
challenging aspects of schooling life. It is clear that identity, and the associated cultural 
traits of activism and resistance passed down within community, provided the strong 
foundation for First Nations students to persevere despite negative experiences, to see the 
value of education gained from schooling and to envision a future of success.  
 
The notion of identity continued as a strong theme throughout the individual domain. 
Strong overtone of negative affects were articulated in the ways students felt schools in 
Australia saw them as sovereign First Nations people and supported them to succeed, or 
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not. Students appeared torn between feeling disconnected from culture and pride at being 
a member of community who was gaining valuable knowledge that would directly support 
community endeavours. However, despite these negative and challenging affects, First 
Nations students recognised the benefits of gaining an education – albeit one imbued with 
settler-colonial ideologies – on their future career prospects and contributions as an active 
member of their communities. 
 
In the institutional domain, identity as a First Nations person directly impacted how 
students felt and experienced schooling in Australia. Even though they were aware, and at 
times activated, their sovereign and democratic rights to cultural expression, the rules and 
regulations imposed by schools were seen as attempts to strip and/or deny them of such. 
At times, schooling practices and staff would appear somewhat ignorant to counter-
narratives of settler-colonialism, but, for First Nations students, this was exhibited as 
discrimination steeped in racism. While individual pedagogy was not spoken about, 
students discussed the tokenistic and/or dismissive ways in which concepts and 
perspectives of First Nations Peoples were communicated across the schooling 
environment. Efforts to deny or ignore cultural expression in schools caused First 
Nations students to feel unsafe, hold perceptions that they were missing out on cultural 
education, and ultimately experience disconnection from Country and to community. Yet, 
relationships with educators were described as being important to their positive lived 
experiences at schools, namely the ways in which specific educators mentored and 
provided support to them as First Nations students.  
 
Implications for educational research and practice 
 
This systematic literature review conveys that while First Nations students may appear to 
be expressing a high degree of negative lived experiences of Australian schooling in the 
middle to secondary years, they also indicate the means by which pivoting towards 
positive experiences is possible. A critical analysis of literature in the field of First Nations 
education over the past 15 years – a sample of which is provided in this review – 
highlights an interesting conundrum; there has been a dearth of studies examining the 
lived experiences of First Nations students from their direct positioning (on average 2 per 
year), yet, there is an uncanny consistency reported, in the broader field, that settler-
colonial agendas subtly and overtly support racist policies and practices which directly 
influence lived experience. We assert that it is not adequate to report on the issues 
encountered by First Nations students and conclude that there needs to be a culturally 
specific response. This might be applicable in some circumstances, but overwhelmingly, as 
Freire (1970) might argue, the systems and structures that oppress First Nations students, 
oppress all students albeit ‘more softly’. Having said this, we do not necessarily call for 
more research because it is clear what needs to change. Future scholarship ought to ask 
the ‘why’ and ‘how’, rather than the ‘what’ of student lived experiences, to open tangible 
possibilities for positive measurable changes.  
 
We argue that the findings presented in this systematic review provide opportunities for 
researchers to investigate to a greater degree how policies, funding, school environments, 
initial teacher education, relationships and professional learning (among other learning 
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ecology factors), may be changed to improve the lived experiences of First Nations 
students. There exists scope to further examine, for example, to what degree reported 
incidents of racism and discrimination in school can be reduced. In what ways the 
language of schooling be changed to affirm and build on students’ cultural knowledge? 
How might institutional structures of power and control be shifted to empower students, 
rather than constrain them? In what manner might students’ feelings of belonging and 
agency be strengthened in school environments? By what means may families be better 
and more authentically engaged in schools? We encourage investigators to think carefully 
and deeply about the aims and outcomes of future projects and assess whether (1) any 
aspects have already been examined: (2) the direct and long-term potential impacts of First 
Nations students’ lived experiences; and perhaps controversially (3) whether personal 
research careers are being built through the extraction of knowledge from First Nations 
peoples.  
 
The contradiction of research on and about, and in some cases with, First Nations 
peoples, to date, is the tacit recognition that we have a broad base of knowledge to guide 
policies and practices which support better outcomes, but settler-colonial systems and 
structures fail to engage with, or act upon, any recommendations that have the potential 
to further sovereignty and self-determination. This contradiction became clear with the 
recent failure of the Voice to Parliament referendum when just under 40% (6.26 million) of 
Australian citizens–of which First Nations Peoples make up 3.8% (984,000) of the 
population–voted for constitutional recognition and the need for political decisions that 
directly affect First Nations peoples to be guided by their voices and experiences (ABC 
News, 2023). As such events come to pass, non-Indigenous people in positions to enact 
change abrogate their responsibility to do anything by funding yet another research 
project or conducting another inquiry. The recommendations arising from the plethora of 
inquiries, which gather dust on government bookshelves, mean that nothing changes on 
the ground for people who already have solutions. 
 
Along with other Australian scholars (Lowe et al., 2021; Rigney, 2023), and as a largely 
non-Indigenous authorship team, we argue that, no longer, should ‘whitefellas’ (non-
Indigenous people) have the privilege of shrugging off their responsibilities towards the 
schooling experiences of First Nations students and communities. We know that the 
worldviews, knowledge, relationships and cultural practices of First Nations students and 
communities are foundational to their experiences in settler-colonial systems. It is time for 
systematic and structural reform across all levels of the school system to be actualised. 
This will require a shift in viewing schools as places for enculturating the next generation 
of citizens in ecosystems of affective ecology (Mayes et al., 2020), that can either enhance 
or detract the lived experiences of students who attend these institutions. 
 
The time has come for a revolution, one that acknowledges factors that impact the lived 
experiences of First Nations students in the middle to secondary schooling years, but 
critically, deeply understands the need to shift deficit narratives to support First Nations 
students from a human rights perspective. As the United Nations has declared, this 
includes a right to "retain shared responsibility for the upbringing, training, education, and 
well-being of their children", and access "to all levels and forms of education of the State 
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without discrimination" (United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples, 2007, pages 5 and 13). 
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privileging our sovereign 
voices 
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- Yarning  
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post-
secondary 
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- Relationality  
- Responsiveness 
- Regional 
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women 
Keddie, A. 
(2013) 

Schooling for self-
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representation 
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- Interviews 
- Indigenous 

feminist lens 
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staff 

- Girls secon-
dary sch. 

- Queensland 
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- Relationality 

Keddie, A. 
(2015) 
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justice, and schooling: 
Addressing issues of 
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- Qualitative  
- Case study 

- 1 Indigenous 
woman 

- Queensland 

- Politics of redistribution 
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- Politics of representation 

Lewthwaite, B. 
E., Boon, H., 
Webber, T. & 
Laffin, G. 
(2017).  

Quality teaching practices 
as reported by Aboriginal 
parents, students and 
their teachers: 
Comparisons and 
contrasts 
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responsive 
pedagogy 

- Interviews / focus 
groups 

- 43 
Indigenous 
students 

- History and education 
- Code-switching 
- Perceived inability to 
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- Cultural identity 
- Strength-based pedagogies 

Lowe, K. & 
Weuffen, S., 
(2022) 

“You get to ‘feel’ your 
culture”: Aboriginal 
students speaking back to 
deficit discourses in 
Australian schooling 

- Qualitative 
- Focus groups 
- Decolonising race 

theory  

- 100 
Aboriginal 
students 

- Secondary 
school 

- New South 
Wales 

- Connecting to Country 
- Cultural knowledge 
- Desire to connect 
- Relationships 
- Indigenous agency 
- Indigeneity and resistance  

MacDonald, M., 
Gringart, E., 
Ngarritjan 
Kessaris, T. & 
Gray, J. (2018) 

A ‘better’ education: An 
examination of the utility 
of boarding school for 
Indigenous secondary 
students in Western 
Australia 

- Qualitative 
- Interviews 
- Case study 
- Narrative inquiry 
- Interpretative 

phenomenological 
analysis 

- 25 
Indigenous 
boarders 

- Non-gov-
ernment 
boarding 
school 

- Western 
Australia 

- Educational utility: 
pathways, health 
outcomes, post-secondary 
transition 

- Challenges: self-concept, 
deficit discourses, racism, 
negotiating family 
obligations, homesickness 
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McKnight, A., 
Harwood, V., 
McMahon, S., 
Priestly, A. & 
Trindorfer, J 
(2018) 

‘No shame at AIME’: 
Listening to Aboriginal 
philosophy and 
methodologies to 
theorise shame in 
educational contexts 

- Qualitative 
- Observations  
- Interviews  
- Learning through 

Country 
 

- 143 Indig-
enous high 
school 
students 

- 73 univers- 
- ity mentors 
- Aust. wide 

- Intersectionality and 
cultural identity 

- No / shame 
- Two-way relationships  

Mander, D. J. 
(2012).  

The transition experi-
ence to boarding school 
for male Aboriginal 
secondary school 
students from regional 
and remote communities 
across Western Australia 

- Qualitative 
- Indigenous 

methodologies 
- Phenomenology  
- Narrative 

interviewing 

- 32 Aboriginal 
students 

- Boarding 
schools 

- Western 
Australia  

- Decision-making 
- Organisational climate 
- Relational change 

Mander, D., 
Cohen, L. & 
Pooley, J. (2015) 

"If I wanted to have 
more opportunities and 
go to a better school, I 
just had to get used to it": 
Aboriginal students' 
perceptions of going to 
boarding school in 
Western Australia 

- Qualitative 
- Narrative 

interviews / 
yarning 

- 32 male 
Aboriginal 
students 

- Boarding 
school 

- Western 
Australia 

- Decision-making 
- Organisational climate 
- Relational change 

Mills, K. A., 
Bellochhi, A., 
Patulny, R. & 
Dooley, J. 
(2017) 

Indigenous children’s 
multimodal 
communication of 
emotions through visual 
imagery 

- Qualitative  
- Participatory  
- Workshops 

- 56 students 
- Primary 

school 
- Independ-ent 

sector 
- Queensland 

- Unhappiness/ happiness  
- Dissatisfaction/ 

satisfaction 
- Insecurity/security 
- Digital imagery in students’ 

everyday lives 
Mills, K. A & 
Doyle, K. 
(2019).  

Visual arts: A multimodal 
language for Indigenous 
education 

- Qualitative 
- Linguistic colour 

perception 
- Interviews 
- Data analysis 

- 13 students 
- Indigenous 

Primary 
school 

- Queensland  

- Art as language 
- Multidimensionality and 

the Dreaming 
- Country and culture 
- Star lore and spirituality 
- Totemic traditions 

Mills, K. A., 
Doyle, K. & 
Friend, L. 
(2025).  

Multimodal language 
rights and Indigenous 
totemic identity: Cross-
cultural participatory 
research 

- Qualitative 
- Participatory 
- Interviews / focus 

groups  

- 115 
Indigenous 
students  

- Primary and 
secondary 
schools 

- Queensland  

- Birth totems and identity 
- Belonging and self-

determination 
- Connections to the natural 

world 
- Sustaining totems 
- Totemic protection 

Munns, G., 
O’Rourke, V. & 
Bodkin-
Andrews, G. 
(2013).  

Seeding success: Schools 
that work for Aboriginal 
Students 

- Mixed methods 
- Case studies 
- Focus groups 

- 52 Aborigin-
al students 

- Primary 
schools 

- New South 
Wales 

- Relationships: commu-
nities and school-based 

- Cultural spaces 
- Aboriginal people central 
- Perspectives and values 

prioritised 
- Quality teaching 
- Learning via community 
- Targeted student support 



1756 First Nations students lived experiences of Australian schooling: A systematic literature review 

Ng, C. & 
Renshaw, P. 
(2019).  

An Indigenous Australian 
student's perezhivanie in 
reading and the 
evolvement of reader 
identities over three years 

- Qualitative  
- Case study  
- Interview 
- Perezhivanie  

- 1 student - Identity  

O’Bryan, M. 
(2016) 

Shaping futures, shaping 
lives: An investigation 
into the lived experience 
of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students in 
Australian boarding 
schools 

- Qualitative 
- Narrative method 
- Case study 
- Yarning / 

interview 

- 35 alumni 
- Boarding 

school 
- Australia-

wide 

- Homesickness 
- Cultural dissonance, racial 

stereotypes, racism 
- Trauma 
- Supportive relationships 
- Supports: home/school 
- Agency  

Oliver, R., 
Grote, E., 
Rochecouste, J. 
& Exell, M. 
(2013) 

Addressing the language 
and literacy needs of 
Aboriginal high school 
VET students who speak 
SAE as an additional 
language 

- Qualitative  
- Individual / group 

interviews 
- Observations 
- Focus groups 

- 12 students  
- Independent 

/ Catholic 
Secondary 
school 

- West. Aust. 

- Oral communication 
- Reading and writing 
- Shame and confidence  

O’Mara, J., 
Auld, G. & 
Djabibba, L. 
(2019) 

‘Four boys nga-lerebina 
ngana’: Oracy and 
translanguaging in 
English and Ndjébbana 

- Qualitative 
- Translanguaging 

theory 

- 5 young men 
- Northern 

Territory 

- Relationality  
- Code switching 

Osborne, S., 
Guenther, J., 
King, L., Lester, 
K., Ken, S. & 
Lester, R. (2017) 

Centring Anangu voices 
on work: A 
contextualised response 
to red dirt thinking  

- Qualitative 
- Narrative inquiry 
- Interviews 
- workshops 

- 24 students 
- Secondary 

school 
- South 

Australia 

- Success as a young person 
- Education as contributor 

to success: training and 
work 

Parkes, A., 
McRae-
Williams, E. & 
Tedmanson, D. 
(2015) 

Dreams and aspirations 
of mobile young 
Aboriginal Australian 
people 

- Qualitative 
- Indigenous 

research 
methodologies 

- Action research 
- Semi-structured 

interviews 

- 24 youth 
- Learning 

centres / 
education 
facilities 

- South 
Australia, 
Northern 
Territory 

- The importance of family 
- Grief and loss 

Rogers, J. (2017) Photoyarn: Aboriginal 
and Maori girls' 
researching 
contemporary boarding 
school experiences 

- Qualitative  
- Indigenous 

research method 
(photoyarn) 

- Relatedness theory 

- 35 Indige-
nous girls 

- Boarding 
schools 

- Australia and 
New Zealand 

- Unlikely to return home 
due to issues in 
communities 

- Identity constraints 
- Homesickness 
- Schools prevent 

relatedness 
Ruddell, N., 
Danaia, L. & 
McKinnon, D. 
(2016).  

Indigenous sky stories: 
Reframing how we 
introduce primary school 
students to astronomy — 
a Type II case study of 
implementation 

- Case study 
- Interviews 
- Attendance data 

- 8 Indigenous 
students 

- Primary 
schools 

- Reactions to Indigenous 
sky stories 

- Sky stories community 
event 

- Attendance data 
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Senior, K. A. & 
Chenhall, R. D. 
(2012) 

Boyfriends, babies and 
basketball: Present lives 
and future aspirations of 
young women in a 
remote Australian 
Aboriginal community 

- Qualitative 
- Questionnaires 
- Group interviews 
- Observations  

- 8 young 
Indigenous 
women (13-
23yrs of age) 

- Northern 
Territory 

- Historical influences 
- Diversity of experiences 
- Key behaviours 
- Aspirations  
- Agency: culture, age, 

gender 
Shay, M., 
Oliver, R., 
Bogachenko, T. 
& McCarthy, H. 
(2023).  

“From the bottom to the 
top”: Learning through 
stories of transitioning 
from an Aboriginal 
boarding school to the 
workplace and life 
beyond school 

- Qualitative  
- Indigenist theory 
- Funds of 

knowledge 
- Yarning  
- Arts-based 

methodologies 

- 20 students 
- Aboriginal 

governed 
boarding 
school 

- External challenges: 
climate, leaving family and 
community, attitudes 

- Motivators: Community, 
family and self, Christianity 

- Travel: home sickness, 
opportunities,  

Shay, M., Sarra, 
G., Proud, D., 
Blow, I-J. & 
Cobbo, F. 
(2024) 

“Strive with pride”: The 
voices of Indigenous 
young people on identity, 
wellbeing, and schooling 
in Australia 

- Qualitative 
- Yarning 

storyboards 
- Workshop 

artefacts 
- Funds of Identity 

- 110 
Indigenous 
young people 

- Queensland 
and Western 
Australia 

- Values 
- Where you are from 
- Culture 
- Physicality 
- Role models 

Stahl, G., 
McDonald, S. & 
Stokes, J. (2020) 

‘I see myself as 
undeveloped’: Supporting 
Indigenous first-in-family 
males in the transition to 
higher education 

- Qualitative 
- Case Study 
- interviews 

- 1 young 
(Indigenous) 
man 

- Secondary 
School 

- New South 
Wales 

- Relationships 
- Personalised support 
- Challenging common 

assumptions of transition 

Sullivan et al. 
(2024) 

“Absolutely it was not 
safe”: Indigenous 
LGBTIQSB+ 
experiences of education 
in Australia 

- Qualitative 
- Semi-structured 

interviews 
- Surveys 
- Grounded theory 

- 13 x 
Indigenous 
students 

- New South 
Wales 

- Negative experiences: 
policies and racial 
discrimination 

- Positive experiences: self-
expression and culturally 
affirming environments 

Suluma & 
Burnett (2025) 

The boarding school 
education of remote 
Aboriginal Students: 
What are the expected 
outcomes? 

- Qualitative 
- Internal colon-

ialism theory 
- Doc. analysis 
- Interviews 
- Observations 

- 9 students 
- Boarding 

schools 
- Northern 

Territory 

- Complete Yr 12 
- Employment post-school 
- Community connections 
- Unknown futures 

Thraves, G. 
(2025) 

Understanding Australian 
Aboriginal experiences of 
giftedness through the 
lens of a case study 

- Qualitative 
- Case study 
- Interviews 

- 1 x Yolju 
student 

- Boarding 
school 

- NT 

- Academic ability and love 
of learning 

- Tensions between 
aspirations and culture 

Tikoft (2020).  Transition to secondary 
school for Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal students 
in high-ability settings 

- Qualitative 
- Multiple case 

studies 
- Interviews 
- Observations 
- Phenomenology  

- 8 Aborig. 
students 

- Primary and 
secondary 
schools 

- NSW 

- Academic and effort-
related factors 

- Peer effect 
- School climates 
- Self-segregation 
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Tikoft et al. 
(2023).  

High-ability Aboriginal 
Australian students’ 
reasoning about source 
of effort 

- Mixed methods 
- Case studies 
- Discourse and 

frequency analysis 
- Interviews  

- 3 Aborigin-al 
students 

- Secondary 
school 

- Pre-and-post transition 
perceptions 

- parents 
- Culture and community 
- Pedagogical practices 

Walker. L. J. 
(2019) 

Giving voice to First 
Nations young people 
disengaged from 
education ... a specific 
focus on barriers to 
education and their 
aspirations ... 

- Phenomenology 
- Interview 

- 10 young 
people 

- Secondary 
school  

- Northern 
Territory 

- Barriers to engagement 
- Aspirations  

Walsh, L., 
Black, R., 
Zyngier, D. & 
Fernandes, V. 
(2018) 

Harnessing student voice 
and leadership: A study 
of one Australian 
Indigenous leadership 
program 

- Qualitative 
- Survey 
- Focus groups 

- 61 program 
participants 

- 23 non-
participants 

- Private 
educational 
program 

- Victoria 

- Reflections on leadership 
- Authentic voice through 

confidence 
- Connectedness to 

community 
- Voice ... in school 
- Engagement in educ. 
- Life beyond school and 

local community 
- Barriers to student voice 

and leadership 
Walsh, L., 
Zyngier, D., 
Fernandes, V. & 
Zhang, H. Z. 
(2019) 

Engaged but ambivalent: 
A study of young 
Indigenous Australians 
and democratic 
citizenship 

- Qualitative 
- Surveys 
- Focus groups 

- 81 Indigen-
ous young 
people 

- Australia wide 

- Attitudes to voting and 
politicians 

- Cultural identity and 
resilience 

- Attitudes to social mobility 
Weuffen, S., 
Lowe, K., 
Moodie, N. & 
Fricker, A. 
(2023) 

Doing decolonisation: 
Cultural reconnection as 
political resistance in 
schooling 

- Qualitative 
- Decolonising Race 

Theory 

- Secondary 
school 

- New South 
Wales 

- Enacting sovereignty in 
schools 

- Recognising erasure and 
enabling systems 

Whettingsteel, 
E., Oliver, R. & 
Tiwari, R. 
(2020) 

'It would give you a space 
to be yourself': Increasing 
a sense of belonging for 
Aboriginal students in 
boarding schools 

- Qualitative 
- Yarning, drawing  
- Lived experience 
- Participatory 

action research 

- 27 
Indigenous 
students 

- Boarding 
school 

- Place identity 
- Interior relationships 
- Spatial voice 
- Third space 

Whitau, R., 
Bolton-Black, 
L., Ockerby, H. 
& Corley, L. 
(2022) 

Western Australian 
Aboriginal young women 
and ... barriers to school 
attendance and solutions 
to school non-attendance 

- Qualitative 
- Yarning circles 
- Critical Indigenous 

inquiry  

- 24 Aboriginal 
girls 

- Secondary 
school 

- WA 

- Racism 
- Teacher-student 

relationships 
- Peer connectedness 
- Other barriers and 

solutions 
Williams, J. 
(2018) 

'I didn't even know that 
there was such a thing as 
Aboriginal games': A 
figurational account of 
how Indigenous students 
experience phys. ed. 

- Qualitative  
- Fgurational 

sociology 

- 21 
Indigenous 
students 

- Gov. schools 
- ACT 

- Dislocation to cultures 
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Williams, J., Pill, 
S., Evans, J. & 
Davies, M. 
(2020) 

‘… if my family didn’t 
play football … we 
would literally have pretty 
much nothing’: How 
high school Aboriginal 
students continue culture 
through rugby league and 
Australian football 

- Qualitative 
- Semi-structured 

interviews 
- Figurational 

sociology 

- 12 x 
Aboriginal 
students 
(M&F) 

- Public 
secondary 
school 

- ACT 

- Personal meaning and 
identity 

- Family and community 
- Support 
- Culture  
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