
Inquiry into educational opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students
Submission 33



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stronger Smarter Institute Limited 
 

 

Submission to Inquiry into educational opportunities for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 

 

 

November 2015 

 

Inquiry into educational opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students
Submission 33



3 
 

Introduction 

The Stronger Smarter Approach is founded on core beliefs.  These beliefs guide our work 

and expectations.   

The Stronger Smarter Institute believes every child deserves a great education in the 

community where they live.  We believe in the power of the education profession, and we 

know there are many great teachers and school leaders.  However, we also recognise that 

we can’t keep using the same strategies and expect something to change.  In schools with 

diverse student populations, this may mean a transformative cultural change for the school. 

Our experience is that any group of people already holds the collective knowledge and 

wisdom to successfully meet the complex challenges they face.  In other words, the 

ingredients for transformative change already exist in every community.  The Stronger 

Smarter Approach looks at existing strengths and empowers communities to work together 

to pursue innovative strategies that will work in their local contexts.    

We believe that co-creating a way forward together with local Indigenous communities is 

essential for success, and that imposing external solutions will not work.  We recognise that 

the areas where this approach is most needed is in low socio-economic areas, culturally 

diverse student populations, remote areas, and for students where English is not their first 

language. 

Our experience working with over 2000 educators across the country is that transformative 

cultural change in schools and school communities is possible when it begins with a shift in 

thinking.  We ask educators to have high expectations of all students through the concept of 

‘Strong and Smart’ where for an Indigenous student, being smart at school doesn’t have to 

mean being ‘mainstream', it can be a part of their Indigenous cultural identity.  We also ask 

educators to not only raise their expectations of their students, but to raise their 

expectations of themselves.  Our approach is to work for collective personal and 

organisational change, where everyone recognises their own role in enacting that change.    

This submission describes the Stronger Smarter Approach through a summary of two areas 
of research work undertaken by the Stronger Smarter Institute: 
 

 High-Expectations Relationships.  A Foundation for Quality Learning Environments in 
all Australian Schools.  Stronger Smarter Institute Limited Position Paper (2014).  

 AITSL Pilot Project Final Report.  Engaging Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Parents and Communities in Education.  A joint project by the Stronger Smarter 
Institute (QUT) and the SiMERR National Research Centre (UNE).  Anderson, D, & 
Thomas, S. (2011).  Funded by AITSL.  Unpublished report. 
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We believe that a solid understanding of these two key aspects of our approach offers 
insight into how educators are achieving great turnarounds and outcomes supported by the 
Stronger Smarter Approach.   A few of these achievements are illustrated in Attachments A 
and B. 

There has been considerable research undertaken in Australia on what needs to be 
happening in schools to support Indigenous students.  The recently released 2015 National 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Strategy recognises the importance of three 
priority areas: 

 Leadership, quality teaching and workforce development 

 Culture and Identity 

 Partnerships. 
 

 

Fig 1:  Priority areas.  2015 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Strategy  

 

Through the Stronger Smarter Approach and High-Expectations Relationships, the Institute 

is showing schools how they can address these three priority areas though high-

expectations classrooms with strong teacher-student relationships, and welcoming school 

environments with strong connections to the local community. The Institute believes that 

these strong relationships and collaborative approaches are foundational to ensuring the 

success of other programs and strategies within the school.   
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The Institute’s flagship initiative, the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program, is designed to 

train people in the ‘how’ of this process.  We provide professional development that offers 

participants the practices, behaviours and processes of applying High-Expectations 

Relationships in a demanding, professional context. Graduates from the Program tell us that 

they return to their schools with a much greater level of confidence in their ability to 

develop relationships with the local community, to develop a collegiate working 

environment within the school, and to build strength, resilience and high expectations in 

students in their classrooms.  
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1:  High-Expectations Relationships 

Stronger Smarter Institute (2014).  High-Expectations Relationships:  A Foundation for 

Quality Learning Environments in all Australian Schools.  Stronger Smarter Institute Limited 

Position Paper. 

This section provides a summary of the Institute’s High-Expectations Relationships position 
paper.  The full paper is available at: http://strongersmarter.com.au/resources/high-
expectations-relationships/ 

 

High-expectations for all students has been discussed in educational theory for some 

years.   While much has been written about the importance of believing in high-

expectations, less has been written about what teachers need to do to enact high-

expectations in the classroom and the school community.   

Through the work of the Stronger Smarter Institute with over 2000 school and community 

leaders across Australia, the term High-Expectations Relationships has emerged as a broad 

concept central to the Stronger Smarter Approach. The elements of High-Expectations 

Relationships have been embedded in the Institute’s work since the foundational work of Dr 

Chris Sarra and the staff and students of Cherbourg School, but it is only in recent years that 

the Institute has begun to detail this concept.   

A High-Expectations Relationships is an authentic two-way relationship that is both 

supportive and challenging.  The Stronger Smarter Institute research into High-Expectations 

Relationships draws on both our work with school and community leaders, and the critically 

reflective conversations held as part of the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program, as well as 

drawing on the work of other researchers.  By describing High-Expectations Relationships, 

we are able to show the types of behaviours, dispositions and capabilities required by 

teachers to enact high-expectations for all students in the classroom, and to build strong 

connections with parents and the school community.   

Sarra (2014a) explains that the difference between high-expectations rhetoric and High-

Expectations Relationships is crucial.  High-expectations rhetoric will see a child suspended 

from school for swearing at the teacher.  A High-Expectations Relationships will try to 

understand the circumstances that caused the incident, and look at a range of constructive 

solutions.   

A framework for High-Expectations Relationships 

The Stronger Smarter Institute has developed a framework set on High-Expectations 

Relationships.  This framework covers the domains of self, student, peer, parents/ carers 

and community and describes High-Expectations Relationships through the elements of 
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Expectations Relationships need the ‘fair’ aspects of equitable power relationships in place 

before the ‘firm’ aspects of challenging conversations can take place. 

High-Expectations Relationships require a range of personal relational capabilities that are 

essentially conversational in nature.  In building the relationship, we need to tune into the 

feelings, experiences, perceptions, strengths, needs and desires of others.  We let others 

speak for themselves and are genuinely and compassionately interested in what they 

communicate.  As we build up trust and make people feel welcome, they become 

comfortable to discuss issues and believe that you care about what they are saying 

(Spillman, 2013). 

Positive cultural identity 

A key aspect of the Stronger Smarter philosophy is the importance of maintaining a positive 

sense of cultural identity.  Education systems tend to favour students who have the same 

cultural background as the teachers, writers and policy makers responsible for creating the 

course.  A culturally responsive pedagogy where students are taught both their own voice as 

well as structures that will enable that voice to be heard in the wider world, can enhance 

the quality of teaching in the classroom (Delpit, 2008).  Promoting a positive self-identity for 

students in the classroom, and recognising students as self-determining, culturally located 

individuals who are part of the learning conversation, is more likely to result in successful 

school performance than when there are excessive contradictions or tensions between the 

various aspects of self (Purdie et al, 2000).  Positive classrooms relationships are built when 

teachers understand how they can respond to who the students are and to the prior 

knowledge they bring with them into the classroom (Bishop & Berryman, 2009).   

In the classroom, this means understanding the unique talents, interests, knowledge, and 

circumstances of each student.  Sarra (2014) suggests that teachers first need to ‘look past 

the black faces in the classrooms’, see students, curious to learn, and make honourable 

choices about what education outcomes are good enough.  Teachers can build positive 

relationships with students by being genuinely interested in students as individuals, making 

time for students out of class, watching them play sport or asking about what they did on 

the weekend (Sarra, 2011b).   Through positive interactions with a student, teachers can 

build an emotional bank account with students (Covey, 1990).  Building this emotional credit 

means a teacher can still have the challenging conversations with students when needed, 

but without students feeling that the only exchanges they have with a teacher are negative.   

Indigenous perspectives 

Teachers need to expose themselves to histories documented by Indigenous peoples from 

Indigenous perspectives in order to challenge the dominant constructions of history and 

understand how ‘low expectations’ have developed as a result of what has happened in the 

past.   Rose (2012) describes the danger that in the absence of teacher knowledge, 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures are trivialised and mis-represented in the 

classroom (‘half truths that distort our national identity’ and ‘promulgate a value system 
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should be as good as anywhere else in the country.   The Stronger Smarter Approach is not 

about ‘catching up the student’ but about setting the high standards for Aboriginal 

education and teaching across Australia that should always have existed.’   

What we call great teaching strategies for all children are what we call great quality teaching 

strategies for Indigenous children.  With a deeper knowledge of the context of Indigenous 

children, the strategies might be applied differently (Sarra, 2011b). 

Conclusion – High-Expectations Relationships 

A belief in high-expectations for all students becomes complex when it is enacted in the 

classroom and school community.   Underlying assumptions and out of awareness beliefs 

based on our social conditioning can get in the way and actions, behaviour or pedagogic 

choices may not support our high-expectations beliefs.  This is particularly relevant in 

Indigenous education where public discourses revolve around deficit positioning and 

students may have a negative sense of their own cultural identity.   

High-Expectations Relationships provide a framework to describe the behaviours, 

dispositions and conversational processes needed to develop quality relationships within 

the classroom, staffroom and school community to create a high-expectations learning 

environment where students can thrive and succeed.  This framework incorporates both fair 

and firm.  Fair, socially-just relating builds a space of trust where firm, critically reflective 

relating and challenging conversations can be achieved.  High-Expectations Relationships 

understand historical backgrounds but then move beyond cultural assumptions to 

understand the context of the individual student or family.   Cultural differences are 

celebrated, and strength-based conversations and a relational view of culture provide a 

basis for group members to work together to co-create solutions.  Conversational circles 

and dialogue enable spaces where ideas can be challenged and multiple perspectives enact 

collective sense-making and consensual decision making. 

As High-Expectations Relationships are developed across a school, students feel supported, 

cared for and engaged with their learning, and teachers understand their students and use 

the high quality teaching strategies that best support student needs.  Families and the 

community feel welcomed within the school and support the school in promoting good 

student behaviour and school attendance.  The Stronger Smarter Institute believes that 

developing High-Expectations Relationships and cultures within school environments is not 

only key to improving Indigenous education in Australia, but provides a foundation for 

quality learning environments across all Australian schools. 
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a reciprocal relationship work together and all fully understand the purpose, processes and 

intended outcome.   

 

The responses from participants overwhelmingly demonstrated that the characteristics of a 

deadly teacher were also about the teacher-student relationships where teachers made 

time to understand students, and made it clear to students that they cared.  Other 

characteristics involved being clear about high expectations for students, and making the 

learning interesting, challenging and fun, so that the students had the opportunity to meet 

those high expectations. 

 

We also found that the processes used to gather information during the project were 

valuable to schools and their communities, and seeded new ideas in schools about how to 

continue these collaborative discussions.  The project modelled a process of co-creating 

ideas together with community, and community members at all sites were appreciative of 

their involvement and valued the opportunity to contribute.  The schools involved were in 

the position to build on this and use these processes as the foundation of building stronger 

community partnerships.   

 

Students also commented about the process of being consulted and having their views 

respected and valued.  Primary students at one school commented in their Check Out that 

they were proud to be part of this group (a small group of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander students chosen to participate) and their involvement in the project may instigate 

an opportunity for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in their school to 

participate in a leadership group.  A secondary student in said in his Check Out “This is really 

worthwhile and I felt valued because it was the first time the school wanted to know what I 

thought”. This powerful response impacted on adults in the room who started the 

conversation around ‘where to from here’ – how can we conduct these types of workshops 

in other remote schools and build on what was started in this school?  

 

3:  The work of the Stronger Smarter Institute 

The Stronger Smarter Institute is a not-for-profit, Indigenous-led organisation which has 

been working in partnership with schools across Australia for the past 10 years.  The work of 

the Institute is on the ground, working directly to support school and community leaders 

through the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program and other Institute programs.   

 

To date, the Institute has worked with over 2,000 participants (educators, community 

members, and education support) in the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program, and over 

500 participants who have completed the Introduction to Stronger Smarter online module.  

On any school day, Stronger Smarter alumni are supporting over 40,000 Indigenous students 

in over 550 schools across the country. 
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Attachment A:  Data slides from selected schools 

undertaking a Stronger Smarter approach. 

 

Attachment B:  Field notes from selected practitioner 

interviews. 
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