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Introduction

Indigenous people are significantly underrepresented in higher education in Australia. In 2010 
the Review of Higher Education Access and Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
People (Berhendt Review) recommended that well-targeted university outreach programs 
could fill a number of gaps to address barriers to higher education. In response universities 
around the country have extended or developed programs to encourage and support pre-
tertiary Indigenous students to consider higher education an option.

This paper will look at the design, implementation and evaluation elements of the approach 
taken at the University of Sydney, through its Compass Program, to support the preparation 
of Indigenous young people for higher education. It will provide a rationale for the program 
and background into the design approach, which has a strong focus of sustained engagement 
across years 7 – 12 with Indigenous young people, their families, teachers and communities. 

Context

The Berhrendt Review reported that although Indigenous peoples comprised 2.2% of the overall 
population they made up only 1.4% of student enrolments at universities, including only 1.1% 
of higher degree by research enrolments. (Berhrendt et al., 2010). Although there has been 
some increase in the number of Indigenous students participation in higher education in some 
years since then, the overall percentage of Indigenous students participating continues to sit 
at around 1%. (Wilks et al., 2014). Indigenous students who do access higher education tend 
to be clustered into five areas of study: society and culture (32%); health (19.9%); education 
(17.6%); management and commerce (11%) and creative arts (7%). (Wilks et al., 2014). 

There are a number of barriers that hinder Indigenous students’ access to higher education.  
Year 12 (or equivalent) completion is a significant issue. Despite some improvement in recent 
years the difference between Year 12 attainment for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students 
remains significant1. In 2013 the apparent2 retention rate of full-time Indigenous students from 
Years 7/8 to Year 12 was 55% compared with 83% for non-Indigenous students. Indigenous 
students were retained from Year 11 to Year 12 at an apparent rate of 71% compared with 87% 
for non-Indigenous students. (AHMAC 2015 p. 88).

1. Indigenous student apparent retention rates from Year 7/8 to Year 12 increased 55% and Year 7/8 to Year 10 20% and Year 
10 to Year 12 30% between 1999 and 2013. 

2. Apparent retention rates (ARR) are calculated based on aggregate enrolment data and provide an indicative measurement of 
student engagement in secondary education. The Department of Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD) computes 
and publishes ARR data at a state-wide and DEECD region level only
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Low levels of numeracy and literacy continue to be a factor. The 2012 triennial OECD 
International Student Assessment indicated that 15-year-old Indigenous students were two 
years behind in reading, maths and scientific literacy. Without significant improvements in 
literacy and numeracy, a school-to-university pathway will continue to be inaccessible to the 
majority of Indigenous students.

Significant numbers of Indigenous students do not undertake the right units to get a university 
entrance score or rank (AHMAC 2015). Indigenous students are underrepresented in 
‘academic’ courses in years 11/12 and in science and maths across all levels of education. 
High achievement during years 7 to 12 does not guarantee a transition into higher education 
for Indigenous people. The 2010 Longitudinal Survey of Australian Youth (Patton 2006) found 
that Indigenous students performing within the top brackets at school are not proportionately 
represented in university participation.

The barriers to higher education form a set of intertwined beliefs and circumstances which 
require active dismantling. Indigenous young people face a range of challenges including 
lack of confidence in their own academic ability; low expectations of academic achievement 
by teachers and career advisers; a lack of understanding among friends, family and their 
communities about the opportunities that higher education offers; and, a belief that higher 
education is not ‘a place’ for them a significant proportion of Indigenous students do not aim 
to attend higher education. A recent study into educational aspirations found that Australian 
students planning to remain at school until Year 12 or planning to participate in university at age 
15 years are strong predictors of young people actually achieving these outcomes. (NVCER 
2014) On a practical level, like many young people from low socio-economic backgrounds 
and other under-represented groups, Indigenous students will often be the first in their family 
to complete high school and so, like other first in family students, do not have ready access to 
information about pathways or a familial and cultural connection to higher education.

The Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs 
(MCEECDYA) recommended in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Action Plan 
2010 – 2014 the development of an action plan to close the gap in training, university and 
employment outcomes. Including “improved links between the school sector and the training, 
tertiary education and employment services sectors and support the development of innovative 
cross-sectoral approaches to programs and pathways for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students.” (p. 47) The MCEECDYA plan also recommended a review on how “new technologies 
can increase Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ access to education and training.”

University Context

The Wingara Mura – Bunga Burrabugu Strategy is the University’s strategic commitment to 
valuing Indigenous culture and knowledges, building opportunity, capability and rights for 
Indigenous peoples. An important component of the strategy was to relocate the responsibility 
for action and implementation of activities to realise this commitment from the then centralised 
unit to across the whole of the University. Faculties and professional service units were resourced 
to develop local implementation plans. 

The University already had a comprehensive, evidence informed and well-regarded program 
(Compass) that worked with school communities to encourage and prepare students from low 
socio-economic backgrounds and regional and remote areas for higher education and many 
of those schools had significant populations of Indigenous students. Compass was working 
with Indigenous pre-tertiary students in early high school on campus and through significant 
partnerships with the Australian Indigenous Mentoring Experience (AIME) and The Smith Family.



96
Bunga Burrabugu – To Make Tomorrow | Annette Cairnduff

Combined these factors allowed for the engagement of a broader group of resources (funding, 
staff and University student engagement, Faculty and professional service unit commitment 
and access to facilities) to support the scaling up of the activities to a suite of programs than 
had previously not been possible. 

The programs that have been implemented to support Indigenous young people while they 
are still at school are an important element of the Wingara Mura Bunga Burrabugu Strategy’s 
community engagement priority area. Although it is in in the early stages one of the immediate 
outcomes has been a direct link to and increase in student enrolment. It is understood that a 
program such as this would take time to build momentum and is a long-term commitment of the 
University to engage with Indigenous communities. Importantly this work has also contributed 
to developing cultural competence in both explicit, intentional ways and implicitly in our staff 
and students which is a core focus of the Strategy.

The University is working to introduce ideas of cultural competence firstly from the standpoint 
of Indigenous cultures through innovative learning, teaching, research and engagement. These 
broader efforts have been complemented by the development of a graduate attribute relating 
to cultural competence and the collaborative input into the delivery, content and teaching of the 
Compass program directly engaging staff with pre-tertiary Indigenous students.

The development and implementation of the programs for young people provides opportunities 
for staff both professional and academic, and University student ambassadors/mentors to 
develop their cultural competence3. This development is undertaken through formal ‘training’ 
sessions/workshops, online modules and informally through the engagement of local Indigenous 
people and staff as Aunties and Uncles to advise and support staff, University students and 
participants throughout the development and implementation of the programs. 

The formal training, undertaken online and in workshops encourages and supports those 
involved to build their personal capabilities and cultural understandings and ensure a safe and 
respectful environment is provided for our young program participants. Our training encourages 
the staff and University students involved to become more aware of themselves – to think about 
their thinking – in relation to their interactions with people of different cultures, in particular 
Indigenous peoples. The key goal is becoming aware of inbuilt prejudices and preferences and 
reflecting on the potential differences between what you think you do and what you actually 
do. Elements of this can be confronting, thinking and reflecting on how we see each other, 
the assumptions and stereotypes, power dynamics, the social influences that contribute to 
discrimination – even when we are not aware of it. 

During the on-campus programs Aunties and Uncles play an important role in supporting 
staff and University-students to build their cultural competence and ensuring a culturally safe 
space for the young participants. Aunties and Uncles, recruited from the University and local 
community provide culturally and age appropriate guidance and advice to the Indigenous 
participants on the programs and supporting staff and University students through constructive 
feedback, advice to support positive engagement and the participants wellbeing. Our Aunties 
and Uncles are available throughout the program activities. They are visible presence attending 
formal debriefing and handover sessions as well as being around during meal, evening and 
social times.  

3. Cultural competence is a broad and malleable concept. There is no one definition, however in 1989 Cross et, al offered a 
definition that has provided a foundation for adaption and modification in different purposes and contexts. Cultural competence is 
a set of congruent behaviours, attitudes and policies that come together in a system, agency or among professionals; enabling that 
system, agency or those professionals to work effectively in cross-cultural situations (Cross et al, 1989).
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The combination of both ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ opportunities for those people working on the 
program has proved to be a potent one with University students who work on the programs 
as ‘ambassadors’ (taking a ‘group leader’ role with participants during on-campus activities) 
reporting in the post session surveys an increased and deeper understanding of Indigenous 
and Torres Strait issues and cultures and that they feel more confident and equipped to be 
‘culturally responsive’ when working with Indigenous young people. For academic staff there 
is often an acknowledgment of the huge gap in knowledge, or deficit that they have about 
Indigenous history and culture, and an impetus to expand their understanding with subsequent 
training.

Program Design & Evaluation

The design of the program builds upon the evidence that multi-faceted, sustained and early 
engagement has the most impact on academic preparation, confidence, aspiration and 
motivation for higher education. (Gale et al 2010, Sauders et al 2013, Bekley et al 2015). 

Some of the University components of the program include in-school and on campus activities, 
two residential programs introducing students to life on campus, homework clubs, parents days, 
online activities and access to academic support. The University’s programs are purposefully 
built and implemented as collaborations between non-Government agencies, schools, the 
University and young people themselves. The program intentionally brings together non-
Government and school partners that support young Indigenous people through a mechanisms 
such as mentoring, tutoring, school capacity building, sporting teams with and aim to building 
their success in education. By engaging various local and community partners we ensure that 
there is reinforcement from a variety of sources of the messages about the opportunities for 
pathways to higher education. 

The design process is facilitated through the implementation of a developmental evaluation 
process, which provides structured and on-going feedback during the development, 
implementation and evaluation stages. Developmental Evaluation is an evaluation approach 
that is designed to assist social change initiatives in complex environments. The approach 
is sometimes likened to the role of research and development in the private sector product 
development process because it facilitates real-time, or close to real-time, feedback to program 
staff thus facilitating a continuous development loop.

Patton (2010) describes developmental evaluation as a framework that:

“supports innovation development to guide adaptation to emergent and dynamic 
realities in complex environments. Innovations can take the form of new projects, 
programs, products, organizational changes, policy reforms, and system 
interventions. A complex system is characterized by a large number of interacting 
and interdependent elements in which there is no central control. Patterns of 
change emerge from rapid, real time interactions that generate learning, evolution, 
and development – if one is paying attention and knows how to observe and 
capture the important and emergent patterns. Complex environments for social 
interventions and innovations are those in which what to do to solve problems is 
uncertain and key stakeholders are in conflict about how to proceed.”

This approach of continuous feed back and working collaboratively has allowed us to build 
on the strengths of each of the partners and focus on enhancing the depth of engagement 
with Indigenous young people to build an integrated, sustained and multi-layered approach 
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to improving educational outcomes. The programs actively seeks feedback through a series 
of avenues including; a steering committee, pre and post feedback sessions with Faculty 
staff and students, debrief sessions with teachers and schools and formal (in some programs 
daily) surveys of participants and attending support staff. The input and reflection from these 
processes has driven the development of all of the program elements including the how (mode 
and style of delivery) and what (program content) undertaken as part of the program.

Over the course of the last few years this reflection has seen the programs grow and develop 
so that they begin early (in some cases as early as primary school); are sustained (students are 
consistently engaged from years 7 – 12); multi-focussed on activities that build both personal 
and academic skills (academic support, enriched learning opportunities, personal confidence 
and motivation, awareness of career options, study skills, scholarship and pathway application 
writing skills and; multi-modal (online, on-campus, in school). This reflection and input has, 
importantly, led to the centrality of a strengths based approach. The programs actively 
acknowledge and celebrate the strengths and achievements of the young people involved.  
The programs focus on both their efforts and outcomes while working to build their sense of 
belonging and connection to further education and confidence to make informed decisions 
about their lives and know that there is support available.

A genuine commitment to this approach of engagement and feedback with stakeholders, 
participants and partners through structured and informal feedback has strengthened the 
capacity of the programs to meet the needs of the students involved. It has also contributed to 
the strong sense of ownership and connection that the young people and the schools and non-
Government organisations involved have to the outcomes and the program itself. This is most 
clearly demonstrated by the ‘repeat’ engagement of the young people and their teachers in the 
activities and programs and also very visible in the feedback from participants who articulate 
that they can see the impact of their input on elements of the programs delivery or content.

Program Innovation

The focus on a continuous evaluation process enables responsive design that informs program 
development and encompasses input from all stakeholders (Aunties, Uncles, Indigenous staff 
and students from across the University, our school and NGO partners and the participants 
themselves). This active engagement takes the form of structured feedback (daily and pre 
and post of program evaluations, debriefs with partners) and less formal feedback from key 
stakeholders and a commitment to responsive design has allowed for new ideas to be tested 
and developed. One of the most innovative results of this has been the development of an 
online network, which works to support, inspire and engage the students involved in the on-
campus and in-school programs when they return to their school communities and ‘day to day’ 
lives. 

A unique tool (A•STAR)4 personalises interaction between higher education and young people 
through individually focussed and tailored online support and information. The network works 
to maintain the connection with each other and significant personal shifts that participants 
experience in the on-campus programs. The network (A•STAR) takes the form of an online 
magazine in which the contribution of program participants is a key aim. It provides an avenue 
for on going connection that links exploration of high school decisions, career and study options 
and preparation for higher education. Inspirational and informative it provides an avenue to 
connect students both to online academic support, each other and the program while they are 
not on-campus. A•STAR covers broad interests with arts, music, pop culture, science and sport. 
With articles on study, careers and pathways to university the magazine provides invaluable

4. For more information on A•STAR see http://astar.tv/ 
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information on scholarships (including tips on how to apply) and the inside story on how to 
survive university in first year. Current university students write about their experiences of 
campus life and share insights from their chosen course and faculty. Alongside these stories 
A•STAR publishes the work of current high school students including articles, essays, opinion 
pieces, photography or videos. A•STAR staff are available to provide advice, feedback and 
edit student submissions.  

A•STAR also provides students with the opportunity to understand and contribute to an arena 
of learning that is encapsulated within a digital platform. At the centre of this is an intrinsic 
engagement with digital literacy, narrative structures, visual and textual cultural representations. 
A•STAR is also the gateway to access an online tutoring program that provides real-time and 
live homework assistance Sunday through to Thursday. Supporting young people to improve 
their academic outcomes and receive support in their homes from qualified teachers at the 
time they need it. 

Conclusion

Indigenous people are significantly underrepresented in higher education in Australia. Well-
targeted university outreach programs have an important role in addressing this gap and 
supporting pre-tertiary Indigenous students to consider higher education. This paper argues 
that the design process is an important element to ensure program success. A collaborative 
design, implementation and evaluation process allows for innovation and sustained and multi 
faceted engagement. Some crucial factors that have enabled this program to be as extensive as 
it is are: University leadership; fertile ground for change within a large organisation committed 
to effecting improved educational outcomes as a socio-cultural imperative; consistent strategic 
planning that enabled adequate resourcing and support for program implementation; and, 
the structuring of authentic partnerships that value collaborative practice. This approach of 
continuous feed back and working collaboratively has allowed us to build on the strengths of 
each of the partners and focus on enhancing the depth of engagement with Indigenous young 
people to build an integrated, sustained and multi-layered approach to improving educational 
outcomes.
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