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Background: Secondary education for Indigenous children from remote communities 
requires separation from their communities and families. As these students transition 
to boarding schools, they face several challenges that are additional to those faced by 
their non-Indigenous peers. In response, adequate academic and emotional well-being 
support needs to be provided by school and residential staff. This systematic review 
reports on international and Australian capacity development initiatives for education and 
boarding staff that support these students.

Methods: Five databases were searched using database-specific search strings, con-
sidering peer-reviewed articles and gray literature, published between 2001 and 2016. 
The resultant publications were screened to identify (a) their nature and quality and (b) 
their characteristics in terms of aims, strategies, and outputs.

Results: Seven hundred thirty-six citations were identified; 51 full text publications met 
inclusion criteria for assessment. Seven publications were eligible for review. Staff capac-
ity building initiatives encompassed a range of approaches, including training, feedback, 
reflective practice, mentoring, networking, and supervision. Only one publication focused 
specifically on the support of education staff, others were centred on improving educa-
tional, behavioral, and emotional outcomes for Indigenous boarding school students. All 
of the research was descriptive, with only two original research publications.

Conclusion: Despite a variety of approaches being described in brief, we found no 
high quality research that focused exclusively on staff capacity building approaches in 
the Indigenous boarding school context. The few publications available to review were 
exclusively descriptive in nature, highlighting a clear need for well-executed evaluation 
research.

Keywords: capacity development, education staff, boarding school, transition, indigenous, children

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/feduc.2017.00001&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2017-01-23
http://www.frontiersin.org/education
http://www.frontiersin.org/education/archive
http://www.frontiersin.org/education/editorialboard
http://www.frontiersin.org/education/editorialboard
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2017.00001
http://www.frontiersin.org/education
http://www.frontiersin.org
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:marion.heyeres@jcu.edu.au
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2017.00001
http://www.frontiersin.org/Journal/10.3389/feduc.2017.00001/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/Journal/10.3389/feduc.2017.00001/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/Journal/10.3389/feduc.2017.00001/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/Journal/10.3389/feduc.2017.00001/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/Journal/10.3389/feduc.2017.00001/abstract
http://www.frontiersin.org/Journal/10.3389/feduc.2017.00001/abstract
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/356770
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/324838
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/353049
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/326389


2

Heyeres et al. Education and Boarding Staff Capacity Development

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org January 2017 | Volume 2 | Article 1

BACKGROUND

The transition from primary to secondary school brings changes 
in social interactions, academic expectations, and school envi-
ronments, all of which occur concurrently (Anderson et  al., 
2000). Students confront the important challenges of social 
acceptance, including making friends, “fitting in,” and possibly 
dealing with bullying (Howard and Johnson, 2004; Gerner and 
Wilson, 2005). The secondary school environment is consider-
ably different to the primary school environment; schools are 
larger and more competitive (Demetriou et al., 2000) and more 
demands are placed on students with greater emphasis placed on 
evaluation (Wigfield et al., 1991; Anderson et al., 2000; Howard 
and Johnson, 2004; Benner and Graham, 2009). Ability is more 
highly valued than effort (Jackson and Warin, 2000). Hence the 
primary to secondary transition is a social and academic turning 
point for children (Smith et  al., 2008; Langenkamp, 2009) and 
has been shown to be a stressful event for many (Rice et al., 2011; 
Hanewald, 2013).

Successful school transitions are facilitated by situational 
variables such as having a supportive home environment (Rice, 
1997), accessible teachers in high school, a strong peer network, 
and an older sibling (Anderson et al., 2000). Secondary school 
teachers and other staff can assist students by inducting students 
to increase familiarity with the new school environment (Graham 
and Hill, 2003). They can also strengthen student characteristics 
that may facilitate successful transition experiences, such as 
appropriate knowledge and thinking skills to cope with the 
increased academic challenges, being conscientious and having 
the ability to work independently, and coping strategies that they 
can employ during times of difficulty (Anderson et  al., 2000). 
Despite the challenges, most students are able to adjust well to the 
primary to secondary school transition, and any negative effects 
are relatively short term (Anderson et al., 2000).

For some students, combinations of demographic characteris-
tics, interpersonal relationships, social and emotional support as 
well as the availability of resources, personal characteristics, and 
structural factors such as poverty, accumulate to render children 
particularly vulnerable (Mechanic and Tanner, 2007). Boden 
et al. (2016) found that reduced levels of protective factors such 
as positive family relationships were related to lower resilience 
and higher levels of family risk, but the role played by specific risk 
factors in shaping transitions is unclear (Boden et al., 2016). What 
is known is that children with access to relational supports and 
resources, and particularly positive parent–child relationships, are 
likely to do better in transitions than those who do not have these 
benefits (Côté, 2006; Berzin, 2010). For some students, the stress 
resulting from transition can have far-reaching effects on self-
esteem (Jindal-Snape and Miller, 2008), resulting in behavioral 
problems (Howard and Johnson, 2004), mental health concerns 
(Lord et al., 1994; Zeedyk et al., 2003; Gutman and Eccles, 2007), 
and a substantial decline in academic performance (Palmer, 
2008). The effects of these social concerns are heightened by their 
concurrent nature, producing an accumulation of stress factors 
(Griebel and Berwanger, 2006). In turn, elevated levels of stress 
hormones are known to suppress an individual’s ability to gener-
ate an effective immune response and can influence learning by 

acting on parts of the brain involved in memory (Turner-Cobb 
et al., 2008).

Students from remote communities are often required to 
attend boarding schools for secondary education because of a 
lack of secondary school options in their home communities. A 
comparison of the experiences of primary to secondary transi-
tion of boarders and non-boarders at 21 Western Australian 
Catholic schools found that boarding students reported experi-
encing significantly more emotional difficulties and depression, 
anxiety, and stress than non-boarders. These emotional and 
mental health factors impacted boarding students overall sense 
of well-being while they schooled away from home rather than 
social factors, e.g., sense of connection with peers and school 
(Mander et al., 2015).

Indigenous students from remote communities are often 
compelled to attend boarding schools because (a) there has 
never been a school in their community; or (b) educational 
institutions have been closed as a result of irregular school 
attendance, low retention rates, and achievements in literacy 
and numeracy (Wilson, 2014). Indigenous students transition-
ing to boarding school not only face the same challenges as 
experienced by their non-Indigenous peers but also having to 
deal with moving across cultures, languages, and world views 
(Mander and Fieldhouse, 2009; Perso et al., 2012). In addition, 
many Indigenous students from remote communities come 
from socially disadvantaged communities where poverty, famil-
ial unemployment, welfare dependency, and/or poor health and 
housing conditions are common. Cultural, social, and language 
differences, combined with a lack of school readiness, being 
away from familiar support of family and community, and the 
feeling of shame at not having higher achievement levels may 
eventually lead to anxiety and school leaving (Morgan et  al., 
2010). The challenge is to provide better preparation for board-
ing school transitions to Indigenous students and families while 
they are still at primary school, and better support for students 
at boarding schools. As well, school staff can support students 
through culturally competent practice, defined as “a set of con-
gruent behaviors, attitudes and policies that come together in a 
system, agency or among professionals that enable that system, 
agency, or professions to work effectively in cross-cultural situ-
ations” (Cross, 1989).

Boarding schools that cater for Indigenous students often 
struggle to meet the complex needs of these students. For many 
schools, there is a tension between aspirations to support students 
to realize their full potential and having adequate resources to 
meet this goal (Florisson, 2014). Some schools have implemented 
strategies such as (a) Indigenous awareness-building programs; 
(b) Indigenous scholarships and bursaries; (c) relationship build-
ing initiatives between Indigenous schools and communities; and 
(d) Indigenous Education Centres (Barr, 2009).

Providing support to Indigenous students experiencing 
transitional stressors can be exceedingly complex for board-
ing school, boarding house, and other staff members. Like the 
students, boarding school staff are often working cross-culturally 
and cross-linguistically. Staff may have limited understanding of 
the home environments and experiences of the students whom 
they support. Staff roles include supporting students to adjust 
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to a vastly different way of being in the world, including values, 
behaviors, living environments and experiences, peer relation-
ships, and academic expectations. Staff also advocate within 
the school and boarding house environments to better attend to 
the needs of students. These roles are critical to the successful 
transitions of Indigenous students to boarding school. This paper 
reports a review of the literature to determine what staff capacity 
development interventions have been documented for education, 
boarding, and support staff to work effectively with Indigenous 
boarding school students.

THe CONTeXT

This review directly informs the provision of Indigenous student 
support by Queensland Education’s Transition Support Services 
(TSS), Department of Education and Training, Queensland 
Government. TSS has been working with students from Cape 
York communities and Palm Island in their transitions to board-
ing schools since 2007. Currently, TSS is using a case manage-
ment approach that is based on a “skilled helper” mentoring 
model. While this model has been effective in engaging with and 
supporting students and their families, TSS identified the need 
for a new model of practice to better support the well-being and 
resilience of students. Also recognized was a need for regular 
professional mentoring/debriefing support for staff in their 
provision of structured support for students. In collaboration 
with CQUniversity Australia, TSS is developing a new model 
of student support that focuses on the resilience and well-being 
of their students. This review informs the capacity development 
processes of TSS in preparation for the soon-to-be-implemented 
change model. The review informs TSS by reporting on initia-
tives found in schools and boarding houses that focus on staff 
capacity development to support the well-being of Indigenous 
children.

MeTHODS

The aim of this systematic literature review is to identify staff 
capacity development initiatives that support the well-being of 
Indigenous children in their transition to boarding schools. The 
research questions are determined as follows:

 1. What is the type and quality of the included publications?
 2. What are the characteristics of staff capacity development 

initiatives reported in the literature?
 3. What are the reported outcomes of the above initiatives?

A four-step systematic review method, as described by 
Bainbridge et al. (2014), was adopted (Figure 1) and described 
in detail below.

Step 1: establishing Definitions of the 
Terms “Staff Capacity Development”  
and “well-being”
This literature review examined staff capacity development, in 
the context of supporting the well-being of Indigenous students’ 

transitioning to boarding schools. The terms young people and 
children are used interchangeably in the literature to describe 
students between the ages of 11 and 19  years. We used the 
Wignaraja (2009) definition for “Capacity development,” which 
is the establishment of conditions that will allow individuals to 
engage in the process of learning and adapting to change. Staff 
capacity development encompassed building and enhancing 
knowledge, skills, confidence, and competency, including for-
malized training, peer mentoring, and supervision. Contexts 
included boarding school/house/support service environments 
involving Indigenous students. For the context of this study, 
well-being was defined as meeting basic physical, emotional, 
mental, and spiritual needs of the individual; and where denial 
of these needs will result in behavioral and emotional difficulties 
(Tsey and Every, 2000).

Step 2: Detailed Searching of the 
Literature
The start year of the search, 2001, was chosen based on the 
release of the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, 
Training and Youth Affairs report on multiple pathways for 
Indigenous students (MCEETYA, 2001). The 16-year time period 
from 2001 to 2016 was considered to be adequate to provide 
comprehensive coverage of relevant initiatives that have been 
documented since the release of the above report. In addition to 
Australian literature, publications from New Zealand, Canada, 
and USA were considered. These countries were included as 
they have similar colonial history, laws, political structures, and 
socioeconomic outcomes with respect to Indigenous peoples 
(Lithopoulos, 2007). Peer-reviewed journal articles and gray 
literature were included to ensure comprehensive coverage of 
existing literature and to avoid publication bias.

Search 1
The following combination of terms was searched in both title 
and abstract for our preliminary search: “staff capacity develop-
ment” OR “staff capacity building” AND “Indigenous students” 
OR “Indigenous children” OR “Indigenous young people” AND 
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“boarding school” OR “boarding schools.” Our first search on 
staff capacity building initiatives yielded no results due to the nar-
row focus on the support of Indigenous students’ transitioning to 
boarding school.

Search 2
We subsequently conducted a second search, following consul-
tation with an expert librarian, to identify support strategies 
(programs and activities) for Indigenous children transition-
ing to boarding schools. The intention to search the literature 
identified for any described staff capacity building components. 
Please find the key concepts for our database search in Table 1. 
Search 2 was conducted using the following terms in the title and 
abstract: activit* OR model* OR intervention* OR program* OR 
programme* OR service* AND “boarding school” OR “boarding 
schools” OR “residential school” OR “residential schools” AND 
Indigenous OR Native OR Aboriginal OR “Torres Strait Islander” 
OR “Native American” OR Maori AND Transition* OR mov* 
OR chang*. The following databases were searched: Informit, 
Proquest, JStor, Wiley, and Google Scholar. Separate searches 
were performed for each database using database-specific subject 
headings and keywords. In each case, Boolean logic was applied. 
Gray literature searches were performed through the Australian 
Indigenous Health Info Net and Closing the Gap Clearinghouse 
(AIHW and AIFS); Alberta Health Services, Canada; and 
Education Counts, New Zealand. Electronic database searching 
was completed on 24/04/16.

Screening According to inclusion/
exclusion Criteria
The combined database searches yielded 736 references. These 
were imported into the bibliographic citation management soft-
ware, EndNote X7 and 82 duplicates removed. After removing 
duplicates, 654 publications were screened by one author (Marion 
Heyeres) to remove articles that did not meet inclusion criteria, 
based on the titles and abstracts. Inclusion/exclusion criteria for 
the first stage of the search were established at the onset of the 
review and included

• the key search terms were included in the title and abstract;
• the study was published between 2001 and 2016;
• the study was available in English;
• the study focused on Indigenous boarding school students 

from Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and/or USA.

Fifty-one out of 654 publications (7.8%) were identified for full 
text review. Another author (Janya McCalman) blindly assessed 

the 51 publications to verify inclusion and classification selected 
by the main researcher. There was an initial 61% agreement, 
with full consensus achieved after negotiations between the two 
authors, which resulted in 24 papers remaining. For the final step 
of the search, an additional inclusion criterion was applied that 
publications should report on the description or evaluation of a 
staff capacity building initiative. Four authors (Marion Heyeres, 
Janya McCalman, Roxanne Bainbridge, and Michelle Redman-
MacLaren) independently assessed the remaining 24 publications 
to assess the inclusion of publications against these criteria.

Step 3: Classifying Publications
The papers that met the search criteria were classified by (a) 
the “type of research” and (b) “study quality.” Consistent with 
Sanson-Fisher et  al. (2006) classification system, publications 
were grouped according to original research; reviews; program 
descriptions; discussion papers/commentaries; or case reports. 
Original research studies were then classified under the following 
three categories:

• Measurement research: publications that developed or tested a 
measure of staff capacity building in Indigenous and non-In-
digenous staff;

• Descriptive research: publications where the primary aim was 
to explore issues, processes/models, or attributes related to 
staff capacity building;

• Intervention research: publications in which the aim was to 
test the effectiveness of an intervention implemented with 
education and/or boarding school staff.

Research is often assessed by the quality of the methodology 
used to generate data. We had intended to apply the quality 
criteria to quantitative (Effective Public Health Practice Project, 
2016) and qualitative (Critical Appraisal Skills Programme, 2013) 
studies. However, due to a paucity of original research studies 
(n = 2/7 or 29%), peer review was used as a benchmark to deter-
mine research quality (Sanson-Fisher et al., 2006).

Step 4: Systematically extracting Data
The characteristics and outcomes of staff capacity development 
initiatives were identified by hand searching the included publi-
cations and extracting data according to a predefined framework. 
The elements of this framework were first author; year of publica-
tion; country of origin; context; target population; staff capacity 
building initiative; aim; strategies; and staff capacity development 
outcomes.

ReSULTS

The Quantity, Nature, and Quality of 
identified Publications
Figure 2 details the process of how the publications were screened 
and assessed, as recommended by the “Preferred Reporting Items 
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses” statement (PRISMA, 
2015). Seven publications were included in the qualitative synthe-
sis of the review.
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Classification on Type and Quality of 
Publications
In Table  2, the type and quality of publications is displayed. 
Publications included three journal articles (DeJong and Hall, 
2006; Mander and Fieldhouse, 2009; Mander and Bobongie, 
2010), one government issues paper (DEST, 2010), one report 
(Barr, 2009), and one conference paper (Williams, 2002). All 
included papers were classified as descriptive research. Only two 
documents were original research (DeJong and Hall, 2006; Barr, 
2009), of which only one was peer reviewed (DeJong and Hall, 
2006) and therefore met the established quality criteria.

The Characteristics of Staff Capacity 
Building initiatives
Table 3 displays the key characteristics of the staff capacity build-
ing initiatives reported in the seven (n = 7) included publications. 
The characteristics of publications on supporting Indigenous stu-
dents who transition to boarding schools are described in detail.

Populations and Locations
The seven included publications that reported on staff capacity 
building initiatives were implemented in various places across 
Australia (Williams, 2002; Barr, 2009; Mander and Fieldhouse, 
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TABLe 2 | The type and quality of included publications.

Reference Publication 
type

Publication 
classification

Study type Quality 
of study 
design

Barr (2009) Report Original research Descriptive Gray 
literature

DeJong and  
Hall (2006)

Journal article Original research Descriptive Peer 
reviewed

DEST (2010) Government 
issues paper

Practice summary Descriptive N/A

Mander and 
Bobongie (2010)

Journal article Discussion paper Descriptive N/A

Mander and 
Fieldhouse (2009)

Journal article Discussion paper Descriptive N/A

Meredith and 
Kelleigh (2014)

Bulletin Program 
description

Descriptive N/A

Williams (2002) Conference 
paper

Program 
description

Descriptive N/A
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2009; DEST, 2010; Mander and Bobongie, 2010; Meredith and 
Kelleigh, 2014) and in the USA (DeJong and Hall, 2006).

Aims
The majority of publications focused on improving educational, 
behavioral, and emotional outcomes for Indigenous boarding 
school students (6/7 or 86%). The aim of staff capacity initiatives 
to support Indigenous students’ transitions to boarding schools 
included the development of quality relationships between stu-
dents and staff that were warm and caring, while including clear 
and firm expectations about rules and responsibilities (DEST, 
2010). In DEST (2010), the aim of the staff capacity enhancement 
was to provide a shared language and methodology to achieve a 
consistent approach to teaching. Williams (2002) was concerned 
with the issue of teacher aides connecting with students who 
were temporarily away from boarding schools. DeJong and Hall 
(2006) described the training of education and boarding staff of 
three residential schools in USA in parenting skills. The training 
was based on an “Applied Humanism Model,” which intended to 
train staff to interact in a more therapeutic way, to examine their 
own preconceptions on parenting, align ideas with the school’s 
philosophy, and positively influence Native American student’s 
attitudes, behavior, and academic performance (DeJong and 
Hall, 2006).

One of the most frequently mentioned requirements to suc-
cessfully supporting Indigenous students was for school and 
boarding staff to have strong cultural awareness and to be able to 
translate it into practice (Barr, 2009). Increasing cultural aware-
ness in staff was reported in three publications (Barr, 2009; DEST, 
2010; Mander and Bobongie, 2010). For example, Mander and 
Bobongie (2010) reported a peer mentoring approach geared to 
achieve improved cultural awareness and understanding between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous education staff.

Williams (2002) aimed to assist successful student transition 
through adequate preparation of primary school children for their 
time away from home. Extended support to and regular com-
munication with families and communities using information 

and communication technology was seen as a vital element to 
supporting students while away from home. Within this context, 
staff capacity development encompassed the training of teacher 
aides to enable them to connect with their children and extended 
family members.

Mander and Fieldhouse’s (2009) paper aimed to support edu-
cation staff across 16 boarding schools to effectively communicate 
and network with each other. And finally, Meredith and Kelleigh’s 
(2014) focused exclusively on the well-being of student support 
staff, aiming to prevent support staff burnout by monthly supervi-
sion sessions.

Strategies
Many studies reported multiple strategies for supporting 
Indigenous students. There were four key strategies used to 
enhance staff capacity to implement Indigenous student support 
strategies: training, reflective practice, mentoring/supervision, 
and networking and communication.

Training was the most commonly reported method of enhanc-
ing staff capacity, reported in six (n = 6) publications. Training 
was provided in cultural awareness for individual staff members 
and across the curriculum (n  =  3). Cross-cultural awareness 
training was often offered mandatorily (Williams, 2002; Mander 
and Fieldhouse, 2009; DEST, 2010). Barr (2009) captured the 
essence of a cultural competence training program as follows:

The important issue was the teachers really getting 
to know the kids, knowing where they were coming 
from, valuing their culture and actually seeing that they 
did bring a lot of really valuable stuff to school, that 
hadn’t been widely recognised and wasn’t valued. And 
the reason it wasn’t being valued is because it simply 
wasn’t understood. Teachers need to have a look at the 
cultural screen that they use to view the world and to be 
really aware of that cultural screen … And be a lot less 
judgmental. (p. 23)

Training was also provided through vocational education and 
training (VET) courses for staff while on the job (n = 1), through 
specialist training to upskill staff (n = 1), and through training in 
literacy, numeracy, and vocational education (n = 1). For example, 
in the “Work Program: Core Issue 6 Boarding” of the Australian 
Government, the challenge to finding staff with the right skills 
and attitude was seen as a barrier to provide adequate support. 
Consequently, additional support for already qualified staff was 
seen as highly important (DEST, 2010). Training programs to 
improve literacy, numeracy, and cultural awareness as well as 
general vocational education and technology skills were made 
available to upskill staff. Training was provided either before staff 
took up their positions or via VET and tertiary courses while on 
the job (DEST, 2010).

Mentoring/professional development was reported in two 
studies, including one on one support for teaching, residential, 
administrative, and medical staff (n = 1) (Mander and Fieldhouse, 
2009) and professional supervision provided by volunteer coun-
selors to support staff (n = 1) (Meredith and Kelleigh, 2014). Mander 
and Bobongie (2010) described the benefits of peer mentoring 
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TABLe 3 | Characteristics of reported initiatives to enhance staff capacity.

Reference, 
country

Context Population initiative Aim Strategies Outcomes

Barr (2009), 
Australia

Improving educational outcomes for 
Indigenous primary and high school 
students

Administrative 
and teaching 
staff

“Dare to Lead 
Program”—
access to free 
and subsidized 
recommended 
teaching 
and learning 
resources

Increasing cultural 
awareness

Cultural awareness training Not reported

DeJong and 
Hall (2006), 
USA

Positively influence American Indian 
boarding school students’ attitudes, 
behavior, and academic performance

Residential and 
school staff

Parenting 
skills training 
according to 
the “Applied 
Humanism 
Model”

Examining own 
preconceptions 
about parenting and 
align ideas with the 
school’s philosophy

“Wing Counsellors” serving 
children and providing ongoing 
feedback to staff on how their 
interactions with the children 
could be more therapeutic

Feedback 
provided

DEST (2010), 
Australia

Professional issues and experiences 
of education providers of Indigenous 
children boarding school students

Teaching 
and boarding 
school staff

Developing 
further skills

Achieving consistent 
approach to teaching, 
and increasing cultural 
awareness

Suitable vocational education 
and training and training courses 
while “on the job”

Not reported

Specialist training to upskill staff
Cultural awareness training

Mander and 
Bobongie 
(2010), 
Australia

Peer cultural support for education 
staff supporting male Indigenous 
students at boarding school

Education staff Peer mentoring Increase cultural 
awareness and 
understanding

Reflective practice Strengthened 
working alliance; 
enhanced work 
practice

Mander and 
Fieldhouse 
(2009), 
Australia

Design, implement, and establish an 
education support program across 16 
non-government boarding schools for 
Indigenous secondary students

Teaching, 
boarding, 
administrative, 
and medical 
staff

Staff support 
across multiple 
schools

Staff to effectively 
network with each 
other across the 16 
boarding schools

Mentoring support; training in 
cultural awareness, literacy, 
numeracy, and vocational 
education; networking and 
communication with colleagues 
in similar roles through email 
network; biannually networking 
sessions

Biannually 
networking 
sessions for staff 
across schools, 
allowing for 
more effective 
collaboration

Meredith 
and Kelleigh 
(2014), 
Australia

Professional supervision for staff Student 
support officers

Volunteer 
psychologist 
supervision

To prevent burnout in 
student support staff

Monthly face to face supervision Enhanced 
emotional staff 
well-being

Williams 
(2002), 
Australia

A program designed to increase 
school readiness and connect 
Indigenous boarding school students 
with their home community through 
technology

Teacher aides Technology 
training

To connect students, 
boarding schools, and 
communities

Not reported Teacher aides 
connecting with 
students and 
extended family 
members
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between Indigenous and non-Indigenous education staff. Being 
non-Indigenous, Mander’s understanding of cultural issues faced 
by Indigenous boys and his ways of dealing with them was sup-
ported through his self-reflectory practice in interaction with 
his Indigenous colleague. A volunteer supervision partnership 
between the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples and 
Psychology Interest Group and Yalari, a Queensland-based 
Indigenous organization which places Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children in boarding schools throughout Australia 
was described by Meredith and Kelleigh (2014). Positive feed-
back from student support officers, coordinators and volunteer 
psychologists covered a variety of areas: emotional support 
and sound advice for staff, the importance of keeping students 
emotionally safe; a deepening of understanding the challenges 

Indigenous children face when being schooled away from home; 
and gaining awareness of casual racism.

DeJong and Hall (2006) reported on reflective practice, where 
staff was being trained using the Applied Humanism model. This 
approach helped them examine their own preconceptions about 
parenting and to align their ideas with the site’s philosophy. Results 
showed that children were more resilient when given structure 
and support, behavior expectations were clear and consequences 
were logical rather than punitive, and when children were treated 
with respect.

Networking and communication was reported in one publication 
(n = 1), where colleagues in similar roles networked across multiple 
schools through an email network (Mander and Fieldhouse, 2009). 
This email network encouraged multiple links to be forged between 
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staff at participating schools, to network and communicate with 
colleagues in similar roles about various aspects of supporting 
students. Biannual networking sessions for staff across the schools 
allowed them to come together and share, network, and discuss 
the challenges and success they have experienced in supporting 
students with the transition into residential schools.

Outcomes
Only five (71%) of the seven included publications reported 
outcomes for participants. Only two (29%) of these reported 
benefits to students. One reported therapeutic interactions with 
students and feedback to staff by “Wing Counsellors” (DeJong 
and Hall, 2006); and the second reported improved connec-
tions between schools with students and extended families, 
whereby information technology training allowed teacher aides 
to strengthen these relationships (Williams, 2002). The other 
three publications (43%) reported broader benefits for staff and 
schools. These included enhanced emotional staff well-being 
through regular face-to-face supervision sessions (Meredith and 
Kelleigh, 2014); a strengthened working alliance and enhanced 
cross-cultural work practice between two staff members (Mander 
and Bobongie, 2010); and more effective collaboration across 16 
boarding schools through biannual networking sessions for staff 
(Mander and Fieldhouse, 2009).

DiSCUSSiON

Transition to secondary schooling, and particularly to board-
ing school, is a time of adjustment for all young people who 
can provoke feelings of stress and anxiety (Rice et  al., 2011; 
Hanewald, 2013). It must be acknowledged that transition to 
boarding school for Indigenous children is far more complex 
than for their non-Indigenous peers (Barr, 2009; Mander and 
Fieldhouse, 2009). Respectively, education and boarding staff 
that support Indigenous students face additional challenges to 
the staff in mainstream educational settings. Our literature search 
found that there was little documentation in the literature of staff 
capacity development initiatives to support Indigenous students 
at boarding schools.

Type and Quality of Publications
As outlined in the findings, all included publications reporting 
staff capacity development initiatives were of descriptive nature. 
Only two publications out of seven identified as original research, 
and these included one peer-reviewed journal article and one 
non-peer-reviewed gray literature. There has not been much 
progress since early 2000 in producing high quality research that 
evaluates the effectiveness of staff capacity development initiatives 
to better support students in their transition to boarding schools. 
Evaluation of the effectiveness of staff capacity development is 
therefore required (Mellor and Corrigan, 2004).

Characteristics of Staff Capacity 
Development initiatives and  
Reported Outcomes
The main characteristics of staff capacity development initia-
tives reported in the literature (Table 3) included co-mentoring, 

supervision, cultural awareness training, provision of feedback 
on work practices, training in literacy and numeracy, vocational 
education, and networking. Co-mentoring, as reported in two 
publications (DEST, 2010; Mander and Bobongie, 2010), resulted 
in improved skills and knowledge as well as strengthening group 
coherence through support from within.

Generally, finding the right staff for boarding houses is a major 
concern for schools, parents, and students and continues to be 
a challenge in the provision of quality support for students. A 
background in teaching and/or youth work is seen as favorable 
prerequisite for boarding house staff. However, empathy and 
commitment to enhancing student’s well-being and resilience 
is equally important. Staff training in numeracy and literacy 
teaching skills can be provided either before the staff takes up 
the position or during employment with suitable VET courses. In 
addition to upskilling staff, capacity development can be directed 
toward providing a shared language and methodology to achieve 
consistency of approach to both support and educate across 
school and boarding house (DEST, 2010).

The need for cultural awareness to be embedded in all areas 
of school activities was reported across the literature (Barr, 
2009; Mander and Fieldhouse, 2009; DEST, 2010; Mander and 
Bobongie, 2010). Strategies to achieve cultural competency in 
non-Indigenous staff include professional training (Barr, 2009) 
and peer mentoring, as described by Mander and Bobongie 
(2010). However, there is more to it: “Cultural competence requires 
more than an awareness of Indigenous culture, but a willingness to 
engage with heart as well as mind…” (Sims, 2011, p. 12). Teachers 
really need to engage with students: know where they come 
from; value their culture; and acknowledge the valuable assets 
they bring to the school.1 If we truly want to move forward in 
Indigenous education, we must break down the ethnocentric 
attitude of the “Western way” which privileges dominant views 
and is still entrenched in society as the only valid and authentic 
way of viewing the world (Perso, 2012).

The evidence of reported outcomes of staff capacity develop-
ment initiatives provides little guidance for those wishing to 
enhance staff capacity to better meet the needs of Indigenous 
students’ transitioning to boarding schools. As evidenced in one 
project (Williams, 2002), there was no deliberate professional 
development program put in place, either in the home commu-
nity or at the destination boarding schools to support teachers 
and boarding house staff. They just got on with the job and 
learned and worked together. This confirms our experience, and 
as evidenced in a number of publications, boarding school and 
boarding house staff learn how to provide specialist support for 
Indigenous students on the job. It is also evident that there is very 
limited documentation about this on-the-job learning.

Application and Further 
Recommendations
The purpose of this review was to inform the staff capacity devel-
opment of the TSS staff who support Indigenous students from 
Cape York and Palm Island communities to form a community of 

1 Cahil, R., and Collard, G. What Works – The Work Program. A Conversation about 
Building Awareness.
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practice to share and document strength-based practices across 
seven Queensland boarding schools. Strategies for sharing best 
practices in supporting Indigenous students included an initial 
meeting to which boarding school principals and other staff, 
boarding house staff, community Mayors, and educational repre-
sentatives, and TSS staff were invited to establish the community 
of practice and brainstorm strategies for student well-being 
enhancement. Strategies were established for sustained network-
ing through the group, including the development of a reference 
group, advocacy group, email network, and Facebook page. 
The sharing of best practice student support and staff capacity 
building initiatives will commence at the start of 2017 and will be 
carefully documented and published in a later paper.

LiMiTATiONS

A limitation of this review is that we found only seven studies 
that we considered eligible for inclusion. Only two publications 
were exclusively concerned with the support of education staff. 
Evidence derived from the remaining five publications relied on 
brief descriptions of staff capacity building within the broader 
context of the support of Indigenous boarding school students. 
Furthermore, the majority of included publications were of 
qualitative and descriptive nature. Most information was derived 
from short paragraphs about staff capacity building and support 
within the main body of evidence on student focused challenges 
and/or achievements.

CONCLUSiON

Our systematic review found limited evidence of staff capacity 
building initiatives in the Indigenous boarding school context. 
Evidence extracted from publications from Australia and the 

USA showed that staff capacity development methods included 
various training programs to improve literacy, numeracy, and 
cultural awareness as well as general vocational education to 
upskill staff. Other strategies were professional feedback on 
interpersonal interactions between staff and students, reflec-
tive practice to improve cultural understanding, mentoring, 
networking, and professional supervision. Outcomes reported 
on staff capacity development included benefits such as feedback 
provided on work practice, enhanced emotional staff well-being, 
strengthened working alliances, enhanced cross-cultural work 
practice, and increased effectiveness of collaboration across a 
number of boarding schools, better connection between stu-
dents, schools, and communities. Methodologically, this review 
highlighted exclusively descriptive research in the field of staff 
capacity building in the Indigenous boarding school context. As 
descriptive research does not provide evidence on whether initia-
tives were successful in improving capacity in staff, nor provide 
an explanation on how to improve staff capacity, it is evident that 
there is a clear need for more rigorous evaluation research.
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