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Making a Difference in Educational 
Outcomes for Remote First Nations 

Students

John Guenther , Kevin Lowe , Cathie Burgess , 
Greg Vass , and Nikki Moodie 

�Introduction

The outcomes of education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (First 
Nations1) students from remote communities have been cause for some 
concern. Over the last few decades, multiple reports have highlighted the 
gap in achievement results for remote students (Harris, 1990; Northern 

1 We use the term “First Nations” here to refer to Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people, except when quoting literature where “Indigenous” or a particular language group may be 
described.
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Territory Department of Education, 1999; Human Rights and Equal 
Opportunity Commission, 2000; Wilson, 2014; Northern Territory 
Department of Education, 1986; Watts & Gallacher, 1964). Each year in 
Australia, the Prime Minister’s Closing the Gap Report (e.g. Prime 
Minister and Cabinet, 2020) highlights failures, deficits, and statistics 
that show little or no change in the results.

Against a bleak picture of limited evidence and a history of apparent 
failures, this systematic review sought to find out, based on recent credi-
ble research and evaluation evidence, what contributes to better outcomes 
for remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. This chapter 
brings an earlier study (Guenther et al., 2019) which reported data from 
the period 2006 to 2017 up to date with evidence from the period 2010 
to 2020.

�Methodology

�Review Question

The question used for this systematic review of the literature was “What 
factors contribute to educational outcomes for Indigenous students from 
remote communities?”

Factors were conceptualised as influencers of positive or negative out-
comes, for example leadership, pedagogy, engagement, health-related fac-
tors, and parent participation. Educational outcomes were conceptualised 
as any positive or negative personal, academic, social product of school-
ing. They included educational attainment, citizenship, success or failure, 
identity, equity, well-being, and empowerment. Students were conceptu-
alised as young people from pre-school (excluding childcare) through 
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primary and secondary years of education. Their “schooling” was also 
understood in terms of participation in boarding schools, hostels, ele-
mentary, residential, or independent schools. The focus of this review was 
on remote Australian Indigenous students; those identified as Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander students from remote and very remote parts of 
the nation. “Remote” students were understood in terms of geographic 
isolation, from homelands, or from what is sometimes referred to as a 
“red dirt” context. The review did not consider aspects of rural or regional 
education.

�Databases and Publication Sources

The following electronic databases were searched using available library 
search tools: EBSCO Education Complete, A+ Education, Eric, 
ProQuest, PsycInfo, Scopus, and Web of Science. The author’s own 
EndNote library was searched as well.

�Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

The procedure for identifying articles and their critical appraisal follows 
the methods detailed by (Lowe et al., 2019) and in Chap. 2. Database 
searches supplemented by the lead author’s own reference library yielded 
1153 articles (after duplicates were removed). Of these 57 came from the 
lead author’s own library and 1091 came from database searches. A total 
of 733 papers were excluded based on the inclusion/exclusion criteria 
listed above, leaving 420 papers. If the paper’s abstract or other biblio-
graphic fields did not describe research, evaluation, or empirical evidence, 
it was excluded. Similarly, if they did not mention or describe a method-
ology, papers were filtered out of the included studies. If papers were not 
peer reviewed or did not respond to the review question, they were 
excluded. Application of filtering processes reduced the number of 
included articles from 420 to 53 (see Fig. 12.1).
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Fig. 12.1  PRISMA flow diagram representing inclusion and exclusion process
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�Critical Appraisal

For each paper, six criteria were selected. Criteria were chosen to reflect 
aspects of quality in qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods stud-
ies. In the review of each paper, a score of 1 was given if the criterion was 
fully met, 0.5 if the criterion was partially met and 0 if it was not met 
satisfactorily. Scores were calculated for each paper reviewed. Those that 
did not achieve a score of at least 4 out of a possible 6 were rejected. From 
the 53 papers, 17 were excluded, leaving 15 quantitative, 15 qualitative, 
and six mixed-methods papers.

�Methodological Issues: Quantitative Studies

One of the major concerns with some quantitative studies that use stan-
dardised instruments is that they often fail to consider the philosophical 
standpoints of minority groups they are measuring. The assumptions 
about what defines “success” are challenged in papers by Guenther et al. 
(2014b), Guenther (2013), and Guenther et al. (2015). The other point 
to note, which arises from quantitative studies, is that analysis is often 
conducted where young people are currently engaged at school drawing 
on their results. This limitation is discussed in the studies on Abecedarian 
programs (Page et al., 2019; Wolgemuth et al., 2011) and the paper by 
Dunstan et al. (2017) on affective engagement.

�Methodological Issues: Qualitative Studies

Qualitative methodologies are generally built on paradigms of subjective 
reality. In the case of the studies reviewed here, many of the studies 
explored peoples’ perceptions. It is noteworthy that in many cases, the 
perceptions of local people differ from those of non-locals (Guenther 
et al., 2015; Guenther et al., 2014a). Therefore, success can mean one 
thing to one group of people and another thing to others.

12  Making a Difference in Educational Outcomes for Remote… 
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�Findings and Discussion

�Limitations of Papers Versus Theses

One feature of this review is the number of papers that are based on post-
graduate studies or theses. Thirteen of the 36 papers were based on eight 
separate post-graduate studies. Seven papers were completed theses. Only 
one of the post-graduate studies (Wilson et al., 2018) was quantitative 
and two employed mixed methods (Nutton, 2013; Hunter, 2015). In 
most cases, these studies ranked highly in the critical appraisal assess-
ments. One reason for the higher scores is the greater opportunity to fully 
explain methods, findings, and implications, together with ethical con-
siderations and theory. Some of the journal articles scored lower, not 
because of the quality of the study, but because of the length constraints 
of journals or book chapters.

�What Is Not Discussed in the Papers

There are several important issues that are not discussed in the papers. 
None of the papers discussed policy issues in any depth, though the 
paper on Direct Instruction implementation by Guenther and Osborne 
(2020) does raise concerns about the ethics of policy implementation 
that results in harm to students. Funding, somewhat related to policy, is 
discussed more as a contextual factor than a causal issue for outcomes. 
Research on the impact of funding for educational outcomes does not 
appear in the included papers. Systemic issues are seldom discussed in 
any detail in the papers. For example, no papers focus specifically on 
workforce development. Nor is there a paper that focuses on the impact 
of leadership or pre-service teacher preparation. These are all important 
issues that can have an impact on outcomes for students.

None of the papers discussed remote schooling outcomes as employ-
ment or economic participation. McInerney et al. (2012) and Guenther 
et  al. (2014a) discuss aspirations for work, but not actual outcomes. 
Guenther et al., (2014b) draw a link from employment to educational 
outcomes, but do not make the connection the other way around. None 
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of the papers discussed schooling outcomes in terms of language and 
culture, though Guenther et al. (2015) point to community perceptions 
of success in terms of first language learning.

�What Factors Contribute to Educational Outcomes 
for Indigenous Students from Remote Communities?

The outcomes of schooling are defined by the included papers in several 
ways. We found seven clusters of outcomes. Several papers describe out-
comes in academic terms, often as literacy and numeracy (Guenther, 
2013; Biddle & Cameron, 2012; Lietz et  al., 2014). A second cluster 
relates to well-being, often discussed in terms of physical health such as 
hearing loss (Su et al., 2019) and related issues such as racism and “teas-
ing” (Guenther et al., 2018). A third cluster describes aspirations emerg-
ing from and contributing to education, particularly related to motivations 
and choices (Parkes, 2013; Parkes et  al., 2015; McInerney, 2012; 
McInerney et al., 2012). A fourth cluster described outcomes in terms of 
equity, including aspects of access, opportunity, and justice (Silburn 
et al., 2014). A fifth cluster points to participation as an outcome, with 
elements of attendance, engagement, and retention (Dunstan et  al., 
2017; Hewitt & Walter, 2014). A sixth cluster relates to identities, 
related to confidence and alignment (or misalignment) to ontological 
positions (Fogarty, 2010; Gaffney, 2013). Finally, a small cluster of out-
comes is described as relational, particularly in terms of social networks 
(Mander, 2012; Biddle & Cameron, 2012). Outcomes then are many 
and varied. When referring to “success”, few papers specifically defined 
what this was (except e.g.Guenther et al., 2015), but implied was a com-
bination of the above outcomes.

Moving now to factors that do not contribute substantially to positive 
outcomes, the papers raise questions about the following approaches. 
Firstly, remoteness is mostly not considered to influence outcomes. 
Several studies challenge this (for example Guenther, 2013; Guenther, 
2015; Biddle et al., 2012; Hewitt & Walter, 2014), and while some stud-
ies did find correlations between remoteness and outcomes, some showed 
positive relationships, such as the study by Dunstan et al. (2017) which 

12  Making a Difference in Educational Outcomes for Remote… 



236

showed remoteness was associated with greater affective engagement. 
Secondly, programmatic solutions to remote teaching or pedagogy are 
highly dependent on other factors. Even Abecedarian programs (Page 
et al., 2019; Wolgemuth et al., 2011), which were found to be effective 
in raising phonological awareness, were dependent on teacher attitudes 
and acceptance of professional learning. Some, such as Direct Instruction 
(Guenther & Osborne, 2020), fail to show improvement. Thirdly, of 
concern is the number of studies that report problems with boarding 
schools and programs (Guenther et al., 2016; Benveniste et al., 2015a, 
2015b; Mander, 2012; O’Bryan, 2016; Hunter, 2015). The evidence pre-
sented here should raise concerns for policy advisors and funders, who 
invest significant resources into boarding. Fourthly, we can also be confi-
dent from this review that standardised testing in the form of NAPLAN 
will not demonstrate what works well for remote students where “vocab-
ulary items tested may not have been within the life experiences of chil-
dren in more remote areas” (McLeod et al., 2014, p. 129). Standardised 
testing at best masks the positive outcomes of students and at worst sup-
ports racist or assimilationist expectations of education (Guenther, 2015). 
Nevertheless, as Guenther and Osborne (2020) demonstrate in their 
paper on Direct Instruction, analysis of NAPLAN results can demon-
strate the ineffectiveness of policies implemented in remote contexts. 
Fifthly, we can be confident that poverty or so-called socio-economic 
disadvantage is not in itself a barrier to outcomes (Guenther, 2013; 
Silburn et al., 2014). The studies that do show a link between low socio-
economic status and academic performance reflect a range of comple-
mentary factors, such as access to resources or the products of other social 
challenges in communities such as violence, substance abuse, and the 
malaise associated with lost identities leading to mental illness. Finally, 
we can be confident that attendance strategies do not work (Guenther, 
2013). There is no evidence in the papers we reviewed to demonstrate 
that they work to improve attendance and there is no evidence to show 
that they work to improve academic performance.

What then can we be confident about in determining the factors that 
do contribute positively to better outcomes for remote Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students?

  J. Guenther et al.
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Parent and community involvement emerged as a theme in many of 
the studies as a predictor of and indicator of success in remote schools. 
The evidence suggests that parents who can support their children at 
school will be more likely to see their children succeed at school (Guenther 
et  al., 2014b; Hewitt & Walter, 2014). Community involvement in 
schooling implies a degree of ownership and suggests an alignment of 
values, identities, and knowledge systems. Coupled with this, the evi-
dence points to the importance of local employment as local teachers, 
assistants, and other staff (Wolgemuth et al., 2011; Helmer et al., 2011). 
These local staff act as a bridge between the community, its families, and 
the school (Guenther et  al., 2015). We noted earlier that attendance 
strategies do not work. However, when students are engaged in learning 
they learn, whether in or out of school, particularly where it is culturally 
responsive (Fogarty, 2010). Pedagogies that work with students and sup-
port their views of the world are fundamentally important to success 
(Gaffney, 2013). The attendance “problem” in remote schools points to 
disengagement and agency. If we accept that local understandings of suc-
cess are important, then we must accept that local appropriate curricu-
lum and pedagogies, fit for the context, are also important (Rioux et al., 
2018). First language literacy is an important predictor of second (or 
English) language literacy success, demonstrating the need for bilingual 
programs in remote communities (Wilson et al., 2018). The importance 
of history was highlighted by Povey and Trudgett (2019). They argue 
“that listening to Aboriginal lived experiences and perceptions of western 
education from the past will better inform our engagement with the 
delivery of equitable educational opportunities for Aboriginal students in 
remote contexts in the future” (p. 75).

Finally, students’ health and well-being are important priorities for 
learning (Su et al., 2019; Franck et al., 2020). Without attention to these 
important factors, the mistakes of schooling reported earlier—particu-
larly in the boarding school literature—will be repeated.

�Significance for Policy

We noted earlier that issues of policy research did not emerge in the sys-
tematic review. However, many of the studies which we reviewed were a 
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direct result of policies implemented by governments over the last 
10 years. “Closing the Gap” has dominated the landscape of remote edu-
cation interventions in this ten-year period. The Closing the Gap targets 
and measures focus on a handful of issues related to schooling: atten-
dance, early years learning, and Year 12 completion along with literacy 
and numeracy. Much of the focus of research then has been on under-
standing factors that will contributing to improvements in these areas. 
One of the important outcomes of the studies we examined is that many 
of the assumptions of policy advisors and politicians are challenged. The 
assumption that improved attendance is the causal factor that will lead to 
better outcomes is one myth that has largely been debunked. What we 
have found is a range of factors that would be a better focus of policy 
design and implementation. These factors include the need for local 
employment in schools, the role that health and well-being play in learner 
engagement, the significance of first language learning, of culturally 
responsive pedagogy and curriculum, and taking account of local histo-
ries. The outcomes that attention to these aspects of remote education 
might bring may not include higher attendance, but they will almost 
certainly include better engagement in learning, improvements in com-
munity capability, better governance, and more socially just education for 
remote communities.

There are some cautions in the findings too. The evidence of invest-
ment in programs that have increased harm to students is of concern. 
Boarding school initiatives, which have taken young people out of their 
communities as a solution to the Year 12 achievement gap, have been 
demonstrated to cause harm, and much of the research that is now com-
ing into the public domain is concerned with how to ameliorate that 
failure. The failure of Direct Instruction is another cautionary finding, 
which points to ethical concerns when vested interests control policy 
agendas despite evidence showing failure.

Finally, the narrow focus on research directed at four closing the gap 
outcomes leaves other issues such as Aboriginal workforce development, 
school leadership, governance, pre-service teacher preparation, teacher 
retention, post-school pathways, and issues related to curriculum and 
pedagogy largely untouched by research. Additionally, while we have seen 
some research on the nexus between health, well-being, housing, and 
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education in this systematic review, the challenge for policy implement-
ers is to bring these together in practice. How do we, for example, ensure 
that health professionals and educators work together to address issues of 
hearing impairment, which was reported in one of the papers. And how 
do we ensure that education leads to economic benefit beyond the school 
years? It is one thing to have the evidence of what works and what does 
not work; it is another to act on it.

�Conclusion

This systematic review has explored the factors contributing to outcomes 
for remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. Across the 
many issues addressed in 36 included studies, the complexity of the con-
text becomes apparent. Many of the studies examined reported on what 
fails to produce outcomes—or what produces negative outcomes. The 
review raises questions about whose outcomes matter. “Outcomes” to 
many commentators within the hegemonic power structures that define 
education policy are tightly configured around literacy, numeracy, reten-
tion, transition to higher education, and transition to jobs. There are 
many other outcomes that this review uncovers. These are clustered under 
headings of equity, health and well-being, aspirations, participation, 
identities, and relationships.

The factors that contribute to improved outcomes—particularly those 
defined from a community perspective—are focused on parent and com-
munity involvement, attention to health, well-being, local employment, 
appropriate curriculum, and pedagogies and strategies that build engage-
ment in learning. While the review has uncovered much evidence, there 
remain important gaps in the literature. For example, the contributions 
of leadership, funding, policy, workforce development, and pre-service 
teacher preparation are largely ignored. The economic outcomes of 
remote education are also largely ignored, as are the outcomes of lan-
guage and culture.

So what does this all mean for parents of students and teachers in 
remote schools? First and foremost, the findings show how important 
parent and community engagement is. Schools must therefore find ways 
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of including parents in supporting schools and community members 
more generally must be engaged in governance and teaching processes. 
Culture and context is also fundamentally important in remote schools. 
Learning needs to be relevant and culturally responsive—and there is 
good evidence from this review to show the importance of incorporating 
language and culture through teaching and learning both in and outside 
the classroom. The review also highlights the need to be vigilant against 
one-size-fits-all approaches which may work elsewhere, but do not work 
in remote contexts.
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