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Abstract
The persistent deficit positioning of Indigenous students has meant that the com-
bined terms ‘Indigenous education’ and ‘excellence in education’ have been kept 
separate in mainstream discourse. Excellence in education is an under-theorised 
concept that must consider intercultural and diverse perspectives. Consequently, this 
paper aims to understand excellence in education through Indigenous peoples’ per-
spectives regarding how excellence in Indigenous education is (or could be) enacted 
in schools. This paper reports on findings from a pilot study with Indigenous com-
munity members, principals, teachers, and support staff. The research aimed to 
address the question: How do Indigenous education practitioners define excellence 
in Indigenous education? This qualitative study used appreciative inquiry, which 
allowed for an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon and multiple contextual 
and localised examples from everyday community members, educational practition-
ers, and leaders. The data show that employing a language underpinned by strengths 
can change the conversation, expectations, and aspirations in Indigenous education, 
as framing through excellence may shift the ideology of policy and, thus, the inter-
pretation of enactment in Indigenous education.

Keywords  Indigenous education · Excellence · Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
education · Appreciative inquiry

Introduction

Education is a construct that can provide social, cultural, and economic inclusion 
or exclusion for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia, who 
are the First Nations peoples and considered amongst ‘the oldest living cultures in 
the world’ (Walter et al., 2017). Access to good quality education is a well-known 
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marker for social, health, and economic outcomes (Bodkin-Andrews & Carlson, 
2016). However, the Australian Government continues to struggle to deliver equi-
table educational outcomes for Indigenous Australians (Australian Government, 
2020a). Policy approaches, scholarly literature, and school practices in Indigenous 
education remain saturated with deficit discourses influenced and constructed by 
Australia’s colonial histories and narratives (Hogarth, 2018; Phillips & Lampert, 
2012). A search within academic literature and across Australian education policy 
for the combined terms ‘Indigenous education’ and ‘excellence in education’ dem-
onstrates a conceptual, ideological, and practical distance between these concepts 
within mainstream discourses. We argue that these two terms are usually discon-
nected because of the existing corpus on how Indigenous students’ knowledge and 
education are perceived within Australian society.

Indigenous students are often considered a problem in educational research and 
government policies (Hogarth, 2017). This is concerning, and what should be the 
focus of policies and research is the failure of schools to engage Indigenous students 
and deliver high-quality education programs (Sarra, 2011; Shay & Oliver, 2021). 
The persistent deficit discourse is framed by broader colonial ideologies that con-
tinue to racialise Indigenous peoples ‘as a deficit model of humanity’ (Moreton-
Robinson, 2015, p. xiii). The literature is saturated with research ostensibly aimed 
at finding solutions to these problems and, in doing so, has reproduced discourses of 
failure, underachievement, and disengagement (Hogarth, 2017). Almost two decades 
ago, Harrison (2007) highlighted the abundance of research in Indigenous education 
that has resulted in very few improvements in outcomes for Indigenous students. Not 
much has changed to date. Harrison and many others allude to the need to reframe, 
resituate, and reconstruct the dynamics in Indigenous education.

In examining excellence in education, we found it generally an under-theorised 
concept. Excellence is a frequently used term in broader education policy and schol-
arly literature. Although, when conceptualised through Western institutions, there is 
a consistent reference in the use of the term excellence concerning academic mark-
ers of educational performance (Day et al., 2016; Leithwood et al., 2020; Schleicher, 
2014). Furthermore, the concept needs to include intercultural and diverse perspec-
tives of what excellence in education can consist of. The Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD henceforth) advocates that the promotion of 
‘excellence, equity and inclusion are key aims for education’ (Schleicher, 2014, p. 
11) and that this is a priority for the global community.

Conversely, how excellence is measured through the ‘quantification of excel-
lence’, constructed through international testing undertaken through the Programme 
for International Student Assessment (PISA), International Association for the Eval-
uation of Educational Achievement’s (IEA) Trends in International Mathematics 
and Science Study (TIMMS), and the IEA’s Progress in International Reading Lit-
eracy (PIRLS), means that the testing of numeracy and literacy are the primary foci 
(OECD, 2018). It could be argued that these measures are heavily situated within 
Western constructs and are developed with limited input by Indigenous peoples. The 
study reported in this paper aims to understand excellence through Indigenous peo-
ples’ perspectives and explore how Indigenous peoples see excellence in Indigenous 
education being enacted in schools.
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This paper reports on findings from a pilot study aimed to explore the concept of 
excellence in Indigenous education, centring the voices of Indigenous peoples and 
understanding how those tasked with Indigenous education policy enactment (prin-
cipals, teachers, and support staff) conceptualise practices of excellence in Indig-
enous education. This was a qualitative study, with appreciative inquiry underpin-
ning the project’s design, allowing for an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon 
and multiple contextual and localised examples (Punch, 2009; Yin, 2013). To ensure 
conceptual clarity about what our research is concerned with, although the concept 
of Indigenous excellence may arise in the data, this study sets out to conceptual-
ise what excellence in Indigenous education is or could be. The aim was to shift 
the focus from Indigenous performance and achievement to school performance and 
achievement in Indigenous education. Many educational fields strive for excellence 
in how the area and practice grow and develop. Therefore, this research aimed to 
undertake an exploratory conceptualising approach through appreciative inquiry 
(see Bergmark & Kostenius, 2018; Ludema et al., 2006; Reed, 2007; Willoughby & 
Tosey, 2007) about what excellence in Indigenous education is from the perspectives 
of everyday community members, educational practitioners, and leaders. The find-
ings address the following research question: How do Indigenous education practi-
tioners define excellence in Indigenous education?

Who we are—positionality matters

The first author (Shay) is an Aboriginal (Wagiman) woman, born and raised around 
Southeast Queensland, who has a youth worker and teaching professional back-
ground before training as an academic. The second author (Miller) is a non-Indige-
nous Australian, who grew up in Southeast Queensland, with Irish and English herit-
age and was first in her family to be born in Australia. Before working in educational 
research, Miller was a primary school teacher. The third author (Hameed) has Indig-
enous (Malay) ethnic roots in Singapore. She was a school leader before becoming 
an academic in Australia. The fourth author (Armour) is an Aboriginal woman with 
cultural links to Kamilaroi Country in Northern NSW through her paternal Grand-
mother. She was raised on Bundjalung nation and worked as a teacher in urban and 
remote settings before working in the university sector.

Why excellence in Indigenous education?

Excellence is a term that some Indigenous peoples are increasingly using in Aus-
tralia. For example, the establishment of the ‘National Centre for Indigenous Excel-
lence’ in Redfern, where the centre clearly states that they wanted to be a point of 
difference in shifting the culture to a strengths-based approach by starting ‘from a 
place of excellence and building from a foundation of positives’ (National Centre 
for Indigenous Excellence, 2022). In an opinion piece published initially through 
an Indigenous media outlet, IndigenousX, Torres Strait Islander educator McGrath 
(2014) states, ‘Indigenous excellence is everywhere, in more ways, places and forms 
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than most Australians know exist. We just need to know how to see it’. These are just 
some examples of Indigenous peoples using the term excellence on public records. 
The absence of scholarly literature and educational policy on the term excellence 
in Indigenous education indicates a gap in conceptual understanding of what excel-
lence in Indigenous education means for Indigenous peoples, how it is applied, and 
how it is culturally constructed.

For some time, there has been a persistent problematic construct between the 
linking of excellence in Indigenous education to sports and the arts, whilst other 
aspects of achievement for Indigenous students are excluded. This discourse has 
surfaced from research that indicates extra-curricular activities such as sports and 
cultural activities contribute to positive self-identity for Indigenous young peoples 
(Gray & Partington, 2012; Purdie et  al., 2000). This is likely interconnected with 
broader messaging perpetuated by the media and socially about the areas in which 
Indigenous peoples ‘excel’ (Shay et al., 2021). What is concerning about this is the 
narrow focus on what is considered excellence in education for Indigenous students 
and how these constructs play out in school settings.

The term Indigenous education was defined in this study through current Indig-
enous education policy imperatives and the existing body of literature that has 
focussed on specific practices that have been put forward mainly by Indigenous 
education bodies for some time now. The dimensions of practices include: embed-
ding Indigenous knowledge, languages, and perspectives into schools and curricula; 
cultural capability of the teacher workforce; pedagogical approaches that support 
diverse Indigenous learners; working collaboratively and in partnership with Indig-
enous communities; improving literacy, numeracy, and attendance rates of Indige-
nous students; promoting a positive sense of identity; strong leadership that supports 
Indigenous education imperatives; and, increasing the number of professional roles 
undertaken by Indigenous peoples in schools (Lowe et  al., 2019; Shay & Oliver, 
2021).

What is excellence in education and who defines it?

The concept of excellence in education has been under-theorised, with Walker 
(1996) highlighting the subjectivities in how the term excellence is defined, under-
stood, and applied. Furthermore, it often lacks a holistic view of what educational 
excellence can include, emphasising academic merit over other educational endeav-
ours and outcomes. The cultural construct of excellence in Indigenous contexts 
within the national and international landscape is also very limited. Within literature 
especially associated with Indigenous education, the term ‘excellence’ has emerged 
from Indigenous communities within Australia as a way of addressing the deficit 
mindsets and approaches toward Indigenous education (Hameed et al., 2021). How-
ever, there is still a clear lack of understanding of the essence of excellence within 
Indigenous contexts, especially within social media, policies, and practices nation-
ally, as these domains have been saturated with deficit discourses for some time 
(Carlson & Frazer, 2021; Fredericks & Bradfield, 2021; Hogarth, 2017).
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Gooreng Gooreng education trailblazer, Chris Sarra, challenged the notion 
of how broader Australian society has come to know what it is to be Aboriginal 
and ‘examine the more positive Aboriginal perceptions of “being Aboriginal” and 
the impact of reinforcing this in an Aboriginal school setting’ (Sarra, 2011, p. 1). 
Whilst Sarra’s work achieved a disruption to the reproduction of deficit ideologies 
in different educational contexts, there is a lack of strengths-based approaches in 
Indigenous education more broadly, which emphasises the strengths of Indigenous 
students, their families, and communities. What is sorely needed is a definition of 
excellence that underpins Indigenous education initiatives, programs, and interven-
tions, in Australia, and in a global setting, particularly from Indigenous perspectives. 
This should include a revision of programs and research that are underpinned by 
strengths-based approaches to consolidate what we do know, allowing for the devel-
opment of an informed map for how the field might evolve. There is a need to rec-
ognise the systemic issues in policy and practices, one that emphasises the problem 
in the situation as the problem, as opposed to Indigenous people being the problem 
(Shay & Oliver, 2021).

The sentiment of shifting deficit discourse was echoed through the voices of 
young people behind the Imagination Declaration1 who have appealed to politicians 
‘to establish an imagination agenda for Indigenous kids and, in fact, for all Austral-
ian children’, which stops ‘looking at them as a problem to fix’ (Shay et al., 2019, 
para 27). These young people have challenged the Prime Minister and Education 
Ministers in Australia to go beyond the deficit framing in the establishment of the 
education policy about their future, providing evidence that there is a groundswell 
from a range of stakeholders, including young people themselves, to dismantle the 
use of deficit framing in Indigenous education. In addition, the Imagination Declara-
tion echoes the sentiment from Indigenous communities to move beyond deficits and 
stereotypes.

There is a disjoint between excellence and Indigenous education within research 
and policy initiatives and practices. This divergence is interrelated with Australia’s 
colonial roots, which have ensured the racialisation of Indigenous Australians con-
structs a narrative of deficit and inhumanity to uphold the interests of the colonisers 
in possessing the land (Moreton-Robinson, 2015). The disjoint clearly demonstrates 
the contested nature and disjuncture of these concepts’ ideological, conceptual, and 
practical application within mainstream discourses. It is emerging that some Indig-
enous communities within Australia view ‘excellence’ as a way forward in address-
ing the deficit mindsets and towards a strength-based approach to Indigenous educa-
tion. However, within mainstream social media, policy initiatives, and educational 
programmes within institutions and organisations, the term still lacks the depth of 
understanding to recognise Indigenous voices, knowledge, and strengths to inform 

1  Following the Uluru Statement From The Heart, in 2019, a group of young Indigenous people have 
gathered in East Arnhem Land for the Youth Forum at Garma Festival (hosted by the Yothu Yindi Foun-
dation). The forum was  facilitated by AIME and resulted in a declaration  for the Prime Minister and 
Education Minister’s across Australia—The Imagination Declaration. AIME Mentoring (2021) retrieved 
from https://​aimem​entor​ing.​com/​wp1/​uncat​egori​sed/​imagi​nation-​decla​ration/

https://aimementoring.com/wp1/uncategorised/imagination-declaration/
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the changes needed in the system to improve educational outcomes for Indigenous 
young people.

Appreciative inquiry and Indigenist theory

Appreciative inquiry (AI henceforth) and Indigenist theory (Rigney, 2001) provide 
the conceptual framework for this study. AI uses strengths approaches to build posi-
tive ways of working rather than focussing on problems (Reed, 2007). Underpinned 
by social constructivism (Bergmark & Kostenius, 2018), ‘AI involves identifying 
“the best of what is”—that which enhances cultural identity, spirit and vision—in 
order to construct with the participants a vision for their desired future’ (Willoughby 
& Tosey, 2007, p. 503). AI provides the philosophical and methodological frame-
work for this study that does not propose that excellence in Indigenous education 
is an existential concept waiting to be discovered. Instead, AI and Indigenist theory 
guide the relational approaches and space for Indigenous peoples and a broad range 
of educational practitioners to reflect on what is working well currently and what 
Indigenous education could look like at macro and micro levels through a social 
constructivist lens. This approach is critical, as Watkins et  al. (2011) assert, ‘the 
strongest and most effective way to imagine our future is to engage in continuous 
dialogue and exploration from an open and curious mindset’ (p. 10). In this study, 
participants are provided with questions and tools to engage in a reflective, imagi-
native process focussed on the positive aspects of excellence or what it could be in 
Indigenous education.

As AI recognises the simultaneity of inquiry and change (Ludema et al., 2006), 
AI requires researchers to contrast problem-based approaches that are often effec-
tive at articulating problems by including elements that stimulate conversation for 
change. Employing AI for this study aligns with the overall aim of shifting defi-
cit discourses in Indigenous education and is supported by evidence from the fields 
of organisational development and psychology that changing the conversation 
and inquiry has the potential to shift outcomes (Reed, 2007; Tschannen-Moran & 
Tschannen-Moran, 2011; Watkins et al., 2011). Results could be both in how educa-
tors perceive and enact their work in Indigenous education and the impact on how 
Indigenous students, their families, and communities are perceived and interacted 
with by individuals in schools and schooling systems.

Indigenous voices—participants

A purposive sampling method was used to identify participants (Punch, 2009). Com-
monly used in qualitative research, particularly case studies, purposive sampling 
allowed researchers to be guided by Indigenous voices as an authority on ‘excel-
lence’ in Indigenous education. Due to the requirement to complete the study within 
12 months, the project completed three in-depth case studies.

Demographic diversity in participant selection in these case studies is significant 
as each setting brings its own strengths and challenges. The appreciative inquiry 
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approach utilised in this research was strengths orientated. We intended to gather 
views and perspectives in  situ, focussing on micro and meso exploring the topic 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Indigenous peoples are often homogenised racially and 
culturally. Ensuring representation across geographical demographics builds on the 
existing literature, which calls for localised and contextualised examples from prac-
tice for educators and policymakers to learn from (for example, see Leat & Thomas, 
2018; Mulenga, 2022).

Schools that the research team had relationships with were purposively selected 
so that these could continue to be built upon and ensure the feasibility of the study 
and on-time completion. One school was in a major urban city, and two were in 
an outer-regional area, with one site in very close proximity to a discrete Aborigi-
nal community. All these sites were in Queensland, Australia, with high enrolments 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. Indigenous staff worked closely 
with the research team at each site to identify participants to share their experi-
ences and work within the case study example. Overall 30 participants were part of 
the study, including Indigenous and non-Indigenous educators, school leaders, and 
community members. Twelve Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander and 18 non-
Indigenous voices were captured across the three school sites. As this paper seeks to 
centre Indigenous voices, only data from this cohort will be presented in this paper. 
All participants are given pseudonyms. Table 1 displays the Indigenous participant 
numbers in the case school.

Collaborating yarning methodology

Several methods were used in storying the case studies. Use of yarning, an Abo-
riginal conversational style of sharing knowledge and experiences (Bessarab & 
Nga’ndu, 2010; Shay, 2021), was utilised to develop ways of identifying and under-
standing excellence in Indigenous education in practice with both Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous participants. Methodologically, collaborative yarning methodol-
ogy (Shay, 2021) was used, whereby participants (Indigenous and non-Indigenous) 
would yarn through a series of topics exploring excellence in Indigenous education 
and their responses would be recorded textually on a storyboard or audio recorded at 
the request of the participant. The yarns recorded on the storyboard allowed partici-
pants to cross-check data and commence analysis as it was being collected to ensure 
accuracy. The audio-recorded yarns did not go back to participants for cross-check-
ing due to time constraints on the project. Yarning in documenting the case study 

Table 1   Indigenous participants 
across school sites

School site Indigenous 
participants

School 1 (urban) 3
School 2 (rural) 5
School 3 (regional) 4
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from multiple perspectives included semi-formal questions about the practice, col-
laboration with Indigenous peoples in the process, resourcing required, and enablers.

An analytic induction was used in analysing the data (Punch, 2009) due to the 
small number of case studies being conducted. Analytic induction allowed the emer-
gence of an initial definition of the phenomenon to be explained and, for some cases, 
to be investigated, examining explanatory features (Punch, 2009, p. 173). Member 
categorisation analysis was also used to provide a rich and deeper understanding 
of how participants from various social and cultural memberships worked towards 
success and excellence in Indigenous education. Member categorisation analysis 
is known in the social sciences for its ability to critically examine and understand 
how participating members within a case study’s relationships interact (Fitzgerald & 
Housley, 2016). This allowed this project to understand how success and excellence 
are defined in Indigenous education and how they are operationalised within a cross-
cultural environment.

Key findings

The following presents the analysed data from the yarning sessions in line with the 
research questions. The research question, ‘how do Indigenous education practition-
ers define excellence in Indigenous education’ focusses on building a new under-
standing in relation to how Indigenous people define excellence in Indigenous edu-
cation. Thus, the data presented in this section are only drawn on the voices of the 
Indigenous participants. As the data were analysed, it became clear that participants 
would provide conceptual insights with practical examples from their school prac-
tices or what they aspire to. The data speak to how this cohort defined excellence in 
Indigenous education and provided examples of what Indigenous education might 
look like underpinned by the concept of excellence.

‘Our people do excel and are excellent’ (community member/parent)

How is excellence in Indigenous education defined by Indigenous peoples?

Yarning sessions began focussing on how participants defined excellence in Indig-
enous education. We had anticipated mixed views about how the term excellence is 
currently used in an educational setting and what this means for Indigenous people. 
Many participants said they themselves rarely used the term (‘excellence’); rather 
that they used the term ‘deadly’. In Australia, the term ‘deadly’ is an Aboriginal 
English word used by Aboriginal people to describe something as excellent, fantas-
tic, or really good (Shay & Oliver, 2021). Even asking participants to consider both 
terms, excellence and deadly, the vast majority indicated that the words were rarely 
used about Indigenous students in their schools. Some participants echoed the per-
ception that excellence was seen as a pinnacle goal instead of a process-driven one.

We asked participants to consider how they would define the term ‘excellence’ in 
Indigenous education for their young people, educators, and leaders. Three central 
themes and nine sub-themes were identified (see Table 2). Whilst we acknowledge 



1 3

Indigenous voices: reimagining Indigenous education through…

that one participant discussed the Indigenous leadership sub-theme, it has remained 
included in this analysis as there is such a limited understanding of how Indigenous 
people define this concept, so all voices are seen as equally important.

Theme 1: the young person

Most participants shared their views regarding defining excellence that centred on 
the young person. The following presents sections from yarning sessions across par-
ticipants to weave a story of multiple voices as to how excellence can be defined. 
There was often a crossover in how data appeared in themes, demonstrating the 
interrelatedness of these themes and how Indigenous people in this study reimag-
ined Indigenous education through a discourse of excellence.

Subtheme 1: nurturing culture and identity

The essence of how identity was discussed in the context of excellence in Indig-
enous education is how identity can be a protective factor for Indigenous students 
in their resilience in navigating school settings. However, it was also about belong-
ing and pride in a space that still perceives Indigeneity as a deficit attribute. For 
example, Uncle Frank shared, ‘[In our school], once students knew their identity, 
they excelled. Nurturing identity and culture is very important, growing young peo-
ple in an environment where being Indigenous was negative but turning that into a 
positive is reimaging the story for all Indigenous students’. This was further strongly 
reinforced by Uncle Jim, who recognised that ‘for Indigenous kids and for students 
who are thought to be in the bottom echelon of education, I think that’s [culture and 
identity]… that’s probably the only thing that gets them up and gets them to school. 
Because I mean, everyone needs to belong somewhere’. For Kireene, culture and 
identity are ‘very important to our people because if they don’t know who they are 
or where they’re from, they’re lost’.

Katelyn discussed why being strong in culture and identity is fundamental for all 
schools: ‘Culture is what makes us who we are. And it is important to recognise the 
First People of this country and the Aboriginal people of this country are who we 

Table 2   Central themes and sub-themes: Indigenous voices defining excellence in Indigenous education

Central themes Sub-themes Percentage

The young person Nurturing culture and identity 92% (11/12)
Building young people up 50% (6/12)

School culture and leadership Culture of inclusivity and belonging 50% (6/12)
Strong leadership 25% (3/12)
Indigenous leadership 8% (1/12)

Relationships Relationships 33.3% (4/12)
Walking together 25% (3/12)
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are and especially where our school sits…’ Aboriginal teacher, Brooke, unpacked 
this further: ‘Our white kids know where they fit in society. Many of our kids don’t, 
sometimes they’re not accepted in different communities. Kids who are fair like me 
don’t fit with white or black. Identity is important for all kids. All kids need to fit 
– we are social creatures’. Aunty Millie explained some practical ways schools do 
(and can) provide spaces that enhance identity work in schools: ‘Culture and iden-
tity play an important role in students believing in themselves and striving to be the 
best version of themselves… Students have to know that they are included and rec-
ognised as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people… own space…to call their 
own [is important]. They like to be there’.

Subtheme 2: building young people up

The theme of building young people up aligns with supporting young people’s goals, 
achievements, and aspirations, and one person articulated this as empowering young 
people. Kireene discussed the connection between school and community as critical 
in building young people up. Kireene stated, ‘I think we should have more activities 
and structural stuff for them after school to enable them to be encouraged by the 
local community. And to have that community support to say, “Hey you can do that. 
You know, we’re here to help you. Let’s rise together”’. Uncle Frank discussed more 
school-based approaches to building Indigenous young people up, such as: ‘letting 
our senior students take a lead role’ and ‘encouraging Indigenous students to give 
feedback to teachers. Empower them to have a say’. Aunty Millie articulated build-
ing young people up as: ‘valuing education and its power to become what you want 
to be… [this can be] showcasing excellence – bringing back Murri students who 
have been successful, have had a good experience at school, and have a connection 
here to showcase excellence’.

Theme 2: school culture and leadership

The culture of the school and the effectiveness of school leadership were the next 
prevalent themes to emerge in understanding how this group of Indigenous educa-
tors and community members conceptualised excellence in Indigenous education 
being enacted. Inclusivity is interconnected with the first emerging theme, which 
outlined strong data about identity and belonging. Not all Indigenous peoples in this 
study reported an existing inclusive culture. Elizabeth explained: ‘There are certain 
rules for non-Indigenous [people] compared to Indigenous [people]. There is still 
that barrier of racism within the school that’s been here since I went to school, when 
my parents went to school. It’s the arrogance from certain staff who are also work-
ing as teachers and that you know are racist’. Whilst Elizabeth was the only person 
to overtly discuss racism within the school setting, half of the participants did not 
mention racism or leadership.

Katelyn was clear that ‘great leadership’ is key to aspiring toward excellence in 
Indigenous education. Katelyn further explained what great leadership in Indigenous 
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education looks like in practice: ‘We have a very great leader here, our head of 
campus. He allows me in my role to look beyond and work. There’s really… the 
restraints are not there. I’m able to look outside the box and work outside the box 
but in an educational… context’. Brooke also talked about inclusivity as: ‘making 
sure everyone is reflected in curriculum and pedagogy’ and understanding the criti-
cality of ‘leadership [and] training non-Indigenous staff – proper’. For Uncle Frank, 
leadership means letting Aboriginal people lead – ‘embracing Aboriginal kids/work-
ers for leadership in the school’. Aunty Millie further talked about the leadership 
Indigenous peoples already do in the school, and the positive impact that results in 
employing Indigenous peoples: ‘Enrolment [of Indigenous students] has doubled 
since I got here’.

Theme 3: relationships

Relationships were the third key theme to surface from the analysis of this data. 
Although this theme emerged from data where participants referred directly to rela-
tionships, relationships are referred to indirectly in other data. For example, Brooke 
talked about having high expectations of her students, and this was described as her 
being ‘harder on Indigenous kids than non-Indigenous young people. I know how 
hard it is to break those expectations and pattern that’s been set out for you [as 
an Indigenous person]’. Brooke indicated that these high expectations are possible 
because of her relationships with these same students. Kireene also talked about the 
critical relationships between students and teachers: ‘I reckon if the children love the 
teacher, they will want to come to school. It’s up to how the teacher is engaging with 
the children… you don’t want to come to school if you’ve got a grumpy teacher’. 
Elizabeth shared that her schools need to be ‘getting rid of staff that are racists, that 
treat our children differently to non-Indigenous students’.

Missy talked about the quality of relationships and the importance of engagement 
with Indigenous students and families being grounded in relationships over the pri-
orities of the school: ‘It really does come down to building a relationship with the 
students, with the families, and showing them that it’s not just another number and 
schools are very good on ticking that box for a number and even like when you’re 
enrolling someone “do you identify” [question] Yes. Boom—that’s another number 
that can be another teacher but then not utilised the best way’. Missy is saying that 
there is an opportunity for schools to enter positive relationships from the enrolment 
process. Still, she sees the school taking funding for Indigenous enrolments and not 
being used effectively. Uncle Frank outlined the importance of Indigenous people 
and the knowledge that Indigenous people bring to a relationship: ‘Sit and talk about 
issues such as car stealing and come up with shared ideas. We know what’s best for 
our kids—include us in the conversation. If you’ve got a degree that’s good but I’ve 
got a degree in life—being Aboriginal’. For schools to access this knowledge that 
Uncle Frank speaks of, Brooke explains that they need to ‘respect [community mem-
ber’s] time and knowledge. Pay people properly—65 000 years of knowledge that 
people expect for free. Don’t expect it for nothing’.



	 M. Shay et al.

1 3

Significance for schools and educators

Three distinct themes emerged from the data from Indigenous participants in this 
study: the building of young person’s identity; leadership and culture of inclu-
sivity; and relationships. The most significant data came from a participant’s 
emphatic proposal that nurturing cultural identities in schools is of the greatest 
importance in striving for excellence in Indigenous education. Whilst there is an 
abundance of research in the field of Indigenous education broadly (Lowe et al., 
2019), there are limited studies that investigate that the role of identity affirming 
and outcomes for Indigenous students (Shay & Sarra, 2021). Jenlink and Townes 
(2009) advocate the need for a focus on identity in schools, particularly for stu-
dents who belong to minorities. They further discussed the discourses of recog-
nition and that often, minority students are recognised in their identities as per-
ceived and reflected by dominant cultures.

Brown and Shay (2021) made an empirical argument for focussing on iden-
tity-building toward well-being in schools as an alternative to mental health 
approaches that dominate in schools. In Australia, approaches to counter main-
stream ideas about Indigeneity are necessary due to the ongoing colonial and 
racialised constructs that continue to impact Indigenous students (and indeed 
staff) negatively in education settings (Bodkin-Andrews & Carlson, 2016). The 
focus on identity and culture in schools is supported by limited research under-
taken in Australia. Most notably in Australia, Sarra (2014) established the criti-
cality of shifting the ways that broader deficit ideologies impact how Indigenous 
students perceive their identities as Indigenous peoples. Sarra’s scholarship 
emphasised the possibilities rendered when Indigenous peoples are given a pos-
itive framework to understand their cultures and identities. Lowe et  al. (2021) 
completed a systematic review examining access to cultural and language pro-
grams and their impact on the learner identities of Indigenous students. They 
found an ‘apparent causal connection between students’ access to authentic, 
community-centric programmes and schooling engagement’ (p. 89). Therefore, 
as outlined by Indigenous participants in this study, this priority is also well sup-
ported by the available research literature.

The second key theme, leadership and culture of inclusivity, is also consistent 
with research on the impact of leadership on inclusive school cultures and Indig-
enous education. For example, Trimmer et al. (2021) reported on findings from 
a systematic review that investigated the impact of school leadership on engage-
ment and outcomes for Indigenous students. Trimmer et al. (2021) reported that 
existing evidence showed a need for the appointment of ‘culturally competent 
leaders in Indigenous schools who are capable of implementing a shared model 
of leadership’ (p. 31) and that the concept of ‘co-leadership’ is needed to work 
in meaningful partnership with Indigenous leaders. The importance here is about 
having leaders who are committed to ‘authentic, purposeful and relationally 
based engagement between institutions and Aboriginal communities’ (Australian 
TAFE Teacher, 2018), as stated by the participants interviewed. How educational 
leaders engage with the community is consequently important and depends on 
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the local context (Shay & Lampert, 2022). School leaders need to ensure they 
are working with their local community in a respectful way, valuing local knowl-
edge, and authentically listening to issues of concern. A recent AITSL (2022) 
report, Building a Culturally Responsive Australian Education Workforce, sug-
gests schools require strong and focussed leadership that enables the support and 
development of culturally responsive staff (AITSL, 2022) to support success for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander learners.

Relationships, the third key theme, is also a significant finding. Many key activi-
ties outlined in Indigenous education research and policy include embedding Indig-
enous knowledge in curricula, employing Indigenous people in schools, and engag-
ing with Indigenous communities (Phillips & Lampert, 2012; Sarra, 2011; Shay & 
Heck, 2015). However, the relational aspect of all these imperatives is often miss-
ing. Indigenous worldviews emphasise relationality as central to knowing, being, 
and doing (Martin, 2008). Graham (2014) explains that Aboriginal relationality is 
‘an elaborate, complex and refined system of social, moral, spiritual and community 
obligations that provided an ordered universe for people’ (p. 2). When Indigenous 
peoples speak of relationships, this often holds different meanings of protocols, 
expectations, and politics; therefore, having a deeper understanding of how rela-
tionships can advance the idea of excellence in Indigenous education from multiple 
perspectives (critically, Indigenous perspectives) is vital. The Australian Education 
Review (Gillan et al., 2017) calls for the elevation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander voice in education through fuller engagement by institutions, systems, and 
policymakers with families and communities (p. v).

Policy implications

The gathered data have significant policy implications. The United Nations recog-
nises the ongoing impact of colonialism and its impact on the educational experi-
ences and outcomes of indigenous peoples globally (United Nations, 2023). Many 
settler-colonial nations have been unsuccessful in their attempts to address educa-
tional inequalities through policy. Until recently, many of these policy approaches 
globally have elevated a narrative of the indigenous deficit by focussing on gaps 
and problems. There is an emergence outside of Australia of shifting policy 
emphases to the aspirational and emphasising how indigenous people conceptual-
ise a discourse of excellence in indigenous education. For example, in Canada, the 
‘Mamàhtawiswin: The Wonder We Are born With—Indigenous Education Policy 
Framework’ for Manitoba emphasises the aspirations, voices, and imperatives of 
First Nations, Metis, and Innuit learners and in underpinned to First Nations princi-
ples connected to a culturally constructed concept of excellence that is connected to 
equity, belonging, and success (Government of Manitoba, 2022).

Contrastingly, Australian Governments have identified Indigenous education pol-
icy priorities as increasing attendance, improving literacy and numeracy outcomes, 
and increasing school retention rates under Close the Gap (Australian Govern-
ment, 2020a). Close the Gap has been critiqued for some time for its emphasis on 
quantitative measures of these policy priorities and the lack of qualitative data that 
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privileges the voices of Indigenous peoples. There is a clear disjuncture between the 
policy priorities outlined in Close the Gap and Indigenous people’s perspectives in 
this study. This supports the need for more Indigenous voices in all aspects of educa-
tion policy, program planning, and implementation (Gillan et al., 2017).

The National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Strategy (Austral-
ian Government, 2015) almost echoes the data reported in this paper with the top 
three priorities set out as (1) leadership, quality teaching, and workforce develop-
ment; (2) culture and identity; and (3) partnerships. Whilst the vision for this strat-
egy is clear, it is unclear how effective it has been in its implementation since 2015. 
This further raises the questions of accountability and evaluation, such as where and 
how Indigenous peoples’ perspectives and aspirations are included in policy, and 
how will governments measure a policy’s effectiveness if Indigenous peoples are 
not included in evaluating such policies? The Productivity Commission released the 
Indigenous Evaluation Strategy in October 2020 (Australian Government, 2020b). 
This strategy was released to recognise poor evaluation of Indigenous policy effi-
cacy over decades, providing principles that should inform the evaluation of Indig-
enous policy and programs such as centring Indigenous people and priorities and 
enhancing the quality of evaluations. The strategy outlines that the education 
domain should be included in ensuring policy and programs are properly evaluated, 
centring the voices of Indigenous peoples. However, there is still very little publicly 
available evaluation of Indigenous education policy programs.

Conclusion

The data from Indigenous peoples who contributed to this study assist in develop-
ing an understanding of Indigenous voices and perspectives on what excellence 
in Indigenous education is or can be. We recognise the limitation of this being a 
relatively small cohort of Indigenous peoples and have not intended to homogenise 
Indigenous voices. However, the data provide new knowledge in a field saturated 
with research that is often small scale and contextual. The three contexts where the 
research occurred represent geographic and cultural/linguistic diversity. However, 
the data were relatively consistent across the sites.

We continue our research program on excellence in Indigenous education to 
empirically understand what excellence in Indigenous education is, particularly 
from Indigenous peoples. We cannot offer a firm definition of excellence in Indig-
enous education at this stage of the research. However, it is clear from these data 
that the emergent three priorities for this group of Indigenous peoples, in aspiring 
to excellence in Indigenous education, are centred on the young person (nurturing 
culture and identity), leadership and inclusive cultures, and relationships. The data 
reported on in this study were from a pilot, and as the study received further fund-
ing, the data will be further analysed as the data grow. Furthermore, these data will 
be looked at with the data from non-Indigenous educators and leaders to examine 
shared priorities and divergences.

Elizabeth was the only participant in this study who talked overtly about rac-
ism; however, much of the data are race-based (indeed, this study is race-based), and 
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the ways that race appears in the data are somewhat normalised and come from the 
assumption that race and thus racism is present and mediates everyday interactions in 
settings, including education (Bodkin-Andrews & Carlson, 2016). Deficit discourses 
discussed in literature appeared in the data in our study; there seems to be a connection 
between these discourses and the ability to conceptualise excellence in Indigenous edu-
cation in both cohorts. Participants in this study talked about their reactions to the word 
excellence and how it impacted their ability to connect to the conversation, usually 
based on the pressure that the word excellence evoked. The findings show that employ-
ing a language underpinned by strengths can change the conversation and, indeed, the 
expectations and aspirations within the context of education. We understand that sim-
ply changing the language from ‘closing the gap’ to ‘excellence’ will not be a panacea 
for the challenges ahead in Indigenous education. However, we propose that framing 
Indigenous education through excellence or a similar word (this may be an Aborigi-
nal or Torres Strait Islander language word) may prove a useful tool in shifting the 
ideology of policy and thus the interpretation of enactment in the field of Indigenous 
education.

This research shows how Indigenous peoples conceptualised excellence in Indige-
nous education in this study aligns with many of the initiatives and programs advocated 
for over a long period of time, such as Sarra’s (2014) Stronger Smarter approach. There 
is a limited but growing body of research that supports identity affirming as a key prior-
ity in aiming toward excellence in Indigenous education, as identified by participants 
in this study. In addition to re-framing policy and practice approaches, a key considera-
tion in moving forward is how policy makers and practitioners can enact what is now 
a growing body of evidence based on the voices of Indigenous people in reimagining 
Indigenous education.
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