Chapter 3

What Do We Know About Community
Engagement in Indigenous Education
Contexts and How Might This Impact
on Pathways into Higher Education?

James A. Smith, Steve Larkin, Dean Yibarbuk, and John Guenther

Introduction

This chapter aims to provide a critical commentary about what is known about
‘community engagement’ in Indigenous education contexts and how this might
impact on pathways into higher education. But first, it is useful to understand the
concept of ‘community engagement’ in a broader sense. Indeed, the term ‘commu-
nity engagement’ means many different things to different people. There are various
definitions across many disciplines with a general lack of consensus in academic
scholarship and grey literature about how community engagement is actually best
defined (Ramachandra and Mansor 2014). Likewise, the terms ‘community’ and
‘engagement’ are equally contested (Campbell 2008a, b; Dempsey 2010). Whilst
some scholars have argued that a logical typology of community engagement
involves information sharing, consultation and participation (Johnston 2010), the
International Association for Public Participation has outlined five incremental
phases of public impact — inform, consult, involve, collaborate and empower (IAP2
2007). Others have offered differing approaches, critiques and tools to unpack what
is meant by community engagement (Dempsey 2010; Kotze et al. 2013). A popular
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definition of community engagement adopted by the UN through a consultative
process states:

Community Engagement is a two-way process by which the aspirations, concerns, needs
and values of citizens and communities are incorporated at all levels and in all sectors in
policy development, planning, decision-making, service delivery and assessment; and by
which government and other business and civil society organisations involve citizens, cli-
ents, communities and other stakeholders in these processes. (United Nations 2005, p. 1)

Generally speaking, ‘community engagement finds itself expressed through bot-
tom-up approaches, community ownership, “relevance” to the community, and col-
laborative approaches’ (Campbell and Christie 2008, p. 6). In our view, the challenge
of seeking a universal definition of community engagement is unproductive.
Nevertheless, an understanding of how community engagement is ‘done’ is impor-
tant. Is it something that is ‘done’ by one entity (such as a government organisation)
to another (such as a community) — perhaps with particular ‘rules of engagement’
with targets in sight? Is it something that is ‘done’ between two entities (such as a
school and parent council) where there is mutual benefit from the ‘doing’? Or is it
more of a symbiotic process where the boundaries of partnering entities merge as a
systemic whole? (see Guenther 2015a, b for a discussion of these concepts).

Yet it is equally important to recognise that it has now become a very popular
term in public policy discourses relating to health, education, employment, natural
resource management and welfare systems at state, national and international levels.
Whilst we recognise that there has been some discussion and theorising about stake-
holder engagement in organisational theory scholarship (e.g. see Foster and Jonker
2005; Greenwood and Van Buren 2010), we argue that a more nuanced understand-
ing of the different ways community engagement is conceptualised, theorised and
practiced within educational settings in Australia is becoming increasingly impor-
tant (Johnston 2010). One reason is that the term is now commonly used in a range
of research, policy and practice contexts without due consideration of what this
means, why this might be important, and how it can be done. Indeed, community
engagement is being used somewhat incoherently in strategic plans and frame-
works; in ministerial announcements; in government policies; as outputs in service
level agreements; as a key requirement during the implementation of various educa-
tion programs; in ethics proposals; and in commissioned reports and reviews. At
present little consideration is given to theoretical and practice implications associ-
ated with community engagement. That is, it is mentioned everywhere, but there is
a general lack of awareness about what community engagement looks and feels like
in reality. In fact, more often than not, it is being used as a catch-all feel-good phrase
that gives a sense of purpose, value and connectedness to the work we do.

For some, it is the ethical practice and principles that underpin the way commu-
nity engagement is enacted that are most important, such as the development of
trust, reciprocity and sustainability; for others it is the process, such as acting in a
socially just and equitable manner in the way decisions are made; and for others it
is about the impact or outcome achieved through community engagement, such as a
notable improvement in educational aspiration or achievement. Within an education
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context all of these aspects of community engagement are intimately intertwined.
Within an Indigenous education context there is an added cultural and political
dimension that also comes into play. Interestingly, much commentary on commu-
nity engagement fails to acknowledge the social, cultural, political and economic
dimensions and their respective impacts. This chapter aims to provide a descriptive
account of the way community engagement is currently described, understood and
employed in education contexts in Australia. We pay particular attention to the
implications this has for promoting Indigenous higher education pathways. To
achieve this, we ask five key questions:

1. What do we know about Indigenous community engagement?
2. What do we know about Indigenous community engagement in education
contexts?

. What do we know about community engagement in higher education?

4. What do we know about Indigenous community engagement in higher
education?

5. What are the opportunities for improved Indigenous community engagement in
Indigenous higher education contexts?

(O8]

We now discuss each of these questions in turn.

What Do We Know About Indigenous Community
Engagement?

Indigenous community engagement work is happening in a range of contexts both
nationally and globally. This includes but is not limited to Indigenous health, educa-
tion, water and land management and housing sectors (Campbell 2008a, b; Williams
2008; Watts 2012; National Collaborating Centre for Determinants of Health 2013).
Generally speaking, recognising the impact of colonisation on both education sys-
tems, and respective community engagement approaches, is important (Madden
etal. 2013). This has a significant bearing on the way Indigenous and non-Indigenous
people interact and exchange information within community engagement contexts
(Verran and Christie 2008). Finding alternative community engagement methods
that privilege Indigenous epistemologies, ontologies and axiologies are important
(Verran and Christie 2008; Madden et al. 2013). We hypothesise that incorporating
Indigenous knowledges and practices into the development of Indigenous commu-
nity engagement tools, and therefore increasing the potential to improve the way in
which Indigenous community engagement occurs in practice, will ultimately
strengthen Indigenous education outcomes in Australia. Whilst there has been little
application of decolonising theories in relation to Indigenous community engage-
ment practices in Australia, there is certainly room for such application. Indeed,
understanding how power is negotiated in community engagement activities is fun-
damental (Head 2007) and is worth of further exploration in Indigenous community
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engagement contexts. Larkin (2015) has examined Indigenous higher education
contexts using Critical Race Theory (CRT) to convincingly argue that the centralisa-
tion of race and racism; a commitment to challenging the dominant ideology; a
commitment to social justice; the centrality of marginalised voices; transdisciplinar-
ity; and interest convergence, are all important considerations. Inherent in these
discussions is the concept of power and power relations. The context of engagement
is also important. Community engagement in an urban area will take on a different
form than engagement in a remote community. Furthermore, outsiders engaging in
an inside space need to be self-aware not only about the nature of the context but the
nature of assumptions they bring to their role in engagement. We suggest the same
general considerations could apply to the way Indigenous community engagement
is approached, particularly within education settings.

What Do We Know About Indigenous Community
Engagement in Education Contexts?

In Canada, education policy and curriculum documents encourage the participation
of Indigenous community members as a key component of Indigenous education
reform (Madden et al. 2013). The implementation of such approaches has resulted
in barriers such as unwelcoming schools, professionalisation of classroom teaching,
colonised classrooms and unilateral decolonisation being identified as key concerns
(Madden et al. 2013). Such research has emphasised the importance of the multiple
perspectives of key community stakeholders such as Indigenous students, parents,
elders, families, teachers and cultural support workers. There are multiple examples
of successful Indigenous community engagement and consultation processes in the
education and training sector across Australia. Yet we note that there has been no
systematic review and subsequent critical analysis of the success factors of such
programs. There has also been minimal evaluation work completed with sufficient
theoretical rigour. Whilst we acknowledge this is urgently required, particularly in
relation to the benefits of involving Indigenous people and incorporating Indigenous
knowledges and practices, it extends beyond the immediate scope of this chapter.
Similarly, there are organisations supporting enhanced Indigenous community
engagement processes in this space. The NSW Aboriginal Education Consultative
Group Inc. and Stronger Smarter Institute are two notable exemplars. We do not
provide additional case studies here to illustrate such work, but acknowledge that
enhanced profiling of reputable organisations building capacity in Indigenous com-
munity engagement work would be useful for practitioners and policy-makers
working in Indigenous education and training contexts. Such efforts would help in
extending theorising about, and further investments in, Indigenous community
engagement in education settings.

Recent research has found that family-strengthening programs are widespread
throughout Australia and are frequently used to enhance relationships between
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students, families and schools as a means to improve education outcomes for
Indigenous students (Guenther 2014). Further research needs to occur to better
understand the longer term outcomes of such work. Whilst the evidence suggests
there are many benefits for participants in such programs, the long term community
impact of these types of programs, collectively, has not been evaluated. Research
conducted by the Cooperative Research Centre for Remote Economic Participation’s
(CRC-REP) Remote Education Systems project shows definitively that community
members see successful schools as those where parents and community members
are actively involved in their children’s education. What’s more, they want to have
a greater say in the system’s response to schooling in communities (Guenther
2015b; Guenther et al. 2015).

We also know that community engagement is being incorporated into Indigenous
education policy contexts in Australia. Using A Share in the Future — Indigenous
Education Strategy 2015-2024 as an example, ‘engagement’ has recently been
identified as one of the five major elements to improve Indigenous education out-
comes in the Northern Territory (Northern Territory Department of Education
2015a). One goal of ‘engagement’ outlined in the strategy is that ‘parents and com-
munities are engaged with purpose to support their children throughout their learn-
ing journey’ (Northern Territory Department of Education, p. 9). Yet the target and
performance measure relates to the ‘proportion of Indigenous students in govern-
ment schools attending four or more days per week’ (Northern Territory Department
of Education, p. 11). For us, there is an uneasy disjunction between the goal and the
measure and a lack of consideration for the theory of change behind the interven-
tions and their outcomes. Whilst we recognise that attendance is used as a proxy
measure for ‘student participation’ in the Measurement Framework for Australian
Schooling in Australia (White 2015), there is a myriad of ways to measure parent
and community engagement, such as Indigenous engagement in school governance,
levels of parental participation in classroom activities or an increase in student and
family aspirations for educational success. These measures are in stark contrast to
the desired outcome described in the strategy which focuses on consistent school
attendance (which incidentally aligns with a parallel national policy investment
known as the Remote School Attendance Strategy). Interestingly, there is no mea-
sure in relation to educational achievement which one could argue is a more appro-
priate measure than school attendance.

Due to the vagueness in the way both ‘engagement’ and ‘community engage-
ment’ have been defined in the strategy, the corresponding actions outlined in the
implementation plan lack an explicit connection to the goal, target and performance
measure. The actions span a single provider girls’ engagement program; a commu-
nity engagement charter to set the expectations to drive respectful and purposeful
relationships between schools and communities; and the implementation of a whole
system approach to behaviour management and wellbeing in all schools (Northern
Territory Department of Education 2015b). Using the development of a Community
Engagement Charter as an illustration, the implementation of this action has ini-
tially involved mandating school principals to develop a charter within their school.
At the timing of writing this chapter, a Family and Community Engagement
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Framework and a Community Engagement Charter template had been distributed to
school principals across the Northern Territory (Northern Territory Department of
Education 2016). The framework asks a series of questions relating to communica-
tion, partnerships to learn, community collaboration, decision-making and partici-
pation (Northern Territory Department of Education 2016). It also outlines best
practices with respect to strong family and community engagement (Northern
Territory Department of Education 2016). Noteworthy is that the Family and
Community Engagement Framework developed by the Northern Territory
Department of Education is completely disconnected from the territory-wide
Remote Engagement and Program Strategy launched only 5 months prior by the
Northern Territory Department of Local Government and Community Services
(Northern Territory Government 2015).

With respect to the expectation for school principals to develop a Community
Engagement Charter, little guidance has been provided to school principals about
how community engagement should be negotiated within each remote Indigenous
school context; what indicators would be used to measure and monitor the success
of the Community Engagement Charter and how they would be held accountable in
relation to the charter. Therefore, one can expect that the intensity and nature of
community engagement will differ markedly across Northern Territory communi-
ties. Activities could potentially range from a one-off school event or open day to an
intensive family engagement program or an out-of-hours culture and language pro-
gram involving information exchange between students, teachers and other com-
munity members. The possibilities are endless. We are strong advocates for schools
and communities to have the ability to think innovatively and work flexibly to plan
and implement community engagement activities. However, it is equally important
to understand the purpose and desired outcome of community engagement in
Indigenous education settings. Too often this is poorly defined and therefore fails to
acknowledge and value an underlying philosophy of community engagement as a
means to empower and enable active citizenship.

What Do We Know About Community Engagement in Higher
Education?

Globally, universities have increasingly focused efforts on campus-community
engagement and/or university-community engagement (Winter et al. 2006; Dempsey
2010). As Dempsey (2010, p366) comments ‘Universities increasingly cast them-
selves as engaged institutions committed to building collaborative relationships
with community-based stakeholders.” Typically, community engagement in higher
education is often described as a cluster of activities that include, among others,
service learning, programs and research that address specific social, economic
and political needs (Bernardo et al. 2012). From an Australian perspective,
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Winter et al. (2006) provide a more detailed analysis suggesting that key dimensions
of community engagement in higher education include:

* Teaching and learning

e Curriculum design

* Policies

* Research

» External Relations

* Social and Cultural Engagement

 Partnerships with school and educational providers
* Economic engagement

e Organisation and participation of students

The reality is that community engagement is now a common term used in
university-wide strategic plans, with some universities having developed their own
specific community engagement strategies and/or established dedicated community
engagement roles and responsibilities. There is even a journal dedicated to the
topic — Australasian Journal of University-Community Engagement. Interestingly,
community engagement is now also used as a common assessment criterion in aca-
demic staff promotion processes in many Australian universities. For example, the
Charles Darwin University (CDU) academic staff promotion policy indicates that
the following factors are assessed in relation to community engagement:

e Significant and valued contributions to a profession, industry partner or to
government

e Significant and valued contribution to communities, especially remote, regional
and Indigenous communities

e Significant and valued contribution to CDU Equity goals

Whilst these are worthy endeavours, it is unclear how these factors are assessed
and who is best positioned to make such assessments. Arguably, community stake-
holders would be best positioned to make such assessments but in our experience
this is rarely the case.

As Winter et al. (2006, p. 225) explain, ‘the local orientation of community
engagement is a distinct part of its appeal, offering regional outcomes for communi-
ties, opportunities for local students, and projects that are tangible and achievable.’
However, community engagement is not necessarily an easy endeavour. Clifford
and Petrescu (2012) argue that sustainable university-community engagement
involves three intertwined dimensions — internal, external and personal. These fac-
tors involve a complex interplay between balancing organisational and community
priorities, negotiating power relations and positioning oneself with respect to oth-
ers. In our experience, these are remarkably similar factors to negotiate in the con-
text of Indigenous community engagement work. One can assume that these
dimensions are therefore more pronounced in Indigenous community engagement
which focuses on supporting pathways into higher education.
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What Do We Know About Indigenous Community
Engagement with Respect to Pathways into Higher
Education?

Whilst there are national requirements for universities to report against Indigenous
student access, participation, retention and success in higher education; Indigenous
involvement in university governance; and Indigenous employment strategies
(Kinnane et al. 2014), there is nothing that explicitly requires a broader commitment
to Indigenous community engagement. This is problematic. Smith et al. (2015)
assert that Indigenous community engagement is a key principle and process that
should underpin all program development aimed at supporting Indigenous learners
to enter higher education. This was something highlighted regularly during presen-
tations at a national forum held in Darwin in October 2015, which was funded
through the Australian Government 2014 Higher Education Participation Program
National Priorities Pool. The forum was entitled ‘Engagement at the interface:
Indigenous pathways and transitions into higher education’ and involved bringing
together 130 participants (the majority working in Indigenous higher education con-
texts) from across Australia. Despite a deep interest in the topic of Indigenous com-
munity engagement among participants, at this point in time there is very limited
published evidence about exactly what Indigenous community engagement can
look and feel like with respect to promoting pathways into higher education. This
does not imply that there is a lack of action in this space. Quite the contrary, as
Kinnane et al. (2014, p. 80) point out,

Many universities collaborate with schools and communities to provide outreach to a
greater number of Indigenous students. These programmes are diverse and are making great
strides nationally in raising the aspirations of young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students about ‘going on to uni.’ Valuing and engaging with family and community is a
common theme of those universities with successful programmes.

Indeed, there is an emerging literature which argues that it is critically important
for universities to build trusting and respectful relationships with Indigenous stu-
dents, their families and the communities to which they belong, to successfully
engage in discussions about pathways into higher education (Behrendt et al. 2012;
Fredericks et al. 2015). Some Australian universities have invested in Indigenous
engagement positions, programs, strategies and frameworks, or have embedded an
explicit Indigenous community engagement focus into Reconciliation Action Plans.
The scope and functions of these investments varies tremendously, further empha-
sising that Indigenous community engagement is being conceptualised in different
ways within higher education environments in Australia. We argue that the nature,
processes and impact of such engagement is important. This is illustrated convinc-
ingly in relation to the Community Aspirations Program (CAP-ED) delivered
through Central Queensland University:

The project team took the time to develop, maintain and sustain relationships with com-
munity members and service providers, and this paid off in their trust and support for the
programme, which provided an opportunity to share as it was implemented. Communities
were initially hesitant to engage with the project. However, as soon as the project employed
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Indigenous staff who were connected with the communities and had local knowledge, com-
munity engagement became much easier. Early engagement fostered additional engage-
ment as the team developed greater knowledge and opened dialogue between the
communities and the universities. While it can be challenging to build into projects oppor-
tunities for discussion and deep engagement, the efforts pay off through greater opportuni-
ties for development, empowerment and change. By developing deep relationships with
Elders and community members, the CAP-ED team designed a programme with commu-
nity ownership of both the process and the outcomes (Fredericks et al. 2015, p. 61).

The concepts raised by Fredericks et al. (2015) highlight important consider-
ations when engaging Indigenous students and families in discussion about higher
education. A commitment of time and sustained engagement is a central feature.
Employment of local Indigenous staff is equally important. These are key learnings
to consider when investing in Indigenous community engagement in higher educa-
tion contexts. However, at this point in time, there is a paucity of quality research
and evaluation data to make firm evidence-based recommendations about what
works best and why and in what circumstances (Frawley et al. 2015). Further invest-
ments in comprehensive and rigorous program evaluations and collaborative
research approaches would help to grow a stronger evidence base in this regard.

What Are the Opportunities for Improved Indigenous
Community Engagement in Indigenous Higher Education
Contexts?

The aforementioned discussion has led us to identify four major opportunities for
improving Indigenous community engagement in higher education. These include:

1. Redefining community engagement from Indigenous standpoints

2. Appropriately resourcing Indigenous community engagement activities

3. Continuing to build an evidence base to learn from recent Indigenous commu-
nity engagement investments

4. Move beyond the rhetorical language used in many policy documents and
frameworks

Each of these focus areas is discussed briefly below.

Redefining Community Engagement from Indigenous
Standpoints

If we want to see improvements and further investment in the area of Indigenous
community engagement in higher education, then we need to place greater attention
on the potential contribution of Indigenous knowledges and practices. This involves
a number of key elements. Firstly, a heightened level of theorising about Indigenous
community engagement would be beneficial. This could include the incorporation
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of theoretical approaches such as Indigenous Standpoint Theory; Whiteness Theory
or Critical Race Theory. Noting the outstanding work already done by Indigenous
scholars in this field both in Australia (e.g. Moreton-Robinson 2006a, b; Arbon
2008; Ford 2010; Nakata et al. 2012) and internationally (e.g. Bishop 2011; Chilisa
2012), we hypothesise this would see a fundamental shift in the way Indigenous
community engagement is approached by universities. It would see a shift away
from a Eurocentric worldview, to a paradigm more closely aligned to Indigenous
epistemologies and ontologies. Secondly, if we start to view Indigenous community
engagement in this way, the probability of pursuing community engagement that is
framed in a more culturally respectful and responsive way is much more likely. As
a consequence, we may find that the doing of engagement takes on a different
dynamic, such that those who were once the targets of engagement become the
initiators of engagement. This would be consistent with both ways learning
approaches frequently advocated in the Indigenous education space (White 2015).

Appropriately Resourcing Indigenous Community Engagement
Activities

A significant challenge faced in many universities in Australia is ensuring that a
sufficient quantum of funds is allocated to pursue quality community engagement
work. Given that emerging evidence suggests that time, sustained engagement and
whole-of-community engagement approaches are important elements in what
Indigenous community engagement constitutes (Fredericks et al. 2015; Smith et al.
2015), we know that additional resources are usually required in comparison to
mainstream university-community engagement contexts. In many universities, this
includes a commitment to increase a core investment in financial and human
resources, which contrasts the more frequently accessed time-limited nationally
competitive funding sources. Within a tight fiscal environment, the realisation that
appropriate resourcing is a key factor is not always well received. However, if we
want to see improvements in Indigenous education outcomes, then it is a necessary
non-negotiable step. Within the context of regional and remote Indigenous commu-
nity engagement the need for additional resourcing becomes even more critical.
Factors such as travel, accommodation, inclement weather, sorry business, use of
interpreters, Indigenous leadership and governance capacity, and remuneration for
Indigenous expertise and cultural brokerage (in the form of sitting fees or employ-
ment of local community members) frequently come into play. There is currently
insufficient evidence about what the real costs are, in relation to human and finan-
cial capital, to do this well. Similarly, there has been a lack of investment in profes-
sional development, education and training by governments and other institutions
(such as universities) to enhance Indigenous community engagement efforts. Given
that community engagement has both theoretical and practice elements that are not
necessarily well understood, respective outcomes for the Indigenous communities
we wish to engage are often suboptimal.
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Continuing to Build an Evidence Base to Learn from Recent
Indigenous Community Engagement Investments

We have pointed towards an emerging evidence base about Indigenous community
engagement in higher education in Australia. But we have also explained that addi-
tional collaborative research and more sophisticated forms of evaluation and moni-
toring are required (Smith et al. 2015). The recent national forum on Indigenous
pathways and transitions into higher education, coupled with recent investments in
Indigenous higher education aspiration building programs through the federally
funded Higher Education Participation Program, indicate that there is a groundswell
of work happening in this area. Therefore, there is great potential to build a substan-
tial evidence base about Indigenous community engagement relatively quickly. We
argue that this should be a key research and policy reform priority within the
Indigenous higher education space.

Move Beyond the Rhetorical Language Used in Many Policy
Documents and Frameworks

As mentioned in the Introduction, and later illustrated using a Northern Territory
Indigenous education policy example, the way in which Indigenous community
engagement is conceptualised in policy documents and strategic frameworks needs
be critically analysed and challenged. At present, there is a high degree of ambiguity
in such documents, which ultimately leads to a lack of accountability with respect
to improving Indigenous education outcomes. Within higher education contexts,
this means being explicit about how Indigenous community engagement is defined,
who defines it and who does it. We argue that the foundation for such work is best
developed in collaboration with key community stakeholders including Indigenous
Elders, students, their families, community-based organisations and where relevant
their employers or schools. To do this with integrity requires an approach where the
assumptions of academia, and those of context in which engagement is done, are
unpacked together. There is considerable opportunity for non-Indigenous and
Indigenous scholars to work together on this, building theories and practical appli-
cations at the ‘cultural interface’ (Nakata 2007) which will assist in the development
of community actions that truly meet the needs and aspirations of Indigenous people.
This will, however, require careful negotiation. Community engagement is occa-
sionally perceived as an outcome rather than a process to achieve an outcome. This
has led to some Indigenous communities becoming confused and perhaps disillu-
sioned by the purpose of such engagement. As emphasised earlier, this is further
exacerbated by the lack of investment in professional development activities about
what good community engagement looks and feels like.
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Conclusion

In this chapter, we have incrementally examined the concept of community engage-
ment in relation to (a) Indigenous community engagement; (b) Indigenous commu-
nity engagement in education; (c) community engagement in higher education and
(d) Indigenous community engagement in higher education. This descriptive analy-
sis has outlined the various strengths and weaknesses of such approaches based on
current scholarship. In doing so, we highlight that a critical analysis of existing
Indigenous community engagement programs in education settings is needed,
including more theoretically rigorous and more complex and comprehensive evalua-
tion processes. We have also used existing policy discourses to illustrate some of the
challenges educators face when attempting to make transitions from policy into prac-
tice with respect to Indigenous community engagement. We then briefly discussed
some of the opportunities for improving Indigenous community engagement in the
higher education sector. This includes redefining community engagement from
Indigenous standpoints; appropriately resourcing Indigenous community engage-
ment activities; continuing to build an evidence base to learn from recent Indigenous
community engagement investments and to move beyond the rhetorical language
used in many policy documents and frameworks. We argue that if steps are taken to
improve the quality and quantum of Indigenous community engagement work occur-
ring in the higher education sector in Australia in this way, then we are on a strong
path for improving Indigenous pathways and transitions into university.
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