
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ABORIGINAL EDUCATION WORKERS IN SOUTH 

AUSTRALIA: TOWARDS EQUALITY OF 

RECOGNITION OF INDIGENOUS ETHICS OF CARE 

PRACTICES 
 

by 

 

Bindi MacGill, 

BA (Hons), Grad Dip Ed., MA 

 

 

 

 

A dissertation submitted in fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor 

of Philosophy, School of Australian Studies, Faculty of Education, Humanities, Law 

& Theology, Flinders University  

 

September, 2008 



 ii 

Table of Contents 
 

ABSTRACT ...............................................................................................................................................VI 

DECLARATION................................................................................................................................... VIII 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS.....................................................................................................................IX 

LIST OF ACRONYMS AND ABBREVIATIONS............................................................................... X 

GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS ..............................................................................................................XI 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION........................................................................................................... 13 

BACKGROUND......................................................................................................................................... 13 
CATALYST FOR THIS STUDY ................................................................................................................... 16 
AIMS ........................................................................................................................................................ 18 
WHY IS THIS TOPIC SIGNIFICANT? .......................................................................................................... 18 
LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY................................................................................................................... 20 
OUTLINE OF THE CHAPTERS.................................................................................................................... 21 
CONCLUSION........................................................................................................................................... 25 

CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY: AN OVERVIEW OF THE HISTORY AND 

WORKING CONDITIONS OF AEWS IN SOUTH AUSTRALIA ................................................. 27 

INTRODUCTION ....................................................................................................................................... 27 
ANANGU TEACHING ASSISTANTS .......................................................................................................... 28 
ABORIGINAL EDUCATION WORKER: A NEW TITLE.............................................................................. 32 
ARA KUWARITJAKUTU PROJECTS: TOWARDS A NEW WAY, STAGES 1, 2 AND 3. ................................ 32 
ABORIGINAL EDUCATION WORKERS' CURRENT ROLES IN SCHOOL...................................................... 36 
THE ABORIGINAL EDUCATION WORKERS HANDBOOK ........................................................................ 38 
CONCLUSION........................................................................................................................................... 40 

CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK............................................................................... 43 

INTRODUCTION ....................................................................................................................................... 43 
WHITENESS THEORY............................................................................................................................... 44 
WHITENESS THEORY: PROBLEMS AND ISSUES....................................................................................... 45 
REPRESENTATION AND CULTURALISM................................................................................................... 48 
THE UNEXAMINED PRIVILEGE OF WHITENESS IN AUSTRALIAN EDUCATIONAL SETTINGS ................... 51 
THE COMPLEXITY OF WHITENESS AND WHITE DEFENSIVENESS ............................................................ 53 
CONCLUSION........................................................................................................................................... 54 

CHAPTER 4: LITERATURE REVIEW.............................................................................................. 57 

INTRODUCTION ....................................................................................................................................... 57 
POSITIONING THE RESEARCHER ............................................................................................................. 59 



 iii 

LOCATING AEWS WITHIN INDIGENOUS EDUCATION: 1960S-1980S .................................................... 60 
WATTS: ANALYSING QUALITATIVE RESEARCH THROUGH THE LENS OF WHITENESS........................... 62 
AN ANALYSIS OF ABORIGINAL TEACHER AIDES BY VALADIAN AND RANDELL ................................. 66 
ANALYSING QUALITATIVE RESEARCH AND THE PRIVILEGE OF WHITE ETHICS OF CARE ...................... 67 
AEWS IN CONTEMPORARY RESEARCH: 1980S-2008 ............................................................................ 69 
THE ABSENCE OF RECOGNITION OF AEWS INVOLVEMENT IN BILINGUAL EDUCATION, LEARNING 

STYLES AND TWO WAY EDUCATION..................................................................................................... 70 
WARREN, COOPER AND BATURO: MAINTAINING WHITE METHODOLOGIES IN QUALITATIVE 

RESEARCH ............................................................................................................................................... 72 
MALLOCH: CHALLENGING NORMATIVE WHITE METHODOLOGIES ....................................................... 76 
AEWS: INDIGENOUS PERSPECTIVES ...................................................................................................... 79 
CONCLUSION........................................................................................................................................... 83 

CHAPTER 5: METHODOLOGY ......................................................................................................... 87 

INTRODUCTION ....................................................................................................................................... 87 
THE POSITION OF THE RESEARCHER ....................................................................................................... 88 
STANDPOINT THEORY ............................................................................................................................. 90 
STANDPOINTS AND THE INTERPRETATION PROCESS.............................................................................. 92 
PERSONAL STANDPOINT EPISTEMOLOGY: MY EXPERIENCES AS A NON-INDIGENOUS TEACHER ON THE 

APY LANDS............................................................................................................................................ 96 
DECONSTRUCTING MY OWN ETHNO-NARRATIVE ................................................................................100 
SEVEN KEY COMPETENCIES: WHO IS REALLY COMPETENT? .............................................................101 
METHODS: IN-DEPTH SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS.......................................................................103 
INTERVIEWS AND THE INTERVIEWER-INTERVIEWEE RELATIONSHIP...................................................105 
CONCLUSION.........................................................................................................................................108 

CHAPTER 6: EVERY DAY WORK: OCCUPYING THE BORDER ZONES BETWEEN 

SCHOOLS AND INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES .........................................................................111 

INTRODUCTION .....................................................................................................................................111 
SUE ........................................................................................................................................................113 
HARRY...................................................................................................................................................124 
MATTHEW .............................................................................................................................................128 
LUCY .....................................................................................................................................................135 
ALISON ..................................................................................................................................................140 
CONCLUSION.........................................................................................................................................145 

CHAPTER 7: ETHICS OF CARE.......................................................................................................149 

INTRODUCTION .....................................................................................................................................149 
ETHICS OF CARE AND ITS RELATIONSHIP TO EDUCATION....................................................................150 
WHITE ETHICS OF CARE: HISTORY AND THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS ...........................................154 
THE ENACTMENT OF WHITE EMOTIONAL LABOUR...............................................................................156 



 iv 

NODDINGS’ CONSTRUCTION OF CARE: AN EXAMINATION OF WHITENESS .........................................160 
PRIMARY CAREGIVER PRESUMPTION ..................................................................................................161 
INDIGENOUS ETHICS OF CARE..............................................................................................................163 
KINSHIP SYSTEMS .................................................................................................................................163 
THE VIEWS OF DR BETH GORDON........................................................................................................164 
NGARRITJAN-KESSARIS: HER STANDPOINT AS A CHILD RAISED IN AN EXTENDED FAMILY ..............165 
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN LAND AND ETHICS OF CARE .................................................................169 
GALTHA ROM: THEORY AND PRACTICE..............................................................................................173 
KOONIBA ON THE WEST COAST ...........................................................................................................175 
CONCLUSION.........................................................................................................................................177 

CHAPTER 8: AEWS AND THE SOCIAL STRUCTURE: OCCUPYING THE 

INTERSECTIONS BETWEEN RACE, CLASS AND GENDER. .................................................179 

INTRODUCTION .....................................................................................................................................179 
THE PRIMARY SCHOOL AS A GENDERED SITE.......................................................................................181 
THE IMPACT OF COLONIAL RELATIONSHIPS: AEWS AS SERVANTS IN PRIMARY SCHOOLS................183 
THE IMPACT OF THE MOTHERING DISCOURSE: AEWS AS MAMMY IN PRIMARY SCHOOLS ................186 
AEWS AS EDUCATIONAL POLICE .........................................................................................................191 
AEWS AS NEGOTIATORS: GENDERED WHITENESS AND CONFLICT RESOLUTION CLAIMS. ................194 
CONCLUSION.........................................................................................................................................200 

CHAPTER 9: JUSTICE AND THE RECOGNITION OF INDIGENOUS ETHICS OF CARE

....................................................................................................................................................................203 

INTRODUCTION .....................................................................................................................................203 
INDIRECT DISCRIMINATION..................................................................................................................204 
SECTION 9(1)A OF THE RDA, 1975, (CTH)..........................................................................................206 
RECOGNITION THEORY .........................................................................................................................208 
SAME/DIFFERENCE: A BRIEF OVERVIEW .............................................................................................209 
EQUALITY OF RECOGNITION.................................................................................................................210 
STATUS MODEL AND PARITY OF PARTICIPATION .................................................................................214 
CONCLUSION.........................................................................................................................................216 

CHAPTER 10: A MAP FOR RECOGNITION.................................................................................217 

INTRODUCTION .....................................................................................................................................217 
MAP ON THE COLLEGIAL LEVEL ...........................................................................................................218 
A CRITICAL PEDAGOGY OF WHITENESS: SHIFTING THE PRIVILEGE OF WHITE ETHICS OF CARE ........220 
MAPPING A CRITICAL PEDAGOGY OF WHITENESS: TOWARDS PARITY OF RECOGNITION OF AEWS..224 
MAP FOR THE INSTITUTIONAL LEVEL: THE NEED FOR STRUCTURAL SUPPORT TO FACILITATE CHANGE

...............................................................................................................................................................227 
RECOMMENDATION 1: WORKSHOPS FOR NON-INDIGENOUS TEACHERS ............................................230 
RECOMMENDATION 2: WORKSHOPS FOR AEWS AND NON-INDIGENOUS TEACHERS ........................231 



 v 

RECOMMENDATION 3: INSTITUTIONAL EQUALITY OF RECOGNITION .................................................231 
CONCLUSION.........................................................................................................................................232 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ...................................................................................................................................237 

APPENDIX 1 ...........................................................................................................................................311 

APPENDIX 2 ...........................................................................................................................................315 

 



 vi 

Abstract 
 

 

This thesis is focused on Aboriginal Education Workers (AEWs) who work with, 

support and care for Indigenous students in schools in South Australia.  AEWs work 

in the ‘border zones’ (Giroux 2005) between the values of schools and the 

expectations of Indigenous communities.  This thesis highlights how AEWs 

experience indirect discrimination in the workplace as a result of their complex 

racialised position.  In particular, there is a general absence of recognition of AEWs’ 

caring role by non-Indigenous staff in schools.    

 

AEWs are not only marginalised in schools, but also at an institutional level.  While 

AEWs’ working conditions have improved, the ‘redistribution’ (Fraser & Honneth 

2003, p. 10) of better working conditions has not eliminated indirect discrimination 

in the workplace.  Furthermore, there is little research regarding AEWs in Indigenous 

education.  Thus at three levels, namely school, Department of Education and 

Children’s Services (DECS) and academia, there is a cyclical pattern that perpetuates 

an absence of recognition of AEWs. 

 

This thesis uses whiteness theory (Frankenberg 1993) as a theoretical framework to 

examine this lack of recognition and the consequent low status of AEWs in schools.  

The thesis emerges from research, experience working as a teacher in a remote 

Aboriginal school with AEWs, and in-depth semi-structured interviews with 12 

AEWs who are working in South Australian state schools.  Standpoint theory 

(Collins 2004; Harding 2004) is used as both a method and methodology in order to 

understand and map AEWs’ position in schools.  A common theme raised by all of 

the AEWs in the interviews is the absence of recognition of their work in schools by 

non-Indigenous staff and the consequent feeling of marginalisation in the workplace.  

In this thesis the site-specific contexts of the interviewees and the effects of 

whiteness are examined. 

 

The findings that emerged from the in-depth semi-structured interviews with AEWs 

were concerned with Indigenous ethics of care models.  The narratives from the 
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interviewees who were AEWs revealed how white ethics of care practices in schools 

de-legitimise Indigenous ethics of care.  Furthermore, the discursive regimes that 

govern school policy and protocol often limit AEWs’ ability to respond effectively to 

Indigenous student needs.  This thesis highlights the complexities and contradictions 

of AEWs who are working in the border zones.  As a result, AEWs often feel caught 

between school expectations and community protocols.  

 

This thesis advocates equality of recognition of Indigenous ethics of care practices to 

address the indirect discrimination that AEWs experience.  It concludes with a map 

for recognition of AEWs' care practices on an institutional level in relation to 

academia and DECS, and in schools in order to overturn the continual 

marginalisation of AEWs in South Australia.  It argues for a values shift for non-

Indigenous teachers and staff in schools and at the institutional levels in DECS and 

academia.  In particular, this involves a values shift by non-Indigenous teachers, 

academics and policy makers towards an understanding of whiteness.  

Recommendations are provided in the concluding chapter that signpost possible 

moves towards equality of recognition of Indigenous ethics of care practices by non-

Indigenous staff in schools. 

 



 viii 

Declaration 
 

 

I certify that this thesis does not incorporate without acknowledgment any material 

previously submitted for a degree or diploma in any university; and that to the best of 

my knowledge and belief it does not contain any material previously published or 

written by another person except where due reference is made in the text. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bindi MacGill 

 



 ix 

Acknowledgements 
 

 

I would like to thank Dr Christine Nicholls and Dr Kay Whitehead for their role as 

supervisors.  I would also like to thank the staff at Yunggorendi, including Daryle 

Rigney, Tracey Bunda, Faye Blanch, Bevin Wilson and Simone Tur for advice and 

their ongoing intellectual and emotional support.  I am also grateful for Lester 

Irabinna Rigney’s insight during his initial role as co-supervisor for this thesis.  

Thank you to the interviewees, particularly the AEWs who were interviewed, as 

without their contribution this thesis would not have reached its full potential.  

(Please refer to Appendix A in respect of my appreciation of the interviewees).  

Thank you also to Margaret Davies for our meeting regarding equality of 

recognition.  I am grateful to the staff at the Student Learning Centre for their 

ongoing support.  In particular, thank you to Sandra Egege regarding her advice 

about the theoretical framework and Dominic Keuskamp for his support in 

formatting the thesis.  Thank you also to Julia Miller for proof reading the 

bibliography.  I would also like to thank family and friends for their support, 

particularly Sue Anderson, Sue Rankin, Lucy MacGill, Peter MacGill and Kirsty 

Davies. Finally, thankyou to my husband Mark Rankin and my children, Zoe and 

Sasha.  

 



 x 

List of acronyms and abbreviations  
 

AECG Aboriginal Education Consultative Groups 

AEDP Aboriginal Employment Development Policy 
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Glossary of key terms 
 

Anangu:  A self-referential term for Pitjantjatjara/ Yankunytjatjara people: it literally 

means 'person' or 'people' in the Pitjantjatjara/Yankunytjatjara language group. 

Recently its semantic range has expanded somewhat to include some non-Aboriginal 

people as well, ie to denote a 'person' or 'people' generically, but this is only 

occasional. 

 

Auntie/Uncle: an Indigenous woman or man who has the status of a person present in 

an Indigenous community who has influence over children; the equivalent being a 

parent in situ in nuclear family models. 

 

Country: Land from which a person’s ancestors and Dreamings came and with which 

kin affiliations and identity are associated. 

 

Ethics of care: Ethics of care is concerned with the social practice of caring in 

families, schools and societies and includes 'attentiveness, responsibility [and] 

responsiveness' (Sevenhuijsen 1998, p. 83).  Caring is a physical act but the act of 

caring and the manners of reciprocation of care are grounded in cultural practices.   

 




