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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines issues of power, culture and schooling as they apply 
to an indigenous community located on Saibai Island in the Torres Strait 
of northern Australia. The thesis combines literature research with 
ethnography to consider Saibaian schooling in various contexts. These 
include the history of schooling in the region, the relevant educational 
literature and the actual physical and social contexts of schooling on 
Saibai. Early chapters deal with methodology, history and educational 
literature. Later chapters deal with ethnographic material using the 
themes of separation, culture and collaborative decision-making to 
organise the data. The work of Michel Foucault informs the analytical 
approach to issues of power. Hence power is considered to be ubiquitous, 
productive and linked to issues of knowledge and culture. School 
principals are identified as key figures in schooling and therefore play a 
major role in the thesis. As the principals are all men of non-Islander 
(anglo) backgrounds, this thesis represents a significant break from works 
within the realm of indigenous education that are heavily influenced by 
cultural anthropology and tend to focus only on the Aboriginal or Islander 
participants as objects of study. 

The thesis considers how Saibaian people are excluded from schooling 
through various techniques and practices that tend to place the principal in 
a position of autocracy vis a vis the school. Furthermore, I show how 
various schooling practices that aim to include community members in 
schooling are shaped and transformed such that they actually serve to 
entrench the principal in his position of control over schooling. This 
applies even in the way that cultural activities are incorporated into the 
school illustrating that no aspect of schooling is immune to relations of 
power. Indeed, the notion of Saibaian Islanders belonging to a unique 
cultural group is used by some principals to argue that they are unsuited to 
roles within the school's decision-making process. Ultimately, then, this 
thesis is about relations between school principals and community 
members in the context of schooling on Saibai Island. 
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ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

On the seventeenth of June 1993 the principal of the state school of Saibai 

Island, located in the far north of the Torres Strait held a school luncheon, 

to mark his departure from the community in which he had worked and 

lived for the previous six months. Over forty people attended and after 

the meal each person solemnly filed past the principal, his wife and their 

two children, shaking hands with them in a formal procession of farewell. 

By the end of the procession many of those present, including the 

principal and his wife, were in tears. It was the fifth such departure that 

the community had experienced in the seven years since 1987 when the 

Queensland Education Department assumed responsibility for the 

provision of schooling services for all communities in the Torres Strait. 
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Prior to 1987, schooling had been handled by a succession of different 

administrative bodies, beginning in 1879 when the London Missionary 

Society (LMS) installed teachers on many islands throughout The Torres 

Strait as the vanguard of their evangelistic efforts in the region. 

Following the LMS, schooling in the islands was administered by the 

Anglican Church until a succession of Queensland Government 

Departments took over the schools in 1914 (Williamson 1994: 48). Each 

successive administration appointed head teachers, or principals, to be 

responsible for the provision of formal education in schools throughout 

the region, including Saibai. Sometimes an Islander filled this position; 

though mostly a white person was appointed but in any case, for the past 

one hundred years principals and formal schooling have been an integral 

part of Saibaian community life. Over this period the school principal has 

become a significant public figure there and this provides some insight 

into why, despite his short residency, the 1993 departure of the principal 

evoked such emotion. 

This thesis deals with schooling on Saibai from its inception in 1872 until 

the present day. Throughout, I focus on the complexities of historical and 

contemporary relations between principals and community members, with 

the aim of understanding how they have been affected by the exercise of 

power, and in turn, how these uses of power have shaped schooling on 

Saibai. I address these concerns by conducting an ethnographic study. 

The aim is to build an account of the relations between a single 

community and a succession of educational administrators drawing on 
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ethnographic material and existing literature. The ethnographic material 

includes oral accounts of schooling offered by local Islander residents and 

several school principals together with my own observations. The 

literature includes historical, educational and anthropological texts that 

pertain to schooling on Saibai. The literature provides necessary 

historical depth to the contemporary oral accounts of schooling. 

Importantly, I will show that these two sources often yield very different 

interpretations of events and people, highlighting the need for both 

approaches. 

In this introduction, my aim is to familiarise the reader with the location 

and scope of this study. Firstly, I describe the physical location of the 

study site and the people who live there, to provide the overall setting for 

the specific interactions that are described later in the thesis. Secondly, I 

locate my research concerns at the crossroads of research into issues of 

indigenous education and educational administration. Thirdly, I discuss 

my understanding of the notions of culture and power and their 

application to the school setting. Finally, I provide an overview of the 

structure of the remaining chapters. 

Location and Participants - Saibai Island and Saibai Residents 

This thesis is mainly concerned with interactions that take place on the 

island of Saibai, which is situated in the far north-west of the Torres 

Strait. For those readers unfamiliar with the area, I provide a brief 

description of the physical and social features of the small residential 
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community established on the island, which is part of the political region 

referred to as the Torres Strait Islands (Altman et al 1996: 1, 3). The 

Torres Strait is the passage of ocean that separates the northern-most tip of 

the Australian mainland, Cape York Peninsula, from the southern coast of 

Papua New Guinea (PNG). There are over one hundred islands scattered 

throughout its waters (Beckett 1987: 26). Seventeen of which have 

residential communities, ranging in size from as few as fifty to over a 

thousand residents (Singe 1979: xiii). Saibai Island is located in the far 

north-west of the Strait and is only two kilometres from PNG's south

western coast, which can easily be viewed from the foreshore of the 

island's village. Along with Boigu and Dauan Islands, Saibai makes up 

the island-grouping commonly referred to by Islanders as the Top Western 

Islands (see map of The Torres Strait on following page). 

Strung out along a two kilometre stretch of land on the north-western 

coast of Saibai, is a row of buildings that includes residences, council 

buildings, a health centre, a community hall, a church and a general store. 

These buildings make up the village on Saibai. The village's single road 

junction is the site at which the council buildings, health centre and store 

form an administrative hub in the centre of the community (see map of 

village on page 7). 

Approximately two hundred and seventy people reside on Saibai. This is 

a very small and close-knit community made up of three discernible 

sections. The majority of the residents belong to local families who trace 



figure 1.1 Map showing location of Saibai Island 
within Torres Strait (Synoll and Whalman 1998: 57) 
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figure 1.2 Map showing location of Torres Strait in relation 
lo Australia and PNG (R. Davis 1995: J) 



Figure 1.3 Map sho~1ing location of Saibai 
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their ancestry back through many generations and have long historical 

associations with the land and sea. They refer to themselves collectively 

as Saibaigal meaning 'Saibai's people', or in the singular Saibailayg, 

meaning 'Saibaian person' in the local language of Kala Kawa Ya (KKY). 

As is common throughout the Torres Strait, a number of resident 

Islanders come from other communities having married into Saibai 

families, just as there are Saibaians who have permanently left Saibai to 

marry, or to pursue employment and educational opportunities elsewhere. 

A second distinctive group of residents are those who have migrated from 

nearby coastal PNG villages following the Papuan declaration of 

independence in 1975 (Samana 1988: xi). In the main the later compose 

three family groups who live at the western end of Saibai village known 

as Sawia Point and make up approximately a third of Saibai's total 

population (see map on page 7). 

A third group consists of those appointed to government and church 

positions or undertaking long-term research on the island. This group is 

by far the smallest. They include teachers, nurses, ministers, linguists, 

researchers, anthropologists and tradespersons. At any one time there 

may be anywhere from three to twelve such people living on the island, 

staying for periods stretching from three months to five years. These last 

people are most often markay1, which literally means 'whites', appointed 

from mainland Australia. They are most often appointed to senior 

professional positions, are most often men and are amongst the highest 

1Markay is a KKY term meaning ghost or white person (Kennedy and Ober 1992: 106). 
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paid individuals in the community (Davis, R. 1995: 12, 28). For 

example, between 1987 and 1993 five men were successively appointed to 

the position of principal of the Saibai's primary school. All of these men 

were appointed from the mainland of Australia and none were Islanders. 

Throughout this period, the vast majority of the classroom teachers and 

ancillary staff employed at the school were local Saibaian people. 

In addition to these permanent residential groups, there are those who visit 

Saibai for brief periods of between a few hours and a few days. This 

transitory group includes politicians, bureaucrats, church representatives, 

researchers, educators and builders, as well as those who visit Saibai for 

familial, social, recreational or trade purposes. In terms of this thesis, the 

members of this group of most interest are the visiting representatives of 

the Education Department who briefly but significantly extend the 

network of schooling on Saibai. They are discussed in Chapter Five 

where a visit by one such delegation of bureaucrats is examined in detail 

to investigate how relations between the principal, several community 

members and the wider schooling networks that these visitors represent 

are played out and to what effect. 

These divisions in Saibai's community are based on distinctions between 

Saibaian residents, other Torres Strait Islander residents, Papuan residents, 

residential appointees to the island and itinerant visitors. This delineation 

is built on my own observations of the life of the community and is not 

meant to be definitive, nor do I mean to imply that the groups are 
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exclusive. Rather, the aim here is to introduce the reader to the various 

kinds of people whose comments and actions are reported and discussed. 

Similarly, it should not be assumed that all administrative and 

professional duties on the island are undertaken by residential appointees 

and visitors. In fact, most of these duties are performed by long-term 

Saibaian and Papuan residents, hence the relatively small number of 

people in the group of residential appointees. 

I lived on the island for sixteen months, from February of 1992 until June 

of 1993. During the last four months of that time, I conducted the 

interviews and observations that form the basis of this thesis. Throughout 

my residency I taught at the school as a relief teacher and assisted in 

classrooms on a voluntary basis. The relatively short-term nature of my 

residency and the research project that I undertook places me in the third 

group, the residential appointees, identified above. While there, I shared a 

home with a local Saibaian family and was in the position of being 

incorportated into the local Saibaian social networks on a personal level as 

well as engaging in the processes of schooling on a more professional 

level. 

Schooling on Saibai 

The school on Saibai provides primary school education for between 

seventy and eighty children between the ages of five and thirteen years 

old. The school has five classrooms and there is a preschool for younger 

children located at a separate site in the village. The current school 
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building is at some distance from the rest of the community and was 

erected in 1987 which coincides with the previously noted change in 

educational administration in the Torres Strait region. Before this, the 

school was located at the administrative hub of the village along with the 

health centre, council office and store. The new location of the buildings 

has implications for relations between school principals and the wider 

community and is investigated in Chapter Five, where I use this as a 

starting point for a discussion of how physical and conceptual separations 

create distance between principals and community life thereby placing the 

principal in a position of advantage when it comes to struggles for control 

over schooling practice. Chapter Five also includes a consideration of 

how activities that are designed to foster community involvement in 

school life such as the school Open Day, can often have unexpected and 

even contradictory effects to those intended. 

Adding complexity to relations between the school and the community is 

the fact that the majority of the school's staff, up to seven teachers and six 

support staff, are also local community members. Thus they are the 

relatives and neighbours of children who attend the school. The Islander 

support staff include two cleaners, one gardener, one teacher's assistant 

(employed to work in the preschool) and two part-time administrative 

assistants. The teachers include one preschool teacher, five classroom 

teachers and one principal. As noted earlier, all five principals appointed 

by the Education Department prior to 1993 were white appointees from 

mainland Australia. Throughout the same period, with one exception, 
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positions on the teaching and ancillary staff were filled by local Saibaian 

residents. This exception was a classroom teaching position that was 

consistently filled by teachers appointed from elsewhere. Those who have 

held this position since 1987 include a Papuan man who had married a 

Saibaian woman, an Islander teacher from Yam Island who returned to the 

Torres Strait after teaching on the mainland of Australia for twelve years, 

a Saibaian man who had been teaching on the mainland for several years 

and, in two separate instances, the spouse of the principal. Therefore, of 

the twelve positions available in the school, ten were consistently filled by 

local people who were community members of long standing. The 

remaining two positions of school principal and one classroom teacher, 

were filled by short-term appointees. Chapter Seven considers how the 

intricacies of these staffing arrangements became important when new 

school decision-making processes were introduced. 

Saibai's 1987 inclusion in Queensland's state education system, with its 

attendant staffing arrangements, schooling procedures and relocation of 

the school buildings constitute the contemporary context informing 

important aspects of principals' and community members' relations. 

However, alongside these recent developments is a long and rich history 

of formal schooling on the island. For over a hundred years there has 

been a school providing children with primary school education. While 

this was originally part of the LMS' evangelistic endeavours of the 1870s, 

the school's management has changed hands several times over the years, 

leaving distinctive prints on the ways that schooling is carried out on the 
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island. Chapter Four explores this by comparing details about schooling 

on Saibai taken from published histories of the Torres Strait region with 

local oral stories about schooling prior to 1987. This chapter considers 

how contemporary principalship on Saibai is affected by its historical 

context and offers a fresh perspective in bringing the experiences 

expressed by members of a single community to bear on existing regional 

accounts of schooling in the Torres Strait. 

No doubt this thesis will be of interest to those researchers and 

practitioners of education whose particular focus is on Torres Strait 

schools. At the simplest level, these schools have similar histories, 

administrative systems, staffing arrangements and even architecture to the 

school on Saibai. The relevance of this thesis to existing research 

conducted throughout the Torres Strait is explored in greater depth in 

Chapter Three. The materials covered there include statements of 

educational policy, educational research on Torres Strait schooling, 

historical studies of schooling in the region and anthropological studies. 

The chapter pursues the issue of how fleetingly existing studies deal with 

principals throughout the Torres Strait, in order to clarify the central focus 

given to principalship in my thesis. Beyond the Torres Strait this thesis 

has value for the insights it offers into the mobilisation of power by 

principals and others in schools, particularly those in indigenous 

communities. 
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On Saibai, as for many of the communities in the Torres Strait, the 

principal is the most senior local representative of the educational 

administration, appointed to run the only school on the island. In such a 

context, the lack of research that deals in any depth with the issue of 

relations between principals and communities is surprising. However it is 

consistent with a general pattern of research undertaken into indigenous 

education and educational administration in Australia. Rarely are 

principals and community members portrayed as being jointly engaged in 

the processes of schooling. Rather, indigenous education emphasises the 

importance of community in schooling, while educational administration 

emphasises principalship as an autonomous position of school leadership 

and management. 

Research on Indigenous Education 

The bulk of research into indigenous education in Australia refers to 

Aboriginal people and focusses mostly on curriculum change. Several 

books and innumerable articles have been published on Aboriginal 

education whereas to date only a single book of history has been 

published that deals exclusively with Torres Strait schooling. Hence, 

Torres Strait education is often included under the combined appellation 

of indigenous or Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education in 

Australia. The themes that dominate research into Aboriginal education 

also prevail in Torres Strait education. These are themes of learning 

styles, curriculum content and local empowerment. In each case the 

research deals almost exclusively with the indigenous components, 



15 

whether they be in the form of community members, children, teachers or 

cultural characteristics, tending to overlook the importance of non

indigenous educators and administrators to these areas. 

Stephen Harris (1990) is the most prominent theorist of Aboriginal 

learning styles. His basic contention is that Aboriginal children learn in 

ways that are not only different, but in many instances antithetical, to the 

ways their white counterparts learn (Harris 1990: 9). To address this 

Harris suggests that schools be divided into two domains, the Aboriginal 

and the Western, or the black and the white, with formal schooling in the 

white domain aiming: 

to teach the three R's in the context of a giant role play and 
the Western cultural knowledge which makes those three 
R's usable in the Western world. (Harris 1990: 157) 

Harris also addresses issues of power by constantly asserting the need for 

Aboriginal people to be in control of schools, both their black and white 

domains however he does not explore how specific practices and 

interactions have undermined such Aboriginal control in the past. Instead 

he concentrates on prescription, his central recommendation being that 

schools should be split into their Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

components. This recommendation is driven by the view that Aboriginal 

culture is seriously under threat from dominant Western culture and that 

educators should play a major role in protecting Aboriginal culture. 

Accordingly, he calls for teaching resources to be produced in Aboriginal 

languages, Aboriginal people to be trained in teaching and administrative 
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procedures and non-Aboriginal teachers to listen to and learn from 

Aboriginal people (Harris 1990: 4, 154-156). His work has been very 

influential throughout the field of indigenous education, questioning 

assimilationist policies in schooling and arguing for the validation of local 

Aboriginal knowledges. 

Another project concerned with curriculum change is detailed in 

Aboriginal Pedagogy produced in collaboration by several Aboriginal 

teachers and four researchers (Bunbury et al. 1991). This work 

addresses the task by presenting case studies of Aboriginal teachers 

implementing changes in their schools, mainly through translating 

elements of local culture into the school curriculum. The issue of power 

arises often and Friere's Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1971) is used as the 

theoretical underpinning of the work (Bunbury et al. 1991: 31-32, 49, 56, 

63, 87, 91-93, 95-96, 145, 149). Taking the general view that Aboriginal 

people are engaged in a relationship of oppression and domination, the 

Aboriginal authors position non-Aboriginal people in the role of the 

oppressors. This results in a strong emphasis on the importance of 

schooling being controlled by Aboriginal people. They suggest that this 

be achieved through the formation of community-based action groups to 

implement educational change. Throughout the book instances of non

Aboriginal teachers and principals taking action or making comments that 

impede the Aboriginal teachers' efforts are often reported (Bunbury et al. 

1991: 86-87, 91). The final chapter of this book outlines in some detail 

the various ways that Aboriginal teachers felt their efforts were 
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undermined by non-Aboriginal teachers and administrators who "really do 

not want to part with their power." (Bun bury et al. 1991: 164) 

Kevin Keefe's book, From the Centre to the City (1992), also addresses 

the issue of the curriculum change. His main theoretical concern is to 

"describe, analyse and criticise the meaning and place of Aboriginal 

culture in the Australian school curriculum." (Keefe 1992: 2) In pursuit 

of this, he concentrates on Aboriginal people living in the isolated rural 

community of Walungurru, the city of Canberra and in other various 

urban and rural communities (Keefe 1992: 10-11, 45-61, 158-159). He 

also engages with several theorists of Aboriginal culture, shifting from 

describing the lifestyles and educational experiences of Aboriginal people 

at the micro-level to engaging in analysing national perceptions of 

Aboriginality at the macro-level (Keefe 1992: 98-103, 156-158). 

Enticing glimpses of everyday interactions between non-Aboriginal 

educators and Aboriginal community members appear in his work (Keefe, 

1992: 11, 13, 71, 102). However, these are not used in his analyses which 

engage in the central task of formulating a better, more complex, 

representation of Aboriginal culture which then forms a basis for 

recommendations concerning educational policy. Keefe claims to employ 

a more complex view of power than that based on notions of domination 

and oppression, which in his view tend to cast power in a negative light. 

Rather he aims: 

To be both critical of the relations of force in society and 
hopeful of change; capable of showing both the 



possibilities and limitations of social action centred on the 
curriculum. (Keefe 1992: 8) 
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This aim rests comfortably within the emancipatory style of the critical 

theory school described below and, despite his claims to the contrary, 

there are strong elements that suggest a heavy reliance on notions of 

domination as non-Aboriginal people are described as "the relatively 

powerful" and Aboriginal people are described as "the relatively 

powerless." (Keefe 1992: 8) 

The critical perspective and emancipatory goal of Keefe's work is similar 

to the work of other critical theorists who argue for the importance of 

theorising the history, racism and social inequality that contextualises 

Aboriginal education in Australia (Welch 1996: 24-53, Nicholls et. al. 

1997). This is different to previous research that tended to focus strongly 

on indigenous control of curriculum delivery and content. In particular, 

critical theory pays careful attention to the place of history in present 

educational circumstances, makes race an explicit theme, rather than an 

implied one, and looks to broader social and institutional currents that 

interact with local situations. This approach places local schooling in a 

wider social and historical context and reflects the belief that: 

Minority group students are disempowered in very much 
the same way that their communities are disempowered in 
interactions with wider social institutions, and effective 
education programs for minority students must be based on 
such an understanding. (Nicholls et. al. 1997: 8) 
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One effect of this style of argument is that the specifics of non-Aboriginal 

educators and administrators working with Aboriginal people on a day-to

day basis at the local level are largely absent from the analyses. Despite 

the complexity of this analysis, power is still conceived very much in 

terms of domination and oppression with Aboriginal people positioned as 

"the most marginal economic and social group in the wider Australian 

society." (Welch 1996: 24) 

Throughout this overview of research into Aboriginal education, the 

absence of non-Aboriginal principals and other educators is brought about 

by the focus on Aboriginal community issues at both the micro and macro 

levels. The consensual aim of this research is to support Aboriginal 

control over schooling. This includes much theorising of how Aboriginal 

people may attain control, or how elements in the Aboriginal experience 

may be blocking its attainment, with less emphasis on how non

Aboriginal people currently exercise control at the local level. 

School Principals and Educational Administration 

While principals are generally absent in indigenous educational literature, 

they do appear in educational research in the field of school 

administration. Within this field the assumption that the principals will 

manage and lead the school is often seen as unproblematic. The focus is 

on providing advice for how to do this better and most studies are insular, 

dealing with life within the confines of the school. There is a multitude of 

books and articles that deal directly with principalship and administration 
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at a local level. The field is wide and I will concentrate on those works 

that best exemplify the issues common to all. 

During the decades of the 1950's and 1960's, this field was dominated by 

the idea of the school principal as the leader of the school. This 

leadership included bearing the major administrative responsibilities as 

well as promoting moral and spiritual qualities. Thus, the principal was 

meant to be a role-model who was personally linked to each student and 

each teacher who in turn were expected to emulate his or her exemplary 

behaviour (Walker 1968, Bassett, Crane and Walker 1967). 

The focus in educational research on the principal as a moral leader 

shifted in two related ways during the 1970's and 1980's. One shift was in 

the methodology and the other in the content of research. The 

methodological shift was towards sociological studies of principalship that 

placed greater emphasis on questionnaire-driven enquiries. This 

correlated to a shift in content, from focussing on the character of the 

principal to identifying characteristics of effective principals, highlighting 

management styles and administrative strategies.2 The issue of relations 

with the school's community appear alongside issues of finance and 

staffing as one of many elements that the effective principal must manage 

(Simpkins, Thomas and Barrington Thomas 1982 and 1987). 

2 A notable exception to this rule was the American ethnographic study "The Man in the 
Principal's Office." (Wolcott 1973) 
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Towards the end of the 1980's and into the 1990's two major changes in 

the politics of schooling shifted the focus of research into educational 

administration. The first was the requirement that schools become more 

accountable to, and engage in more consultation with, the local 

communities they serve. The second is the requirement to implement 

policies of social justice. These changes give rise to the notion that the 

community has a significant effect on how schooling and principalship are 

carried out (Chapman 1990). As a consequence, power is theorised in 

more complex ways as its locus is constantly shifting. Nonetheless, the 

driving questions often focus on providing advice for how principals can 

respond to these new challenges while retaining their positions as 

relatively autonomous managers. The current state of Australian research 

in this respect is very similar to that of its international counterparts: 

Educational administration in Britain has been heavily 
biased towards prescription and there is a general failure to 
come to grips with the 'street realities' of headship. These 
weaknesses are as strongly marked in American research. 
(Ball 1987: 80) 

In Australia an exception to this trend comes from the area of gender 

studies. Bronwyn Davies has produced a collaborative publication of case 

studies prepared by several classroom teachers, documenting the teachers' 

efforts to implement change in the area of gender relations in their 

schools. Much of the work deals with relations between the classroom 

teachers, school principals and students. Poststructuralist feminist theory 

underpins the work and thus the complexities of the teachers' struggles 

and the various forces that shape the schooling outcomes are highlighted 
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in the analyses (Davies 1996: vii-x). Issues of power are central and the 

study identifies the school principals' relations with the school staff and 

wider community as a significant force in shaping how the school 

responds to gender issues (Davies 1996: 230-242). 

Community, Schooling and Power 

Increasingly power is a central feature of analyses of relations between 

school staff, students and community members. This applies not simply 

as a matter of domination and oppression between different social groups 

but also in schools' attempts to introduce programs that address issues 

such as gender equity. In this thesis I will argue that power is present in a 

great many situations and relations within the realm of schooling and is 

wielded with great effect by some and subtly employed by others. In 

particular, I will bring issues of community and administration together by 

emphasising relations of power between the principal and the community 

as they work together, and struggle with each other, over issues of 

schooling on Saibai. This approach emphasises the significance of local 

contextual factors to the process of schooling. It will also be shown that 

this relationship is itself shaped by other forces that operate both within 

and beyond schooling. These forces emanate from centralised authorities 

such as the Queensland Education Department and are also generated by 

local circumstance. 

My approach to issues of power is informed by the work of the 

philosopher Michel Foucault. Writers such as Stephen Harris, Kevin 
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Keefe and those influenced by Friere take a quantitative approach to 

power, assuming that it can be possessed by one group and withheld from 

another. Hence, the solution posited to the problems they identify in 

Aboriginal schools is to simply hand over some or all power to indigenous 

people. This is clearly stated by Harris when he writes that, "to be most 

effective two-way schooling needs to be under the control of the parents 

of the minority group" (Harris 1990: 66) and Keefe asserts that 

Aboriginal schooling consists of "the relatively powerful and the 

relatively powerless". (Keefe 1992: 8) Similarly in Aboriginal Pedagogy 

authors bemoan the non-indigenous teachers who "do not want to part 

with their power." (Bunbury et. al. 1991: 164) 

Foucault challenges writers to see the issues of power as both more 

intractable and more subtle than simply a matter of sovereignty whereby 

one individual or party possesses power over another. His arguments 

about power allow for a more nuanced response to the increasing 

complexity that I perceived in the relations between Islanders, principals, 

administrators and schooling. Commenting on Foucault's contribution to 

theories of power, Jim Jose states: 

In place of a model of power organised around the binary 
opposition between ruler and ruled, Foucault developed an 
approach in which the State was characterised as 'a 
composite reality' (Foucault 1979: 20) precariously 
constructed from multiple centres of continually 
negotiated power-knowledge relations. (Jose 1998: 37) 

This is not to say that power as sovereignty is totally irrelevant. In fact, 

Chapter Five addresses the issue of principalship operating in a sovereign 
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manner through the establishment of the school grounds as the principal's 

territory. Rather, Foucault's work goes beyond the issue of sovereignty to 

view power in a more multi-layered way and this is compatible with the 

ethnographic approach I have adopted. The following section details 

those aspects of Foucault's theory of power that bear upon the issues 

raised in this thesis. 

Firstly, Foucault views power as ubiquitous and states: 

It seems to me that power is 'always already there', that 
one is never 'outside' it, that there are no 'margins' for 
those who break with the system to gambol in." (1980: 
141) 

This insight suggests that seemingly neutral schooling innovations such as 

a new committee to facilitate community decision-making are not immune 

from the workings of power. Instead, they become part of the existing 

relations of power where not only is everyone enmeshed in relations of 

power but also every action or interaction is imbued with power. As I 

shall show, even school events such as Open Days and school-based 

cultural activities are occasions where relations of power are evident. 

Secondly, as implied by above, Foucault approaches power as existing in 

relations, not as an entity in itself. He believes that power is best studied 

at the grass roots level of daily interaction which he claims is overlooked 

by other characterisations of power: 

The way power was exercised - concretely and in detail -
with its specificity, its techniques and tactics was 
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something that noone attempted to ascertain; they 
contented themselves with denouncing it in a polemical 
and global fashion as it existed among the 'others', in the 
adversary camp ... the mechanics of power in· themselves 
were never analysed ... that is to say on the basis of daily 
struggles at grass roots level, among those whose fight 
was located in the fine meshes of the web of power. ( 1980: 
115-116) 
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Besides this use of the notion of a web to describe the working of power at 

a day-to-day level, Foucault also used the terms capillary and net to 

express the everyday workings of power (Foucault 1980: 96). Foucault 

moves beyond earlier characterisations of the exercise of power as 

spreading from a central source or authority figure outwards to dominate 

people, ideas and objects. Foucault expands his understanding of the 

mechanisms of power to include the idea that it is a creative force which 

generates resistance and creates relations between people, objects and 

ideas in a very localised manner. Foucault expresses these ideas in the 

following way: 

the important thing is not to attempt some kind of 
deduction of power starting from its centre and aimed at 
the discovery of the extent to which it permeates into the 
base, of the degree to which it reproduces itself down to 
and including the most molecular elements of society. 
One must rather conduct an ascending analysis of power, 
starting, that is, from its infinitesimal mechanisms. (1980: 
99) 

I argue that these particular insights into power allow for a careful 

analysis of the importance of everyday interactions between principals 

and community members on Saibai. Furthermore, by conducting a 

searching analysis of the educational and historical literature pertinent to 
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schooling in the · Torres Strait I show how this material reveals 

mechanisms of power operating across several aspects of Saibaian 

schooling. 

Thirdly, it is important to note that Foucault does not approach power as a 

purely negative force, rather, he sees it as a creative or productive force. 

One that is productive of particular concepts, practices, relations between 

people and even types of people. He warns that power "needs to be 

considered as a productive network which runs through the whole social 

body, much more than as a negative instance whose function is 

repression." (Foucault 1980: 119) In this thesis I discuss how power 

produces various phenomena, describing, for example, how notions about 

Islander teachers are constructed withip. the literature about schooling in 

the Torres Strait. I also describe how schooling practices and local 

resistance to them create new practices that often have contradictory 

effects to those of their stated aims. For instance, as community members 

and the school principal wrangle over the process of preparing the 

children to take part in a local dance competition, a practice emerges that 

is not quite a school lesson and not quite a local dance rehearsal but 

something quite new with many implications for all involved. 

Fourthly, Foucault pays particular attention to the relationship that exists 

between knowledge and power as he states: 

there are manifold relations of power which permeate, 
characterise and constitute the social body, and those 



relations of power cannot themselves be established, 
consolidated nor implemented without the production, 
accumulation, circulation and functioning of a discourse. 
(1980: 93) 
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This concern with the relationship between knowledge and power is 

evident in several instances in this thesis. In my discussion of the 

historical literature of schooling in the Torres Strait I discuss how 

Islanders have been excluded from the dominant discourses or had their 

contributions to schooling negated by describing them as less than 'fully 

qualified'. In later chapters I discuss the school language policy and 

decision-making processes as sites where non-indigenous expertise are 

valued above local expertise. 

Foucault does not limit himself to identifying and deriding those 'in 

power', as he states: 

analysis should not concern itself with power at the level 
of conscious intention or decision, that it should not 
attempt to consider power from its internal point of view 
and that it should refrain from posing the labyrinthine and 
unanswerable question: 'Who then has power and what has 
he in mind? What is the aim of someone who possesses 
power?' ( 1980: 97) 

Instead he was interested in studying power "where it installs itself and 

produces its real effects." (Foucault 1980: 97) Therefore, it is important 

to bear in mind that the intended and unintended effects of actions are 

important and less attention will be given to the stated aims of the various 

phenomena studied. This applies to my discussion of the documents on 
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the Torres Strait's schooling history, the descriptions of school events and 

the reporting of principals' and Islanders' comments. 

The Culture of Schooling 

I have already stated that this study is an ethnography of schooling on 

Saibai. James Clifford, a prominent anthropologist, wrote of ethnography: 

As an academic practise it cannot be separated from 
anthropology. Seen more generally it is simply diverse 
ways of thinking and writing about culture from a 
standpoint of participant observation. (1988: 9) 

As is evident from Clifford's statement, ethnography is intrinsically a 

matter of cultural description. It follows that both the practice of 

participant observation and the notion of culture are crucial _ to the 

discipline of anthropology. As this thesis employs ethnographic 

techniques, the significance of the relationship between this study and the 

discipline of anthropology will be explored in Chapter Three when I 

discuss the reciprocal relationship that exists between educators and 

anthropologists in the Torres Strait corpus of research. In subsequent 

chapters I describe the historical and contemporary context of schooling 

and the ongoing relations between school principals and community 

members on Saibai. In other words, I describe Saibai's school culture as 

it is implicated in crucial aspects of schooling. Also, Chapter Six relies 

heavily on notions of culture, particularly as some social practices are 

struggled over by Saibaians and principals on the grounds that they are 

particularly 'cultural'. While Chapter Six deals specifically with the 

political implications of designating important Saibaian practices as 
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'cultural' then bringing them into the school confines, Chapter Seven 

inquires into how a central proposition in ideas of culture, that is 

difference, is used to marginalise Saibaians' participation in parents' 

forums. With these later discussions in mind I will now discuss some of 

the debates around culture. 

The term 'culture' is one of the most complicated words in the English 

language (Young 1995: 30). We speak of 'high culture', 'low culture' 

and 'popular culture' to differentiate between practices and meanings 

according to different aesthetic and symbolic criteria. Even so, it is within 

the discipline of anthropology that culture has received the greatest 

attention. One of the most well known definitions is described by Clifford 

Geertz in the following terms: 

it denotes an historically transmitted pattern of meanings 
embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions 
expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men 
communicate, perpetuate and develop knowledge about 
and attitudes toward life. (Geertz 1973: 89) 

This conception of culture is that of a whole way of life shared by 

particular group of people. Culture is taken to be a natural phenomenon 

that can be excavated through the practice of ethnography as is made clear 

by Geertz's comparison of culture with DNA: 

As the order of bases in a strand of DNA forms a coded 
program, a set of instructions or a recipe for the synthesis 
of the structurally complex proteins which shape organic 
functioning, so culture patterns provide such programs for 
the institution of the social and psychological processes 
which shape public behaviour. (Geertz 1973: 92) 
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This organic conception of culture has been challenged by theorists who 

take a more critical approach to culture and who seek to place the relations 

found in a given study site within their political and historical contexts. 

This has occurred as culture has been taken up by disciplines other than 

anthropology. Historians, philosophers, sociologists, literary critics as 

well as educationalists have made use of the concept of culture and 

brought their particular perspectives to bear on its use (Dirks et. al 1994: 

4). These new perspectives question the view that culture is a natural, 

shared group phenomenon and instead they "emphasise the degree to 

which culture is grounded in unequal relations and is differentially related 

to people and groups in different social positions." (Dirks et al. 1994: 3) 

In place of the shared notion of culture and to accommodate a 

consideration of shifting and unequal relations, the critical approach to 

culture favours a view of: 

culture as multiple discourses, occasionally coming 
together in large systemic configuration, but more often 
coexisting within dynamic fields of interaction and 
conflict. (Dirks et al. 1993: 4) 

It is this view of culture that more closely describes the view I adopt. I 

describe interactions and discussions with the aim of showing how 

relations of power are configured within the schooling realm. At times 

they come together into coherent strategies. At other times action and 

resistance form negotiated outcomes which affect practices of schooling. 

However, some researchers see the notion of culture as completely 
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implicated in the relations of power established by colonialism. Hence 

Attwood argues that: 

It is now a truism that imperialism or colonialism provided 
anthropology with its subject matter - 'primitive societies' 
- and its asymmetric relationships of power - between the 
observing subject and the observed object. (Attwood 
1992: vi) 

Attwood recognises that culture is not apolitical, nevertheless he does 

suggest that the idea of culture serves to divide people into the powerful 

and the powerless. According to this view, culture helps to divide the 

world into civilised and primitive societies. If applied to Saibai such an 

approach would presuppose that Islanders would be passive and non

Islanders active in terms of relations of power. I shall argue against this, 

that while non-Islanders often dominate schooling on Saibai, this is not 

due to passivity on the part of Islander teachers and community members. 

This issue of a critical approach to ethnography is taken up in Chapter 

Two when I discuss methodology in greater depth. I take a more subtle 

approach to the concept of culture, derived from Robert Young, as 

developed in his book "Colonial Desire" (1995). Young provides a 

detailed history of the development of the term and ultimately takes an 

approach whereby "culture is always a dialectical process, inscribing and 

expelling its own alterity." (Young 1995: 30) This means that culture 

defines the difference or otherness of groups of people thereby 

differentiating them from other groups. Accordingly, culture is a way of 

"giving meaning and value to sameness and difference." (Young 1995: 

29) This is similar to the stance of Attwood, who also recognises the 
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ways culture serves to differentiate, but whereas Attwood places emphasis 

on the assymetry of relations such differences entails, Young focuses on 

exactly how that difference is constructed. Young is critical of the whole 

way of life concept of culture and sees culture as being closely related to 

colonisation (1995: 31). He refers to "the historical movement whereby 

the externality of the category against which culture is defined is 

gradually turned inwards and becomes part of culture itself." (Young 

1995: 30) I take this to mean that culture is always responsive to relations 

of power amongst groups of people. For instance within schooling on 

Saibai customary dance rehearsals become part of the school when 

children rehearse for a local cultural festival. The way that the children 

practice is shaped to accommodate the requirements of the school and so a 

'different' practice is altered and then encompassed by the school's 

culture. In another instance school principals discuss their reasons for 

excluding community members from effective school decision-making 

roles and they draw on arguments of cultural difference to justify their 

positions. Therefore school decision-making is altered and notions of 

cultural difference are implicated in the principals' strategies for 

excluding Islanders from effective roles in school management. Clearly 

in such an approach culture and power are closely related. 

Structure of the thesis 

The second chapter will expand on the issue of critical ethnography 

through an explanation of my use of ethnographic techniques showing 

how my theoretical concerns diverge from those of cultural anthropology. 
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The following chapter will provide a review of the relevant literature, 

showing the paucity of studies which include detailed consideration of 

principalship in their analyses of schooling in the Torres Strait. This 

review will also cover government publications, research materials and 

historical accounts of schooling which refer directly to the Torres Strait 

setting. It traces the construction and uses of the terms gammon teacher 

and fully qualified teacher as they are used to differentiate between 

Islander teachers and white principals throughout the Torres Strait. This 

chapter also will raise the issue of how closely the field of research into 

Torres Strait Islander education is related to the concerns of cultural 

anthropology in the Torres Strait. 

In Chapter Four I trace the development of schooling on Saibai and 

position contemporary principalship in relation to earlier administrators 

and educators. This chapter combines local accounts with existing 

published historical material, highlighting the points at which the two 

diverge. This chapter gives particular attention to describing the careers 

of several Islander teachers on Saibai illustrating that they became as 

'fully qualified'as opportunity enabled them to be. Chapter Five 

introduces how particular configurations of space and knowledge affect 

relations between educational administrators such as principals and 

community members on Saibai. This chapter includes accounts of certain 

events that endeavour to specifically increase parental and community 

involvement in schooling yet often have contradictory effects. These 

events include a school Open Day and visit by several Queensland 
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Education Department bureaucrats to Saibai. The chapter goes on to 

consider the linguistic diversity of Saibai and how the attendant language 

policy favours the English skills of the principal over the multi-lingual 

skills of the Islander teachers. 

Chapter Six describes relations between the school principal and various 

community members as they work together to incorporate local cultural 

knowledge into the school curriculum. It describes how cultural events 

are annexed within the school and shaped to resemble classroom lessons. 

This chapter includes a detailed consideration of the interactions that take 

place in the course of the organisation of a single cultural event. This 

consideration traces how the event becomes imbricated in the school's 

disciplinary system. Chapter Seven examines issues of interaction 

between principals and community members in the context of innovations 

that aim to involve parents and community members in the process of 

school decision-making. The chapter opens with a comparison of how 

principals and community members describe their perceptions of the ways 

that consultative decision-making is carried out on Saibai. In particular it 

compares principals' perceptions with those of community members and 

shows that principals draw on notions of cultural difference to argue for 

the exclusion of Islanders from decision-making processes. The thesis 

concludes with a summary of all that has gone before including a 

discussion of the thesis' major themes and preoccupations. 
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The aims of this chapter are twofold. Firstly I aim to explain my debt to 

the field of ethnography (both traditional and critical) and secondly I aim 

to explain how employing a theory of power to inform my analyses has 

widened the scope of my study. The combination of these two approaches 

has been to regard schooling as not just being about Islanders' 

experiences, but to regard it as a process of interaction between 

professional educators (the school principals) and Saibaian community 

members. 

Traditional Ethnography 

According to Harry Wolcott (1975), one of the early proponents of the use 

of ethnography in education: 



ethnography provides the basic descriptive data on which 
cultural anthropology is founded. An ethnography is, 
literally, an anthropologist's 'picture' of the way of life of 
some interacting human group; or, viewed as process, 
ethnography is the science of cultural description. (Woolcott 
1975:112) 
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As applied in cultural anthropology, ethnography often consists of an 

Anglo or European researcher investigating a non-Anglo or non

European group of people (Erickson 1984: 53). In this sense it is not 

just any group of people that cultural anthropology is commonly 

concerned with, but a group of people who have a foreign or different 

way of life, far from one's own (Haviland 1993: 6). Accordingly, 

ethnography has often been described as the art of making the strange 

familiar. 1 To gain such an intimate familiarity with "the strange", 

ethnography involves a researcher immersing herself in the way of life of 

the people at her study site in order to gain an insider's view of that 

world. The aim of such immersion is to write an account of life in a 

community that would enable a subsequent reader to anticipate and 

interpret what occurs in the group as appropriately as its own members 

can (Woolcott 1975: 112). This immersion usually comprises of a long

term period of residence at the study site which is referred to as 

fieldwork. 

1 Conversely, when used as methodology in Western urban settings such as the 
classrooms of Northern America, Europe, Britain or Australia, ethnography has been 
described as the art of making the familiar strange (Erickson 1984: 63). The volume 
Anthropologists at Home in North America deals with this notion in some depth and is 
littered with the terms strange.familiar, and alien (Messerschmidt 1981). In the case 
of my study the relationship between familiarity and strangeness becomes more complex. 
The study takes place in a setting that could be classed as ethnographically strange to the 
researcher. That is, I am a woman from an urban centre of mainland Australia working 
on Saibai Island, in an indigenous community of the Torres Strait Islands. However, the 
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Fieldwork commences with an orientation period during which the 

researcher generates research questions and begins to investigate them 

(Agar 1986: 50). These investigations most commonly take the form of 

participant observation and interviews with informants (Erickson 1984: 

61). Information gained through such initial investigations inform further 

questions that in turn generate more information and so on throughout the 

term of the fieldwork. To put this more succinctly: 

The fieldworker generates a situation-based inquiry 
process, learning, through time, to ask questions of the field 
setting in such a way that the setting, by its answers, 
teaches the next situationally appropriate questions to ask. 
(Erickson 1984: 51) 

While the fieldworker may come to the study site with a general area of 

interest or even an issue to be investigated, it is the sense of allowing the 

specifics of the study to emerge in situ that is the distinguishing mark of 

traditional ethnography. 

My research project fits within this traditional model of ethnographic 

practice in several respects. I lived within the Saibai community for a 

lengthy orienting period before beginning the research project. My 

residency continued throughout the four month research period. The 

initial concerns of the research project were generated by observations, 

discussions and documents located within the fieldwork site. The 

methods subsequently employed to investigate the research concerns were 

twofold. One approach included interviews with community members, 

topic of the study (primary school principalship) is one with which I am extremely 
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teachers and principals. The other approach included observation of, and 

participation in, school events, community events and everyday life. 

Finally, the issues raised by early investigations informed later research 

directions, particularly my decision to interview the principals. 

In traditional ethnography, the information gathered during fieldwork is 

analysed and written up by the researcher. The core analytical tool in 

traditional ethnography is the concept of culture (Haviland 1993: 13). In 

anthropology culture is the term used to refer to the underlying shared 

rules and beliefs of a group of people that traditional ethnographers 

believe they can grasp through the observations and interviews they 

conduct in the course of their fieldwork. One approach to analysis is very_ 

formal and involves the construction of systematic models of culture. 

Various classificatory models can be used to facilitate these systematic 

analyses. One example is the taxonomic model as described by Spradley 

and McCurdy (1972). Other examples that advocate similarly structured 

and codified approaches to the task of ethnographic analysis include 

grounded theory analysis (Strauss 1987; Corbin and Strauss 1990) and 

ethnomethodology (Garfinkel 1969). These examples have gained 

popularity within the realm of education as they adopt positivistic, 

scientific approaches to ethnographic data that produce apparently 

unequivocal conclusions upon which pedagogical and policy decisions 

can be based. 

familiar through both professional and personal experience. 
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Another major approach to ethnographic analysis uses the device of thick 

description to render a narrative account of the way of life of the people 

being studied. Thick description involves writing not only of what people 

do and say, but of what meaning or significance they attach to their 

actions and words (Geertz 1973: 6). In these accounts the ethnographer 

claims the authority to render an account as accurate by virtue of her 

presence at the study site. Such authority is often established by 

beginning the ethnographic account with a description of an arrival scene, 

in which the ethnographer's initial impressions of the environment and the 

people she meets are described (Pratt 1986). However, as Andrew Gitlin 

and his colleagues point out: 

Once this authority was signalled, ... the ethnographer as 
author vanished, leaving the impression that the patterns 
presented were objective descriptions, untainted by either 
the ethnographers's presence or the rhetorical decisions 
made. (1989: 240) 

Paying attention to devices such as the arrival scene reflects a developing 

awareness within anthropology of ethnography as a literary form (Clifford 

and Marcus 1986; Kutz 1990). This awareness challenges the notion of 

ethnography as a purely objective, or even interpretive, scientific 

enterprise and in recent years anthropologists have become increasingly 

uncomfortable with traditional ethnography (Rosaldo 1989, Dirks et. al. 

1994; Behar and Gordon 1995). Yet this disquiet has been slow to 

impact on educational research, as Anderson astutely points out: 



Ironically, however, while anthropologists have been moving 
in the direction of experimentation with more 'literary' 
approaches to ethnography, educational researchers have 
been moving to systematise ethnographic research in an 
attempt to make it more scientific, often invoking the 
language of positivism to do so. (Anderson 1989: 252) 
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Taking an approach to ethnography that regards it as a form of literature 

in the sense that it is constructed by the researcher or author connects with 

a comment made by a Saibaian woman when she suggested that my 

interview-gathering consisted of collecting "good stories" about 

education. Other interviewees would often ask whether they had told me 

a "good story" or comment that they had given me "a long story" about 

education. Initially this disturbed me as I had believed I was collecting 

data, the facts, about education. Yet as I becawe aware of ethnography as 

a literary form, I recalled the insights of these women. Therefore, the 

ethnographic material in this thesis will be presented in narrative form, as 

a series of stories that deal with events and issues related to schooling on 

Saibai. They will be analysed to show that far from being about 

uncovering enduring cultural traits or themes (as would be the case in 

traditional ethnography), these stories and events are about relations of 

power and illustrate how issues of power and culture intersect. To help 

explain the validity of my analysis I will turn to the emergent, educational 

field of critical ethnography as it tends to question both the practice of 

ethnography and the status of material gathered through ethnographic 

research, offering more critical approaches to its analysis. 
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Critical Ethnography 

Critical ethnographers draw their methods from anthropology but their 

theory from elsewhere, as Masemann argues: 

critical ethnography refers to studies which use basically 
anthropological, qualitative, participant observer 
methodology but which rely for their theoretical 
formulation on a body of theory deriving from critical 
sociology and philosophy. (1982: 1) 

Furthermore, they have an aversion to anthropology's reliance on culture 

as its theoretical basis because it tends to portray human behaviour as 

being governed by static and bounded themes and principles. According 

to this criticism: 

ethnographic tradition has reinforced a conception of 
culture as a single, unified set of patterns passed down from 
generation to generation which governs life within a 
community. (Quantz and O'Connor 1988: 95) 

This criticism claims that a static notion of culture tends to overlook 

processes of change in community life and veil differences between 

individual perceptions, experiences and opinions. Furthermore, 

identifying and explaining all social behaviour in terms of shared culture 

not only masks the complexity of the social interactions that are taking 

place but can lead ultimately to problems of essentialism. In its 

application to Aboriginal people, essentialism has been defined as: 

a mode of discourse which like Edward Said's 
"Orientalism" produces authoritative and essentialist 
"truths" about indigenes, and which is characterised by a 
mutually supporting relationship between power and 
knowledge. (Attwood and Arnold 1992: i) 
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When this eventuates it results in a group of people being exoticised and 

romanticised with ethnography becoming little more than an exercise in 

"voyeurism and intellectual tourism" (Roman and Apple 1990: 61). The 

second criticism arising from the critical ethnography school is that an 

emphasis on shared culture as the determining factor in social behaviour 

tends to bypass issues of politics and power. Edward Said argues this in 

the following scathing terms as he describes: 

the dependence of what appeared to be detached and 
apolitical cultural disciplines upon a quite sordid history of 
imperialist ideology and colonialist practice (Said 1993: 
47). 

For example, an educational research project that focuses on the corpus of 

unique cultural practices and beliefs of the Torres Strait Islander people as 

the determining factor in their schooling practice, diverts attention from 

Queensland's state education system and any deficiencies or inequities 

that it may contain. It would make Islander culture the object of analysis 

so subjecting it to an assessment about its suitability for Queensland's 

existing educational institutions. 

One of the main challenges currently facing educationalists who wish to 

use ethnographic methods is the need to recognise the validity of 

anthropology's current questioning of its own methods (see Geertz 1973, 

1988; Clifford and Marcus 1986; Rosaldo 1989; Behar and Gordon 

1995). Those educationalists who do so claim that ethnography's main 

weakness lies in an empirical and inte1pretive naivety whereby the 

political implications of events are ignored, silences are considered 
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neutral, informants meanings are unquestioningly accepted and the 

political nature of the research process itself is disregarded (Anderson 

1989: 254). Accordingly ethnographers are seen by critical theorists to 

contribute (either knowingly or unwittingly) to the maintenance of the 

political, economic and intellectual status quo in the communities they 

study. 

However, critical ethnographers do regard ethnographic methodology as 

useful but only when it is guided by research that does not assume a group 

of people to be independent of wider social, political and economic forces. 

Thus they describe critical ethnography as a methodology that takes: 

as one of its fundamental concerns the need to re
emphasise the centrality of politics and power in its 
approach to educational inquiry and research. (Giroux 
1988: 190) 

In emphasising the primacy of politics and power, critical ethnographers 

also stress the need to consider wide social and historical contexts in 

ethnographic research endeavours. According to Anderson: 

On the one hand, critical ethnography has grown out of 
dissatisfaction with social accounts of "structures" like 
class, patriarchy, and racism in which real human actors 
never appear. On the other hand, it has grown out of 
dissatisfaction with cultural accounts of human actors in 
which broad structural constraints like class, patriarchy, 
and racism never appear. (1989: 249) 

As a researcher, I am in agreement with Anderson's comments as they 

highlight the lack of consideration for broad structural constraints or wide 
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contextual factors that is evident in the work of traditional ethnographers. 

However, critical ethnographers for the most part do regard power in the 

widely understood sense of it being apparent in institutional structures and 

relations of class, gender and race. Whilst there is no denying the 

importance of such social structures and relations, the attendant demand 

for a liberation from these oppressive structures can be very problematic. 

Such a demand imagines a world without relations of power and so aims 

to promote mechanisms to achieve this ideal. Furthermore it expects 

ethnographic research to be implicated in educational reform. This in turn 

leads to the researcher being both in a position of liberator and unable to 

conceive of a project about power outside of its emancipatory goals. It 

assumes that by unmasking political interests, it is possible to balance 

research outcomes resulting in greater overall objectivity within the field 

of educational research2 and, more pertinently, to further education's 

movement towards a more utopian, democratic ideal. Accordingly, 

critical ethnographers are concerned with: 

unmasking dominant social constructions and the interests 
they represent, studying society with the goal of 
transforming it, and freeing individuals from sources of 
domination and repression. (Anderson 1989: 254) 

To facilitate this unmasking of social constructions and political interests, 

critical ethnographers use theories from critical sociology or philosophy to 

inform their ethnographic writing (Masemann 1982: 1). There is 

however a tendency towards dualism in the critical field which is not 

2This balance is achieved through using research to investigate and present non
legitimated voices and actions of resistance to dominant practice and ideology. 



45 

unlike the criticism levelled at traditional ethnography. Traditional 

ethnographies often create a dualism of the rational, knowing researcher 

and the romanticised, exotic other. Yet critical ethnography, with its 

emancipatory agenda, easily falls into the trap of creating another dualism 

between the mainstream and the marginal, the oppressor and the 

oppressed, the powerful and the powerless or the dominating and the 

resisting. In this way the hetereogeneity of human experience is again 

subsumed to analytical categories. At its most extreme this dualism 

leaves the reader with the impression that the group of people under study 

is an oppressed underdog awaiting liberation to be provided by the 

intervention of the all-knowing researcher. It is in the hope of avoiding 

this trap that I have turned in this ethnography to the work of Michel 

Foucault to inform the analysis of how power operates. 

Foucauldian Analysis 

Foucault's work offers a way to examine social constructions and political 

interests without relying on a notion of power that simply divides society 

into two groups, the powerful and the powerless.3 Foucault theorises 

power as operating through multiple sources that produce certain relations 

between people, institutions, objects and ideas that are always bound to 

contextual specifics. Crucial to a Foucauldian analysis of power is the 

way that knowledge can be established as truth and the implications of 

such establishments for relations of power. Conversely, it is equally 

significant that particular relations of power produce or perpetuate some 

3Particularly Foucault's work on traditional subjectivities in the social sciences and his 
critiques of humanism forged an alternative path for discussion of power relations. 
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aspects of knowledge while simultaneously suppressing or overlooking 

other aspects of knowledge. Foucault uses_ the terminology of "discourse" 

and "discursive practice" to refer to knowledge and strategies that 

produced certain configurations of power. He further contends that 

certain configurations of power in turn produced associated discourses 

and discursive practices. In this sense the elements of an experience and 

the experience itself are perceived to be engaged in a process of mutual 

regeneration. Accepting this concept alters the analytical perspective as it 

aims to identify the ongoing processes or relationships that entangle 

people and how they shift, solidify and change. This is different to the 

general approach of critical ethnography because it does not envisage an 

end to power, rather relations of power are accepted as the fabric of social 

interaction with discourses and discursive practices accepted as the warp 

and the weft of that fabric. This is a complex and multi-layered approach 

to analysis that is contingent on the historical and material context of the 

interactions under consideration. It is not so much the "who" of power 

that Foucault was concerned with as it is the "how" of power. 

Power, Truth and Saibai's Schooling 

I regard Foucault's argument about how ideas become powerful truths as 

particularly important when approaching the issue of what constitutes a 

real or true principal in the Torres Strait. This is most apparent in 

educational literature on principals which will be reviewed in the next 

chapter but it is also discernible in non-educational areas such as 

anthropology and history. The cumulative effect of these discussions is to 
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present a pervasive case for legitimating particular features of 

principalship which favour white men and relegate many Islander 

principals and teachers to a second-rate status. 

Another powerful construction in Torres Strait schooling is the question of 

which elements are legitimately regarded to constitute Islander "culture". 

Culture has become a greatly contested domain and often sits at the heart 

of struggles between white principals and Saibaians. Therefore in later 

chapters close consideration will be given to the way that cultural 

activities are incorporated into the school curriculum, to the negotiations 

that occur over the organisation of a school cultural event and how notions 

of cultural difference are used to undermine Islander involvement in 

school decision-making. 
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THREE 
LITERATURE REViEW 

Introduction 

This chapter is a literature review which investigates principalship in the 

Torres Strait Islands by tracing the emergence and use of the pervasive 

terms "fully qualified principal" and "gammon teacher". This objective is 

explored firstly in educational then in anthropological literature. The 

most striking element across both fields is that principals rarely appear as 

subjects of study. Rather, they often appear as informants, consultants, 

facilitators and even authors of study. This review is significant because 

the development of the terms "fully qualified principal" and "gammon 

teacher" will be shown to involve the negation of community-based 

Islander contributions to principalship in the Torres Strait. 
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The published materials covered in this review include administrators' 

reports, policy documents and government funded research projects aimed 

at informing future policy or reviewing existing policy. This chapter will 

deal exclusively with Torres Strait education documents published since 

1970, earlier documents are included in Chapter Four. 

Throughout these documents the term "fully qualified principal" appears 

often and is used to demarcate principalship along lines of race. The non

Islander or white principal is defined as being fully qualified while the 

contribution of the Islander principal is overlooked in education 

publications. This stems, I believe, from the importance that 

anthropological texts often assume within educational thinking in an 

Islander setting. I will argue that a reciprocal relationship exists between 

the fields of education and anthropology and that this relationship both 

generates and supports usage of the term "fully qualified principal" at the 

cost of Islander contributions to principalship throughout the Torres Strait. 

This is not to claim that the authors of the works included in this review 

consciously edited Islander contributions out of their consideration of 

contemporary principalship. Rather, their omission derives from more 

pervasive and unrecognised influences which are best understood when 

considering the notion of power as used by Foucault. Foucault regarded 

power as ubiquitous, subtle, ever-present and, only sometimes, clearly 

visible. However, it is his recognition that power is embedded in 

seemingly innocuous events and understandings and that it accumulates 

gradually that is useful in regards to Torres Strait education. He writes: 



that analysis should not concern itself with power at the 
level of conscious intention or decision; that it should 
not attempt to consider power from its internal point of 
view and that it should refrain from posing the 
labyrinthine and unanswerable question: "Who then has 
power and what has he in mind? What is the aim of 
someone who possesses power?" Instead, it is a case of 
studying power ... where it installs itself and produces its 
real effects. (Foucault 1980: 97) 

50 

The field of educational and anthropological discourse on the Torres Strait 

is one site where relations of power install themselves and produce a 

definition of principalship that favours non-Islander men over local 

Islander people. This has the effect of marginalising the very substantial 

contributions and careers of Islander teachers and principals in the Torres 

Strait and favours the contributions of white teachers. Throughout this 

chapter I will show how this occurs in the educational literature dealing 

with Torres Strait education. 

Four Policy Documents 

This section will review four reports that have been published since 1972. 

Prior to 1972 school administrators were referred to as "missionary 

teachers", "government teachers" or "head teachers" rather than as 

principals. All four reports deal exclusively with educ.ational provision 

for people resident in the Torres Strait. All follow a descriptive

prescriptive format in which various facts about schooling in the Torres 

Strait are presented to the reader followed by the policy options or 

recommendations that are extrapolated from the descriptive facts. The 



51 

first two reports are based on field research trips, the third is a synthesis of 

locally produced documents, the fourth is the result of a workshop 

conducted on Thursday Island. Although none of the reports focus 

primarily on the specific practices of principalship, two figures of 

principalship are nonetheless clearly identified in the texts. The two 

figures are the Islander principal and the non-Islander principal. Tracking 

the appearance ( and non-appearance) of these figures in the four policy 

documents will lay the groundwork for considering the omission of 

Islander contributions to principalship across the range of educational and 

anthropological texts covered in the remainder of this chapter. 

The earliest report, released in 1973, was based on four weeks of field 

research and was organised by the Research School of Pacific Studies in 

Canberra (Orr and Williamson 1973). The report is concerned with 

providing policy options for the administrators of education in the Torres 

Strait and is organised into sections dealing with curriculum development, 

language usage, secondary schooling, staffing and administrative matters 

(Orr and Williamson 1973: 1). Under the heading of staffing, the figure 

of the principal makes his appearance in the following terms 

Of the fourteen Torres Strait Islands with schools 
administered by DAIA 1_ only five have principals of 
European descent. (Orr and Williamson 1973: 46) 

Presumably the nine schools without principals of European descent had 

principals of Islander descent. My interviews certainly indicate that this 
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was the case on Saibai in the early seventies. However, such information 

is not provided in this report and as a result Islanders do not figure as 

principals anywhere in the text. Rather principals are variously described 

as "of European descent", "white", "head teachers" and "married men, 

with wives capable of running the island's medical aid post" (Orr and 

Williamson 1973: 46). These descriptions combine to restrict the title of 

principal as applying only to those teachers seconded from mainland 

Queensland for a two-year term of service in the Torres Strait excluding 

anyone else who has fulfilled the role of school principal. The second 

point of interest is the authors' observation that teachers appointed to the 

position of principal received: 

only a minimal orientation to island living ... together with a 
careful warning not to fraternise with Islanders beyond the 
normal call of duty. Undoubtedly this advice has saved many 
a teacher from going troppo, which ( one inferred) manifested 
itself variously in drinking heavily, fraternising with native 
persons of both sexes, and even on occasion wearing Islander 
dress. (Orr and Williamson 1973: 46) 

This statement reinforces the notion that Islanderness and principalship 

are incongruent characteristics. In this scenario even association with 

Islanders, in the form of socialising and adopting local dress, can 

compromise not only principalship but even one's sanity and should 

therefore be kept to a minimum if one wishes to avoid "going troppo"2• 

Within this text, the principal not only appears exclusively as a white man 

but furthermore he appears as a white man who is careful to maintain a 

1 DAIA is an abbreviation for the Department of Aboriginal and Islander Affairs 
2 For further discussion of the notion of "going troppo" see Eves ( 1999). 
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safe distance from the Islander community members with whom he 

works. 

Boxall and Duncan's 1979 report is in some respects similar to Orr and 

Williamson's. The report deals exclusively with Torres Strait Islander 

schooling and is based on a period of field study and seeks to inform 

policy determination. It also follows the descriptive-prescriptive format. 

However, while the earlier report was part of a wider Canberra-based 

study of the Torres Strait region, this report was commissioned by the 

Queensland Department of Education (Boxall and Duncan 1979: xv). In 

general the report's overall emphasis is on the issue of pupil achievement, 

while this resonates with the concerns of the majority of later pedagogical 

works, it also limits the attention given to the unique system of 

principalship in the Torres Strait. Nonetheless in its representation of 

principalship this report directly contradicts Orr and Williamsons' 

assumption that all principals were men of European descent. This report 

introduces the figure of the Islander principal through the inclusion of 

statistical and descriptive detail that differentiates between Islander and 

non-Islander principals (Boxall and Duncan 1979: 6-7). The appearance 

of the Islander principal in this report is significant, particularly with the 

observation that: 

The dual system of employing principals was a unique, 
dominant characteristic of the educational system in the 
Torres Strait Islands. For the greater part of this century, 
non-Islander principals have been in charge of the schools 
on Badu and Murray Islands. The school at Yam Island 



has, on the other hand, always been in the charge of 
Islander principals. (Boxall and Duncan 1977: 19) 
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According to Boxall and Duncan this dual system was characterised by 

different appointment practices and salary structures for the Islander and 

non-Islander principals. Specifically, non-Islander principals applied for 

appointments as secondments from the Queensland Department of 

Education and were paid at salary levels comparable to those of school 

principals on the Australian mainland. Islander principals were appointed 

by local administrators from the ranks of community teachers and 

received no additional salary for the extra duties of principalship (Boxall 

and Duncan 1977: 19). 

The Islander principal's appearance in the field of policy reports is not 

only brief but also fleeting. In 1988 Smith and Rose published a report 

commissioned by the Queensland Department of Education reporting on 

community perceptions of schooling on the outer islands of the Torres 

Strait (Smith and Rose 1988: iii). The figure of the Islander principal is 

non-existent in this report. There is no mention that such a figure ever 

existed in the Torres Strait. Rather, one section of the report alludes to the 

removal of this figure: 

Since 1986, each school has acquired the services of a 
principal with full teacher qualifications. Some schools 
also have the services of other fully qualified teachers, 
who are often the spouse of the school principal. Only a 
few of the principals and qualified teachers currently have 
specific qualifications or previous experience in cross
cultural education. (Smith and Rose 1988: 20) 
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In this passage the figure of the "principal with full teacher qualification" 

makes his appearance. This title of "fully qualified" presumably refers to 

the acquisition of university or college awards and is a refinement of the 

two year secondment from the mainland that Orr and Williamson 

characterise as indicative of principalship. Yet the above quote also 

operates as the identifying term for a group of people who, at the time of 

writing, were white and male. The principal's assumed gender is made 

evident by the associated reference to "the spouse" in the role of "other 

fully qualified" teacher (Smith and Rose 1988: 20). Also, the observation 

that only a few of these principals have any knowledge or experience of 

cross-cultural education indicates that they are not Islanders. In 

subsequent works the use of the term "fully qualified" to differentiate non

Islander principals from Islander principals is consolidated and expanded. 

However, before continuing to trace the path of production of this 

particular term, there is one more policy document to consider. This 

document is relevant for its resistance to the notion that non-Islander 

principals who have completed teacher training at mainland universities 

are "fully qualified" to teach in schools throughout the Torres Strait. 

The Torres Strait Islander Regional Education Consultative Committee 

(TSIRECC) report of 1994 summarises the recommendations of a 

workshop on education funding issues and, as such, principalship appears 

as a peripheral concern. The statement that sets up a challenge to the 

notion of non-Islander principals as "fully qualified" teachers appears in a 

recommendation addressing school staffing: 



The practice of employing teachers who have had no 
exposure to Islander societies, systems, cultures and 
languages and allowing them to take charge of classrooms 
in the Torres Strait region is viewed by the communities as 
unacceptable and needs to be ended right away. 
(TSIRECC 1994: 5, 19) 
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This quote argues for the inclusion of expertise related to specific 

knowledge and experience of "Islander societies, systems, culture and 

languages" as a basic teaching requirement (TSIRECC 1994: 5). It 

identifies the area of cultural and linguistic expertise as the ground on 

which Islander communities mount their challenge to the notion of the 

"fully qualified" non-Islander principal. Therefore it becomes an issue 

around which struggle and contestation for control over schooling could 

be expected to develop. This was certainly the case on Saibai and such a 

struggle is discussed in Chapter Six when the principal and various 

community members come into conflict over a cultural event. Similarly 

in the recently published biography of Edward Koiki Mabo3, the term "so

called qualified people" is used to refer to non-Islander teachers that are 

ineffective in their role, despite college or university training, because 

they are unable to communicate effectively with community members in 

the Torres Strait (Loos and Mabo 1996: 54). Yet despite these criticisms 

of the term, its use as a means of establishing legitimate principalship in a 

manner that favours non-Islander principals over Islander principals is 

consolidated in the wider fields of educational research and 

anthropological writing. 
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Research into education in the Torres Strait 

The vast majority of research into Torres Strait schooling focuses on 

Islander people. This bias has been fully explored by Martin Nakata 

whose conclusion is that this bias results in a definition of Islanders as the 

problem in education and overlooks elements such as schooling provision, 

local politics and non-Islander administration as he states: 

the consequence of a liberal standpoint maintains and 
preserves existing hierarchies, apparatuses and 
mechanisms which prescribe the Islander situation as the 
problem and the Islander as the problem. (Nakata 1991: 
129) 

Nakata is criticising those researchers who seek to liberate Islanders 

through their writings and who inadvertently support the existing regimes 

that they seek to reform because they fail to look beyond studying 

problems as if they originate within Islanders themselves. In such 

instances the particulars of local situations tend to be overlooked in favour 

of making universal claims about Islanders and hence Nakata argues "for 

a site-specific understanding of Islander people, their education and 

power/knowledge relations as key elements to educational reform" 

(Nakata 1991: 2). It is such a study of relations between community 

members and principals that this thesis represents. For example, there is 

to date only a single uournal article published that deals directly and 

3Edward Koiki Mabo was one of the litigants in the Mabo Case that led to the 
establishment of Native Title legislation in Australia. He was born on the Island of Mer 
(Murray Island) in the Torres Strait. 
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exclusively with the issue of principalship in the Torres Strait Islands 

(Castley and Osborne 1988). In a neat and coincidental convergence the 

research for the article was conducted on Saibai Island, the site for this 

project. However, rather than conducting a searching analysis of 

principalship itself, this article is concerned with providing information 

for prospective principals about the community. Therefore the object 

under study is not actually the principal, but features of the Islander 

community. Rather than being an object of the discussion, the principal is 

one of the authors of the document. In the title of the article this author is 

referred to as Saibai's "First Fully Qualified Principal"(Castley and 

Osborne 1988: 6). The term "First Fully Qualified" in this instance 

actually refers to a principal appofnted to Saibai in the wake of a change 

in school administration that occurred when responsibility for schooling 

passed from the Department of Aboriginal and Islander Affairs (DAIA) to 

the Queensland Department of Education in 1987. As in previous uses of 

the term, this principal was "fully qualified" in the sense of having 

acquired teaching awards from mainland Australia, being white and being 

male. He had also gained experience teaching in the Torres Strait, on a 

neighbouring island to Saibai (Castley, personal communication). On 

these grounds the description of "fully qualified principal" could be 

argued to be empirically correct and therefore non-problematic. However, 

it is in the subsequent details of authorship that the construction is shown 

to be one that differentiates principalship on the basis of race via the 

removal of a previously existing Islander principal. Beneath the title, the 

author's name appears, followed by the phrase, "First Fully Qualified 
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Principal at Saibai Island State School since 1949" (Castley and Osborne 

1988: 6). The effect of this seemingly neutral element in the text is that 

the teaching career of a Saibaian man who taught in the Saibai school for 

over forty years is edited out of this representation of principalship on 

Saibai. The new non-Islander principal of 1987 leaps over the thirty-eight 

years of a Saibaian man filling the position of school principal to share the 

title of "fully qualified" with the preceding non-Islander principal who left 

Saibai in 1949. From that year until 1987 Kala Waia fulfilled the role of 

principal on Saibai. The negation of the careers of Islander principals, 

such as Kala Waia, is the effect of the production of the term "fully 

qualified" to denote true principalship. As I have shown, this term has 

been employed in policy documents, however it is in the area of the 

history of schooling that the notion has been fully developed. 

Historiography 

In recent years there has been a plethora of works written on the topic of 

the history of schooling in the Torres Strait Islands (Williamson 1994, 

1991; Osborne 1993, 1989, Osborne 1993; Shnukal 1992; Salam 1987). 

In a recent book which combines chapters on education for indigenous 

minorities in Japan and Australia, three of the six chapters dealing with 

Torres Strait Islander issues are historical works (Loos and Osanai 1993). 

Of particular interest in this body of historical works is how the 

contemporary notion of "fully qualified" principalship is given weight 

through the use of ideas emanating from the field of cultural 

anthropology. 
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In addition to these specific works are historical pieces that deal with 

discrete subjects related to the Torres Strait Islands including the 

experiences of women during the Second World War (Osborne 1993), the 

role of South Pacific Islanders from 1860 to 1940 (Shnukal 1992) and the 

role of the London Missionary Society in schools at the turn of the century 

(Salam 1987). There is very little mention of principalship in any of 

these works. The place of principalship in Torres Strait schooling is given 

much more attention in separate works by Barry Osborne and Alan 

Williamson (Osborne 1993 and Williamson 1994). One of these, by 

Osborne deals directly with principalship and in this work he consolidates 

his notion of the fully qualified principal (Osborne 1993: 23 !-234). 

Interestingly, in an earlier work, Osborne grants the title of "fully 

qualified" to John Bruce, the non-Islander Government Resident who 

carried out teaching duties on Mer at the turn of the century (Osborne 

1991 ). This is despite the fact that, "Bruce was untrained, save for one 

term as a pupil teacher in a school in Scotland" (Williamson 1994: 55). 

In this instance, the term "fully qualified" operates as an indicator of race 

and gender as it seems that it is the fact that Bruce is white and male that 

admits him to this category. In a later work Osborne establishes "fully 

qualified" as the ideal by using the terms "unqualified" or "partly 

qualified" to describe teachers who are less than ideal (Osborne 1993: 

229-235). In the ideal category university or college awards are the 

legitimating elements of principalship in the Torres Strait which in turn 
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form distinctions and create distances between Islanders and non-Islanders 

who perform very similar professional roles. 

These distinctions are supported by reporting Islanders' criticisms of their 

teaching compatriots (Osborne 1993: 226). For example, Osborne's work 

includes a term that he claims is commonly used by Islanders to criticise 

Islander teachers. The term is "gammon teacher" where gammon 

variously means untrue, false or second-rate (Osborne, 1993, 226). In 

Osborne's work, the term becomes a general category as he states that 

compatriot Islanders "often viewed them as gammon [make believe] 

teachers" (Osborne 1993: 226). This increases the distance between the 

fully qualified non-Islander principal at one end of the scale and the 

unqualified, gammon Islander classroom teacher at the other. To achieve 

this contrast, the category of Islander principal is edited out of the history 

of schooling in the Torres Strait. Accordingly, Osborne incorporates 

material from Orr and Williamson's 1973 report that refers to "principals 

of European descent" (Orr and Williamson 1973: 46) but overlooks 

Boxall and Duncan's 1977 report that describes the figure of the "Islander 

Principal" (Boxall and Duncan 1977: 19) The term "gammon teacher" 

also appears in Alan Williamson's history of schooling in the Torres 

Strait. Osborne cites Williamson as his source for the term (Osborne 

1993: 226). Williamson's history covers the period from 1873 until 1941. 

This covers the period that commences with the introduction of formal 

schooling by the London Missionary Society until the outbreak of the 
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Second World War which is said to have brought all schooling to a halt in 

the islands for its duration. 

Williamson's book is by far the most comprehensive published history of 

schooling in the Torres Strait (Williamson 1994). However despite its 

great detail it inadvertently supports the distinction Osborne makes 

between fully qualified teachers or principals and unqualified or gammon 

teachers. In particular Osborne uses the phrase gammon teacher, to 

describe the least qualified Islander teacher. Williamson first uses the 

term gammon teacher in his chapter on Islander teachers' roles. As a 

Torres Strait Creole term it carries all the authoritative weight of the 

vernacular. He joins it with a second term in a section headed: "Gammon 

teachers and change agents" (Williamson 1994: 143). Gammon as noted 

previously is a Creole word which describes something that is not 

legitimate. It means a falsehood or a lie. Williamson uses it to describe 

Islander teachers who do not meet particular criteria in their teaching 

ability. He uses the term "change agents" to indicate the early Islander 

teachers' roles in promoting Christianity, managing local administrative 

tasks and establishing regional networks (Williamson 1994: 143-146). 

Osborne though takes the term gammon in isolation from change agents, 

ignoring the role of Islander teachers assumed in introducing important 

aspects of colonialism. He also adds his own inflection of 'make-believe' 

to 'gammon' and introduces the idea that Islander teachers were 'often 

viewed' as such by their compatriots (Osborne 1993: 226). Both the 

common meaning for gammon of falsehood and the specific meaning of 
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make-believe are ~oined to make a general point about Islander teachers. 

Hence gammon is not used to refer to individual teachers who do not 

measure up, as is the case in Williamson's work, but is applied by Osborne 

to the majority of Islander teachers. Thus, Osborne argues that it is not 

only white teachers and the formal education system that regard Islander 

teachers as gammon but he claims that Torres Strait Islanders in general 

also regard them as false and second-rate. 

The most intriguing aspect of the development of this term is 

Williamson's source for his use of the term "gammon". He cites personal 

communication with the cultural anthropologist, Jeremy- Beckett as his 

source (Williamson 1994: 144). Within Beckett's published book, 

"Torres Strait Islanders: Custom and Colonialism", the closest reference to 

be found is one to "gammon schools" which is used in the context of 

Islander calls for full wages for themselves and proper education for their 

children (Beckett 1987: 79). When Williamson transfers Beckett's usage 

to his own analysis he takes a term used by Islanders to criticise 

government service provision and narrows it to focus on certain Islander 

teachers who are government employees. He calls them gammon 

teachers. This term is then further transformed by Osborne who expands 

its application to describe the Islander teaching force in general rather 

than particular individuals. 

In contrast, the stories of .schooling that I collected on Saibai make no use 

of the term gammon teacher in reference to Islander teachers. Instead 
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criticism was often directed at the lack of schooling resources provided by 

the government for Islander teachers to work with. Islander teachers and 

the Islander principal on Saibai are spoken of with great respect and 

acknowledged for teaching under very difficult conditions. In the history 

chapter that follows this, a specifically Saibaian view of the history of 

schooling will be explored in greater detail and compared with written 

historical works. However, before doing so I wish to highlight a 

significant relationship between the fields of educational and 

anthropological research that converges in the usage of the term "gammon 

teacher". 

Anthropology 

In drawing on an anthropological source to construct a term such as 

gammon teacher, Osborne and Williamson are continuing a long tradition 

of exchange of knowledge between anthropology and education. In 

anthropological works on the Torres Strait Islands, school teachers and 

principals are often acknowledged either as sources of information or 

providers of hospitality (Haddon 1935: 100, 102, 295-296; Haddon 

1912: vii; Haddon 1904: 6; Haddon 1908: xx; Rivers 1901: 1; Ray 1907: 

vi; Harris 1913: 5, Beckett 1987: xi). One of the best documented and 

earliest examples of such exchange is found in the reports of the 

Cambridge Expedition to the Torres Strait in 1898. Alfred C. Haddon was 

the leader of the expedition which included a group of researchers 

including Rivers, Ray and Harris. In this work Haddon consulted various 

educators, Islander and non-Islander. By far his closest ongoing 
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association with a non-Islander was with the school principal and 

Government Resident John Bruce of Mer (Murray Island). Bruce even 

appears as a co-author of a chapter on social greetings. Bruce's 

involvement in the expedition was such that when he reached the limit of 

his ability to influence adults to take part in the researchers' investigations, 

he lent out the children from his school room: 

with the aid of Bruce we were able to arrange with the 
two mamuses4 (chiefs) that a limited number of men 
should come regularly every morning, Harry and Passi, 
the two Mamuses making themselves responsible for 
alternative weeks ... It appeared to be almost impossible to 
get the men to come to us in the afternoon and we 
therefore devoted this part of the day to work with the 
children, Mr Bruce kindly sending us from school any 
number that we wanted (Rivers, 1901, 4). 

According to Haddon, Bruce had been resident on Mer for ten years prior 

to the expedition and remained on the island for a further twenty years 

afterwards (Haddon, 1912, vii). The association between Bruce and 

Haddon continued long after the expedition's departure from the Torres 

Strait. Both wrote to each other and Bruce clarified many of Haddon's 

questions through their correspondence. One of the outcomes of this 

relationship is that Bruce is cited as the sole source of some myths and 

provides details on intimate social customs that Haddon had ignored or 

found difficult to access. Bruce's involvement in the project was lauded 

by Haddon in the following terms: 

4Mamuse is an Islander term for chie~ or leader. 



Mr Bruce has placed his intimate knowledge of the 
people entirely at our disposal, both when we were 
neighbours in Mer and since we returned to England, 
and on behalf of myself and my colleagues, I take this 
opportunity to thank him heartily for all he has done for 
us and for science (Haddon, 1908, xx) 
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In more contemporary times, the notion of a teacher loaning children out 

to a visiting anthropologist would be unthinkable not laudable. However, 

the disciplines of education and anthropology continue to be closely 

associated and the exchange of knowledge that Haddon and Bruce 

inaugurated continues to operate today. 

This exchange of knowledge is evident at various levels of the research 

process. At the finest level of exchange a term such as "gammon schools" 

is conceived within anthropology and adopted by educationalists who 

nurture its development. Conversely, in two recently published 

ethnographies of the Torres Strait, educational research is drawn on for 

source material. Jeremy Beckett's book, "Torres Strait Islanders: Custom 

and Colonialism", acknowledges Williamson's history of schooling 

(Beckett 1987: 89). Nonie Sharp's, "Stars of Tagai" draws on the 

educational research of Ana Shnukal and Barry Osborne (Sharp 1993: 

xiii, xvii, 10, 15, 150). Sharp's ethnographic material focuses primarily on 

the Torres Strait community of Mer and she combines her own research 

with relevant material from the Cambridge Expedition, much of which 

was collected either directly from, or via the intervention of, the school 

teacher John Bruce. 
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Furthermore, the methodologies and theories of anthropology are often 

employed by educational researchers working in the Torres Strait. 

Ethnographic techniques derived from anthropology are used to collect 

research material by educational researchers (Williamson 1994: vi; 

Castley 1988: 7; Osborne 1989: 7). I do not regard this as problematic in 

itself as I also employ ethnographic techniques such as informant 

interviews and participant observation. However because ethnographic 

techniques are almost always focussed on other people as subjects and are 

rarely used to investigate the investigator they may have contributed to the 

existing emphasis on Islanders as the problem in education. This 

corresponds to a lack of consideration of elements such as schooling 

service provision, principalship and the politics of education throughout 

the region, identified by Martin Nakata (1991: 129). 

Conclusion 

This review illustrates how a body of knowledge is built and how what it 

is possible to say or not say in a given educational field is set by previous 

works. In terms of the issue of principalship in Torres Strait schools it is 

difficult to refer to an Islander teacher as a school principal even if he or 

she has fulfilled all of the duties of school principal. Instead such teachers 

are likely to be referred to as "partly qualified" or even "gammon 

teachers" in the existing literature. The next chapter attempts to reclaim 

the title of principal for the Islander people who fulfilled this role in the 

past, drawing on years of teaching experience and considerable formal 

teacher training. Secondly this review has explored the reciprocal 
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relationship between cultural anthropology and education. It has been 

shown that anthropology has been a major influence on the contemporary 

analyses of educational phenomena in the Torres Strait. Furthermore, 

following the tradition of anthropology it is the practices and beliefs of the 

natives (in this case Islanders) that is of interest to the researcher. The 

incidental effect of this emphasis is the lack of consideration of the non

Islanders involved in education in the Torres Strait. Throughout the 

following chapters this thesis seeks to investigate the beliefs and practices 

of several non-Islander principals who have worked in the school on 

Saibai Island in the Torres Strait. 
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FOUR 
HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

Introduction 

This chapter juxtaposes Saibaians' accounts of themselves as principals 

and teachers with existing written accounts in which Islanders have often 

been regarded as second-rate in relation to their "fully-qualified non

Islander counterparts. The impetus for this comes from the realisation that 

accepting these distinctions involves overlooking the forty year career of 

Kala Waia who taught for twenty years and acted as Saibai's principal for 

a further twenty years. In doing so I will critique the negation of an 

Islander principal that takes place when contemporary researchers regard 

Islander principals and teachers as 'gammon' and unworthy of being 

recognised as 'fully qualified' for the positions they held. This critique is 

fuelled by the realisation of Foucault's critiques of the writing of histories, 

as Jose notes, according to Foucault: 



... to write history was thus more than just telling a story or 
stories about the past. It was to create a particular 
interpretation ano more often than not, impose it by 
displacing or overriding another. (Jose 1998: 28) 
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The interpretations included in this chapter are not new. Saibaians have 

always valued the contributions of their local teachers. However, these 

contributions have been largely overlooked in the written histories or 

devalued by the interpretations that other historians have made of Islander 

contributions to education in the Torres Strait. I will divide the history of 

schooling on Saibai into four overlapping periods which derives both from 

Saibaians own distinctions and the regional administrative shifts that 

occurred over time. Firstly, the period of the "Bush School" covers the 

time from the late 1870's until the turn of the century. Subsequent to this 

is the period of the "Government Teachers" which lasts until World War 

Two. From this time until 1986 the "Islander Principal" was prominent 

after which "Contemporary Principals" became the distinguishing 

schooling feature. This provides a loose framework, on which to combine 

the existing written accounts with the stories told to me in 1993 by 

Saibaian people. 

The Bush School 

Whenever Saibaian people discussed schooling prior to the arrival of the 

Government Teachers they referred to that period as the time of the bush 

school. This was because many Saibaian families lived and kept gardens 

out in the bush at some distance from the Saibai village where the school 

was located. It was because people came from the bush to attend school 
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that this time is described as the time of the bush school. During this time 

the Saibai School was established and staffed by missionary teachers from 

the London Missionary Society. 

The teachers came first, there were no missionaries on 
Saibai. Their first landing place was on Darnley Island. 
The teachers came first, the missionaries came second. 
(Imasu) 

As Imasu notes, the initial emissaries of the LMS were regarded as 

teachers rather than missionaries. Saibaians say that these men and 

women arrived on Saibai to teach their ancestors the Christian gospel as 

well as basic English and Maths skills. As a number of historians have 

shown the early missionaries sent to the Torres Strait were from Samoa 

and the Loyalty Islands (Mullins 1995: 121). They were also regarded as 

far better missionaries than the white, usually British, missionaries 

because they were believed to be more acceptable to the local population. 

One of the first British missionaries, Samuel MacFarlane, who was a 

principal figure in the early Torres Strait missionary activity stated; 

experience has taught me that our native teachers make 
better pioneers, if well supported, than Europeans. 
(MacFarlane 1878: 2) 

On Saibai, the considerable influence of the LMS teachers resulted in the 

relocation of a sizeable proportion of the population (all of the Aith 

peoples 1) from the eastern end of the island to join with the Saibai peoples 

at the Western end of the island, at the present village site. Not only was 

this recounted to me but it has been recounted to other researchers 
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working on Saibai in the 1960's and 1970's indicating how important the 

move was and how influential the missionary teachers were (Lawrie 

1970: 161, Singe 1989: 180). Another impact on residential 

arrangements is recounted by Haddon who was on Saibai in 1898, 

illustrating the continuing influence of the LMS teachers on Saibai's 

people, some twenty-five years after their arrival in 1872: 

The people who lived on one side of the village were friends, 
while there were constant quarrels between the two sides of 
the street . . . although the bulk of the marriages took place 
across the street. Finding that this division of the village 
fostered faction fights the South Sea teacher (Jacobi) at Saibai 
had endeavoured to mix up the houses, with the result that the 
old grouping has disappeared. (Haddon 1904: 17 5) 

These accounts of early missionary activity on Saibai suggest that they 

were completely accepted. However, there is also historical evidence 

suggesting otherwise. Williamson presents material that suggests that 

while Saibaian people were interested in attending church services, they 

were unwilling to trust their children into the care of the LMS teacher for 

schooling (Williamson 1994: 38, 49-50). This early caution was 

eventually overcome, in large part through the incorporation of Saibaian 

people in the teaching duties, such that by 1891: 

On Saibai Island the children could read well, knew their 
tables and the first three rules of arithmetic and were 
fairly well up in mental arithmetic. Chalmers2 attributed 
this to the efforts of the king and one or two others3 

1 Refer to map of Saibai on page 6 
2Reverend James Chalmers was the minister in charge of the Torres Strait Island mission 
in 1891. 
3Presumably all Saibaians. 



rather than to Jakabo, the chronically ill Loyalty Islands' 
teacher. (Williamson 1994: 46) 
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Williamson's work reveals that Saibaians were teaching as early as 1891, 

still within the period when the LMS had responsibility for teaching in the 

Torres Strait. By the turn of the century the LMS teachers were replaced 

by Government Teachers, but it was not until the LMS handed over its 

missions to the Anglican Church in 1914 that a total administrative 

change was finalised and teaching became the responsibility of the 

Queensland Government while Christian religion was administered by the 

Anglican Church. Hence, education and religion, which were until this 

time ~oined, became separated. The Bishop of Carpentaria described the 

Anglican mission to the Torres Strait in the following terms: 

The work of the church in the Torres Strait Islands is different 
from work amongst the Aborigines of the mainland. We are 
in no way responsible for the material wants of the people -
nor for their education in secular subjects - except at St. Paul's, 
Moa, where we have a teacher for the school of over forty 
children. The Queensland Government appoint teachers for 
the Islands, and the people themselves are able to earn their 
own living. (Bishop of Carpentaria 1918: 3) 

This quote suggests that despite the relocative impacts of the LMS in the 

previous century, communities such as Saibai had managed to restrict the 

influence of the missions on daily life. The Queensland Government 

developed an interest in schooling throughout the Torres Strait as part of 

the implementation of the Annexation Act in 1879. This act incorporated 

the Torres Strait Islands in the Australian state of Queensland (Bond 

1986: 33). The period between 1879 and the withdrawal of the LMS in 

1914 saw some power struggles for influence over various island 
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communities occurring between the LMS Teachers and the Government 

Teachers (Finch 1975: 63). While these struggles ceased in 1914 and 

teachers continued to be on the island, their influence on the tempo of 

Saibaian life seems to have decreased somewhat by the 1930's. Many 

Saibaians born after 1916 recount how they continued to live at their 

gardens, which were between one and five kilometres from the village 

area, intermittently attending school as they saw fit. These recollections 

draw attention to the importance of maintaining affiliations to gardens, 

which were present prior to colonisation in 1871. As Imasu Waigana said 

of his childhood under these circumstances: 

My parents lived in the bush. We ran from the bush to 
school. When we finished school, we then ran back to 
the bush at my time, when I was in school. (Imasu) 

Imasu still refers to much of his childhood occurring in the bush near his 

parents garden plots, away from the village site and the associated 

administrative power of the Government Teacher. A young Saibaian 

woman gave a similar account of her mother's schooling experience 

during the 1930s: 

For my mother, in her time people used to scatter 
everywhere, they used to stay where their gardening 
places were. They would work in the garden then come 
back on Sunday for church, travelling overland. If it was 
school-time she would stay in the village with her 
grandmother, who would look after her. On Friday, for 
the weekend, someone would pick her up, and at holiday 
time, she would go and work in the gardens. It was good 
at that time, the time of the bush school, when people 
went out camping at those places. People didn't have 
those sicknesses like diabetes. They used to cook over 



the fire, make kap mauri4, damper, crab, fish - bush 
foods. There used to be lots of wongais5 growing around 
that time. (Georgina) 
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While these families of the 1930s resisted moving to a centralised village 

site on a permanent basis, they were nonetheless committed to getting 

their children to school. As one Saibai elder, who subsequently spent well 

over twenty years of his life devoted to a teaching career, remarked: 

When I was at school it was a very scarce time, very hard 
to get food. Our money was lying very low. We never 
got child endowment and my father may be out on the 
boat6 for a year at a time. The parents, like the fathers 
who stayed here, most of the time, they spent their time 
in the gardens. But even then they had the idea, they 
forced us to go to school, that was the only thing they 
did. Those people had very low levels of education 
themselves, but what they did see was, they saw the way 
forward, what things should be like, what would happen 
after. They had the main idea that education was for the 
children's future. (Mebai) 

These accounts identify the issue of location, in terms of physical distance 

from the village site, as a significant factor in the ability of Saibaian 

people to retain some autonomy from the influence of the LMS and 

Government Teachers. Throughout the stories related to the Bush School 

a tension exists as families negotiate competing desires to gain access to 

schooling services while maintaining a degree of autonomy through 

continuing gardening activities and spending lengthy periods of time away 

from the village site. The desire to maintain a sense of autonomy is also 

~Turtle cooked in a shallow hollow in the ground and covered with heated rocks and 
damp mats. 
5 A tree common on Saibai. 
6A reference to the men who worked on the pearling luggers (Ganter 1994 and Beckett 
1987: 24-61 ). 
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evident in the fact that the missionaries were unable to establish a school 

for children until Saibaian adults were fully involved in the duties of 

instruction (Williamson 1994: 38, 49-50). From these accounts it is also 

clear that elements of the Bush School persisted long after the 

appointment of the first Government Teacher and possibly enabled some 

families to resist the growing encroachment of government agencies on 

everyday life for many years. 

The Government Teacher 

In the past, the school has somewhat distanced itself 
from the community. I think this is because it was run 
by organisations like the DCS7 which in the past acted 
towards the Islanders like one big boss. It kept 
everybody under the thumb and they knew the legalities 
and everything that had been laid down by the 
government towards Torres Strait Island people. They 
knew the parliamentary acts but only made a little bit of 
this known to the people. (Terry) 

Despite the persistence of the Bush School, a significant threat to Saibai's 

autonomy was posed by the introduction of the Government Teacher who 

was empowered by legislation to control many aspects of the island 

community's life including, "law and order, education, health and hygiene, 

works programs, boat operations, local commerce and store-keeping" 

(Finch 1975: 34). In 1899 the local Island Councils were established in 

each Torres Strait community consisting of three locally elected 

councillors who advised the government teachers appointed to these 

communities (Beckett 1987: 45). Although not all islands received 

7The Department holding administrative responsibility for the Torres Strait Islands has 
gone through a series of name changes over the years from being the Department of 
Health and Home Affairs (John Turner, personal communication) to the Department of 
Native Affairs, to the Department of Aboriginal and Islander Affairs, to the Department 
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Government Teachers many did and on Saibai there were at least ten 

appointments between 1899 and 1941. These appointees included George 

K Adrian in 1899; Andrew S Cairns in 1903; D Campbell in 1904; WC 

Minnis in 1907; TA Williams in 1909; Charles Neibel around 1913; H N 

Armstrong in the 1920s; W Bryant and W J Daniels in the 1930s and C 

Turner from 1937-1941 (Williamson 1994: 94, 114, 117, 126; Bleakley 

1961: 284 and Harris 1913: 5). The islands that did not receive 

government teachers tended to be those with smaller populations and 

these schools were run by "senior trained native teachers, with native 

assistants" (Bleakley 1961: 288). Islander principals were called native 

teachers as distinct from the non-Islander government teachers, despite 

their identical roles in schools. 

At this time on Saibai the government teacher was the sole personal 

representative of the European administration on many communities in 

the Torres Strait. As was the case with the LMS Teachers, local Islander 

teachers were fully engaged in teaching duties alongside, and sometimes 

instead of, the Government Teachers on Saibai. As early as 1933, when 

Bryant was the Government Teacher, the school on Saibai was staffed by 

four classroom teachers who were local Islander people. The Government 

Teacher carried out supervisory and administrative duties only 

(Williamson 1994: 122). It is worthwhile noting that an academic 

appraisal of this situation differs from at least one Saibaian perspective. 

In Williamson's work, he reports that the teaching duties that were carried 

of Community Services, to the Department of Family Services, Aboriginal and Islander 
Affairs and most recently to the Torres Strait Regional Authority. 
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out by Islanders on Saibai were of a high quality because of the training 

they had received at Mabuiag Training College, the regional teacher 

training college established in 1934 by the Protector of Aborigines, J. D. 

McLean. Williamson observes that: 

The college's impact on Saibai Island school in 1941 was 
such that it was sufficiently well staffed for there to be 
one Islander teacher per class leaving the white teacher 
free from teaching duties. (Williamson 1994: 157) 

The local version of this arrangement between the Islander teachers and 

the Government Teacher is less sanguine: 

They were all coloured teachers, no white man. The 
white man only sat on his arse and made himself the big 
boss. He never came to the school. (Imasu) 

This local assessment of the situation illustrates the contempt felt on 

Saibai towards teachers and administrators who acted like "the big boss" 

in their interactions with local people. During the early years of this 

1899-1941 period the potential for government teachers to relate in this 

manner was supported by the administrative powers invested in them by 

Queensland legislation. Despite his portrayal of the situation on Saibai in 

1941, Williamson describes how government teachers acted like big 

bosses on several other communities throughout the Torres Strait and that 

in these communities government teachers were described by Islanders as 

"tin gods and little dictators" (Williamson 1994: 117). The positions 

government teachers achieved in the communities were eventually 

challenged when pearl divers throughout the islands called a strike in 



79 

1936. One of their central demands to the Queensland Government was 

for a lessening of the powers of the Government Teachers over everyday 

life in the communities (Beckett 1987: 52-55). The Queensland 

Government conceded to their demands and some administrative control 

passed from the Government Teacher to the Island Councils. The reforms 

instituted included the revoking of a nine o'clock curfew for Islanders, 

giving more responsibility for Islander affairs to the Island Councillors 

and officially recognising Islanders as a distinct group from Aborigines. 

These reforms were incorporated into the Torres Strait Islanders Act of 

1939 (Beckett 1987: 55). However, the: 

Queensland officials reserved three areas as exclusively ·the 
prerogative of the teachers which the councillors had no 
right to interfere with. They were the care of the sick, 
control of schools and children at school and the 
management of the island trade stores. (Williamson, 1994; 
122) 

These new arrangements were in place for only five years when the 

outbreak of World War II resulted in all but one of the government 

teachers being evacuated from the Torres Strait. At this time those 

Islanders who remained in the Torres Strait for the duration of the war 

became responsible for all local affairs. Throughout the period of the war 

the schools on the islands continued to operate, run completely by Islander 

staff (Bleakley 1961: 288). Charles Turner, who had been resident on 

Saibai for some years prior to the war, was the only Government Teacher 

who remained in the Torres Strait for the duration of the war and acted as 
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a liaison person between the Australian Army and local people throughout 

the strait (John Turner, personal communication). 

During this period, when the government teachers withdrew, it was 

Islander teachers who kept schools operating throughout the region. One 

Saibaian woman who transferred to Kubin and spent five years keeping 

schooling viable in that community describes her experiences at that time: 

After school they sent me to training college at 
Mabuiag. Bab Kala and I were in the same grade. 
They sent us to Mabuiag because we were the best 
scholars. They sent us to the training school. We 
stayed at Mabuiag two years then the war broke out. 
We came back to Saibai to teach then Bab Kala joined 
the army. I k_ept teaching but they transferred me to 
Kubin. Mr Turner, the Government Teacher 
transferred me. I taught at Kubin for five solid years 
until the war finished. After the war finished then 
Bab Kala and one other Saibai boy came and helped 
me at Kubin. They taught there for maybe two years 
then we three came back to Saibai.... When I was 
teaching at Kubin, I forgot the Saibai language, I 
spoke Kubin language. I was there for five years. 
When the war was declared finished, a canoe came 
from TI with Saibai men. They came to visit me there 
on Kubin, I was still there teaching by myself. 
(Gaithe) 

This story is notable because it indicates the degree to which Islander 

contributions to schooling during the war have been ignored in the 

existing historical accounts. Aside from the one brief comment by 

Bleakley, there is no other reference to the part played by teachers such as 

Gaithe during the war years (Bleakley 1961: 288). Williamson's book 

asserts that all government schools were closed during the war 

(Williamson 1995: ix) while Osborne simply fails to mention the war-
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time role played by Islander Teachers (Osborne 1989, 1993). Gaithe's 

story was verified, and its significance confirmed, by an incident that 

occurred during the 1992 Cultural Festival on Thursday Island8
• On this 

occasion, I found myself sitting beside two women from Kubin who had 

studied under Gaithe during the war years. These women praised Gaithe's 

teaching ability and stressed the fact that during her time in the 

community she learnt to speak Kala Lagaw Ya (KL Y), the language of the 

central islands of the Torres Strait, like a local9
• This was taken as a sign 

of her commitment to them. 

Following the war, the Department of Native Affairs (DNA) again 

adopted the practice of appointing Government Teachers to the schools on 

the islands. Three were appointed to the region in 1948 (Department of 

Native Affairs 1948: 22). By 1950, five islands, including Saibai had 

Government teachers. By this time some of the administrative 

responsibility earlier invested in the Government Teacher had officially 

been handed over to the Island Councillors. Later, several years after the 

war, Bob Miles, who was officially stationed on nearby Boigu Island, 

visited Saibai regularly to supervise the Islander Principal's administration 

of the school and the Island Councillors administrative duties (Finch 

1975: 83-84). Older people on Saibai can remember him as well as the 

earlier Government teacher Charles Turner who, with his wife and son, 

8The Cultural Festival is an annual event celebrating Torres Strait Islander identity and 
culture which takes place on the administrative centre of Thursday Island. People travel 
from every community throughout the strait to take part in this event. 
9KKY is the language spoken on Saibai and KL Y is the language of the islands south of 
Saibai including Kubin and Badu. The languages are quite similar but posses distinct 
intonation and grammatical features (Shnukal 1993: 154) 
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was resident on Saibai from 1937 to 1941 (John Turner, personal 

communication). 

The Government Teachers, we didn't call them 
principals. They stayed here for so many years like Mr 
Turner, you know John Turner his son, his wife was 
pregnant with that boy here. They went to Tl10 then 
came up here. That child, John, was born up here and 
knows every word that Saibai people speak. He used to 
go around to every house and mix with people, feasting 
and enjoying everything. Like John Turner, Bob Miles 
could use language like a Saibai man. He was a single 
teacher, a single man. He went camping, night fishing 
and gardening. He worked in the garden like a Saibai 
man. My parents called him their son, after school he'd 
walk over to their place and they used to make gardens. 
He'd go up there and dig gardens for them. (Gaithe) 

This story explains the characteristics that drew respect for government 

teachers from community members. They included the willingness to 

become fully involved in local community life and the ability to acquire 

proficiency in the local language, KKY. Charles Turner and Bob Miles 

draw praise because they were prepared to take part in social events and 

because they were prepared to learn from local people. It is significant 

that these two men were among the last of the government teachers to 

work on Saibai, hence they were employed as the powers of government 

teachers' were being challenged and eventually decreased so they were 

less likely to behave like the reviled "big bosses". 

'°Thursday Island 



The Islander Principal - Bab Kala's Time 

At my time the principal was Bob Miles. After Mr 
Turner there was Mr Prith after that was Bob Miles, then 
no more white principals. Bab Kala got the teacher 
work. (Sheila) 
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From World War Two to 1986, a small number of teachers were seconded 

to the Torres Strait from the Education Department (Finch 1975:, 84). 

Those islands without Education Department teachers were run by senior 

Islander teachers, such as Kala Waia, who was the principal on Saibai 

from the 1960's to 1987. Most of the parents of the current Saibai School 

students attended primary school with Kala as the principal and regarded 

him as teaching "like a white principal", referring to contemporary 

principals who have taught on Saibai since 1987. 

One older man expressed concern that the contribution of Bab Kala and 

the Islander teachers he worked with would be assessed by present 

educational standards, without considering the difficult conditions under 

which they worked. Certainly, this fear appears to be justified in light of 

the way Islander teachers have been referred to as "gammon teachers" in 

the published literature (refer to Chapter Three for detail). Saibaians are 

not inclined to criticise their community colleagues, instead they describe 

their careers with great reverence. For example, during the Anzac Day 
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ceremony in 1993, Kala was praised by the chairman of the Island 

Council as a principal who throughout his career displayed his expertise in 

the fields of both government education and Saibaian custom. Whilst 

criticism of the Islander teachers was rare, criticism of the provision of 

schooling resources by the Queensland Government was common. This 

tendency supports the notion that it was to "gammon schools" as reported 

by Beckett (1987: 79), rather than to "gammon teachers" as reported in 

later research by Williamson (1995: 143) and Osborne (1993: 226) that 

Saibaians attributed schooling inadequacies. The following quotes are a 

few that typify the criticisms Saibaian people made of their schooling 

experiences: 

When I went to school we only had one kind of book. 
We'd read that same book over and over. It was the same 
words all the time. (Lala) 

Nowadays it's a good school, like any other European 
school, befortime 11 we were short of materials, we often 
ran out of materials. (Mebai) 

I went to school in an old tin shed, where the council 
office is now. Bab Mebai and Bab Kala were the 
teachers and they taught in an open space. There were 
only blackboards to separate classes. We wore our lava 
lava12 and drank milk. The main things we learnt were 
reading and writing. We used slates at first. (Jeff) 

Kala's time as the Island Principal on Saibai lasted for almost twenty 

years. Kala undertook classroom teaching duties, supervised his teaching 

colleagues, made student selections for various scholarship schemes, 

11 "befortime" is a Torres Strait Creol term that is used to refer to the past. 
12Lava is a calico sarong, traditional Torres Strait Islander dress for men. 
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lobbied government bodies for improved schooling resources and played 

host to visiting bureaucrats or dignitaries. Kala's duties were 

commensurate with those expected of a school principal. His teaching 

style was also typical of the era in that he placed great emphasis on the 

importance of English language acquisition and was regarded as a strict 

disciplinarian. Kala also bought an additional element to his position that 

a white principal would have been unable to provide. He taught the 

children traditional dance and so stressed the importance of the 

maintenance of Saibaian customs. One woman (aged in her late twenties) 

recalled her schooling under Kala in the following way: 

Bab Kala was our primary school principal, he was very 
strict. He used to speak English at school - we had to 
speak in English. For example if you wanted to speak to 
your friend, ask for a drink or to go to the toilet it had to 
be in English. We couldn't even speak KKY 13 in the 
playground, only English. We used to do lots of reading, 
sitting in a circle and reading. When I was very small we 
drank milk at school everyday. We had to have a hankie 
with us, we sang a song about it, if you didn't have a 
hankie you got sent home. We had to bring firewood to 
school with us every week, we each had our own broom 
and swept the school yard twice a week. We used to 
make lais for visitors, the primary school seniors would 
pick who would give the lais to the visitors. The kids 
who were chosen used to fight over who they were 
presenting to, so the bullies usually got the most 
important guests. We had island dancing taught at the 
school then. It was taught by Bab Kala and Bab Mebai 
and was compulsory for all the children. (Kathy) 

Kathy's assessment of Kala's teaching style and leadership shows that the 

school was used as a place to provide state sponsored curriculum such as 

English language as well as local customary knowledge such as dance. 
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Saibaians recognise Kala's commitment to both forms of teaching by 

referring to him as an "Islander Principal" because he fulfilled all of the 

functions and responsibilities of school principal but in a distinctly 

Islander way. However, although this term has some currency throughout 

the Torres Strait to describe Islander people who administered local 

schools, it appears in only one document that deals with the topic of 

schooling in the Torres Strait (Boxall and Duncan 1977: 19). The overall 

trend in the literature is to demarcate the position of principal according to 

the acquisition of a university or college teaching award which relegates 

Islander teachers and principals such as Kala to secondary status. This 

relegation not only overlooks the efforts that teachers such as Kala Waia 

and his colleagues applied to becoming as fully qualified as it was 

possible for them to be, given the educational options provided to them by 

the administration of the day, but it also discounts the importance of 

customary knowledge throughout the Torres Strait in the formulation of 

principalship. 

Throughout the period that Kala taught, schooling on Saibai only 

proceeded to the upper primary school level which has continued to the 

present. This situation is common on all of the island communities except 

for Thursday Island and Bamaga. There, the high schools cater for some 

of the secondary students in the Torres Strait with the rest attending 

mainland high schools. The very first secondary school for Torres Strait 

people was introduced in 1931 at Saint Paul's on Moa Island it was hailed 

13KKY is an abbreviation of Kala Kawa Ya the name of the indigenous language of 
Saibaian people, it is often also referred to as Lanngus, a Torres Strait Kriol name 
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by the Bishop of Carpentaria at its inauguration as the first school of its 

kind, catering for "natives" anywhere in Australia (Coral 1932: 30). 

Prior to this there had been post-primary levels of schooling provided in 

the Torres Strait but only in the form of training colleges for young adults. 

One was located on Murray Island at the beginning of the century and 

administered by the LMS as a teachers' seminary to train Islanders to 

teach the gospel in the Torres Strait and PNG. In 1926 the Queensland 

government began a short-term course in teacher preparation on Badu 

which was subsequently relocated to the Mabuiag Island Training College 

in 1934 and was stopped with the commencement of World War II (Finch 

1975: 77-78, Williamson 1994: 151-152, 155-164). The college 

recommenced at Badu in 1948 offering three years of training in English 

literacy and other "measures aimed at the promotion of general health and 

welfare" throughout the Torres Strait region (Mollison 1949: 217). In 

each instance, only a limited number of "promising pupils" were selected 

from various islands to attend the training courses (Department of Native 

Affairs 1948: 23, Mollison 1949: 217, Williamson 1994: 156-158). 

These limited facilities were the full extent of the opportunities that were 

available to many Islander teachers to gain any form of teacher training, 

let alone formal qualifications. It was not until the 1960s that Islander 

teachers were able to access accredited teacher training facilities in the 

form of the courses offered by the Kedron Park Teachers' College in 

Brisbane. 

(Shnukal 1993: 154). 
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Saibaian Commitment to Quality Teaching 

According to the standard of teacher training and qualification that was 

available to Islanders during this period, Saibai's school teachers 

completed the highest levels of education and training possible. In the 

following section, four Saibaian born people recount their careers in terms 

of the training made available to them as well as the regional system they 

worked within. They are extensive quotes but important as they show 

how seriously these teachers undertook their teaching responsibilities: 

Bryant was the government teacher for a long time when 
we were small kids. I went to seventh grade. When my 
brothers and sisters came up to seventh grade it was Mr 
Turner's time. After school they sent me to training 
college at Mabuiag. Bab Kala and I were in the same . 
grade. They sent us to Mabuiag because we were the 
best scholars. They sent us to the training school. We 
stayed at Mabuiag two years then the war broke out. We 
came back to Saibai to teach then Bab Kala joined the 
army. I kept teaching .. .I refused to transfer to Boigu 
and Mr Turner gave me the sack. I stayed out of 
teaching for one year then he called me back to the 
school and I started teaching here again. Mr Turner 
moved out then Bob Miles came in. I kept working with 
him then I got engaged. The family I married into didn't 
want me to go back to teaching. After that I did no more 
teaching and I was elected the Mothers' Union secretary, 
then president. (Gaithe) 

I never applied for my teaching job because the principal 
at that time was Mr Kala Waia and he knew my standard 
of education. I think that's why he chose me for a 
teaching job in 1965. I stayed in my teaching job for 
twenty-five years. I had a brush-up at Kedron Park 
Teachers' College in Brisbane for four years ... I would go 
down for one year's course then come back and teach for 
one or two years then go back again, then I retired in 
early 1991...I was schooled until Grade 7 on Saibai. 
When I was in Grade 7, we had the superintendent, 
Charles Turner at that time. He picked out kids from 



Grade 7 to send them off to Mabuiag training school at 
the end of the season. We stayed there for two years, 
then came back to Saibai ... We had lessons like English, 
Social Studies, Maths, Science, a bit like high school 
... but then we came back because there was no way for 
us to go further. .. we were recruited for trochus fishing. 
(Mebai) 

They sent me down to Brisbane, to Kedron Park, every 
Islander, male and female, teacher had to go down there, 
to learn how to teach. This was about 1968. They sent 
me out every week, once a week we served a primary 
school and we took classes. We had notebooks too, in 
the lessons when I taught the children, the classroom 
teachers were only watching, studying my movements in 
the school. When I finished teaching the lesson, the other 
teacher took my notebook from me and wrote the results 
at the bottom of my lesson. I took that back to college. I 
did that every Wednesday. (Imasu) 

After primary school, I went to Badu school and spent a 
year there, then I came back and was just like an assistant 
teacher with the principal of Boigu, Dauan and Saibai. 
Mr Bob Miles was his name, that was just after the war. 
Then I started teaching for four or five years, then I went 
to work on the boats. In 1967, 1 came back again. They 
were short of teachers and they looked around to get one. 
There was a man who was just like a Government 
Teacher going around the islands, Mr Passi, Mr. George 
Passi. They asked me to go back to my teaching job 
again and I started from there ... We had teachers from the 
Islands go down to Brisbane for more training, I went 
too. I spent one year in Brisbane. When I came back 
from there they sent me to Dauan as the principal. I only 
stayed there for a year. After that I came back to teach at 
Saibai. In 1984, we had a different idea. We had 
seminars on Thursday Island and at Bamaga. All the 
teachers would go to Bamaga, sometimes two times a 
year, sometimes three times a year, we'd have big 
seminars for a whole week. I also went down to Cairns, 
to the TAFE college to study. I came back from there, 
straight to Saibai and here I am, teaching now today. 
(Pili) 
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Throughout such accounts, these Saibaians show that they all gained 

access to the early training colleges at Badu and Maubiag. Those who 

continued with their teaching careers also took up opportunities to study 

in Brisbane and Cairns. These accounts illustrate that it was not for lack 

of willingness that such teachers failed to gain qualifications recognised 

by the Queensland Board of Education, but for lack of opportunity. At 

least one Islander Teacher believed that the training he received at Kedron 

Park would provide full qualifications and it was only on completion of 

the course that he learned otherwise (George Lui, personal 

communication). He indicated that his teaching colleagues shared this 

false impression. 

The inhibiting factors described combine to suggest that all of the Islander 

teachers and the Islander Principal working on Saibai were far from 

unqualified and were instead as well qualified as their access to higher 

education permitted. Certainly they were qualified enough for three of 

them to have been entrusted at different times with the responsibility for 

running the schools on Saibai, Kubin and Dauan thereby fulfilling the 

duties of principalship at the local school level. 

Access to the limited higher education opportunities was even more 

restricted for women than men throughout this period. This is no doubt in 

part because women were expected to take responsibility for domestic 

concerns as the quote by Gaithe above suggests. This situation was made 

no easier by white teachers who exercised a bias against promising 



91 

Islander women in their recommendations for secondary school 

scholarships on the mainland. Weipa Akiba, an Islander woman born on 

Badu Island who is married to a Saibaian man and works as a teacher in 

the Saibai school, recounts how she was overlooked for such a scholarship 

during the 1960's despite her good academic record: 

I was in the top grade when I was a kid and I always 
got the top mark in examinations but I never got the 
chance to go down south on a scholarship. We had a 
principal at that time by the name of Mr Prith, he was · 
a white bloke, from England I think ... We had a 
shortage of teachers so, even though I didn't get the 
chance to go down south or anything, he just picked 
me out of the class and there I was, teaching up the 
front. (Weipa) 

The Queensland State Scholarships that Weipa refers to commenced in 

1960, when three children from Thursday Island (Tl) won them and 

attended secondary schools in Townsville and Charters Towers 

(Department of Native Affairs, 1960, 34). These scholarships signalled 

the entry of children resident on the Torres Strait Islands into the 

Australian mainstream of the higher levels of school-based education. 

However, it wasn't until 1964 with the opening of Thursday Island High 

School and the associated provision of boarding facilities that secondary~ 

education become a feasible option for the majority of Saibai's residents. 

The hostel catered for boys only. A similar facility was not built for girls 

until 1973 (Finch 1975: 93). The lack of facilities for girls and Weipa's 

experience are indicative of a long-standing belief amongst the region's 

administrators concerning the (un)suitability of girls for education as 

either students or teachers: 



For the most part males are better than females in all 
branches of education.... There are very good native 
female teachers, but it is found that their stability is far 
inferior to that of the male. Thus it has been the policy 
of late years to concentrate on the native boys who show 
promise in teaching, while less is done in respect of the 
girls. (McDonnell 1948: 39) 
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Williamson also notes that girls were less enthusiastically schooled than 

boys. He writes that in the early 1900's the Queensland Government 

Resident Administrator on Thursday Island, Hugh Milman, "believed that 

once they left school and got married they reverted to their "native habits" 

(Williamson 1994: 61). Williamson dismisses this in the following 

manner: 

These colonial views were not unexpected in a 
remote region where government officials 
developed their policies in response to a number 
of competing demands in the local context and 
relatively unsupervised teachers put the best face 
on their work in the schools." (Williamson 1994: 
61) 

However, there is a continuity between this turn of the century attitude, 

McDonnell's comments in 1948, the lack of boarding facilities for girls in 

the 1960's and Weipa's personal experience of being overlooked for a 

secondary school scholarship. These elements suggests that opportunities 

to gain educational qualifications of any kind were even further restricted 

for Islander women as they were overlooked for educational promotion as 

early as their primary school years. Furthermore this situation persisted 

for over sixty years. 



Conclusion 

The Department of Native Affairs had the school and it 
was their responsibility. They thought up what was 
suitable for the kids on the outer islands and they would 
make the decisions ... Parents, at that time, I can assure 
you knew nothing about the school, and later when the 
Department of Education took over, it was then before 
people began to learn what the school is all about. (Ezra) 
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In 1985, in no small part through pressure exerted by the Torres Strait 

Islander community via organisations such as the Torres Strait Islander 

Regional Education Consultative Committee and individual school 

principals such as Kala Waia, responsibility for education was handed 

over from the Department of Community Services to the Queensland 

Education Department. These changes in the education system resulted in 

Saibai receiving what some authors have referred to as Saibai's "first fully 

qualified principal" in 1987 (Castley and Osborne, 1988; 6). 

It may seem to be a matter of simply playing semantics to insist on 

countering one hegemony such as the presumptions embedded in the title 

"first fully qualified principal" by highlighting the counter perspectives of 

Saibaian people. However, it is worthwhile noting that the recollections 

of Saibaians used in this thesis were collected during 1993, in the context 

of the Saibai community coming to terms, both professionally and 

personally, with the recent death of Kala Waia14. In the works of Castley 

and Osborne, the context is one of heralding in a new, improved system of 

'"The position of Islander Principal was replaced by the Education Department principal 
in 1987 and Kala Waia subsequently retired in 1990. He passed away two years later in 
the beginning of I 992. 
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educational administration throughout the Torres Strait region (Castley 

and Osborne 1987, Osborne 1993: 234). In their enthusiasm for this new 

system, they tend to overlook the contributions of teachers such as Kala 

Waia who have gone before them. That is not to say that there is no 

support or enthusiasm on the part of Saibaians for the new system. On the 

contrary, Kala and his colleagues, lobbied for its institution. However 

Saibaian people are reluctant to accept a history of schooling that 

consistently fails to acknowledge the important place of Islander teachers 

and principals within schooling. Instead, they repeatedly talked of the 

role of their own educators with comparatively little reference to the white 

teachers that were stationed on Saibai. On the one occasion that white 

teachers were fondly remembered it was because they had bt:!come 

conversant in the Saibaian language thereby indicating a willingness to 

step outside the comfortable boundaries allowed by the school institution. 

The themes and concerns that people on Saibai raised as they reflected on 

their schooling experiences are not relegated to the past but reappear in 

new and recognisable ways in more recent times. Certainly, the themes of 

physical separation (of the Bush School period), cultural expertise (of the 

Islander teachers) and the importance of relationships (between the 

Government Teachers and the Saibai community) that characterised 

earlier years have re-emerged in the post-1987 period although in different 

forms. In the following chapters I will show how this has occurred and 

discuss how the school and its staff continue to be highly contested areas 

of community life. 



FIVE 
SEPARATIONS 

Introduction 
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Spatial arrangements of the school in relation to Saibaian residences have 

been important in schooling from its inception on Saibai in 1871. One of 

the first actions of the missionary teachers on Saibai was to convince 

significant proportions of the population to move away from their 

traditional living places around the island to a single village location 

which centred around the school and church buildings. While the school 

has never been the single most important institution on the island, its 

importance was established with this early resettlement. Since this 

occurrence relations between the school principal and the Saibai 

community have been negotiated through the use of space between each 

other. I will contend throughout this chapter that the various physical and 
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geographic separations within Saibai and between Saibaians and others, as 

well as the conceptual separations that principals have used in regards to 

themselves, schooling and community have the effect of minimising 

community control over schooling, thereby supporting the contemporary 

autocracy of principals on Saibai. 

The physical separations under consideration in this chapter include those 

between Saibai Island and the mainland of Australia, the community 

village and the school buildings, and the primary school and visiting 

Education Department bureaucrats. The use of space and practices of 

separation in schooling will be explored by describing two specific events 

- the school's Open Day and a visit to Saibai by a delegation of 

Queensland State Education Department officials. Descriptions of 

physical layout and events will be complimented by material from 

interviews with informants. An examination of the current Saibai State 

School language policy will provide another dimension to the argument, 

illustrating how further separations are created through the annexation of 

KKY (the local language) in the school curriculum. 

The School Site 

From the perspective of mainland Australians, and indeed those in the 

administrative centre of Thursday Island, Saibai Island is often described 

as one of the most remote islands in the Torres Strait. From a local 

perspective, Saibai is very close to its neighbouring communities of 

Dauan Island and the villages along the Papuan coast, both of which are 
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visible and accessible by dinghy from the Saibai village foreshore. From 

the school principal's perspective, though, Saibai is an isolated outpost of 

the Australian education system. 

Not only is Saibai Island, as a school location, separated from mainland 

Australian schools but the Saibai Island State School is further separated 

from the main population centres on Saibai - the Saibai village and the 

Sawia Point village. For some one hundred and ten years, up until 19861, 

the school was located in the centre of the Saibai village, forming an 

administrative hub with the medical centre the general store and the 

council office (see illustration on page 7). The current physical separation 

of the school from the village coincides with the appointment of the first 

Queensland Education Department principal. This is an interesting, and 

seemingly incongruous decision in the light of recent policy emphasis on 

greater community involvement in schooling. However, Kala Waia stated 

that he had advocated to the Education Department that they provide new 

school buildings for the children and had recommended the distant site 

because when the school was in the village the children would see their 

parents walking past the classroom on their way to the council office or 

the store and run out of the classroom to be with them. This view was 

also supported by Saibai's Council Chairman in 1993, Terry Waia: 

In our time the school was here (in the centre of the 
village), people passed here all the time, it was not 
distant. Nowadays, they moved the school to a place 
where they're by themselves and the children's minds 

1The current school building was opened in July of 1986 according to the Report on 
Education at Saibai Island. 



can't be taken off by the things they see through the 
window. (Terry) 
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The principal working on Saibai at the time of the shift in location had a 

slightly different perspective and was more inclined to put the determining 

factor in Departmental hands: 

The school's in a revolting position. The Department 
shilly-shallied around and asked "Can we have land?" 
The Council gave and the Department didn't negotiate. 
(Phil) 

The tendency of community members to attribute the determination of the 

school site to local concerns and the principal to place the determination 

in the hands of the centralised education body highlights one difference of 

opinion on its location. A possibly unforseen consequence of both desires 

has been the outcome of this decision, which is that the school has become 

a separate mini-community on Saibai. The school itself is located on built

up land in the midst of swamp, though on aerial photographs these 

swamps are euphemistically termed recreation areas2
• During the dry 

months the school is readily accessible. However, during the wet season 

(December through to March) the school community becomes an island of 

its own, intermittently accessible to the Saibai community by the single 

unsealed road and the airstrip both of which turn to mud when 

consistently rained on. Regardless of rain, visiting the school during the 

day becomes no mean feat when the temperatures often reach well over 

2When the swamps were dry young people occasionally played volleyball on the dry bed 
and in wet weather, when the swamps were full men occasionally sailed their model 
boats across the surface of the water. This is a far cry from the image of a school 
surrounded by green playing ovals which is evoked by the term recreation area. 
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thirty degrees centigrade and some families have to walk two kilometres 

between their home and the school. This physical distance is even more 

significant because the school mini-community consists not only of the 

schooling facilities but also the Education Department residences, two 

houses and a school flat. The principal, his family and all visiting 

Education Department staff reside in this school mini-community with 

only some teachers taking up residence there. Whether teachers reside in 

the school community or not, the principal always does and is most 

clearly identified with the school. In this sense the school is quite literally 

in the principal's front yard, or the principal's home is in the school's back 

yard, either way the territorial association of the principal and the school 

is quite clear. 

This physical separation initially is at odds with Saibai's schooling history, 

where the precedent is for the school to be in the physical centre of the 

village. Perhaps it has been so readily accepted because the community 

wishes to distance the school from other local government affairs. Given 

the historical links between teachers, missionaries and Government 

Residents in the Torres Strait, it would be understandable if the local 

people who now run the church and government institutions that are still 

located in the village wished to create some distance between their 

workplaces and the markay3 principal. However despite the previous 

physical proximity of the school building to the rest of the community, the 

notion of the school as a separate zone is not a new one on Saibai. When 

3markay is the Kala Ka Waya term for non-Islander people, it also means white. 
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adults speak of their own schooling experiences on Saibai, it becomes 

clear that community access to the school environs has always been 

limited. Two quotes from community members illustrate how completely 

the community at large, parents in particular, were excluded from the 

school grounds and schooling process in the past: 

In 1985 the Education Department took over 
before that it was the Department of Community 
Services, DNA, DAIA4

• Before, children were 
left at school and teachers were responsible for 
children. Parents had nothing to do with them 
from nine till three. They had no say. (Jeff) 

At one stage, in an earlier time they (parents) 
weren't allowed to touch their kids, the laws were 
strict things and that teacher got to do what they 
wanted with the kids. Parents weren't allowed to 
contact them. They were allowed only when 
they were asked to be present and that's the only 
time they came to school. It was like a big brick 
wall. The teacher came down the side, opened 
the gate, let the kids in then locked it....lt is 
because noone was allowed in the school before, 
school was only for kids and teachers. That is 
why today's parents, those that grew up with this 
kind of a, like kind of a rule, they think that kind 
of thing's quite OK. (George) 

This sense of separation is crystallised in two mottos which are often used 

on Saibai when people discuss education. The mottos are "parents are the 

first teachers" and "from 9 till 3 teachers are the parents". These sayings 

synthesise the idea of loco parentis which is taken very seriously in 

Saibaian schooling which is expanded upon by Jeff, a Saibaian man now 

living on the Australian mainland. 

4DNA and DAIA are abbreviations for Department of Native Affairs and Department of 
Aboriginal and Islander Affairs. 



The father and mother are the first teachers. 
Teachers at school - they are the second teachers. 
Parents give guidance. Teachers have full 
authority until three o'clock then it comes back to 
parents. Parents support teachers by helping, 
assisting. (Jeff) 
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In relation to notions of separation, the combined effect of these 

understandings of the relationship of parents and teachers to children is to 

create a conceptual separation in time, whereby nine till three is a school 

time zone and responsibility, belonging to the principal and the teachers. 

The recent physical separation of the school from the community both 

reinforces and is supported by the pre-existing conceptual separation. 

While such understandings are common, they are not universally held and 

one young mother who is a trained teacher remarked: 

No, parents are the first teachers, even if you're 
looking after a child, if you're the guardian, you are 
the first teacher. Your child picks up everything 
when he's small. If people are saying that (about 
nine till three being the teachers time), I think they're 
just sending their kids up there for babysitting. 
When a child goes up to school is he speaking 
English or KKY. Its KKY, so where is he picking 
that up from? From home .... .I think that if you don't 
participate in school functions, then that's the way 
you think. I believe that the school is always open 
for parents at any time nine till three or after three. 
They could go up there and talk about their child's 
progress. (Patimah) 

While this woman rejects the idea of the school as a zone which is closed 

to the parent community, her comments still reflect a close correlation 

between the roles of parent, guardian and teacher. Taken as a whole 
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though current community views, including the dissenting view of this 

teacher, indicate Saibaians assent to the concept of the school as a 

separate zone. However, there is one issue that arose during the 

interviews that contradicts this analysis, suggesting instead that it is more 

than historical precedent and local custom that results in the current 

distance between the school and the community. The same mother quoted 

above, says that while her ideal is for total parental involvement in 

schooling, the physical distance of the school from the village makes the 

realisation of this ideal difficult on Saibai. This suggests that community 

members are far from content in their ongoing separation from the school. 

Widespread dissatisfaction with the physical distance of the school from 

the community is most clearly expressed in the women's attempts to 

obtain a four-wheel drive bus for the community, an issue that is 

important in a community where seasonal rains can preclude access to 

schooling for some children. 

The Bus Issue 

The most prominent educational concern cited by the women interviewed 

for this study, was the need to provide a four-wheel drive bus to transport 

children to and from school. In this way, the women were directly dealing 

with the separation between the school and the village. The community 

desire for a bus service is also documented in Saibai's Collaborative 

School Review of 1993 where it says "to counter the problem of 

absenteeism, a school vehicle should be available to transport children" 

(Saibai Island State School 1993). There were few passenger vehicles on 
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Saibai and virtually no private cars in 1992 and 1993. During their 

interviews women expressed concern that children were going home to eat 

their lunch and then staying home instead of returning to school for the 

afternoon classes. The children's reluctance to return to school was 

understandable in light of the average daily temperature on Saibai and the 

distances involved for some families5
• Providing lunch at school was a 

solution tried by one principal, however, during 1992 and 1993 only 

snacks were available for purchase at the canteen. Several women also 

mentioned concern about the difficulty of accessing the school during wet 

weather, as one mother stated: 

Last time we _went into this with Ellen Barrett, she was 
working for Mothers' Union members6 on Thursday 
Island. We asked her if she could put it to the 
Government to buy a bus for the kids. Some kids they 
stay out from school, during the wet weather it's too 
muddy to go up there (to school) some kids have 
umbrellas and raincoats but some have got none and 
after school when they go out, some kids prefer to muck 
around halfway and some kids go straight home. (Nora) 

Clearly, from this account, the issue of a school bus was not a recent 

concern. Ellen Barrett had visited the island in 1988 to canvass 

5There are several reasons for children returning home for lunch. Many families eat 
cooked meals of rice at lunch time. At the time of this study, few homes had 
refrigerators which made the preparation and storage of sandwiches difficult. Also, if 
lunches were taken to school, the high temperatures and lack of fridge storage at school 
makes for an unappetising midday meal. As a result children were expected to walk 
home for lunch and then back to school for afternoon classes then home again at the end 
of the school day between 12noon and 3.30 pm, during the hottest part of the day. As 
mentioned earlier, for some children this meant a two kilometre trip each way, a total of 
eight kilometres a day. 
'The Mothers' Union (MU) and Girls' Friendly Society (GFS) were the only two women's 
organisations active on Saibai. They were church organisations and almost all women 
were members of either organisation. Membership of the MU is restricted to married 
women with children, this covered all married women as even those unable to bear their 
own children were given children to adopt by others. The GFS was open to single 
women whether they were mothers or not 
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community issues with Mothers Union members. No bus service was 

provided as a result of her visit. The Saibai community's need for a bus 

service was also expressed in a document presented to an Education 

Department research project in 1987, just one year after the new school 

site was established in 1986 (Saibai Parents' and Citizens' Association 

Education Committee 1987). The Saibaian document, which was 

subsequently submitted to Smith and Rose for inclusion in their study, 

was entitled Report on Education at Saibai Island - 1987 and the need for 

a bus expressed in the following terms: 

Children have up to 2km to walk to and from school, and 
so can not go home for lunch and get back to school on 
time ... Provision of a school bus to collect and deliver 
children could reduce truancy and lateness. (Saibai 
Parents' and Citizens' Association Education Committee 
1987: 11) 

However, in its incorporation into Smith and Rose's Torres Strait-wide 

survey, the specificity of the need was lost7. Instead it was alluded to in 

the following terms: 

The challenge of providing adequate and appropriate 
physical resources and ancillary services for the 
islands schools. Principals, teachers and community 
members all acknowledge the considerable difficulty and 
cost in resourcing and servicing a group of schools that 
are so geographically isolated from the major population 
centres of Queensland, particularly as the islands 
themselves possess only limited technological 
infrastructure (for example, running water and a regular 

7At the end of Smith and Roses document, the need for school bus services on the islands 
of Badu and Darnley Islands is mentioned in Appendix 3, entitled "Torres Strait Islander 
Regional Education Committee Policy Statement", this indicates that experiences of 
difficulty with physical separation are not unique to the Saibai community (Smith and 
Rose 1988: 57). 



electric power supply). Nevertheless, this issue is seen 
to be of critical importance to the education of Islander 
students, and it is considered that the problem should be 
the subject of careful on-going review. 
(Smith and Rose 1988: 30) 
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In this quote geographical isolation is directly cited as the prohibitive 

factor in the provision of schooling services. As was the case with Ellen 

Barrett's survey, no bus service was provided as a result of Saibaian 

people communicating their specific need to the Education Department's 

research project. While the women's concern shows a desire to bridge the 

distance between the school and the community, the continued lack of 

response to this clearly and repeatedly communicated need is indicative of 

ongoing separation between the community and the school. At one level 

the lack of response continues the difficulty of accessing the local school 

building. At another level, it communicates to the Saibai community that 

such decisions are determined at a centralised location in the Education 

Department and that the geographic~! isolation of their particular 

community from this centralised location makes the provision of such 

ancillary services problematic. It is worthwhile noting that the local 

council manages to acquire and maintain several vehicles, including four

wheel drives, tractors, trailers and earth-moving equipment. 

Through the physical separation of the school buildings from the 

community and the clustering of the school principal's housing with the 

school buildings, a strong territorial association is established between the 

Education Department principal and schooling on Saibai. This effect is 

compounded by the lack of response to community calls to address this 
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distance by providing a school bus. It is the community's own distance 

from the Australian mainland which is cited as the main reason for the 

continued lack of response. In this way separation compounds upon 

separation to keep the community at a physical distance from the school. 

It also gives the clear message that educational decisions are made 

according to the priorities of those in the Education Department offices on 

the mainland. It would seem that the association of the principal with 

distant school grounds mirrors the official position that Saibai is distant 

from the decision-making centres on the mainland. Principals are further 

identified with the Saibai-mainland distinction in that they have, since 

1987, all come from the major population centres of Queensland. 

In summary this section argues that the principal is associated in territorial 

and temporal terms with the school site and the children who attend it on a 

daily basis. Thus the principal, by physical proximity, is territorially 

associated with the school while in temporal terms schooling has 

historically been conceived of as a time belonging to teachers and the 

principal. The ongoing issue of a school bus service illustrates the 

community's awareness of (and attempts to break down) the physical 

distance between themselves and the school. The ongoing lack of 

response serves to keep the community at distance from both the buildings 

themselves and from the process of setting the schooling agenda. The 

emerging picture is one of the community being shut out of the schooling 

process. 

~. 
ul 
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Two Events 

To fill in this picture in greater detail, the following sections will describe 

two school events and the school language policy as sites which reflect 

and perpetuate current schooling dynamics. The two events were chosen 

because they were times when the community did attend the school 

physically and the interactions that took place reveal the tensions I have 

discussed. The first event discussed will be the school's Open Day and 

the second will be a visit by a delegation of Education Department 

Bureaucrats to the island. The second event was an occasion when a 

pointed discussion of the practises of schooling occurred between 

community members and professional educators. I include a curriculum 

issue in my discussion of separation because school language policy is 

another example of a relationship of separation which supports the 

principal in a position of control over schooling practice. In this example, 

conceptual separations based on language difference are at work in the 

school to construct particular relations between the school principal and 

local teachers in the fields of educational knowledge and teaching 

competence. 

The first event, the Open Day which took place on the eighteenth of 

March, 1993, was an occasion when parents were actively encouraged to 

enter the school grounds and classrooms inside school time. At first 

glance this seems a reasonable undertaking as the school is considered 

open to parents between 9am and 3pm on this day yet this throws into 

question the accessibility of the school to parents on the other teaching 

days of the year. This event serves mainly as an illustrative example of 
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the territorial association which exists between the Saibai School and the 

principal as the school is always open to him, while being officially open 

to the community only once c,1 year. The second event was part of a 

whistle-stop tour of the Torres Strait by several Queensland Education 

Department bureaucrats in on the twenty-fifth of March 1993. The visit is 

of particular interest firstly because it illustrates how the withholding of 

basic information prior to the visitors arrival left the Saibaian community 

in a powerless position when they needed to clearly articulate their 

concerns. Secondly, it is of interest for the way that community members 

express their awareness of and dissatisfaction with this arrangement of 

relations. Thirdly and finally the part played by the principal in the 

resolution of the community's dissatisfaction will be described. 

Open Day 

Often, when the issue of parental involvement in schooling was raised in 

my interviews with community members, the response was, "You mean 

like Open Days?" as this was the full extent of many parents' involvement 

with the school. One senior Saibaian teacher made the connection explicit 

with the comment, "When there is some event like Open Day, parents go 

up there. When they're invited". Comments such as this indicate that an 

Open Day was one of the few occasions when parents expected to become 

directly involved in the school day. At 9am, on the Open Day there were 

two parents sitting inside the Year One classroom. They observed the 

lesson for a short time then moved outside to sit on the covered verandah 

of the school. By mid-morning there were about ten parents sitting on the 
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verandah and from this time on women from the Parents' and Citizens' 

Association (P and C) helped the principal's wife to set up the luncheon 

table. Meanwhile parents continued to trickle in with about forty present 

by midday although none of them ventured into the classrooms apart from 

the first two. Everyone present gathered together for lunch on the covered 

verandah of the school building. One of the church deacons said Grace 

over the meal then the adults ate, followed by the children. After the meal 

people sat around talking and most ended up in the library watching 

videos of past Torres Strait Cultural Festival8 dances, before gradually 

dispersing. 

After the event, one of the Saibai classroom teachers speculated as to _ 

whether her fellow community members understood the idea of an Open 

Day, when parents were supposed to visit classrooms and look at the 

children's school books. This teacher suggested that a video of an Open 

Day held on another island, available in the school library, should have 

been shown some days before to educate parents on how an Open Day 

should operate. After the Open Day had finished this teacher reflected on 

what had just occurred: 

Some parents got there at nine o'clock, others at half 
past nine and some parents were just sitting outside, 
instead of just walking into the classroom and 
browsing . .. I think they may be scared of the 
principal or y'know they may be waiting for him 
before going into the classrooms but they should 
know from years ago, that we always have an Open 
Day and what the Open Day is like. You don't just 

8A yearly two day event, held on Thursday Island where the highlight is each islands's 
dance performance. 



wait for the principal to give you the order. You go 
into the classroom and just browse through and see 
what the kids are doing. When they were at the 
school today they didn't bother to ask me what the 
kids are doing at the school, only one parent asked 
me one question today. (Weipa) 
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This teacher was clearly dissatisfied with the Open Day, and reasoned that 

the parents reluctance to enter the classrooms was due to them not being 

explicitly ordered, or invited to do so by the principal. This is consistent 

with another observation of a senior community teacher who noted that 

parents only entered the school when they were specifically invited. The 

year before in 1992 children sat at their desks with all their books on 

display. The parents were explicitly invited into the classrooms by the 

principal and they did walk around the classes. The reluctance of parents 

to enter classrooms in 1993 supports the notion that the school is 

perceived as the principal's territory, where parents must wait upon his 

direction. Another local teacher also expressed dissatisfaction with the 

day and the focus on eating food and watching videos, activities which 

took place outside the classrooms in the more public spaces of the 

verandah and library: 

On Open Days, instead of just having something up 
there for the parents to see, like videos of dancing, 
they could bring the activities down here (into the 
village) and set them up under shady trees. Let the 
parents see what their children are doing inside the 
school. Really, school activities is what they should 
see not just food, the food comes in later. We 
should, as teachers, put up activities and let the 
children handle the activities - the things that they do 
in school time. As a parent, if I see my child doing 
something like that, I feel different inside .. .l think 
another thing is that some parents don't know what 



curriculum we're using. They don't know anything 
about what we teach their children. (Patimah) 
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This teacher advocated a more active approach to the Open Day. Her 

answer was to bring the activities down into the village, indicating that 

she, like the first teacher, believed parents were uncomfortable on school 

grounds. This teacher also expressed dissatisfaction with the amount of 

information provided to parents about the content of classroom teaching. 

Her comments, like those of the first teacher, focus on issues of location 

and knowledge where uneasiness in the school grounds parallelled lack of 

awareness of teaching content. 

My discussions with principals on issues of parental involvement 

indicated that they regarded simply getting parents onto school grounds as 

something of an achievement. One principal's main aim in the area of 

parental involvement in schooling was to shift the location of school 

social events from the public hall in the village, to the school verandah. 

From this perspective, an event where forty parents arrived for lunch on 

the school verandah and spent the afternoon in the library was a success, 

however the local teachers had different expectations. 

In summary, the unwillingness of parents to enter the classroom unless at 

the explicit direction of the principal, coupled with Saibaian teachers' 

comments on why this occurs show how strongly Saibaians regard the 

school as the principal's territory. It is worth noting that both of the local 

teachers who commented on the Open Day expressed their desire that 
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parents be provided with more knowledge, in the form of information 

about schooling on Saibai. In the following discussion of the event 

triggered by the arrival of Education Department officers, the desires of 

these two local teachers are amplified as many other Saibaians also 

express them. It further illustrates how poorly understood Saibaian needs 

are by the Queensland Education Department through the failure to 

understand local social etiquettes which are expressive of more pervasive 

social conventions. 

Visitors 

On the twenty-fifth of March, 1993, five staff from the Education 

Department visited Saibai. The group consisted of two gender and equity 

workers who were Brisbane-based, the coordinator of the Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Support Centre based in Townsville, a building 

maintenance officer and a Cairns-based human resources staff member. 

This group briefly visited the classrooms when they first arrived on the 

island. Unlike the parents on Open Day, these professionals operated with 

a high degree of comfort in the classroom. One member of the group sat 

down next to one of the children and asked "Didn't I see you yesterday?". 

Whether this comment was simply the result of visiting too many schools 

in too short a time or joke insinuating that Islanders look the same (made 

for my benefit as the non-Islander classroom teacher at the time9
) was 

unclear. In either case, this person felt very at ease in the classroom 

9On this day I observed events as relief teacher. 



113 

environment and was quite insensitive to the sensibilities of the children 

in the class. 

After their brief sojourn through the classrooms, three members of the 

group visited nearby Dauan Island (a twenty minute dinghy trip away). 

The remaining two, an Equity Officer and the Support Centre Worker, 

toured Saibai on the back of the school tractor, viewing homes and 

amenities from this moving vantage point, with the school principal as 

their guide. Meanwhile, the community members gathered at the school. 

The first arrived at 9.00am and eventually about twenty people showed up 

including all the P and C executives. They all waited patiently for three 

hours for the two touring officers to return to the school to meet with 

them. 

Finally at 12.30pm proceedings began and lunch was served. People ate 

from a large feasting table, located on the school's verandah. After lunch, 

the two staff members explained their roles. The Support Centre worker 

described his Aboriginal background stressing that he'd had to go away 

from home to attend high school, as Saibaian children do to attend high 

school. He exhorted people to "tell the department what you want" and 

told them that in terms of education "you control it." He went on to 

discuss LOTE (Languages Other Than English) a program whereby 

primary schools are compelled to offer a language other than English in 

their curriculum. He told them that if the department has a policy such as 

LOTE, which is inappropriate to the community needs, then the 
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community should tell the Department what they think. He went on to tell 

how his people want their own language written down before the old 

people die and it is lost. He said that his people want the language and 

traditional culture taught to their children in school hours. 

The equity officer began her address by mentioning that while there are 

many Islander teachers in primary schools, very few Islanders were 

becoming secondary school teachers. She stated that the Education 

Department wanted more Islander people to train as secondary school 

teachers and also raised the idea of adults gaining secondary education by 

educating young adults with the primary school children on Saibai. The 

equity officer also spoke about gender equity and how in the future it 

would be ensured that Islander girls received equal opportunities to reach 

positions of leadership through the education system. 

Questions were then invited from the community. One of Saibai's Island 

councillors agreed with the equity officer's idea of educating young adults 

and then asked the officer "Is the quality of education in the Torres Strait 

improving?" He expressed concern that the curriculum offered in the 

Torres Strait was different to the mainstream and not of a similar 

academic standard to that of mainland Australia. The equity officer 

replied that this was a complex issue involving differences in culture and 

language which exist in the Torres Strait but that almost all classroom 
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teachers were registered throughout the Torres Strait. 10 The local 

councillor responded by raising the issue of increasing numbers of high 

school dropouts as a major concern for Islander people thus restating his 

issue about the quality of education in the region. 

After the councillor was finished, the P and C president stood up and 

commented that ultimately it was up to the school, the teachers and 

students to deal with the issues raised by the visitors. He said that others, 

such as parents, P and C members and various community-based 

committees, could discuss schooling and make policy, but it was every 

teacher and principal, who decided what actually happened in the 

classroom. The P and C president then went on to translate all of the 

preceding discussion into KKY, for the benefit of the majority of the 

audience. 

When the president had concluded, a respected and active P and C 

member stood up and spoke in KKY. She was agitated and spoke 

strongly, asserting that the community needed the opportunity to discuss 

all of the issues raised by the visitors at a P and C meeting before they 

could respond adequately. The president translated her comments into 

English for the visitors and apologised, saying that community 

consultation was their usual way of dealing with such situations. The 

implication was that some notice should have been given to the issues 

raised by the two staff workers prior to their arrival so that Saibaians 

1°This is a reference to registration with the Education Department. In the past many 
classroom teachers were unregistered community teachers and worked at a lower rate 0£ 
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could give their considered response. After this interaction the luncheon 

tables were cleared away and the children performed the dances that they 

had been rehearsing for the upcoming Torres Strait Cultural Festival 11 for 

the visitors. The visitors then boarded their plane and left the island. 

One week after the bureaucrats' visit, a discussion took place during a P 

and C meeting concerning the preferred procedure for future visits. The P 

and C members decided that they wanted to be notified beforehand of the 

identities and official responsibilities of visitors from the Education 

Department. The community decided visitors should send a letter and 

poster outlining their roles at least a month before any proposed visit. 

They wanted the opportunity to hold a P and C meeting two weeks before 

the visit to determine questions to pose to the visitors. They also wanted 

the opportunity to write to the intending visitors posing their questions in 

advance in order to give the visitors the opportunity to prepare meaningful 

answers for the community. All of this was then explained to the school 

principal so that he could write a letter to the Education Department on 

behalf of the P and C, outlining their requests. 

This incident illustrates that despite a policy commitment to equity and 

cultural sensitivity there are still very considerable gaps in both basic 

procedure and understanding cultural values. The visitors stated that the 

Education Department wanted to hear about Islander concerns yet they 

spent most of their time talking about their own roles and concerns. The 

pay and with lower levels of training or experience than registered teachers. 
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support centre worker's concern for the LOTE program showed his 

misjudgment of the Saibaian situation. LOTE is a nationwide program 

which requires every primary school to teach children another language 

besides English. Saibai had addressed this issue by simply nominating 

their own vernacular KKY as the other language to be studied which has 

been part of the local curriculum for many years. Furthermore, the 

support centre worker continued to talk of traditional language as if it was 

dying out, whereas the reality on Saibai is that the traditional language is 

the first language for almost all adults and children. English is the third 

language, after Creole, for the majority of Saibai's population and for 

those of Papuan descent it is only one of four or five languages. This 

point was strongly brought home during the meeting by the P and C 

president's translation of the proceedings into KKY for the benefit of the 

majority of the parent body. 

Because the equity officer was preoccupied with issues of gender she was 

oblivious to the community's concern over academic standards. The 

community responded to her comments on gender, targeting girls and 

women for increased educational opportunities, with a question 

concerning schooling standards for all Saibaian children, whether male or 

female, in comparison to schooling provided to children on the mainland. 

Her concern for qualified secondary teachers was responded to by the 

community highlighting concern over secondary school dropouts, another 

reference to schooling standards which affects all Saibaian children, 

11For more detail about this festival and the dance rehearsals which occured on Saibai, 
refer to chapter six. 
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whether male or female. The equity officer responded that it was the 

complexity of culture and language difference which made problematic 

the provision of academic schooling in the Torres Strait region, which was 

of a comparable standard to that provided on mainland Australia. This 

response draws on dominant educational discourse about general issues of 

relevance to schooling in indigenous settings and enables her to thereby 

dodge the specific concerns of the Saibai community. 

Towards the end of this exchange, the president of the P and C 

commented on the dynamics of education on Saibai. He brought into 

question the visitors' early assertions that the Saibaian community should 

tell the Education Department what they wanted in regards to schooling 

by identifying individual principals and teachers as the ultimate 

determiners of classroom practice. Finally a P and C member of long 

standing expressed concerns at the nature of the visit itself. Her specific 

concerns were that lack of notice about the visit and lack of information 

about the visitors hindered the community members' ability to engage in 

meaningful discussion with the visitors, or even to ask them intelligent 

questions. This concern highlights the knowledge differential which 

underpinned the entire exchange between the community and the 

representatives of the Education Department leaving some community 

members feeling angry and impotent. Another P and C member later 

described this knowledge differential in the following terms: 



They were supposed to explain to us for what reason 
they've come up and what kind of work they do 
inside the Department for the school. Let the people 
inside the community, let them know! They come up 
for us, and we're just like blind here, like this (holds 
her hands up over her eyes), they must write the 
letter. 12 When they ask us questions, we never know 
anything. We pressed this issue in the P and C 
meeting today. For next time they must already get 
the copy, write the letter to us. The principal will 
write our letter to them. He can send the letter down 
to the education office saying, "Next time you want 
to take a trip to the northern area, let us know first". 
People never know for what reason they come here. 
(Sheila) 
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The concerns expressed in this quote restate how different levels of 

know ledge placed community members at a disadvantage in their meeting 

with the Education Department visitors. This community member draws 

the analogy of being blinded, unable to see, when describing her 

frustration that the community never knows who visitors are and why they 

are visiting Saibai. Throughout the visit itself, the entire emphasis was on 

the visitors seeing and thereby knowing the Saibai community. The 

visitors made a tour of the island, ate local foods, watched a Saibaian 

dance performance and briefly addressed the Saibaian parent community. 

The visitors brought Vt'.ith them preconceived ideas on the issues of 

relevance and offered their services within the bounds of that knowledge, 

namely that Saibaians would be dissatisfied with the LOTE program, that 

the local vernacular would be English or Creole with the indigenous 

language all but dead, and that gender would be a primary equity concern. 

The visitors were in the position of being both the gatherers and the 

11'he letter should explain who the proposed visitors are, the purpose of their visit and 
their jurisdiction within the Education Department so that Saibaians can know what the 
visitors could be realistically expected to achieve on their behalf. 
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dispensers of knowledge about schooling on Saibai. In this relationship, 

the visitors are the knowers and the Saibaians the known. 

Community members disrupted this relationship by clearly expressing 

their dissatisfaction with the lack of information provided about the 

visitors' professional roles. This came through directly in the brief 

opportunity (a period of fifteen minutes out of the entire day) that the 

community was given to question the visitors and indirectly through the 

subsequent discussions at the P and C meeting. Ultimately though, it was 

the principal to whom the community turned to play mediator in this 

situation, just as he had played guide on the visitors' island tour. He was 

asked by the P and C to write letters to the visitors and to inform the 

community of any future visits. After the P and C meeting, which aired 

the community's dissatisfaction, there was little action or further 

discussion of the issue and by the time the next group of visitors came to 

Saibai, there was a new principal on the island. 

The implications of this incident for relations between professional 

educators from the mainland and local people on Saibai are threefold. 

Firstly, the assumption that a uniformly homogenous Torres Strait Island 

(or even indigenous) schooling experience exists, blinds educators to the 

specific conditions on Saibai and separates them from the specific 

concerns of the Saibai people. It results in a visit to Saibai being treated 

as an opportunity to view one example of a Torres Strait school 

comm~mity rather than as a time to engage with local people in a two-way 
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exchange. The approach of this visit confirms that the expectation was of 

one-way exchange, the visitors saw the sights, tasted the foods, addressed 

the community and watched the dancing. Secondly, the preoccupations of 

the visitors, as determined by their field of educational expertise, further 

blocked them from engaging in meaningful exchange with local people, 

separating the community from access to the educational resources that 

the visitors possessed. Thirdly, the strategic position of the school 

principal throughout these interactions, as the guide of the island tour and 

the mediator of the community's discontent, supports the determining role 

he plays in matters related to schooling on Saibai. The principal himself 

was, like the community, dissatisfied with the access he had to present his 

concerns to the visitors. He felt the visit was too short and the 

information gleaned by the visitors was too superficial. He wanted more 

time to address the visitors alone and give them his professional 

perspective on the school's needs. He would also have liked to see his 

role as mediator of the visitors' experiences on Saibai expanded even 

further. 

Language Policy 

So far I have built a picture of the principal being in a position of 

locational and informational advantage when it comes to issues of control 

over local schooling practise. I have also emphasised how alienated 

Saibaians feel when asked to deal with visiting Education Department 

officials on policy matters. In the following section I will discuss how 

language policy further estranges Saibaians from feeling competent and 
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involved in school life. The area of language policy is one in which the 

emphasis on acquiring skills in Standard Australian English further 

enhances the principal's advantage over the local community in general, 

and the local teachers in particular. The argument is not that this is 

intentionally manipulated by individual principals but rather that it is an 

overall outcome, or effect, of the policy and practice on Saibai. 

When the Education Department visitors came to Saibai, one of them 

assumed that Saibai had a linguistic profile similar to other communities 

in the Torres Strait or even to other Aboriginal communities on mainland 

Australia. This profile is of a dead or dying indigenous language which 

either has been, or is being, effectively replaced by English. In this 

section, the linguistic situation on Saibai provides a stark contrast to the 

dying language model. In terms of relations of power between the 

principal and local educators, adherence to the simplistic language model 

has some significant effects for a principal's position as educational 

authority on Saibai. Under this model, English language competency is 

closely linked to teaching competency, while competency in the local 

languages is less indicative of teaching competency. In other words, the 

profile of a competent teacher, according to this model, is best matched by 

the English-speaking principal, and the bi or multi lingual skills and 

experiences of the local teachers are less valued in the school setting. 
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Four Languages - the Saibaian Context 

On Saibai KKY, Kiwai, Torres Strait Creole, and English are the four 

languages used regularly in the community. KKY is part of the Kala 

Lagaw Ya family, exclusive to the western islands of the Torres Strait 

(Shnukal 1993: 154). It is the native language for people born on Saibai, 

Dauan and Boigu Islands and is still used extensively on Saibai. Of the 

thirty-six mothers interviewed for this study, twenty-eight identified 

KKY 13 as the first language for their children and the one most often used 

in the home between Saibaians and in public settings on Saibai. As was 

the case when the Education Department officials visited, if meetings 

were addressed by non-Saibaians in English then important points would 

be translated into KKY to be sure the whole community understood the 

discussion. 

Kiwai is a PNG language, spoken by the residents of the Sawia Point 

village. In the interview data, all but one of the Sawia Point mothers 14 

identified themselves and their children as native Kiwai speakers. As 

noted earlier, the Sawia Point children make up one third of the school 

population. None of the community teachers spoke Kiwai as all speak 

KKY, Creole and English. One of these teachers, who works with Year 

One children, observed that early in the school year she would often call 

on Kiwai speakers from the upper primary grades to come to her class and 

1JOf the remaining eight women, six identified the Kiwai language as their children's 
mother tongue and two identified Torres Strait Creole as the first language for their 
children. 
1~his mother was a woman born on Darnley island who had married into the Sawia Point 
community. 
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translate for her when she was having difficulty making herself 

understood with a new student from the Point village. 

Torres Strait Creole is also used quite extensively on Saibai. It is the 

common language between the Sawia Point and Saibai Village 

communities and mainly used in conversation by Saibaians with people 

from the PNG coast or southern islands of the Torres Strait. People will 

also use Creole or a mixture of Creole and English to make themselves 

understood with native English speakers. In addition to this, the Saibaian 

community has many people who have spent years living, studying and 

working on the mainland of Australia who are competent English 

speakers. Adults are all bilingual, in some cases trilingual. As the linguist 

Ana Shnukal notes: 

Despite long-term pressure to abandon their traditional 
languages in favour of English, the majority of Torres 
Strait Islanders are bilingual or, in the case of most 
Western Islanders under thirty-five, trilingual. (Shnukal 
1993: 161) 

In the case of Saibai Island, the children, particularly those of the Sawia 

Point community, have the potential to become proficient in four 

languages. 

Bearing in mind the linguistic context of Saibai outlined above, the 

following section will consider the place of KKY and Kiwai, the first 

languages for the majority of Saibaian people, in the Saibai school's 

language policy. In particular, this section will examine firstly, how the 
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principals' views on the Saibai School's language policy, positions them 

and local teachers in relation to educational expertise. Secondly, it will 

highlight two relevant pedagogical issues of the place of the vernacular 

language in the curriculum and the need for an English as a Second 

Language program which are not addressed on Saibai because of 

adherence to a simplistic language model. 

Kala Ka Waya and Schooling 

All of the local Saibaian teachers that were interviewed for this project 

spoke KKY as their first language. This is a characteristic that they 

shared with two-thirds of their students. All of these teachers spoke 

English as their second or third language. This is an area in which the 

local teachers possess knowledge and expertise to which the principals do 

not have direct access. However, the school policy's emphasis on English 

language competence directs attention away from the local teachers' 

strengths in these areas and assesses teaching competence purely in terms 

of English language competence. 

The school's language policy was formulated soon after the Queensland 

Education Department assumed responsibility for schooling on Saibai. 

Phillip, the school principal at the time, described the policy and its 

inception in the following way: 

There was no formal KKY program, but more KKY 
went on in class than anyone admitted. One of the 
school policies I put down early was about language. 



People wanted it put down that there would be lots of 
English in school. We had a public meeting and 
discussion, I came to write the school mission 
document which stated something like "Education at 
school should offer/equip children with skills to provide 
them with a choice of whether to live on Saibai or to go 
and live elsewhere, down south. To choose down south 
they need good English skills, to stay here they need 
more traditional skills." However there was a balance 
struck, parents never wanted totally one or the other. 
We decided that teachers should use lots of English and 
if it became too difficult then they could switch to KKY, 
but must repeat their comments in English and return to 
English as soon as possible. This was discussed over 
one and a half meetings. One person would get up and 
go off saying "We must use English as much as we can, 
as much English as possible." Another would get up 
and speak differently, saying "Our language is the only 
thing we have, the most important thing, given to us by 
God". Someone else would get up and say "Yes, but 
children can learn that at home." Eventually, we 
decided on a sliding scale of English use. (John) 
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According to this principal's account he wrote the Saibai School's 

language policy after the issue was discussed at two community meetings. 

Even from this retrospective account, it is clear that there was debate and 

disagreement amongst the community on the appropriate roles of KKY 

and English in the school. The outcome of these meetings was that the 

principal wrote a policy statement 'which advocated a sliding scale of 

English use. The opening line of his account is very telling in terms of 

this principal's attitude towards KKY use in school, "more KKY went on 

in class than anyone admitted". The tone of this comment carries an aura 

of shame or illicitness about KKY use in the classroom. It harkens back 

to the time when Saibaian children were punished for using KKY within 

the classroom or even in the school yard. The belief that KKY is less 
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appropriate for ciassroom teaching than English also informs his 

following comment: 

The old fellas didn't have great teaching skills and their 
English wasn't great. One would get frustrated if he 
couldn't get a point across and would switch over to 
KKY and that was OK. Later, he would repeat it in 
English and go back to English. (John) 

In this instance, competence in KKY becomes an aspect of community 

teachers' teaching which is tolerated by the principal. It's "OK", rather 

than something to be celebrated as an advanced teaching skill. The notion 

that KKY is superfluous in the classroom is reinforced by the notion that 

parents want English proficiency as the top priority in the school, 

however, it is important to remember that for many children KKY is their 

first language which makes it far from superfluous if meaningful 

communication is to occur. This view is expressed in the following 

comment by Geoff, another principal: 

People spoke KKY all the time. Children came to 
school and didn't speak English at all. They were 
supposed to use English all the time but didn't. There 
were no formal KKY programs. Wait, we did have 
some in the classroom, I remember. However, not in 
written form. Mainly through oral lessons. It is an oral 
language. It felt incorrect to teach it in the written form. 
Bab Mebai used to come up to the school and teach 
songs, he was right into music. The parents wanted kids 
to become proficient in English. (Geoff) 

However, this issue becomes clouded when principals attempt to 

incorporate recent educational policy on the importance of first language 
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maintenance and bilingual teaching strategies to the acquisition of English 

language skills. At least one principal grappled with this issue: 

Probably KKY was used the most in the classroom. I 
once taped an English lesson given by one of the Island 
teachers. It was taken straight from the English 
textbook and she didn't use a word of English .... English 
was not used much at all in the classroom. When 
children came to school they could only say "hello". I 
think the community would have loved a bilingual 
program. It never got a strong hold. There were not 
literate people in KKY available. (Phil) 

However another principal dismissed it out of hand: 

I don't think they're worried about bilingual programs. I 
think all they're worried about is their children getting 
an education so they can compete outside of Saibai. 
(Wayne) 

The issue became even more complex when a group of Saibaian people 

trained in linguistics developed an interest in the school. John another of 

Saibai's school principals, claimed that his attempts to foster the use of 

KKY and incorporate the linguistic skills of some community members 

were unsuccessful: 

In the lower school a lot of KKY was used, probably 
fifty percent in my first year, that changed rapidly with 
the introduction of TV. In the first year, when I went to 
the preschool the children couldn't understand me. In 
the second year they could answer in English. There 
was a formal program organised through the Batchelor 
College15 students but it never got off the ground. I was 

15 A college in the Northern Territory providing training in linguistics for people from 
indigenous communities. Many Saibaian people, have been and still are involved in 
linguistic studies, at a tertiary level with this institution, however none of them have been 
employed as teachers in the school by the Education Department. 



trying to reverse early advice when they were told to 
speak English all the time. I was saying read and write 
KKY to strengthen language. I never sat down and 
looked at how to do this .... According to policy Religious 
Instruction was taught in KKY. I tried to encourage it in 
the children's own writing, but they need regular input. 
It was seen as an enrichment program in the upper 
school, where they read and write in English first and 
then parallel in KKY in later years. (Nick) 
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The reasons given in these principal's comments for the exclusion of KKY 

from the schooling agenda are varied and at times contradictory. They 

include parents not supporting the use of KKY in classrooms, parents 

supporting the use of KKY in class but the community lacking the 

necessary teaching and linguistic expertise, 16 and the notion that KKY is 

an oral language and not amenable to inclusion in the school curriculum. 

These disparate aspects of the principals' discourse on language 

programming combine to almost single effect that the heterogeneous 

nature of the children's and community members' language competence is 

masked, keeping the emphasis on the need for the principals' first 

language, English, to dominate classroom practice. Informally, KKY use 

in the classroom is described, in hushed, taboo terms. Formally, KKY is 

annexed to regular classroom practice, as a special enrichment program 

for the upper grades, as a music class or for religious instruction. KKY 

competence is not included in the principals' discourse as a core teaching 

skill. As stated earlier, to include KKY competence as a core teaching 

skill would be to highlight an area in which local teachers were at an 

informational advantage over principals. 
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Kiwai and Schooling 

Whereas KKY use in the school is subject to much discussion the local 

Kiwai language is totally excluded from the official school language 

policy. As stated earlier, one-third of the Saibaian population is made up 

of native Kiwai speakers, however, the issue of Kiwai language use in the 

school rarely entered the principals' discussions of language policy. Two 

of the principals stated that Kiwai is simply irrelevant to the Saibaian 

situation. One principal, Phil, stated "Kiwai wasn't used at all. I'm not 

sure that Kiwai is relevant." Nick, another principal, said: 

There was no support for that in the community. Even 
the Papuan parents didn't want that. They were happy 
with KKY, they didn't think, politically, that they could 
push for Kiwai. 

John added a postscript to his story about community meetings where 

language use in the school was discussed, leading him to write school 

language policy which foregrounds English language use in the 

classroom: 

At that time I was chased out of the meeting 
by the Papuans who said "You aren't going to 
do this nonsense and have no English at 
school are you?" (John) 

These parents were distressed at the idea of KKY being used in place of 

English in the school as some Saibaian parents were advocating such a 

change. As native Kiwai speakers, the distress of these parents at the idea 

l('This is despite a long association between the Saibai Island community and the Summer 
Institute of Linguistics, now Batchelor College NT. 
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of having KKY used exclusively in class is understandable. For their 

children such a change would mean that they would be unable to 

understand classroom proceedings at all and would have to learn KKY 

instead of English. They felt that if their children must learn a new 

language in order to gain an education then English would have wider 

application than the local Saibaian language, KKY. This reflects the 

complexity of the linguistic situation on Saibai. However, Phillip 

interpreted their distress as simply supporting his sliding scale of English 

use model of language education. 

English as a Second Language and Schooling 

Foregrounding English language use in the classroom is not necessarily 

problematic. There is plenty of evidence to indicate that English 

competence is a high priority for the Saibaian parent community. For 

example, people on Saibai acknowledge that their children will need 

English language skills to participate in secondary schooling, tertiary 

education and the mainland Australian job market. Similarly, life on 

Saibai is in many ways integrated into the Australian nation state and local 

people use English skills to interact effectively with the government and 

its representatives. However, when discussing language policy the 

principals also failed to refer to English as a Second Language (ESL) 

teaching strategies. I was alerted to this by George, an Islander teacher 

who had worked for many years in Townsville and his subsequent 

placement on Saibai in 1993 was his first with the Education Department 

in the Torres Strait region. He described ESL programs that he had 
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observed used with Italian students in Brisbane, which led him to state 

that Saibaian children would benefit from a similar approach. 

His observations were confirmed by the stories told by two Saibaian 

women. These women were in their mid to late twenties and related the 

following descriptions of their own schooling experiences: 

Lanngus (KKY) here is the first language, they use it at 
home, everywhere except in the classroom but I think 
they should use English at school. So that children can 
understand what's going on because the teachers speak 
English. So children won't be slow doing work but will 
be able to answer questions. The problem is 
understanding or learning so they can give answers. 
How else would the teacher know you understand the 
work? From experience, I found it hard at high school. 
When I was answering questions, sometimes I'd 
understand but couldn't express myself. I was good at 
subjects like Maths, Science, Accounting or anything 
else, anything except English. (Kathy) 

I didn't understand English properly when I went to high 
school. The teacher would ask a question. I would 
translate it word by word in my head, think of an 
answer, then translate that. It was very slow and hard to 
do. (Alice) 

While these young women left the Saibai Island School before any of the 

principals included in this study were appointed, their stories show that 

despite years of primary school education, when they reached high school 

they were still operating as ESL students. They needed additional time to 

translate English teacher talk into their own language and then to translate 

their responses from KKY back into English. The more recent 

experiences of a third woman, adds further credence to the suggestion that 
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incorporating ESL strategies into the Saibai school Language policy 

would be an appropriate pedagogical action. 

I'm concerned that the two boys I have in the Saibai 
school now can't read properly. When my two older 
girls had the same problem we left Saibai and moved to 
Cairns. They had just finished Grade Four. I asked the 
teacher if they could repeat Grade Four in Cairns. The 
teacher said that they should be alright. They were put 
in a special English class, after that they came good and 
now they're finishing Years 11 and 12 at boarding 
school. (Lala) 

With ESL programs routinely included in many mainland schools it is 

puzzling that the ESL needs of the Saibaian community have come to be 

overlooked in the school's language policy. It could be because the 

principals' are overlooking the linguistic complexity of the situation on 

Saibai and assuming that the use of English is not problematic for Saibai's 

children. It may be that the principals' themselves lack training in 

identifying ESL children and programming for their needs. This lack of 

experience could be combining with the notion that Saibai's children are 

indigenous not migrants. ESL programs are often provided for migrant 

children and could be considered by the principals to belong within that 

sector of education. For indigenous children such as those on Saibai 

language difference is often discussed as a cultural identity issue rather 

than a pedagogical one. Whatever the cause, the effect is that the 

principals' first language, English, is firmly ensconced as the first 

language of instruction in the Saibai school. 
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Throughout both principals' and community's discussions of schooling 

and language, English is related to issues of education. KKY or Kiwai are 

discussed separately in terms of issues of identity and culture. The 

implications for principalship is that an exclusive focus on English 

language competency simplifies the task of policy and curriculum 

formulation. The principal becomes the educational model, while 

community teachers' bilingual skills and experiences are less valued in the 

school. The principal is not challenged to take up the role of learner, in 

order to acquire KKY skills for use in the classroom, keeping his position 

as educational expert intact. One local language, KKY, is officially 

annexed within the school, while the other local language, Kiwai is edited 

out of the picture altogether. The linking of English language competence 

and teaching ability becomes a conceptual separation which further 

supports the territorial association of the principal (as a native English 

speaker) with the process of schooling on Saibai. It is only in the cultural 

areas of religion and music that KKY is given a central role. In the 

language area it is annexed as an enrichment program. Accordingly, the 

cultural realm provides the ground for any major challenge to the 

principal's control over schooling. The following chapter therefore 

focuses on culture in the school and considers the struggles for control 

that take place during the organisation of an important cultural event, as 

well as the place of culture in the school curriculum. 
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s,x 
CULTURAL STRATEGIES 

Introduction 

The previous chapter discussed the theme of separation where instances of 

separation provided the backdrop against which various strategies of 

valorising particular knowledges and practices operated to keep the 

principal in a position of control over local schooling processes. This 

chapter takes a similar approach to the theme of culture. In the following 

pages, I examine instances in which cultural events provided the setting 

for interactions that occurred between school principals and local people 

on Saibai. Specifically, the analysis will begin by considering several 

principals' strategies for the incorporation of local cultural knowledge into 

the school curriculum and continue by focusing on one principal's 

involvement in the preparation of a local school dance team to perform at 

a regional cultural festival. 

Throughout the chapter cultural lessons and activities become sites of 

struggle that are implicated in relations of power between principals and 
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various community members. Particular attention will be given to the 

effect of these struggles on the local dance choreographer who finds 

himself in a very difficult position vis a vis his fellow community 

members in terms of the distribution of the privileged dance knowledge he 

possesses. 

As already discussed in Chapter Two, the theory of culture has its origins 

in the discipline of anthropology.· In that discipline, culture refers to a 

shared system of beliefs that underlies the behaviour of a given group of 

people. However, in its incorporation into the school setting this idea of 

culture undergoes transformation. In particular, the notion of culture is 

limited and objectified to refer to a set of local skills and knowledges that 

can be easily grafted onto existing schooling practices. On Saibai, this 

typically involved local people teaching children a program of cultural 

activities that all contained strong elements of display and performance. 

This chapter is not concerned with whether the notion of culture used to 

inform such programs on Saibai was anthropologically correct. Rather, 

this chapter is concerned with how such programs enabled principals to 

maintain, or in some instances expand, their control over schooling on 

Saibai. 

This is a particularly rich area to study for relations of power because it is 

an area in which the principal's position as the most fully qualified 

educator is strongly challenged as local people are the most fully qualified 

to teach local culture. Therefore, there are continuing struggles between 
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the principal and Saibaians as he must negotiate with them to gain access 

to their skills and knowledge. Furthermore, children are very motivated to 

be involved in these activities which makes it desirable to have them 

included in the school curriculum and also makes it possible for them to 

be used by the principal in his efforts to control children's behaviour. 

Given this situation, this chapter explores how the principal enabled 

himself to take a controlling role in cultural events and how cultural 

programs are restricted in the school, limiting the extent to which local 

culture impacts on established schooling practices. 

In many respects "cultural activities" are simply everyday activities that 

are unique to Saibai, however when they are removed from their usual 

context and placed within the school they are often transformed. The 

most common effect is that an activity is transformed into a fine arts or 

craft lesson that emphasises elements of display and performance which 

often strips away the elements that give these activities their meaning 

within the community. Principals often refer to their attempts at 

structuring a cultural activities program as failing or, alternatively, they 

become aware of how removing these activities from their original 

community context has a negative effect and so attempt to incorporate 

them into an alternative community context such as the Top Western 

Sports Carnival or the Torres Strait Cultural Festival. However, even in 

this situation struggles for control ensue between the principal and 

community members and the activities are yet again transformed. 
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Throughout this chapter, I examine the specific tactics employed by 

principals and community members in the struggle over cultural events 

that reveals the workings of power. While it may well be that what I 

describe in the following pages is very specific to Saibai, it is also the case 

that an examination of the minutiae of daily life and local events reveals 

far more about the operation of power and its effects on people than 

macro-level studies. In this I share the sentiments expressed by Foucault 

with respect to the importance of understanding local struggles to the 

workings of power that took place: 

on the basis of daily struggles at grass roots level, 
among those whose fight was located in the fine 
meshes of the web of power. This was where the 
concrete nature of power became visible. (Foucault 
1980: 116) 

Indeed, the daily struggles that occurred as the community and the school 

prepared for the Torres Strait Cultural Festival contain several 

contestations between the principal and community members as they 

struggle to control the event. However, before focussing on a single 

principal's experience, I will discuss the experiences of several principals 

who incorporated cultural activities into schooling practice. 

Incorporation of Cultural Activities into the School Curriculum 

In the first round of interviews with Saibaians, I asked them how local 

culture was incorporated into the school. The standard response was to 

describe certain activities, and name the appropriate local people to teach 

such activities. This standard response was drawn from Mothers Union 
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members, teachers and principals alike. The complete list of activities 

cited over the course of the interviews included: 

1) weaving coconut balls, coconut leaf plates, hats, baskets, and 

fans; 

2) dancing and making dance equipment; 

3) making a banana leaf skirt; 

4) wood carving; 

5) a canoe-building demonstration; 

6) sewing; 

7) rope-making; 

8) cooking damper, cassava, shellfish, coconut fish; 

9) building traditional shelters and; 

10) spear-making; 

Each of these activities, some defunct, others contemporary, were mainly 

done in the ordinary course of events. The first five activities are 

associated with display in dance or canoe voyaging while the others have 

a domestic pmpose yet altogether they become activities to be displayed 

in the school setting as they are taken out of their customary settings. 

According to the accounts of several community members, the initiative 

to establish such activities is usually taken by the principal. One woman 

firmly stated that the local people who teach such activities, "won't do it 

unless the principal invites them". Another woman described a program 

of cultural activities in the following terms: 



That was with one of our principals. That was good. 
That went on for a while, but when he went he took that 
with him. He even had one of the classroom teachers 
teaching boys how to make spears. Things like coconut 
leaf balls, children learned how to weave them. But we 
didn't have anyone up there (at the school) with the 
expertise of making mats see so we didn't have that. 
Instead we had kids coming down to the village to see 
how to weave baskets and mats. (Patimah) 
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These comments suggest that even when local people are teaching local 

expertise, the territorial association between the principal and the 

processes of schooling continues to operate. The first woman notes that 

cultural activities were only taught at the school when the principal 

extended an invitation for local people to do so. This echoes the earlier 

comment that parents only visit the school when invited to do so by the 

principal The second woman describes the principal taking the cultural 

activities program away with him when he left the community. These 

observations concur with the accounts given by principals themselves. 

For instance: 

I wouldn't count the traditional skills program as my 
greatest success story in my time up there. The 
community hopped in, in their own way. Very slowly, 
using Island time standards. The community was 
satisfied, it's only me who got frustrated. It came about 
as a concern that rather than the school be seen as 
separate, that it be seen as one aspect in the village. 
Rather than it all happening on the other side of the 
swamp, schooling was taken into the village. Although 
sometimes people did come up to the school for it. The 
program tended to divide into traditional male and 
female activities - carving, cooking, storytelling. 
Although I allowed boys to cook, to cross over if they 
wanted to, I didn't interfere if the leader wanted only 
boys or only girls. No gender equity was involved, I let 



them do it. The men did carving, women did cooking, 
coconut leaf weaving. For cooking they would get 
coconuts, scrape them themselves and everything. It ran 
once a week for a six to eight week period, it only went 
for one or maybe two separate blocks. (John) 
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The degree of ownership held by this principal over the program is 

expressed in his opening remark that he did not regard it as an important 

or successful aspect of his tenure. Throughout his account tension is 

evident in his reference to the community having their own way of being 

involved, which he characterises as being slow and unconcerned by issues 

of gender equity. The principal points out that his decision not to interfere 

was deliberately made. This gives the sense that he allowed the leaders to 

run activities as they saw fit for the duration of the program. It implies 

that he could have chosen to do otherwise and was monitoring the degree 

to which the program came into conflict with his own schooling agenda. 

The program was organised into weekly lessons organised in only one or 

two blocks of six to eight weeks. This amounts to between six and 

fourteen hours a year which is a small amount of time given that 

schooling operates for thirty hours a week for forty weeks of the year. In 

this respect, the continual separation of community influence in the school 

also encompasses the limited time given to cultural activities in the 

schooling arena. Perhaps the most ironic aspect of this approach is that 

the entire enterprise is prefaced as being an attempt to overcome apparent 

separations between the school and the community. As was the case with 

the "Open Day" an event has an effect that contradicts its stated objective. 
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The separation of cultural activities from everyday school activities is also 

evident in the following account, when a principal identifies "special 

weeks for culture" and a dance performance at the Top Western Sports 

carnival as the only times when aspects of local culture were included in 

schooling practice: 

The community was involved in teaching the cultural 
activities. They got involved through the community 
teachers, that link was easy. They came to the school to 
teach culture and often took kids down to the village. 
The older women taught weaving, people taught 
storytelling. Whistles were made from palm leaves, so 
were crosses and windmills. They taught island 
cooking. I tried to structure the program, but it rarely 
worked, it mainly needed to be tied in with other things. 
At times we had special weeks for culture. I'd leave that 
up to the teachers to organise. _For the Top Western 
Sports, everyone got involved, it was totally integrated. 
They learnt dances and made dance gear for the Top 
Western Sports carnival. There were some canoe
building lessons with Wagea Waia. We even published 
some local stories. (Phil) 

As with the previous principal, there is a certain tension evident as he 

describes his own attempts to "structure" the program as unsuccessful. 

Having realised that such activities are not amenable to the context of 

formal instruction that characterises a school program he prefers to 

incorporate them into a combined school and community event. Hence, 

this principal cites the preparations for a dance performance at the Top 

Western Sports carnival as a totally integrated cultural activity. However, 

such events were not without problems as will be made clear when the 

preparations of a children's dance team for participation in the Torres 

Strait Cultural Festival are examined in detail later in this chapter. The 
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most striking example of the degree of ownership that can lie with yet 

another principal's incorporation of culture is evident in the following 

account of how local people got involved in the school: 

Mainly through feasts, anything involved with food 
and cooking. I pushed their own culture a lot while I 
was up there. When we hosted the Top Western 
Sports I asked for some form of shelter to be provided 
for the visitors and spectators. They decided that 
each household would make their own shelter in the 
traditional way. It was such a lot of work. (Geoff) 

Here the principal refers to himself as the instigator of the promotion of 

"their own culture" during the term of his principalship. However, in his 

account, as in the previous examples, this inclusion of local culture is 

contained within a limited context. In this case the activity was part of 

another Top Western Sports Carnival, a special event separate from 

everyday schooling practice, and centred around the construction of 

shelters made in the traditional way. Again the inclusion of cultural 

expertise is annexed within schooling practice and limited to the creation 

of traditional arts products that can be easily grafted onto the existing 

school timetable and pose no problem to how schooling operates. 

Elements of containment and limitation were evident whenever local 

expertise was incorporated into the Saibai school curriculum. This issue 

was discussed in the previous chapter when Saibai's school language 

policy was shown to create a link between English language competence 

and teaching ability that bypassed consideration of the multilingual 

expertise that local teachers possessed and principals lacked. In a similar 
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manner the incorporation of cultural expertise into the school curriculum 

is managed by restricting cultural activities to those that have strong 

elements of display or performance and by annexing cultural programs 

into "special weeks" or associating them with special events such as the 

Top Western Sports Carnival. 

Through a description and analysis of preparations for a strait-wide, 

annual, cultural event, the Torres Strait Cultural Festival, I will show how 

the encroachment of cultural programs into the school can be minimised 

and how elements of display and performance are favoured over other 

aspects of culture. This event also shows how the principal struggles to 

gain control over a cultural event that he is initially excluded from 

A Cultural Event as a Site of Struggle 

When the process of deciding which dances should be performed and by 

whom at the upcoming Torres Strait Cultural Festival began the principal, 

Wayne, was completely excluded. The preparations were discussed 

exclusively by community members. However, over the course of the 

weeks of rehearsal that made up the preparation process, Wayne 

increasingly intervened in the organisation of the children's team 

selections and rehearsals. The festival itself is a week-long event held 

every year on Thursday Island at which all Torres Strait communities 

enter their dances. It is highly regarded by all participants and many 

Islanders attend to pass judgement on the choice of dances and the 

competency of the dancers. Also, onlookers and dancers enjoy the 
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festival for its atmosphere and the chance to meet friends and family who 

have also travelled to attend. Many Islander communities around the 

strait find their numbers halved at festival time as people flock to be 

present at the biggest and brightest event of the Torres Strait calendar. 

The Saibai Island community entered four teams in the 1993 festival, one 

each for men, women, boys and girls. In the weeks leading up to the 

festival rehearsals took place mainly in the front yard of one of the senior 

male dancers in the evening after dinner had been eaten. On two 

occasions, the rehearsals were conducted outside the public hall. 

Fluorescent lights were hooked up in trees and people brought along their 

own hurricane lamps to illuminate the dancing ground. Dances were 

combinations of old, known dances and newly choreographed pieces. All 

were accompanied by the drumming and singing of men and women. 

Several would provide a bass beat on the large, carved wooden drums 

with their hands while in some songs one or two drummers would also 

provide a faster rhythm on bamboo drums (slit drums) or petrol tins turned 

on their sides that were rapidly hit with two thin sticks (see diagrams on 

following page). On most occasions between twenty to forty people would 

attend the rehearsal, but at times there were up to seventy people present. 

As vehicles were scarce on the island, people would load up their 

wheelbarrows with pillows, woven mats, food for supper and flasks of tea, 

then walk from their homes to the dancing ground. The men's and 

women's teams would take turns to rehearse, with those not participating 

in the dancing or drumming joining in with the singing. Older members 



Figure 6.1 lluruburu - A cylindrical drum with handle. 
(Wilson 1988: 51) 

Figure 6.2 Marap thra111 - A slit drum made from a "IC11gth 
or bamboo cul al the nodes and mounted 011 a 
sawn timber frame." (Wilson 1988: lJ I) 
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of the community would often call out encouragement or admonishment 

to the dancers as they rehearsed. These older people would be consulted 

for the correct wording to songs and were asked how dance steps were 

performed in the past. There was a strong sense of community cohesion 

at successful rehearsals and the supportive atmosphere engendered by 

these evenings was often cited as an important part of the preparation for 

the festival. 

While the children's teams officially took part in three of these community 

rehearsals, and many children regularly attended the adults rehearsals, the 

process of preparation and participation for the boys' and girls' teams took 

quite a different course to that of the adults once the school principal 

became involved. Money from ASSPA, a Federal funding scheme 

designed to foster parental involvement and support expressions of local 

culture in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Schools was allocated 

months before the festival by a committee made up of parents, teachers 

and the principal to meet the costs associated with the children's 

participation in the festival. This link between government funding and 

the children's participation in the Cultural Festival allowed the principal to 

take an active role in regard to the preparation process. 

The children's rehearsals differed from the community's model when the 

school principal, in consultation with the community's teachers, decided 

that rehearsals for children should be separated from the adults' evening 

sessions to take place during school hours, on school grounds. The 
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principal's stated rationale for the shift in location was that it would 

facilitate more democratic sharing of the dance choreographer's skills and 

stop children from staying up late at night to attend the community's dance 

practices as it interfered with their ability to concentrate in school the 

following day. The change was instituted and the choreographer of the 

children's dances, a Saibaian man in his mid-thirties, agreed to supervise 

afternoon rehearsals on the school verandahs, in addition to his 

involvement in the community-based evening rehearsals. The immediate 

outcome of this decision was that the children's rehearsals were separated 

from the wider community and brought within the physical, temporal and 

social confines of the primary school. This resulted in far less inclusive 

rehearsals than those where many adults sang, encouraged and contributed 

to the process, as only the choreographer, one drummer and classroom 

teachers were involved with the children. These changes in time and 

location were significant, not only because they separated the children 

from the adult dance teams, thereby minimising parental involvement, but 

also because they facilitated further interventions on the part of the 

principal. As noted in the previous chapter, the school operated as the 

principal's territory in which not only children but also adults tended to 

wait upon his direction. This was significantly unlike the community 

rehearsals where there was a great deal of questioning and exploration of 

old and new material to forge new dances, songs and costumes, resulting 

in people feeling they could contribute whenever and wherever they felt 

able to do so. 
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After the rehearsals had been conducted within the school for a couple of 

weeks, the dance choreographer made his selections for the children's' 

dance teams. He selected twenty children, ten boys and ten girls, to form 

two teams. These selections were given to the principal as two written 

lists. When he received the lists, the principal immediately dropped two 

children from the teams. Wayne said he took this action to meet funding 

guidelines. However, the guidelines he referred to had been arbitrarily 

created by the previous principal in response to local politics. 

In 1991, the funds used to finance the children's participation in the dance 

festival were specially targeted towards indigenous students. However, 

one third of S_aibai's population are classed as Papuan nationals with 

Australian citizenship, not indigenous Torres Strait Islanders. Therefore, 

none of the children of these families residing were included in the 1991 

dance team. The principal of the time, Nick, believed that these children 

were then instructed by their parents not to participate to the best of their 

ability in the subsequent regional sports competition, the Top Western 

Sports Carnival. He saw this as a deliberate political action, directed 

against the school by one sector of the Saibai community. Nick was 

particularly distressed at this action as he believed these children were 

amongst the best athletes in the school and felt their action adversely 

effected the school's results in the sports carnival. In order to ensure the 

inclusion of these children in future trips to the Cultural Festival (thereby 

ensuring their support in the sporting field), Nick instituted guidelines for 

future cultural festivals whereby one third of the funding for the dance 
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team must be taken from the more general funds to pay for their 

placement in the dance teams. The remaining two-thirds of the funding 

was to be taken from the specifically Torres Strait Islander targeted 

ASSP A funds. 1 While the instigation of the funding guidelines was 

motivated by a desire to improve the school's performance on the sports 

ground, the perpetuation of such guidelines was framed in terms of an 

equity argument. The argument was that because Papuan nationals made 

up one third of the island's population, they should make up one third of 

the children's dance teams. 

In the context of the events of 1993, these guidelines had two unforeseen 

effects. They opened the path for Wayne to take part in dance team 

selection and set the precedent for him to establish a new criterion for 

dance team membership. The new criterion for team membership, which 

was introduced in 1993, was regular, full-day school attendance. Wayne 

was having difficulties at the time persuading some children to attend 

school regularly and this impacted on his official attendance records. The 

two indigenous children who were dropped by the principal from the 

choreographer's team selections to make space for Papuan children were 

children with poor school attendance records. From this point on, the 

rehearsals became part of the school disciplinary system. Wayne 

consulted with the most senior Islander teacher for guidance on which 

children to choose as replacements for those children he had dropped and 

then perpetuated his new criterion by warning children to maintain their 

1The following year, 1992, the Top Western Sports were held on nearby Dauan Island, 
the Saibai children trained daily for the weeks leading up to the carnival and 
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school attendance if they wanted to remain in the dance teams. 

Furthermore, he specifically identified two children that were in danger of 

being dropped from the teams because of poor attendance records. They 

were given the chance to improve their school attendance throughout the 

period leading up to the festival and were regularly reminded of their 

tenuous status as team members. School staff, including myself as a relief 

teacher, were told to mark the class rolls carefully to assist the principal in 

monitoring the children's attendance. Participation in the rehearsals had 

become a disciplinary tool in the principal's attempts to gain and maintain 

control of children's daily attendance at school. It was a very powerful 

strategy because the children were enthusiastic about the dances and keen 

to learn them. 

The principal's decision to alter the choreographer's original team 

selections was not well understood or accepted by the community. 

Complaints were made to the principal and some classroom teachers. 

These complaints were lodged by the parents of those children who had 

been excluded from the teams on the assumption that the choreographer of 

the dances had made the decisions. The principal subsequently held a 

school staff meeting to explain the funding guidelines in detail and 

stressed that the teams reorganisation had been carried out by himself in 

consultation with the most senior local teacher. By attempting to counter 

community discontent by explaining his position to the classroom 

teachers, the principal played down his own role, highlighting his 

subsequently won the trophy on the day. The principal and his wife were elated. 
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consultation with a respected older teacher and his need to follow 

established funding guidelines. The principal made no mention of his 

decision to use dance team selection to try to improve school attendance 

records. 

After the amended dance team had been practising for one week, the 

principal decided that children who were not official team members 

should stay in the classrooms with their teachers during the rehearsals. 

Up until this point, the whole school had been sitting on the school 

verandah helping the choreographer with the singing and drumming. 

Some children who were not official team members had also been 

learning the dances by joining in for the rehearsals. This dynamic of 

children joining in dances by standing behind the main performers was an 

accepted and common way of learning how to dance in the community 

setting. This decision to alter onlooker attendance at and participation in 

the rehearsals further separated those children not selected in the dance 

team from any involvement in the festival preparation and from any 

access to the training provided by the choreographer. It also made 

membership of the team into a greater privilege as dance team students 

were released from regular class to attend rehearsals. Therefore, the threat 

of being dropped from the dance team became a much more potent 

sanction. 

The decision to return non-dance team members to the classroom ran 

counter to the principal's initial reasoning that conducting rehearsals 

within school hours would facilitate more democratic, equitable sharing of 
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the skills of the choreographer. It also left the choreographer and a single 

drummer with the extra tasks of providing all the musical accompaniment 

to the dancing while simultaneously instructing. This scenario contrasted 

starkly with community rehearsals which were cancelled on nights when 

insufficient singers or supporters turned up to support and collaborate with 

the dancers. According to the principal's decision, the ten selected girls 

would be called out of their classrooms to practice their dance, then they 

would return to the classroom and the ten selected boys would then be 

called out to practice their dance. The principal's decisions concerning the 

rehearsals show that he regarded a cultural activity, such as dance, to be 

divorced from the important social world it was normally part of. This 

conformed to a notion of culture in which the performance of the dance 

movements were paramount and other aspects of dance rehearsal could be 

easily discarded. While this may have made the rehearsals more 

conducive to the school setting and the orderly lessons expected within its 

confines, it totally transformed the usual process of dance rehearsal on the 

island upsetting and confusing many people. 

Throughout the preparations the only aspects of the children's preparations 

that the principal did not interfere with were the actual dance movements 

and songs to be performed at the festival. All other aspects, the location, 

the selection of dancers, the role of school staff, even the role of the 

choreographer were altered in attempts to make the process fit the 

principal's requirements. To put this another way, the principal 

systematically coopted and altered community processes of teaching 
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children dance to achieve his own objectives in the school seemingly 

unaware of how this undermined the authority of local practices and 

people on the island. 

The choreographer was the one person, besides the children, most affected 

by the principal's interventions. In discussing the situation, the 

choreographer said that he appreciated that funding arrangements had 

been established prior to the current principal's involvement and that it 

was important for children from Sawia Point to be included in the dance 

teams.2 However, he also said that many people in the community did not 

realise it was the principal in consultation with one local teacher who had 

made the final decisions on team membership. He received a lot of -

criticism over the selections, particularly the replacements that occurred to 

accommodate Sawia Point children. Furthermore, there were two aspects 

of the whole process of team selection and rehearsal which the 

choreographer described as central from his perspective that were made 

peripheral by the principal's interventions. Firstly, the choreographer 

stressed that he received dance knowledge from his father and uncles and 

wanted to pass it on primarily to his closest relatives, his own children, his 

brother's children and his sisters' children. This desire made their 

inclusion in any team he trained for the school a top personal priority and 

had bearing on what dance movements he would teach. Secondly, he 

stressed the festival's competitive nature, and expressed the view that the 

most skilled dancers should have been selected for the dance teams. From 

2This discussion was a personal communication between my husband, Richard Davis and 
the dance leader. All other information is from my own field notes or diary. 
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his perspective the whole of the Torres Strait would be watching the 

Saibaian dancers on Thursday Island, and would cast a very discerning 

eye over their performances. For these reasons, the threat of exclusion 

that hung over the heads of children who were talented dancers and close 

relatives, on the basis of school attendance records, made little sense. The 

tension generated for the choreographer deriving from many members of 

the community was so strong that he seriously considered leaving Saibai 

to visit a relative living at Bamaga, on the Australian mainland, at the time 

of future children's' dance events, to "avoid the pressure", as he said, of 

the selection and rehearsal process. 

The principal's intervention in the selection of dance teams ended with the 

posting of the official team lists on the wall of the general store in the 

centre of the village. By this time, the teams had again been altered and 

the two children who had been threatened with exclusion due to poor 

school attendance were listed as reserves. The parent of one of the 

children placed as a reserve dismissed the principal's final manoeuvre and 

stated that all of the children who had rehearsed for the festival and had 

costumes made for them, were to travel to Thursday Island and would 

perform on the day of the festival regardless of whether the principal 

supported them. The distinction between dancers and reserves was simply 

discarded. Other community members also ignored the prerogative of 

dismissal the principal had granted himself to remove children from the 

team at the last minute. However, within the confines of the school, 

children rehearsed under the continual threat of this occurring. 
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Throughout the lead-up to the festival, the processes of dance team 

selection and rehearsal were major areas of contestation. They were not 

the only significant struggles though as the travel arrangements to fly the 

teams to Thursday Island also proved problematic. The main bulk of the 

school funds went towards hiring charter flights to transport the children's 

dance team members, four supervising adults, the principal, his wife and 

their two children to Thursday Island for the festival. The remainder of 

the community members (including the families of many of the children 

travelling on the school charters) travelled on flights organised by the 

local council. Problems arose when it became apparent that there was 

between two and three days discrepancy between the dates booked by the 

council and the principal. The council flights transporting parents were 

booked to leave either two or in some cases three days before the flights 

for the children. Community discontent with the transport arrangements 

increased as parents became concerned that they would have to leave their 

children behind on Saibai if they travelled to Thursday Island with the 

council's charters. Disgruntled talk amongst the parents in the village 

escalated and when the problem was pointed out to the principal he stated 

his reluctance to rebook the flights for an earlier date so as to coincide 

with the council's arrangements because of the impact this would have on 

children's school attendance records. This prompted many parents to take 

their grievances to the Council Chairman. The chairman subsequently 

telephoned the principal and in response to the chairman's phone call, the 

school charters were altered to coincide with the council's plans. 
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Conclusion 

Throughout the course of these interactions the principal sought to 

exercise control over the dance rehearsals, events that were initially 

controlled by community members. The principal achieved this aim by 

relocating the rehearsals, taking them from a community setting into the 

school setting enabling him to intervene in the dance training. It was not 

until the location of the children's rehearsals had been shifted onto the 

school grounds that the principal began to interfere with the process of 

team selection. Once the separation between the children's and the adults' 

rehearsals had taken place, the principal's agenda constantly came into 

conflict with local priorities as his interventions took effect. The principal 

altered the rehearsal process according to his notions of correct schooling 

practice and in doing so he maintained that his prime concerns were to 

encourage improved levels of school attendance, to follow established 

funding guidelines and to keep children inside classrooms during school 

hours. By incorporating the dance rehearsals into the school disciplinary 

system the principal ignored the choreographer and furthermore placed 

him in a very difficult position with the rest of his community. When the 

principal did choose to consult on dance team adjustments, he bypassed 

the choreographer and worked instead with a senior community teacher 

who is professionally in a subservient position to the principal. The 

principal did not choose to consult at all on the issue of travel 

arrangements and the children's parents eventually appealed to the 

Council Chairman to lobby the principal on their behalf. 
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These events show that what is regarded as cultural tends to be 

subordinated to other educational objectives defined by the principal. The 

educative value of the rehearsal experience was considered to be 

embedded in the content of the dances learnt, not in the customary manner 

of teaching them. This mirrors the experience of other principals who 

tried to introduce and control cultural education programs, yet found that 

their arrangements often failed. The princpals' attempts to remove the 

content of cultural activities from their usual context resulted in conflicts, 

and difficulties arose as the activities were placed within the school 

context. When I asked one of the most experienced Islander teachers, 

Mebai, how local culture can be taught in the school he replied, "I want 

you to learn _about our culture". Mebai emphasised that when non

Islanders such as myself (or a principal) engage with local culture it 

should always be in the position of a learner. For principals to adhere to 

this value means a radical shift in their usual role. In this sense 

contemporary principals can learn from their forbears such as Charles 

Turner and Bob Miles who drew respect for their willingness to learn 

from Saibaian people. It indicates that whenever principals attempt to 

take a controlling interest in cultural activities or events they will find 

themselves at odds with Saibaian people. 

The process of struggle over these cultural events created and reshaped 

schooling experiences. They became events that were not quite classroom 

lessons and not quite local customary practices but something new; 

school-based "cultural" experiences. In the course of this reshaping the 
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principals' role in defining the experiences was expanded and local 

concerns were at times discounted. Dance team membership even became 

a part of the school's disciplinary system and the dance choreographer was 

alienated to such a degree that he resisted ongoing innovation by 

contemplating withdrawing from future events. Such resistance should be 

expected when mechanisms of power are in operation, as Foucault 

recognised when he stated that "there are no relations of power without 

resistances" (Foucault 1980: 142). Other instances of resistance include: 

the difficulty that principals had in getting cultural programs organised; 

the occasion described in Chapter Five when community members 

resisted the visiting bureaucrats characterisation of the issues that should 

be of concern to communities such as Saibai; and when community 

members attempted to breach existing separation of the school from the 

village by calling for the provision of a school bus service. 
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Power operates in concert through myriad points within society. Various 

points of articulation operate like a symphony to bring about certain 

configurations of power relations. Throughout earlier chapters the workings 

of power have been described as operating through knowledge claims made 

in educational and historical literature, through practices of separation in the 

school itself and through the wrangling that occurs during the undertaking of 

school-based 'cultural' activities. In each instance the effect of the workings 

of power have been that Islander contributions to schooling have been 

overlooked, denigrated and bypassed. In response to these manoeuvorings 

Islanders have offered resistance to the dominance that threatens their 

involvement in schooling. These many ~nd varied techniques, when 
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combined to singular effect, operate as disciplinary systems which attempt to 

keep Islanders out of the schooling realm: 

What Foucault calls "disciplinary systems" are the processes 
and institutions through which power is replicated and enforced; 
they function by developing competencies or incompetencies 
within a particular field of practice or knowledge. (Berger et al 
1995: 5) 

Berger describes power as functioning through the development of 

competencies and incompetencies. This has already been examined in an 

earlier chapter when Islander teachers were described as gammon teachers in 

relation to theirifully qualified white counterparts. In this chapter the point of 

articulation for power relations is school decision-making processes. A 

dynamic of competent white principal and incompetent community members 

will be described as operating within principals' discourse about school-based 

decision-making. This chapter also illustrates the importance of examining 

the workings of power at the "fine meshes" of day-to-day interaction 

(Foucault 1980: 116). Ironically, a superficial consideration of school based 

decision-making on Saibai would find that several committees have been 

established to facilitate school-based decision-making and that these 

committees are well patronised by local community members. However on 

closer consideration it becomes clear that Islanders' involvement in schooling 

continues to be curtailed even in this area where the stated aim of the 

innovations is to nurture such involvement. 
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In this chapter, as in the previous instances, it is the principal that is the main 

antagonist of Islander involvement in schooling. Principals express the view 

that Islanders are unable to competently engage in school-decision making 

processes because of their unique beliefs, customs and history. In this 

instance the notion of a belonging to a unique cultural group become~ 

knowledge that is used to 1ustify the marginahsation of local people within 

the school decision-making process. School decision-making is characterised 

as being beyond the experience of Saibaian people as a unique cultural group 

hence the principal is the best person for making school decisions. 

Furthermore, the process of community consultation becomes a burdensome 

administrative task that principals must engage in for appearance sake. The 

chapter commences by introducing various school decision-making 

committees and describing the impact that the introduction of such 

committees has had on principals' roles on Saibai. This will be followed by 

principals' descriptions of the effects of such committees on school decision

making and the chapter closes with the corresponding views of Islander 

community members on the same processes. 

Before embarking on the discussion, it is important to describe who is 

speaking and the various subjects that will be discussed throughout the 

chapter. This section will briefly introduce the principals and the various 

committees or programs that facilitated relations between the principals and 

the community. In the seven year period between 1987 and 1993, Saibai had 
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five different principals appointed to its school. All were men who stayed in 

the position of principal for varying periods of time. Three of the principals 

stayed for a two year duration. One principal stayed for a single year. One 

principal stayed for only six months. All of the men had previous experience 

living and teaching in isolated locations throughout the Torres Strait region 

and mainland Queensland. Four of the five men had experience working with 

Torres Strait Islander children at Bamaga, Thursday Island or Boigu Island. 

The initial appointee had two years experience as a school principal in the 

Torres Strait. The remaining four were all first-time principals. To assist with 

coherence throughout this chapter I will refer to individual principals using 

the pseudonyms of Nick, Phillip, Geoff, John and Wayne. 

When asked about community involvement in school decision-making, 

principals and community members alike would refer to one or more of the 

committees established specifically to foster such involvement. However, 

when asked who actually made decisions in the school, the most common 

answer by both was the school principal. The committees in question include 

those for the Parents' and Citizens' Association (P and C), the Priority 

Country Areas Program (PCAP), Special Priority Schools Support Scheme 

(SPSSS), the Aboriginal Student Support and Parent Awareness Program 

(ASSPA) and School Development Plan/Community School Review 

(SDP/CSR). The first four relate to community involvement in funding 

issues. The Parents' and Citizens' Association is a body made up of 
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community members that engages in fundraising activities and consults with 

the principal on the spending of the funds it raises. SPSSS is an annual grant 

awarded to schools deemed disadvantaged. ASSP A is a commonwealth 

funded scheme that is specifically targeted towards fostering parental 

involvement in schooling in indigenous communities. The SDP/CSR are 

policy-making programs that operate at the school level by encouraging 

school staff and community members to work together to write a three year 

plan of action for the school. At the end of the three year period they submit 

a written review of their plan. 

On Saibai the school principal is appointed by the Queensland Department of 

Education. Despite ongoing calls for community representation on 

appointment panels (TSIRECC 1992, 1994), no Saibaian community 

member was included in the panels for any of the five men cited in this study. 

At least one of the principals did ask the local community council to provide 

a written reference when he applied to have his temporary appointment made 

permanent. This occurred after he had already been working in the 

community for three months. The reference was provided but his subsequent 

application was unsuccessful. 

Duties of Administration and Teaching 

As I have already stated the periods of appointment for the five men varied 

from a minimum period of six months to a maximum of two years. These 
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periods are rather brief, considering that community consensus on the 

appropriate amount of time for a new principal to become accustomed to his 

position is at least one year. As one woman noted: 

.. .if they send a principal he can't just take one year, he 
has to learn the ways of the island people so everything 
will be clear for him to teach in school. It hurts people 
when the principal only stays for a short time, like six 
months ... Other teachers we didn't call them principals, 
they stayed here for so many years like Mr Turner, 
y'know John Turner ... he knew every word that Saibai 
people spoke, he used to go round to every house and 
mix with people and join in the feasting, enjoying 
everything. (Gaithe) 

In the case of the five men, they were not only coming to grips with the social 

life on Saibai but also with the actual position of school principal. Four of 

the five men were complete novices unused to heading a school in the way a 

principal does. The issue of workload was often raised by the principals. In 

particular they referred to the difficulty involved in combining teaching duties 

and administration. Drawing on interview and observational data, a brief 

chronological sketch of the roles played by the five men in the school 

indicates a shift occurring in the relative weight given to teaching and 

administrative duties. In later years at least two principals managed their 

staffing arrangements so that their own time in the classroom was minimised 

allowing them more time to engage in administrative tasks. By contrast, 

earlier principals felt it was more important to be active within the teaching 
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life of the school. The first two principals appointed by the Education 

Department described their principalship in the following terms: 

I was classified as a teaching principal. However due to 
staffing levels I was able to release myself from 
responsibility for one class and instead spend time in 
everyone's class. The only room I didn't go into was my 
wife's class. This meant that I provided an English 
model for each class. (Nick) 

I worked across all classes, in English, serial reading, 
music with an emphasis on English. I gave 
demonstration lessons in each class per week plus taught 
blocks· of English. I wasn't responsible for any one 
class. (Phillip) 

The two subsequent principals, Geoff and John, adopted similar strategies and 

neither were solely responsible for any one class. However, in their 

descriptions of their roles, they reported an increase in administrative duties 

and a decrease in educational consultancy. Geoff placed great emphasis on 

his roles in fundraising, running a school store and purchasing computers. He 

also stressed the demands that day-to-day living conditions made on his time. 

These demands included tasks such as maintenance of the electricity 

generators, liaising with the Education Department via a single phone located 

in the village centre, running fundraising activities such as the school store 

and hunting deer or catching fish to sell to community members. He also 

discussed his training of cleaning and administrative staff, noting that he had 

quite a big staff to manage. He referred to only one term of classroom 
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teaching when he relieved a community teacher who left Saibai to take part in 

the RA TEP scheme. I 

John shared responsibility for a class of six children in a lower primary grade 

with a local community teacher and spent the rest of his time attending to 

administrative tasks. Whereas the previous three principals spent school 

funds according to their own priorities, at most gaining the proverbial rubber 

stamp from a relevant committee, during John's principalship ASSP A and 

CSR related committees were established and he found himself conducting 

monthly P and C meetings and regular ASSPA meetings as well as handling 

the CSR process. He believed that this area of administrative responsibility 

"expanded greatly" during his time on Saibai. 

The final principal, Wayne, also referred to increasing administrative 

demands associated with the ASSPA and CSR processes. He had taken 

responsibility for the upper primary class that combined years six and seven. 

However by April, only three months into the school year on Saibai, he was 

so involved in preparing the CSR report and an ASSPA funding submission 

that he had no time for preparing programs, face-to-face teaching or even 

getting the school computers up and running. He eventually reorganised the 

staffing configuration to free him from teaching duties to pursue 

administrative tasks. 

1 RA TEP- Remote Area Teacher Education Program. 
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Although the consultative processes expanded during the last two 

principalships, the attendant administrative powers of principalship did not 

diminish. Throughout the seven year period covered from 1987 to 1993, 

principals consistently hired school staff from the local community, dispensed 

school funds and set meeting agendas. They also displayed school attendance 

records and outstanding family debts for school fees or school uniforms either 

on the local store shopfront or in the school foyer for public perusal. By 

contrast, information on school administrative matters was kept by the 

principal and it was determined at his discretion how much access any 

community member had to it. He was also not in any formal way answerable 

to any community member or community body. Without formal requirement 

for accountability to the community, the process of community consultation 

became merely an extra administrative load that distanced later principals 

from classroom teaching duties. 

The principals were aware not only of the fact that such consultation 

increased their administrative load but they were also of the view that these 

innovations rarely achieved their stated objective of increasing the level of 

community involvement in real decision-making. In fact, not one principal 

indicated that community involvement in school decision-making ever 

translated into community members taking a leading role in determining 

school practice. 
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Principals' Discourse on School Decision-Making 

Underlying many of the principals' discussions of community involvement in 

decision-making was their feeling that Islanders were not yet ready or able to 

participate in the schools decision-making process. The implication being that 

principals were the only effective makers and enactors of decisions in the 

Saibai school setting. I have already discussed at length the consequences of 

such an approach with regards to dance team dynamics. One principal 

explained how he arrived at this position and I include his lengthy comments 

here because they detail the subtle and cumulative arguments that resulted in 

such notions: 

Jenny: What kind of decisions were the community 
willing to make? 
Phil: Irrational ones - SPSS was established during the 
first year I was there. A committee of community people 
was formed, including the more educated people. I 
explained that the funds were for the more underdeveloped 
schools to help them meet educational needs. They 
decided that the children needed a swimming pool! There 
was maybe $10,000 tops in the funds. At this time there 
were about a dozen children in Year 7, two-thirds of them 
couldn't write their own name. There were hardly any 
reading resources but they couldn't see that. Their second 
suggestion was a basketball court. I suggested some 
things, the discussion meeting broke up and I was allowed 
to prioritise things so that numeracy and literacy got a look 
in. They were prepared to make decisions but wanted 
someone else to enact them. They would get involved in 
fund-raising, Hoopla, Bring and Buy, things for which 
they knew the process. They were successful when they 
had roles and the stuff was already established, like hoopla 



equipment, so it was easy. I don't think people have a big 
enough picture of their options. I think it's a cop-out to 
say there's community involvement. I offer options, 
tempered with education to inform the community about 
how to make prudent decisions. I see offering options as 
the short-term solution and the education of the 
community as the long-term goal. Many areas where we 
don't expect competence from the mainstream, we do 
expect it from small communities - I believe that. 
Teachers and principals are in place to run schools, they 
do that better with community input but what kind? 
Everyone, or a sample of people - Mothers Union 
members, Church Council representatives? There is a 
large amount of staff policy that we are expected to 
implement and the community is not ready. The question 
is when are they going to be ready? For example, sexual 
harassment, that's a Queen Street policy. 2 With policies, I 
think it's a matter of too much too soon. Difficulties with 
community involvement are only to be expected. If you 
treat people like kids for years then set them loose it's like 
setting kids loose in _a lolly shop. I think Aborigines and 
Islanders have been treated very much like children and 
you can't tum that around overnight. For years we said 
"we will decide for you" and now lots aren't game and 
don't have the educational background to do it, plus family 
concerns temper every decision made. If there are three 
options and one favours their own family they will choose 
that one every time, it's nepotism. 
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This principal opens this speech by claiming that the Saibaian community 

makes irrational decisions when it comes to schooling. He expands on this by 

presenting his view of relations between himself and the community in the 

context of school-decision making. When describing the community's 

involvement he used terms such as "irrational", "they were successful 

when .. .it was easy", "the community is not ready", "it's a matter of too much 

too soon", "they're like kids set loose in a lolly shop" and "it's nepotism". 

These all clearly indicated how little he regarded their competency in 

~ueen Street is the Brisbane address of the Queensland Education Department. 
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decision-making. By contrast, when he described his own involvement he 

used terms such as "I explained", "I suggested", "I was allowed to prioritise", 

"I offer options" and "teachers and principals are in place to run schools". 

The clear message here was that he understood the context and priorities and 

possessed well-honed faculties of discernment and communication. He 

expresses doubts that community members have even the potential to make 

competent schooling decisions. His scepticism is clear when he asks, "the 

question is when are they going to be ready?" This negative view of Saibaian 

competence in decision-making creates a dichotomy between the competent 

principal and the generally incompetent community which perpetuates the 

dynamic of competency and incompetency identified in Chapter Four with 

regards to white and Islander teachers and principals. 

One example posited by Phillip to establish the community's irrationality was 

the desire for school sporting facilities. When a committee made up of 

community members had different curriculum priorities to his own, he 

describes the community priorities as irrational. Instead of investigating the 

reasons for the community's desire, he indicates the limitations of the funding 

grant as a prohibitive factor. Rather than exploring options to access further 

funding, he sought a second option. This option was another sporting facility, 

a basketball court. At this stage the discussion breaks down and he completes 

the task of determining the spending priorities by himself. However the 

desire for quality sporting facilities did not disappear. A later principal also 
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used the community's wish to spend school funds on sporting equipment to 

illustrate his evaluation of community involvement in spending decisions: 

They had a lack of value for money and would blow the 
whole lot on one event rather than consider long term 
needs, for example they would spend the whole budget 
on sporting equipment if they could. (Geoff) 

Geoff s closing phrase, "if they could", indicates that the community's desire 

to improve sporting facilities was again frustrated during his principalship. 

Given that access to sporting facilities is the accepted standard in mainland 

primary schools, the characterisation of spending funds on sporting 

equipment as irrational and indicative of a general lack of respect for money, 

points to an underlying view of Islanders as pre-modern and not fit to manage 

school resources. However, right up until 1993, the Saibai school was 

lacking in quality sporting facilities. The Collaborative School Review of 

1993 reiterates the community's call for such facilities: 

fitness and a healthy body are important considerations 
for any school/community member ... the provision of a 
hard court playing surface will benefit the school and 
community and both could contribute to the cost (Saibai 
Island State School 1993: 11) 

The ongoing frustration of community aspirations with regards to the school 

does not figure widely in the principals' consideration of their relationships to 

the Saibai community. However it is a common phenomena and the ongoing 

frustrated desire for a school bus which appears in Chapter Five is another 
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example of the same issue The emphasis of the principals' discussion lies 

instead on the community members' inability to comprehend the processes of 

decision-making. This is evident not only in the speech relayed above but in 

several stories told by other principals. Throughout my interviews with the 

principals, community members' lack of understanding was often used to 

explain a principal's decision to take a determining role in school spending 

decisions. Such a view is ultimately informed by a notion of Saibaian people 

as culturally different in a way that is incompatible with school decision

making. For example three principals shared similar views in separate 

interviews 

ASSPA had started. The Islanders didn't really understand 
why we got the money, where it came from or the 
processes involved in it all. So it was all my decisions and 
my work. (Geoff) 

We had regular public meetings plus school meetings. I 
informed the P and C that they would become a school 
council next year, moving in the South Australian 
direction and that the community would have a greater 
say. I think they still haven't understood that concept. 
(Nick) 

They looked to me to make most of the decisions. Over 
the two years I spent a lot of time saying "You have a say 
in this. This is your school." They had difficulty 
understanding this .... Things like the school development 
plan or the school review, they're still grappling with that 
idea. (John) 

In each of these quotes, community members' disengagement from the three 

major decision-making and spending programs is associated with difficulty in 
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understanding the concepts or processes of community involvement. These 

programs include "ASSPA", "the Parents' and Citizens' Association" and the 

"School Development Plan and Community School Review". As outlined 

earlier, these programs are designed to create a determining role for the 

community in school affairs. 

Phillip's earlier speech, recounted on pages 169-170, explaining why he 

believes community members make irrational decisions is remarkable 

because it goes beyond the arguments of a general lack of understanding on 

the part of the community. Towards the end of his speech he identifies two 

Islander characteristics that he believes effects the community's ability to 

make schooling decisions. The first could be described as a legacy of 

colonialism. According to Phillip, Saibaians have internalised the relations of 

domination established in earlier dealings with administrators. This 

internalisation leaves people caught in a child-like state in relation to 

schooling because of the paternalistic policies of the past. This characteristic 

is generalised to apply not just to Saibaians but to all Aboriginal and Islander 

people. This makes community disengagement from school-decision making 

a problem that is intrinsic to Islander people. It overlooks ongoing relations 

of power and negates the effects of current schooling practices as well as 

ignoring the forty years when the school was in Islander hands. 
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The second Islander characteristic that Phillip suggests negates legitimate 

community decision-making, is a tendency towards nepotism. However, the 

dance choreographer in Chapter Four stated that the obligation to share 

family-based knowledge within the family is crucial to good family relations. 

This is an important cultural value that is too easily dismissed in the criticism 

of nepotism. It echoes the value that the dance choreographer referred to in 

Chapter Six when describing his dissatisfaction with the principal's 

interference in dance team selection. 

Ascribing the lack of community participation in school decision-making to a . 

combination of nepotism and internalised colonisation sets up a dynamic 

where the principal regards himself as a rational, objective, apolitical assessor 

of a situation while community members are irrational, uncomprehending and 

partisan. Proposing such a dichotomy, the principal steps in to take control of 

spending decisions as the community plainly does not have the social 

organisation or cultural values conducive to rational, objective thinking. On 

Saibai this dynamic has been applied by principals to decisions over P and C , 

SPSS, ASSPA and PCAP funds regardless of the programs' stated aims and 

principles. The following quotes from different principals are examples of 

this dynamic in action and illustrate the scope of its application: 

the meeting ( of the SPSS committee) broke up and I was 
allowed to prioritise things so that numeracy and literacy 
got a look in. (Phillip) 



There was sort of a P and C, more a school council. 
Although it was not very satisfactory, a large number of 
people came along. All the members didn't really do 
anything except for something like the inter-island 
sports. When it came to organising an event, all the 
fundraising and everything, I did it. (Geoff) 

There's reasonable doubt that the school plans often 
weren't evolved in conjunction with the community. 
They were developed, I'd say, by the principal who was 
there at the time. He would just say "Yes, this is what 
the community wants and needs .. " just by having gone 
around and spoken to only a few people or just by seeing 
for himself. There wasn't any real interaction so far as 
getting people up to say "Well, what do you want" and 
developing from there. Things like the School 
Development plan are written totally by the principal. 
They (community members) sign it, put their name to 
the document, that's about it. (Wayne) 

I'd put the entire school budget - P and C funds plus 
government funds into one big bucket then set priorities. 
(Nick) 
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One implication of this exclusionary dynamic is that the educative role of 

principalship is expanded beyond the classroom and relations with children to 

encompass relations with adult community members. To maintain this 

position the principal must overlook other institutions on Saibai such as the 

church, the council and the local store, that are and have be~n for many years 

administered by Saibaians and other Islander people. In regards to the 

council it has been administered by locally and regularly elected Islander 

officials from its inception in 1899 (Beckett 1987: 45) . Likewise, Islanders 

have filled the minister's position in each community's church from at least 

1914 (Beckett 1987: 56-57). 
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A second implication of this dynamic is that principals fail to consider the 

limitations and restrictions set on community involvement by contemporary 

schooling practice. Any difficulties in community involvement are explained 

as intrinsic characteristics of the Saibaian community. It is Islanders' cultural 

difference which causes the problem. Thus decision-making processes, from 

the principals' view are a struggle between the competent educator and 

incompetent community. At best this results in a paternalistic approach to 

relations with community members and at worst principals operate in an 

autocratic fashion. As an example of the latter, a principal stated to me that: 

For any decisions it was always a case of "You're the 
principal, you're the expert, we'll go along with what you 
do. As the person with good education we expect you've 
made the right decision." They've got no idea what's 
involved in strategic planning, it's a totally Western 
concept. (Geoff) 

Here the dynamic of exclusion is at its most transparent. The 

principal is the educated expert, which makes him the most 

appropriate one to make schooling decisions. Community members 

("they") on the other hand have "no idea". The community's inability 

to play a determining role in school affairs is related to the notion that 

schooling is informed by Western concepts that Islanders are unable 

to grasp, exactly what these Western concepts consist of is 

unspecified. However, the underlying idea is that it is because 

Islanders are culturally different to principals that they are unable to 



make appropriate decisions. This principal capitalised on this 

perceived difference and referred to himself as enjoying an exalted 

social status from which his superior decision-making abilities derive: 

I never had any problems with the community. Everyone 
was quite happy with what went on in my time. Now the 
opposite happened, if I had a problem with someone I 
could say to people "You're showing disrespect to my 
position." I'd tell them that I knew they should be 
showing respect. Doing that would iron out problems. I 
could pull that respect over them. If the principal has that 
kind of knowledge he can use it. I was in a position of 
respect enhanced by my hunting abilities and the fact that I 
was one of the most financially well-off people, earning 
the most money. Plus I was a white person. I had four 
aspects in my favour, principal, hunter, money and white. 
I pulled it. I had to. (Geoff) 

A more subtle manifestation of assumed superiority is evident in-the 

following account: 

Phillip: The history of an outsider as principal is only 
recent. They have always deferred to the principal. The 
expectation is that the community through the Island 
Council will run the school with the principal in a 
managerial role. They see the principal as being above 
other people and that won't change until they realise that 
they do have a say. That they do have rights and 
responsibilities to participate in schooling. 
Jenny: Almost a case of educating the community? 
Phillip: Very much so, there's a need to in-service the 
school committee, the principal must make time for this. 
It's an ongoing task. They need constant encouragement 
and reinforcement, you have to say You can do this. 
This is the way. 
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In this account, the problems continue to be attributed to cultural difference in 

the areas of historical precedent and community expectation. The appropriate 

role of principal is presented as educative, enabling the community to realise 
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that they do have a say in schooling. The irony in this account is that the 

source of this liberating knowledge is the principal, as he regards himself as 

the only person who knows how to run the school. For all it liberatory intent, 

this relationship still rests on the notion of a competent or knowing principal 

and an incompetent or unknowing community. 

In the following examples the principals give community members the 

opportunity to discuss school issues, however, these discussions have little 

real effect on the outcomes. In each case the principal reports that 

community members usually agreed to follow his recommendations: 

Decisions were made no differently to down here. 
Money was spent in a way that was driven by the needs 
of the school. Issues were raised at meetings and then 
we'd use collaborative decision making. I can't think of 
anything funded where I didn't have their approval. .... I'd 
say this is what we have to spend and these are my ideas, 
you guys talk, I'll come back later. They usually agreed 
to give the rubber stamp. (Phil) 

Meetings were of the school committee, I would yarn to 
key people, alert them to agenda items. They would 
give me a handle on how to go about it. At the meeting 
I'd raise an issue and they'd go for it in KKY. I'd go 
away and do something for about ten minutes and then 
come back. Often they'd say, we've thought about this 
and we'll do it your way. That way things could seem 
like it was their idea. (John) 

Both of these principals adopted the practice of leaving the room while the 

school committee discussed issues. In the first example the community is 

perceived to have nothing to offer the decision-making process except their 
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approval. In the second example the community is seen to offer information 

on appropriate strategies for the principal to use in pursuing his agenda items. 

In the first instance the principal uses the community as his rubber stamp. In 

the second instance the principal perceives himself to be managing the 

process and outcome such that it "could seem like it was their idea". In both 

cases the principal assumes that community members are not aware that they 

are being manipulated. Despite these principals' emphasis on collaboration, it 

is still obvious that they regard community members as uncomprehending of 

their circumstances and ability to realistically effect decisions Even where a 

principal was aware and critical of these actions by past principals he regards 

new policies of community input as being generated by the Education 

Department ( outside of the community). Again, community members are 

afforded little real comprehension of the policies that supposedly shape their 

actions: 

Parents were not very involved in the school. I think this 
was determined through previous principals, not 
denigrating what they've done at the school, but their 
priorities weren't to see the parents get involved ... .It's 
also the Department's thing now too and that's why they 
have things running with what they call the school 
development plan, which is the three year program that 
followed by the community school review ..... That's 
what the main thrust of education in these areas or 
actually Queensland itself is - total community input 
followed up by total community, community school 
review of the CSR and that way making it more relevant 
to the community and letting them know what's 
happening in their school, what say they have in the 
running and so forth. Although this was coming in, it 
really came along with what we believe. (Wayne) 
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This principal suggests change will come about when both the principal and 

the Queensland Education Department believe in community input. Past 

efforts are seen to have failed because they were not high personal priorities 

for the school principals even though policy requires that community 

consultation take place. 

In contrast to the restrictive views of principals that Saibaians were generally 

incompetent and unaware of decision-making procedures, Saibaians generally 

had a more complex understanding of why their voices were unheard in these 

processes. The next section will present community members' views on the 

same issues of decision-making and the principal's role in facilitating 

community input. This material will show that community members are far 

more aware of the strategies and processes employed by the principals than is 

indicated in the principals' discussions 

Community members describe relations with principals 

In the course of an interview with an older woman who worked as a teacher 

in her youth and spent many years as an office-bearer in the Mothers' Union, I 

raised the issue of where the onus of school decision-making should lie. Up 

to this point, whenever I had asked others about who made decisions about 

school spending or the running of the school, the answer was most likely to 

be the single word response, "principal". However this woman suggested that 
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this might not be so and I anticipated an alternative explanation for how 

decisions were made: 

Jenny: Who do you think should make decisions at the 
school? 
Gaithe: Decision? What for meetings or something else? 
Jenny: Just for anything. 
Gaithe: Anything, is not that principal? (slight pause) 
And the school P and C committee. 
Jenny: What kind of things do you think the P and C 
should decide? 
Gaithe: That's ah, I think that depends on the principal, 
what things he wants to do like with those committees 
now. They set up their plans and everything according 
to what he's got in his mind. He can talk to give 
feedback at the council meeting. 

Much of the principals' discussion rests on the assumption that the 

community is unaware of the intricacies of decision-making, unlike their own 

perceived competency in this area. However, this woman expressed her 

awareness that the P and C enacts the plans of the principal and that the main 

exchange between the principal and the wider community takes place when 

he gives feedback at the regular public meetings organised by the local 

council that most people on the island attend. The Council Chairman held a 

similar view on the role of the P and C regarding it as having little influence 

on the principal. While the chairman himself may be regarded as a powerful 

figure, it is important to recognise that his position and birth in the 

community grants him a unique insight into how the principal organises his 

relations with the community: 

To me the decision has always been from the top down 
on the education side. Its as if the P and C members have 



been instructed, had words put into their mouths, or 
maybe the P and C members don't have to think for 
themselves. Maybe at this time it's mostly that we don't 
have ways of finding another line of decision. The 
teachers try to express these things and sit with the 
community and explain what the reality is, to tell people 
"this is your place". We should be talking about 
decisions more but I think we need to involve some 
younger people because at the moment the P and C is 
run by the older people. Look at the system of education 
today. It's new to older people, only younger people 
know and understand even the language. Its got to be 
explained, it's going to take younger people to explain to 
older people what's involved. (Terry) 
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The chairman expressed his perception that schooling decisions have always 

come from the top down and still continue to do so. He also recognises that 

the talk around education has changed to be more inclusive of community 

members but he feels that there may be structural limitations to any changes 

to the current system of consultation. Specifically, he speculates that the 

main problem is the community's inability to find another "line of decision". 

He is unclear exactly what a radically different approach to decision-making 

might be but it is clear that it would not entail the principal having undue 

influence or setting the agenda on how the community sets its goals and 

processes. The chairman's observation of the principal as the ultimate arbiter 

of schooling decisions is supported by the instances in previous chapters 

when the principal was asked to write a letter to the Education Department on 

behalf of the community to express their dissatisfaction with the bureaucrats' 

visit and when the principal took a determining role in the preparations for 

the children's dance team because he had control of the school funds. 
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None of the community members considered that the community as a whole 

was unable to understand the processes of decision-making. Rather, they 

recognised that consultative processes were little more than endorsements of 

the school principal's decisions. Importantly, the chairman divided the 

community into the P and C members, the teachers, the younger people and 

the older people. His depiction of the community as being made up of groups 

differentiated by profession and age runs counter to the principals' 

perceptions that the community was both uncomprehending and singular in 

its composition. Along with other community members, the chairman 

recognised that the principal controlled all aspects of schooling. However, 

the notion that Saibaians are irrational decision-makers or unable to 

understand the principles and processes of community involvement in 

schooling does not appear in any community person's account. The president 

of the P and C was another prominent community member whose views 

concur with those of his fellow community members. Unlike Phillip, the 

principal who claimed that Saibaians have internalised the relations 

established by previous administrations rendering them incapable of change, 

the president recognised how autocratic the principals tended to be. He was 

also more optimistic that change has been initiated and will continue in the 

realm of education: 

Ezra: It (schooling) was run by organisations like DCS 
which in the past acted towards the islanders like one big 
boss, kept everybody under their thumb and they knew 
the legality of the laws and everything that were laid 
down by the government towards Torres Strait 



Islanders ... People didn't know the process, they didn't 
know there were ways for people to have some say in 
education of their children but now since the Education 
Department took over there's a big change but I think 
there's more change needs to be done. . Things like 
setting up curriculum, the locals should be involved in 
that. 
Jenny: How much community involvement is there in 
school? 
Ezra: Well, in the past very, very little to tell you the 
truth and it's only since we've had meetings that 
explained things - like saying to people "This is our 
school, it should be run by us, should be because our 
kids are going there" since then people have sort of come 
closer to the school. 

Ezra had been involved with the P and C Association since it was 

conceived in 1987. The only structural change he notes occurring 

over that time is that people have "sort of come closer" to the school, 

meaning that groups and process have sprung up that require 

community members to be seen to be active in school management. 

His views on the limitations of the changes brought about by the 

Education Department were expressed more strongly and directly in 

the public meeting with departmental bureaucrats described in 

Chapter Four. In that forum he stated that parents, P and C members 

and various community-based committees could discuss schooling 

and make policy but it was ultimately teachers and principals who 

decided what actually happened in the school (see Chapter Five, p. 

115). 
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Saibaians who have taught in Islander schools also agreed that the community 

rarely influenced the principal. Three teachers who were working in the 

school at the time of the 1987 change of administration and who have over 

seventy years of teaching experience between them expressed very similar 

views. Pili speaks of his involvement in a survey of community members 

conducted as part of the 1993 Community School Review and in regards to 

consultation states: 

There's not much say from the community in schooling 
matters. It's just like they're following what the principal 
says. There's no asking questions or telling the principal 
what about this way, it might be easy. Parents join in 
with the financial (fundraising) side. We studied that 
thing, and found out most of the people say we agree to 
do things like the principal says or when the principal 
says something like "what do you think about the way 
things are at school?" They say "Yeah, oh, we agree". 
We discovered that the only times that community 
members go and join with the school, is when there is 
something like an Open Day. Then the parents go up 
there. When they're invited. (Pili) 

During the review he observed that the community role was limited to that of 

supporting fundraising events and endorsing the principal's decisions showing 

how powerless the community was in their influence on the principal. 

Another younger Saibaian teacher noted how difficult it was for the 

community to be involved, as they would have to gain access to all facets of 

school management in order to be effective: 

Jenny: For decision-making, which people should decide 
what happens up at the school? 



Patimah: It's going to be hard to say the community 
because now they don't get involved much but I think it 
would be community. When the community, P and C 
members, committee (pauses) but they'd have to learn 
what really goes on at school, teaching-wise, 
administration, how all things run, so they can run it 
properly. 
Jenny: Why do you think it is they haven't been involved 
before? 
Patimah: Just don't have an interest because they don't 
know what's going on. 
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This teacher elaborates an important point often hinted at by other Saibaians. 

Whereas they say the community always defers to the principal, she says it is 

because the detail of what occurs in school management is never revealed to 

them so they are not in a sufficiently informed position from which to make 

decisions. This -is because to date the new committees and processes of 

consultation have been used by most principals to ratify their decisions, rather 

than as an avenue for informing community members about how the school 

operates. Only one principal, mentioned the need to in-service community 

members who were involved in school committees, while the others referred 

to the consultative process as rubber stamping. 

However not all teachers agreed that the community should be making 

decisions at the school. One of the more senior Islander teachers preferred a 

model where the principal was unencumbered by community consultation: 

Jenny: Who should be making decisions about what 
happens in the school? 
Weipa: Well, it could be the principal because he's the 
boss around there, he could decide what to, well he just 



tells you what you can do, but you can plan it. He just 
tells you what to do and you can be planning the thing 
up that he is trying to get you to do. 
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This teacher had been teaching for over twenty years and is expressing the 

kind of attitude that the chairman regarded older people adhering to when 

they related to the principal. According to this attitude the principal should 

be deferred to and community consultation infringes on his authority. The 

strongest expression of this attitude by a Saibaian was the feeling that parents 

relinquished their parental relationship to their children during school hours 

as the principal and teachers, "have an authority in the school hours but after 

three parents are responsible for the kids". In the case of one woman this 

-

attitude was so strong she would feel compelled to be silent even if the 

grandson who was in her care experienced problems in school: 

Jenny: Who should make decisions at the school, should 
parents, or teachers, P and C? 
Gidigid: Teachers. 
Jenny: At the school, if your grandson comes home and 
he's got a problem at school or something's wrong and 
you're worried, who would you talk to about that? 
Gidigid: I never say anything, if he says something like 
the teacher told me this and that then I don't talk. 
Jenny: Why is that? 
Answer: For them small one? You know when they go 
to school, the teacher is the father and mother there so I 
don't talk. 

This woman grew up during the time when the government teacher ran the 

school and parents were completely excluded from the schooling process. 

Grandparents play a major role in child-raising on Saibai and the attitudes 
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that they acquired from their schooling experiences continue to impact on 

contemporary school and community relations. It is for this reason that the 

chairman stressed the need for younger people to become more involved in 

school decision-making if there is to be substantial changes to the current 

system whereby the school principal effectively makes all schooling 

decisions on Saibai. 

Conclusion 

All of the stakeholders recognise that the community on Saibai rarely 

influences or determines what occurs in the school. Principals, teachers and 

community members agree that the school principal is the one who 

determines how the school will operate. It is in their understandings of how 

and why this is the case that difference arises. The principals tend to believe 

that Saibaians make irrational decisions when it comes to spending school 

funds. They believe that Saibai's history of colonisation and the cultural 

value of obligation to one's own family render Saibaian people incapable of 

making effective schooling decisions. They also believe that new processes 

of community consultation have convinced Saibaians that they are fully 

involved in the school's decision-making processes despite the fact that most 

of the principals use such processes to merely endorse their predetermined 

decisions and actions. In contrast Saibaians are well aware of the hollowness 

of the processes of community consultation and recognise that principals 

continue to dominate school decision-making. Saibaians believe that the key 
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to the problem is the lack of an alternative avenue for influencing school 

decisions. On one occasion when community members felt compelled to 

challenge a principal's decision (when the school's travel plans did not 

coincide with those of the wider community) the only alternative person they 

could turn to was the island's council chairman. Community members have 

no constitutional or financial powers in the school system. They have no say 

in the appointment or dismissal of school principals and no easily accessible 

method of appealing to a school principal's superiors if they disagree with a 

decision. A few Saibaians hope that as younger generations become more 

active in community affairs, the current superficial changes to the processes 

of decision-making that have incorporated community consultation through 

the establishment of various committees will lead to more substantial changes 

in school affairs. 

The importance of knowledge to power relations is obvious throughout this 

chapter. The principals justify their approach to community decision-making 

by making certain claims about Islanders and their capabilities. To make 

such knowledge claims, that is to claim that Islanders are nepotistic, 

immobilised by a history of colonialism and unable to manage money, 

principals must overlook other aspects of Saibaian society that are managed 

competently by local people. I contend that it is the practises of separation 

described in Chapter Five which enable principals to keep their beliefs in 

place. In these relations, principals not only regard Islanders to be unfit for a 
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real role in school decision-making but also believe that Islanders are 

unaware of the ineffectual nature of their involvement in school committees. 

However, Islanders express great insight into the fact that they are excluded 

from school decision-making. The unintended effect of this relation of power 

is that Islanders and principals engage in time-consuming yet ultimately 

meaningless consultations that distract the principals from their teaching 

duties. However it is because local people wish to express their support for 

the school in general and principal in particular that they continue to 

participate in such committees. 

In the area of decision-making, committees are established that produce 

practices of schooling that provide pseudo-consultation. Similar processes 

were at work in Chapter Six when the workings of power produced school

based cultural experiences that were not quite classroom lessons and not quite 

customary Saibaian practices. The operation of power relations shaped and 

reshaped schooling practices into specific new practices in these examples. 

In the literature on schooling in the Torres Strait where teaching competence 

becomes linked to race with non-Islander teachers characterised as more 

competent in comparison with Islander teachers, knowledge is produced. The 

notion of the gammon teacher and the fully qualified teacher are produced by 

the workings of power. Similarly in this chapter the notions of the Saibaians 

as nepotistic, immobilised by a history of colonialism and unable to make 
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competent decisions because of cultural difference are knowledge claims 

evident in the discourses produced by the principals. 

The effect of the productions of knowledge and practice evident in this and 

previous chapters operate to almost singular effect. In each instance Saibaian 

Islanders are marginalised within the school and their influence on the day-to 

day operation of the school is minimised. Saibaians resist this 

marginahsation in many ways. They tell their own histories of schooling. 

They continue to lobby for improved schooling standards and the provision of 

basic school infrastructure and they express their awareness of the 

manipulations tha! keep them at arm's length from real decision-making in 

the school. 
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CONCLUSION 
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It is remarkable that schooling in Australia is so infrequently regarded by 

educational researchers as being as much about social relations as it is 

about learning and curriculum. This is, in my view, revealing of an 

approach to education that takes the emancipatory goals of education to 

stand for the total experience of schooling for all people involved. This 

results in a bias towards positively reporting schooling advances rather 

than looking back to interrograte schooling practices critically. Yet it is 

clear from the experiences of the students, teachers, community members 

and principals on Saibai that attending school, teaching and participating 

in community/school interactions are complex events in which a great 

deal is at stake. I have shown that the school is a place where people 

struggle to have what is important to them expressed in a meaningful way 

to children. Saibai is no different in this regard to other schools, except in 
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that the school is perhaps the most significant site of daily cross-cultural 

interaction for Saibaians. Furthermore, the school has a long and 

complicated history that locates it with key events in the early 

colonisation of the Torres Strait. 

Saibai shares these features of schooling with many of the other 

communities in the Torres Strait. For those who work in the field of 

education in the Torres Strait there will be much of the thesis that 

resonates with their own understandings and experiences. However, I 

maintain that this thesis has at least two major consequences for 

understanding what is involved in the schooling experience beyond and 

including the Torres Strait. Firstly, schooling should be understood as an 

ensemble of social relations, cultural attitudes and historical influences. 

Secondly, these features are not neutral in their positioning of people in 

relation to each other rather they are implicated in relations of power. It is 

for these reasons that I have provided detailed discussion of interactions 

between school principals, Islander teachers and community members. It 

is why I have questioned written accounts of the history of education and 

queried the effects of the school's geographic location. It is also why I 

have taken the processes and manifestations of power and the usage of 

ideas of culture to be two of the most important areas of schooling on 

Saibai. 

The actions and beliefs of the non-indigenous school principals came 

under close scrutiny in these pages. Their inclusion as subjects of study 
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goes against the grain of much research into schooling in indigenous 

settings. They are more likely to appear as facilitators or authors of such 

research. Yet their inclusion has yielded rich material in terms of 

understanding the way power is enacted in a school such as Saibai's. My 

thesis challenges researchers entering indigenous communities to include 

any non-indigenous educators as primary subjects of study. For these 

subjects to be studied by indigenous researchers would provide a new and 

valuable perspective to the field of research into education in indigenous 

settings. Including non-indigenous educators and bureaucrats would 

widen the scope of research beyond its current preoccupation with issues 

of curriculum change and children's learning styles. 

My research is grounded in the day-to-day interactions that take place on 

Saibai. As such it uncovers transformations, negotiations and conflicts 

that studies which are conducted at a macro-level are unable to perceive. 

This gives some pertinent answers to the question of how community 

members are excluded from the processes of school decision-making in a 

Torres Strait community. Previous studies have called for increased 

involvement of community members in school decision-making in 

indigenous settings but few scrutinised how such involvement is hindered, 

or accommodated, by local practices. I have taken the view that the best 

way to understand these social processes is by employing a number of 

aspects of Foucault's understanding of power. This is because I view 

power as a complex set of relations rather than as a commodity that is held 

by one group or individual and withheld from another. This has great 
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relevance for the field of indigenous education where many studies view 

power as something that is wielded by non-indigenous educators and is 

usually withheld from the Torres Strait Islander or Aboriginal people. 

Viewing power in a more complex manner enables one to examine how 

power is exercised in all of its complexity thereby gaining insight into the 

strategies and techniques employed in various struggles to gain control 

over schooling. Such an approach highlights resistance and negotiation, 

stressing that all parties are active in the processes of schooling. It also 

throws light on seemingly neutral elements of schooling that are shown to 

be more consequential than they initially appear. For example the 

location of the school effected a territorial association between it and the 

principal that was very apparent on the school's Open Day when the 

parents were reluctant to enter classrooms without the principal's explicit 

invitation to do so. 

History is another seemingly neutral element in schooling that actually has 

important effects in terms of power and knowledge. Significantly much 

of the history of schooling in the Torres Strait was written as the 

Queensland Department of Education was instituting a new regime 

whereby all schools have white principals appointed from the mainland of 

Australia. In looking back to previous arrangements these accounts hold 

the current arrangement as the ideal and refers to its appointees as "fully 

qualified teachers." The same accounts largely ignore the contributions of 

Islander teachers. In particular, they have constructed the notion of the 

"gammon teachers" to describe Islander teachers who staffed Torres Strait 
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schools in the past. This implies that all Islander teachers are intrinsically 

less than competent in their teaching roles. Such accounts edit out the 

perspectives of local Saibaian people who hold the past efforts of Islander 

teachers and principals in high regard. It is also a construction based on 

race and cultural difference. Lack of competence is linked with the 

cultural difference of Islanders, hence their gammon status. 

One of the remarkable features of schooling on Saibai is the involvement 

of Saibaians with all aspects of schooling. They have filled the principal's 

role, taught in classrooms, handled administration and supported the 

school financially. Just as remarkable is how non-Islanders have failed to 

recognise what this entails at the level of c~oss-cultural engagement. At 

the heart of this is the place of culture, how it is understood and how it so 

often marks the boundary of incomprehension. The use of culture to 

inform schooling practice varies but nevertheless often manages to 

marginalise Saibaians input to the school. I would argue that whereas 

cultural difference was the basis for one principal agreeing to children's 

dance rehearsals occurring in the village, a subtle transformation of the 

uniqueness of the rehearsals brought it within the principal's control. 

Gradually and imperceptibly dance became a school practice, subject to 

school time and children's attendance. Hence, explicitly "cultural" 

activities are shown to be modified to fit the school's requirements with 

less openness to the notion of cultural activities shaping schooling 

practices. Perhaps in the future greater value could be given to the 

customary manner of carrying out practices, such as dance rehearsals, 
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which could result in new and exciting school experiences while causing 

less angst for the local people involved in the instruction. 

The notion that Saibaians are culturally different was used by various 

principals to justify excluding them from true decision-making roles in the 

school. Principals stated that Islanders were irrational and lacked 

impartiality in their decision-making due to the incompatibility of Islander 

culture with the Western culture of school decision-making. This is a 

powerful strategy. This shows how it is possible to openly advocate 

consultation yet avoid any of its outcomes. This is achieved by adhering 

to a belief that culture incapacitates people, all the while assuming that 

one's own culture gives rise to rationality and logic. In these ways culture 

has become a key site for the expression of power. At a practical level, it 

doesn't matter how much time is spent in community consultation, if a 

principal adheres to an underlying belief that Islanders are unfit decision

makers he will not follow any of their recommendations. Furthermore he 

will never question his own decisions or allow Islanders to interrogate 

existing school practices. 

Finally, this thesis advocates an approach to the study of relations of 

power in schooling that includes all participants as active partners. 

Principals, parents, teachers, community members and principals are all 

engaged in the struggles and negotiations that shape schooling. The 

stories of all are valuable for understanding the nature of schooling in a 

community. The forces that shape schooling come not only from 
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centralised education bodies in a top-down fashion. Infinitesimal 

mechanisms help to build schooling from the bottom up. One of my 

major aims in this thesis has been to show how arbitrary the distinction 

betwee11 the school and the general community can be. This is not to 

suggest that a school is not an independent institution but that many of its 

aspects including staffing, curriculum and geographic location are not 

completely distinguished from currents· in the wider community. 

However, as I have shown my argument digs deeper to explicate how both 

power and culture are imbricated in the fabric that binds the school within 

the community. 
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