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Research
Brief

What is the problem?
First Nations communities have long fought for greater 
authority and agency in connection with formal schooling 
(Beresford, 2012). Although the Australian Professional 
Standards for Teachers mandate that all teachers should 
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What we found

The bottom line

We hope by the end of three years (2020-2022) to show 
positive outcomes in teacher attitudes and confidence 
toward working with Indigenous people and perspectives, 
and in high levels of student engagement for both 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous students. A pilot study 
conducted in 2016-2018 (The Culture, Community and 
Curriculum Project) showed that the teachers involved 
built their capacity to meet professional standards, 
engage with local community, advocate for reconciliation, 
and work with Aboriginal perspectives in the curriculum in 
meaningful, non-tokenistic ways (UNSW, 2019).

In interviews conducted in 2020 during the Cultural 
Residents project, teachers and school leaders have 
reported many positive outcomes of working with a 
Cultural Resident, notably:

Increased connection between their school and the 
local Aboriginal community

Increased confidence in the authenticity and 
appropriateness of Aboriginal content and perspectives 
they are teaching

Increased intercultural and historical understanding for 
themselves and their students

High levels of student engagement when working 
with Aunty Maxine and learning about Aboriginal 
perspectives

Despite over a decade of policy dedicated to “Closing 
the Gap” between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
people in education, little improvement has been seen 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2020). We know that 
deficit approaches, which position First Nations peoples 
as “a problem to be fixed”, are ineffective, and instead 
we need to find ways to innovate the education system 
to be more supportive of First Nations peoples and 
knowledges (Bishop, 2020). In other words, we need 
to close a different gap – the gap in non-Indigenous 
understanding about First Nations peoples. First Nations 
peoples disproportionately bear the brunt of racism, 
intergenerational trauma, and cultural erasure as a result 
of ongoing colonisation. Having a Cultural Resident in 
every school is a necessary step to improve outcomes for 
First Nations students, to improve the quality of education 
for all students, and to create a more equitable society. 

Additionally, we have seen concrete outcomes such as 
some schools reporting increases in Aboriginal student 
attendance during the terms Aunty Maxine is at their 
school; changing their sports house names from early 
British explorers and colonisers to local Aboriginal names 
of significance; schools initiating Reconciliation Action 
Plans (RAPs) and schools incorporating Aboriginal 
education and community engagement into their strategic 
plans.

We are excited to be partnering with World Vision, 
who are convening a nationwide advocacy campaign, 
#KnowYourCountry, to have a First Nations Cultural 
Educator in every primary school in Australia. In the next 
two years we will continue to gather data to show the 
benefits of this concept, dete�
structure and governance, and create an online toolkit 
to assist other communities and schools to undertake 
similar work. 
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Rose Amazan, Katherine Thompson, Aunty Maxine and Trent Kelly

About the Researchers

The UNSW Cultural Residents team includes Rose Amazan, Aunty 
Maxine Ryan, and Katherine Thompson. Aunty Maxine is a Dharawal 
woman and a member of the La Perouse Aboriginal Community 
with over thirty years’ experience working in schools. Rose is a 
Senior Lecturer in the UNSW School of Education with a focus on 
Aboriginal education, adult literacy, and raising teachers’ critical 
consciousness. Katherine is the Manager of the UNSW Matraville 
Education Partnership, an ongoing relationship between UNSW and 
its local educational community. Trent is an Aboriginal man who 
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