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Presentation to Indigenous Education & Boarding Australia

Background

• Study Away Review: Review of Support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Secondary 

Students Studying Away From Home, 2017 (PM&C)

• Attending a boarding school is a necessity for many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

students undertaking secondary education. This is largely due to limited secondary schooling 

options in many remote communities of Australia. 

• Some boarding providers are part of a school structure (boarding schools) and others are 

standalone facilities where boarders attend nearby or associated schools. 

• In the 2017 calendar year, 5,190 students received an ABSTUDY boarding related payment 

to attend secondary school (down from 5,267 in 2016)

• Travel is an essential component of support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

boarding.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander boarding

19 November 2019
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Methodology
Grant Thornton methodology for analysis

• Review of 27 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarding providers providing boarding for 1,900 boarders. Boarding providers located in Northern Territory 

(7), Queensland (12), Western Australia (6) and Victoria (2)

• Data compared against 23 non-government mainstream boarding providers

• literature review of existing reviews and reports into boarding for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and what works to support them

• review of three year financial and operational trend data for 2015, 2016 and 2017 from financial questionnaires provided to the Department of Education and 

Training (DET) by the boarding schools 

• the split between tuition and boarding revenue and costs reported by boarding providers was used in the analysis of the data

• face to face consultations were conducted with senior staff of each of all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarding providers and the majority of the peak 

bodies. A standardised interview checklist was developed to guide the consultations

• boarding providers completed a self-assessment survey of compliance with the National Boarding Standard.

Three phases of review

Phase 1—collection and analysis of data from 27 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarding providers relating to revenue, expenditure, enrolments (retention, 

expulsion and exclusion) and graduations.

Phase 2—collection and analysis for comparative purposes of financial data from 23 mainstream boarding providers that have a small cohort of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander boarders. .

Phase 3—comparison of data from phases 1 and 2.
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The boarding 
schools
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Sources of boarding income

Main sources of income for boarding 

schools (tuition & boarding)

• Commonwealth recurrent school funding

• Indigenous Advancement Strategy (IAS)—

Children and Schooling Program

• state and territory funding

• donations, scholarships and other private 

income

• scholarships

• ABSTUDY (paid on behalf of eligible students)

• ABSTUDY fares allowance (for travel costs 

where the reimbursement is selected)

• private fees and parental contributions

• underpinning funding from associated bodies 

and other parties

• Commonwealth Block Grant Authorities(capital 

funding).
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Findings
The shortfall

• There is no specific recurrent Commonwealth funding specifically for boarding operations. 

• Commonwealth recurrent school funding is provided to schools to meet the ‘in-school educational costs of schools’ and some 

schools use this funding to contribute to costs associated with supporting boarding students more broadly. 

• The three year average cost of boarding from 2015—2017 exceeded revenue by $6,248 per boarder. 

• Across the three-year average of 1,918 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarders attending the 27 Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander boarding providers, this represents a total revenue shortfall of $11,983,664 per annum.
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Findings
ABSTUDY

• ABSTUDY has for 50 years enabled Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students to attend boarding and access quality secondary 

schooling opportunities.

• It is not direct Commonwealth funding to boarding providers and is paid to boarding providers on behalf of eligible students as a 

contribution towards the costs of tuition and boarding.

• ABSTUDY fares allowances enable eligible students to travel to and from boarding.

• The maximum possible annual ABSTUDY payment to a boarding facility as at 1 January 2019 was $26,903.21 per student 

(excluding ABSTUDY travel allowances). This includes up to $16,065.21 a year for boarding fees (including living allowance, rent 

assistance and remote area allowance) and up to $10,838 for tuition fees (school fees allowance).

• ABSTUDY provided secondary schooling payments in 2017-18 of $152.68 million to 18,984 students and these are projected to be 

$159 million in 2019-20
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Findings
ABSTUDY continued

• Payments from ABSTUDY are uncertain and unpredictable as they are determined on enrolments.

• Some boarding providers are heavily reliant on ABSTUDY payments to meet boarding costs. Successful operators have diversified

their revenue and source income from IAS, philanthropics, donations and state/territory government underpinning funding.

• The boarding component of ABSTUDY is not sufficient to meet the costs of boarding. Boarding providers heavily reliant on 

ABSTUDY payments are using Commonwealth recurrent tuition funding to supplement the cost of boarding.
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Findings
ABSTUDY continued

• A number of recent reviews of ABSTUDY including Barriers and Bureaucracy, Bridges and Brokers (CAEPR, 2017) and The power of 

education: From surviving to thriving—Educational opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, (HoRSCIA, 2017).

• Findings of the reviews include:

• Criticism of complexity of ABSTUDY 

• Quantum of ABSTUDY payments not sufficient to meet the costs of boarding 

• ABSTUDY is a welfare measure but should be administered as an educational measure

• The means testing of ABSTUDY is complex and could be replaced with an Indigeneity/remoteness test or aligned with the 

Commonwealth’s needs based Schooling Resource Standard funding for tuition (Gonski)

• Grant Thornton review received significant feedback and comments regarding ABSTUDY. Major issue for most boarding providers.

• Changes in the administration of ABSTUDY in recent years and the 2018 budget measure (safe travel plans, greater flexibility for travel, 

combination of U16 supplement with living allowance) widely welcomed by the sector.

"The school gets additional funding under Gonski to meet the needs of 

disadvantaged or high needs students while they are at school, but the 

boarding house doesn’t receive any additional funding to support that 

student. The student is only at school for seven hours. They are with the 

boarding house for the remaining 17 hours per day plus weekends. Their 

needs don’t change when they walk from the school to the boarding house."
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Findings

Structural change occurring in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarding 

• There is a transition occurring in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarding sector away from the traditional long established 

large boarding providers to a new model of boarding.

• New providers emerging that cater for smaller numbers of boarders, usually from a common background or home geographical region. 

• A number of new smaller boarding providers or campuses of existing facilities have also opened in remote and very remote locations to 

reduce the incidence of homesickness and cultural and community disconnect.

• Costs are generally higher, but these new smaller providers are attracting new sources of income from the private sector and 

government to address revenue shortfalls.

• Early evidence suggests that these smaller providers are delivering better outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.

• Prior to 2000 the structural change went the other way—most of the original network of smaller remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander boarding residences had closed over time and boarders had ‘migrated to larger regional boarding schools’. As a result, the 

Northern Territory Government was ‘focussing its future funding on larger boarding schools’ (IEBA, 2014).

Tiwi College, AFL Cape York House, Holy Spirit College Melb Indigenous 

Transition School, Yiramalay Wesley Studio School, NRL Cowboys House, 

Dawurr College (Nhulunbuy), Wiltja Boarding
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Findings

Structural change occurring in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarding continued

• The transition in the sector away from large Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarding providers has had an impact on the large 

providers in terms of enrolment numbers and financial performance. 

• One large well respected Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarding provider that has been in operation for more than 50 years, 

has seen its predominately Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarding population decline from 177 boarders in 2012 to 74 in 2018 

(a 58 per cent reduction).

• Greater competition for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarders with many capital city boarding schools expanding programs to 

encourage attendance by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.

"The Independent Schools Council of Australia is warning that there may not 

be any large-scale Independent boarding schools for Indigenous secondary 

students remaining unless changes are urgently made to the structure and 

level of ABSTUDY funding. "
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Findings

Background of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarders

• Boarding providers reported the need for resourcing to address:

• health and hygiene issues

• low levels of literacy and numeracy

• undiagnosed and diagnosed disabilities

• substance addictions and abuse

• maintenance of connection with culture and community

• trauma backgrounds and homesickness.

• More than three quarters of secondary students receiving ABSTUDY to attend a boarding facility have a home address that is 

classified as remote or very remote. 

• Most boarding providers are not located in remote locations. Of the approximate 194 schools and facilities providing schooling 

opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarding students in 2018, only a small percentage are located in remote or 

very remote areas.

• ABSTUDY travel (fare allowance) is a critical component of support for boarding.
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Findings

Background of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarders continued

• Health of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarders is a major issue for boarding providers.

• Boarding providers report devoting significant resources to addressing the health issues of students when they arrive at or return to a 

boarding facility after term break. These health issues are extensive and both physical and emotional.

Nearly all Aboriginal boarders have experienced or witnessed trauma and 

have health issues.

From September 2015 to November 2016, 181 students had a cognitive assessments 

due to concerns about their educational progress. The data returned for these 

assessments identified 68 students who required support due to intellectual disability 

and 112 students with social emotional disorders 

39 per cent of current secondary enrolment have presented with substance use issues 

with 3 per cent having long-term and chronic substance use issues. 19 per cent of current 

secondary enrolments have presented with self-harming behaviours that require 

intervention. 21 children had court ordered Community Service Hours to be completed.
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Findings

Background of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarders continued

• Background of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarders impacts on educational outcomes at boarding schools.
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Findings

Support services

• Culturally appropriate support services provided by boarding providers are an important component of a successful boarding 

experience.

• There were some common themes underlying the investment in support services identified by Grant Thornton:

»  without a comprehensive suite of funded support services many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students will not succeed 

in boarding

»  boarding providers not only deliver an education curriculum but provide students with life skills for later life

»  boarding provides a framework for addressing the health and social and emotional well-being issues of students

»  training staff in trauma informed care and practice is essential given the majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

boarding providers accommodate remote students that have experienced or witnessed trauma

»  the support of families and communities for a student to attend boarding is essential if a student is to succeed in boarding

»  relationship based practice—all students must be treated with respect.

The school motto is “Because we care”. We try to 

implement this in everything we do. It is not just 

about academic results. It is more about being 

successful in integrating remote Aboriginal kids into 

mainstream/city living and equipping them for their 

future journey in life. We try to provide them with the 

tools they will need so that they can make a difference 

when they return to their communities. 
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Findings
Support services continued

• Support services are resource intensive and largely unfunded. Services are not consistent across boarding providers. Support services 

add to the cost of boarding delivery and require lower staff to student ratios.

• Needs based funding for support services recommended.

• Support services in the Northern Territory and some parts of Queensland are augmented by the Transition Support Services (TSS) and 

Transition Support Unit (TSU). 

• The strength of evidence regarding the impact and outcomes of investment in support services for boarders is sparse and largely 

anecdotal. There is a need for further research into the support services required by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarders.

The TSU and TSS provide a ‘point of 

connection, liaison and communication 

between families, students and boarding 

providers’
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Findings
Boarding revenue

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarding providers receive funding and income from a number of sources to meet the cost of 

boarding for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.
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Findings
Boarding revenue – private income

• Private sourced income such as donations and non-ABSTUDY school fees are limited due to economic circumstances of parents.
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Findings
Boarding revenue – social-economic background of parents

• Boarding schools with a high proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarders generally have lower ICSEA scores and lower 

educational outcomes.
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Findings
Boarding revenue – social-economic background of parents continued

• Boarding schools with a high proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarders generally have higher costs of delivery
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Findings
Boarding surplus/cost
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Findings
Boarding surplus/cost

• Not all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarding providers are operating at a loss.
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Recommendations
Recommendations
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Recommendations
Recommendations
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Recommendations
Recommendations
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Recommendations
Recommendations
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Recommendations
Recommendations

• There was no consistent view as to whether boarding standards should be made mandatory. Comments were received that boarding 

delivery needs to be flexible to meet the high needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boarders and a prescriptive standard may 

not be appropriate.
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Questions and comments


