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Abstract
Online learning is a ubiquitous part of higher education in Australia, yet there is little
in the way of design principles or learning design models to guide the design of
online learning environments that are inclusive and supportive of Indigenous
students. This is a significant issue given the inequitable participation and outcomes
of Indigenous people in higher education.
This study set out to develop principles for the design of online learning
environments that are inclusive of Indigenous students and which enhance their
experiences of online learning. Educational Design Research (EDR) was used as the
guiding methodological framework. The research was conducted over three microcycles of the EDR phase of analysis and exploration, with yarning used as the main
method of data collection. The yarning approach produced a rich picture of the
experiences of online learning of the nineteen Indigenous participants.
Qualitative analysis of the data drawn from yarning resulted in the identification of
ten themes that encapsulate the experiences of Indigenous higher education
students in online learning. These themes support the finding that a relational
epistemology underpins the learning of Indigenous higher education students. The
themes formed the foundation of the development of six principles for the design of
online learning environments that are inclusive of Indigenous higher education
students. The study also concluded that whole of institution approaches are needed
to enhance the learning and experiences of Indigenous students. To this end sixteen
recommendations for research, policy and practice are presented.
The research findings address a need for guidelines that education designers,
teaching academics and other interested people and institutions can use in the
design of inclusive online learning environments that will enhance the experiences of
Indigenous higher education students in online learning.
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Abbreviations and Terms
ACIKE

The Australian Centre for Indigenous Knowledges and Education

BIITE

Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education

CDU

Charles Darwin University

DSA

Diversity and Structural Adjustment

LMS

Learning Management System

PTS

Preparation for Tertiary Success

RITE

Remote Indigenous Teacher Education

SMS

Student Management System

TEP

Tertiary Entrance Program

Course

A course is the totality of the components (or units) of study that lead
to a qualification.

Unit

A unit is a subject with a specific learning focus within a course
structure. A unit is usually offered over one semester. At CDU a
three-year undergraduate course usually comprises of 24 units.
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1 Introduction
Introduction
Online learning is an integral component of higher education in Australia. This has
been driven by the ubiquity of the Learning Management System (LMS) in
Australian universities (Baik, Naylor, & Arkoudis, 2015), which has blurred the
distinction between internal and external modes of enrolment. The LMS and digital
technologies are a disruptive force in higher education. They have changed the
spaces where higher education takes place, the tools used in learning and the
people that students can connect with. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
have embraced the use of digital technologies in a range of educational contexts
(Christie, 2009; Eady, 2010; Kral & Schwab, 2012), however, it is not clear whether
the digital disruption that is taking place in higher education through the LMS is
transforming the historical inequities in educational outcomes for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people or replicating them in virtual spaces.

While Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are underrepresented in higher
education in Australia (Behrendt, Larkin, Griew, & Kelly, 2012), they are more likely
than non-Indigenous students to be enrolled in fully external courses delivered
online (Stone, 2016a). This is a concern as students who study fully online are much
more likely not to complete their course than students studying in other modes
(Department of Education, 2014). This concern is exacerbated by data that reveal
that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are significantly less likely to

1

complete their courses than non-Indigenous students (Greenland & Moore, 2014).
Hence, race impacts on achievement in higher education, as does learning mode.
This thesis is premised on the view that to address the disparate achievement
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students in online learning environments,
a deep understanding is required of the experiences that Indigenous students have
within Learning Management Systems across various modes of enrolment. This
understanding is a prerequisite to the design of solutions that will potentially
address current inequities in enrolment and completion rates between Indigenous
and non-Indigenous higher education students

Terms used in this study
In this study the terms ‘Indigenous’ and ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’ are
used interchangeably to denote Australian First Nations people, whereas the term
‘indigenous’ (in lower case) refers generically to First Nation peoples from around
the world. These generic terms are used rather than clan or geographical names
that “situate the local” (B. Martin, 2017a, p. 1287) given that this study is about
finding the threads of experience that are shared by Indigenous participants from
different places and backgrounds.

The term ‘online learning’ has a specific meaning in this study. Online learning
means different things to different people. For many people it evokes a picture of
technology enabled distance education that takes place completely via the internet
and is utilised by people who cannot physically access a university campus due to
their location or because of work or other constraints. In this thesis the term ‘online
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learning’ is more encompassing than that. It refers to higher education study
whereby the student is required to engage with the institutional learning
management system (LMS) regardless of their enrolment mode. This acknowledges
the ubiquity of the LMS and the reality that 99 per cent of first year higher
education students at Australian universities use an institutional LMS (Baik et al.,
2015). Higher education students utilise the online learning environment within the
LMS to access their learning materials and submit assignments, regardless of
whether they are enrolled as internal or external students or studying in blended
learning modes.

Background
This section provides some background on Indigenous higher education at the site
of the study, and in the broader national and international contexts. This
background highlights the significance of this study in terms of the need and
importance of developing a strong evidence base about the experiences of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander higher education students in online learning in
order to enhance their experiences and outcomes in higher education.
1.3.1 The context of this study: Charles Darwin University
This study took place at Charles Darwin University (CDU), a regional university in the
Northern Territory, Australia. CDU originated from humble beginnings as a provider
of adult education classes in the early 1950s. After iterations as a community
college and an institute of technology it became the Northern Territory University
(NTU) in 1989 and Charles Darwin University in 2003 (Webb, 2014). CDU is a dualsector university offering both higher education and vocational courses.
3

Significantly, the population base of the Northern Territory comprises of an
Indigenous population of over 30 per cent, as compared to 3 per cent nationally
(Taylor & Bell, 2013) and since its inception CDU has promoted itself as a university
with a commitment to Indigenous students (Charles Darwin University, 2016;
Webb, 2014).

CDU is one of two higher education providers based in the Northern Territory, with
the other being Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Higher Education (BIITE). CDU and
BIITE have a symbiotic relationship when it comes to the delivery of higher
education for Indigenous students. BIITE experienced serious financial difficulties
that were made public in 2009 when it was placed under receivership “six weeks
from insolvency” (Gilbey, 2014, p. 10). Under the management of the receivers,
BIITE’s higher education offerings were transferred to CDU through the Australian
Centre for Indigenous Knowledges and Education (ACIKE), which was promoted as a
partnership between BIITE and CDU (Gilbey, 2014; Reedy, 2013). The transferred
courses were redeveloped and accredited by CDU and offered at CDU from 2012
when BIITE ceased its delivery of undergraduate higher education courses.

BIITE academic staff members continue to teach into many of the courses that were
transferred to CDU. The BIITE staff members bring with them a commitment to
BIITE’s both-ways philosophy and pedagogy (Ober & Bat, 2007), with its focus on
aligning “western knowledge and education with that of First Nations worldviews
and epistemologies” (Gilbey, 2014, p. 7). In contrast, CDU does not have an
articulated educational philosophy for engaging with Indigenous students, even
4

though some CDU staff, and particularly those working in Indigenous focused
programs, engage with Indigenous pedagogies and protocols when working with
Indigenous students.

The transfer of higher education courses from BIITE to CDU had a significant impact
on Indigenous students even though continuing higher education students from
BIITE “were transferred into (where possible) analogous CDU courses and all new
ACIKE students were enrolled as CDU students” (Gilbey, 2014, p. 11). Not least of
these impacts was the change in the mode of delivery. BIITE’s director at the time
described the new delivery arrangements under the ACIKE partnership as
“providing a superior learning environment and a wider range of delivery options
for Indigenous people to participate in and achieve relevant higher education
qualifications” (Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education, 2010, p. 7).
These delivery options included internal and external modes, as well as the blended
learning option of block-mode in some courses.

However, there was vocal concern from Indigenous students and BIITE staff
members at the time about the potentially negative impacts of the transfer of
Indigenous students from the on-campus intensive block model of delivery at BIITE,
to the online-focused delivery of CDU. At CDU the Indigenous-only block-mode was
offered in selected courses, mainly ones that had previously been offered by BIITE.
Block-mode was a combination of online study through the institutional Learning
Management System (LMS) and intensive residential weeklong workshops held
mainly at BIITE campuses at Batchelor and Alice Springs. Block-mode was available
5

to Indigenous students only and provided the option of combining the flexibility of
online study with face-to-face engagement with an Indigenous cohort.

This was significantly different to the previous ‘Batchelor-mode’ that had been
offered to Indigenous students at BIITE pre-2012. In the ‘Batchelor-mode’ the oncampus blocks were significantly longer, there was no online component, and
students were usually able to complete their entire semester program while on
campus. Some Indigenous students embraced the change to the CDU block-mode
but others rebelled against its focus on self-paced online learning. This distinction in
modes is important in this study, as the experiences of online learning of some of
the participants were informed by having transitioned from the Batchelor-mode
pre-2012 to the block-mode at CDU.

CDU’s focus on online delivery commenced in 2002 with the specific aim of
broadening its potential student base. The impediments to operating a small
regional university are outlined in CDU’s 2014-2016 compact with the federal
government which states that “the Northern Territory is too expensive a jurisdiction
to operate in, and the population base too small, too dispersed and with too many
educational challenges, to financially sustain a contemporary university unto itself”
(Department of Industry Innovation Climate Change Science Research and Tertiary
Education, 2013, p. 7). The compact indicates that the ongoing financial viability for
CDU is dependent on its engagement in activities beyond the confines of the NT.
CDU’s strategic investment in online learning, commencing with online delivery in
2002, is an approach that allowed it to draw students from outside of its geographic
6

region and build a strong base of external student enrolments from across Australia.
This strategy proved to be successful, making CDU competitive in the national
higher education market. By 2014 over 90 per cent of CDU’s higher education
courses were offered online through the LMS (Charles Darwin University, 2015) and
over 70 per cent of CDU’s higher education students were studying externally
online by 2015 (Department of Industry, Innovation, Climate Change, Science,
Research and Tertiary Education, 2013). In line with this national focus, CDU’s
Indigenous higher education enrolment of 5.6 per cent of total enrolment (Charles
Darwin University, 2017) is made up of students from around Australia, not just
from the Northern Territory.

CDU’s online offerings utilise the Blackboard Learning Management System (LMS),
which comprises of a suite of software applications known at CDU as Learnline. The
Blackboard LMS is upgraded regularly to continually enhance its functionality and
the user experience. The technical functionality of the LMS has been a critical factor
in enabling CDU to pursue online learning as a strategic goal, but the LMS also
defines and limits the parameters, responsiveness and flexibility of CDU’s online
environment, factors that impact on learning design and the student experience.

In particular, the adoption of online learning requires the reconceptualization of
teaching practices. While CDU has placed significant investment into supporting
teaching academics to enhance their technological skills and pedagogical
approaches to teaching in online and blended learning environments, there
continues to be a lack of a consistent approach to learning design and considerable
7

variation in the quality of online environments and online teaching practices across
the university.

A particular pedagogical dilemma has been how to optimise the online environment
to cater for students enrolled in a unit in different modalities. The widespread
implementation of Learnline at CDU had the effect of bringing traditionally separate
cohorts of internal and external students into contact with one another in the
online learning environment through synchronous and asynchronous activities.
While there remain clear distinctions between internal and external enrolment
modes, the LMS contributes to an increasingly fuzzy line between what it means to
teach or to be an internal or external student.

Rather than existing as completely separate cohorts, students enrolled in a unit as
either internal or external students can interact online in lectures, tutorials and
activities in ways that are possible because of the technologies encompassed in the
LMS. Similarly, lecturers can teach internal and external students synchronously, if
they choose to, thus changing what it means to design learning experiences and
teach internal and external students. Teaching and learning design decisions
therefore need to take into account if and how to integrate students studying in
different modes. With respect to Indigenous students, consideration needs to be
given to whether, and how, links are going to be made in the learning environment
between Indigenous students enrolled in the block-mode with Indigenous and nonIndigenous students enrolled in internal and external modes. This was and remains
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a challenge for teachers, many of whom are transitioning from face-to-face to
online teaching.

The changing nature of higher education is happening at a time of increasing
Indigenous participation in higher education nationally. However, it is an ongoing
challenge to attract and retain Indigenous higher education students at CDU and in
the Northern Territory more broadly. CDU experienced a slight increase in
Indigenous student enrolments between 2004 and 2016 at a time of exponential
growth in the higher education sector as a whole. This can be seen in the following
figures. Figure 1.1 shows the pattern of commencing Indigenous student
enrolments at CDU against national trends over this period.

9000
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CDU
Commencing
Enrolments
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4000
3000

National
Commencing
Enrolments

2000
1000
0

Figure 1.1 Commencing Indigenous student enrolments 2004-2016
(Source: Selected Higher Education Statistics for relevant years, Department of Education and Training)
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Figure 1.2 Commencing and continuing Indigenous student enrolments 2004-2016
(Source: Selected Higher Education Statistics for relevant years, Department of Education and Training)

Figure 1.2 shows that CDU had a spike in Indigenous higher education enrolments in
2012 when the transfer of students from BIITE took effect. However, since then
Indigenous enrolments have remained steady and reflect an overall reduction in the
combined number of Indigenous students enrolling in CDU and BIITE over the past
decade.

CDU’s strategic plan identifies the institution’s intention to be recognised as a
leader in Indigenous higher education and to increase Indigenous student
commencements in higher education “to 15% of CDU students by 2025” (Charles
Darwin University, 2016, p. 7) whilst increasing overall student numbers by 100 per
cent over this same time frame. This ambitious target looks unrealistic given historic
and current patterns of Indigenous enrolment at CDU. To turn this around requires
significant effort and intention. The exploration in this study of the experiences of
Indigenous higher education students in online learning environments provides an
10

evidence base for that work and provides direction for changes in learning design
that will enhance the experiences of Indigenous students studying online at CDU.
1.3.2 The national context
Inequities in the higher education participation and success rates of Indigenous
students need to be understood from a historical perspective. From colonisation
until the 1960s Indigenous people were routinely excluded from education or
provided with only basic levels of training to prepare for a life of manual labour or
domestic service (Bin-Sallik, 1990; M. Nakata, 2007b) and it was not until the 1960s
that Indigenous people entered into higher education (Bin-Sallik, 1990).

Over the past decade, however, there have been steady increases in the proportion
of Indigenous students competing Year 12, the final year of high school, and an
increasing proportion of Indigenous people continuing to post-school education
(Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision, 2016).
However, while nationally there have been improvements in the participation and
attainment rates of Indigenous people in higher education since the mid-1990s
(Behrendt et al., 2012), there is still a long way to go. The number of Indigenous
higher education students grew 93 per cent from 8,830 in 2005 to 16,062 in 2015
(Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2017, p. 46); however, these high
levels of enrolment are offset by high levels of attrition, particularly in the first year
of university (Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2017).

The educational disadvantage of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
compared to the non-Indigenous population (Australian Human Rights Commission,
11

2016) is reflected in an Indigenous higher education participation rate of 1.6 per
cent (Universities Australia, 2017) even though Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people comprise 3 per cent of the Australian population (Australian Bureau of
Statistics, 2013). Additionally, a scan of higher education qualifications across the
Australian population shows that 5 per cent of Indigenous people hold a Bachelor
degree or higher, as compared to 24 per cent of non-Indigenous people (Australian
Bureau of Statistics, 2016b).

CDU’s focus on increasing the participation and success rates of Indigenous people
in higher education aligns with the national educational agenda to bridge the gap in
educational outcomes. A range of nationally significant reports, policies and
strategies and targeted funding have sought to address the continuing inequitable
levels of participation and success of Indigenous students in higher education (I.
Anderson, 2013; Behrendt et al., 2012). Two significant reports have focused the
national spotlight on changes needed in higher education to make it more
equitable. These are the Review of Australian Higher Education Final Report
(Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008) and the Review of Higher Education
Access and Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, Final Report
(Behrendt et al., 2012)

The Review of Australian Higher Education Final Report (Bradley et al., 2008)
recommended major reforms to the structure, organization and financing of the
higher education system to increase the number and quality of graduates required
to build “Australia’s future as a productive, fair and democratic country” (Bradley et
12

al., 2008, p. iv). Of particular note is the focus in the report on increasing both the
number and diversity of graduates, drawing on groups of people under-represented
in tertiary education: people from low socio-economic backgrounds, Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples and people from regional and remote areas.

The Higher Education Access and Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Peoples, Final Report (Behrendt et al., 2012) called for parity of educational
outcomes in higher education between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students
and made thirty-five recommendations to address the continuing educational
disparity. Its recommendations include the need for cultural change in universities,
the inclusion of Indigenous ideas and perspectives at all levels of university life
including governance, as well as increasing the numbers of Indigenous academic
staff.

More recently, the Indigenous Strategy 2017-2020 released by the peak body for
Australian Universities (Universities Australia, 2017) identifies that for parity of
participation to be achieved in higher education that the enrolment growth rates
for Indigenous students needs to be at least 50 per cent above non-Indigenous
student enrolment rates, and “ideally 100% above” (Universities Australia, 2017, p.
14). This strategy identifies a commitment by Australian universities to achieving
parity of participation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander in higher education
students by 2025, and parity of completion rate by field of study by 2028. However,
the vision appears incongruent with the widening of the participation gap between
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Indigenous and non-Indigenous students, regardless of the increasing number of
Indigenous people participating in higher education (Gray & Beresford, 2008).

The high level visions and recommendations in these national reviews and strategy
documents say little about the work of educators and their role in contributing to
positive change for Indigenous students through teaching and learning. The brief
mention of teaching and learning in the Indigenous Strategy 2017-20120 refers to
the importance of all staff to “recognise the importance of creating learning
environments for all students and working environments for all employees that are
respectful and welcoming, and that embed Indigenous views, knowledges and
voices” (Universities Australia, 2017, p. 28). How this is to be done is left to the
individual universities to develop their own “internal strategies and processes to
achieve these objectives” (Universities Australia, 2017, p. 27) or to “develop and
implement an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teaching and learning strategy
applicable across a range of curriculums” (Behrendt et al., 2012, p. xxii).

This university-by-university approach recognises the diverse and contextual nature
of learning and teaching, and the range of teaching and learning practices that have
been shown to work with Indigenous higher education students in a range of
programs and institutions (Asmar, 2012; Behrendt et al., 2012; Christie & Asmar,
2012; Ford, 2010). However, there is a dearth of guidelines to support universities
to think about how to enhance the learning and teaching of Indigenous students in
higher education contexts. This is reflected in comments by the Prime Minister that
“the largest gap in the national evidence base on education is in the evaluation of
14

policies, programs and teaching practices to identify what works best, for whom,
and in what circumstances” (Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2017,
p. 46). As a consequence, further work is needed at the national level to build an
evidence base of localised practices, but also of practical principles that can guide
institutions and educators to enhance learning environments and the learning
experiences of Indigenous higher education students in online and physical
environments.
1.3.3 The international context
The educational disadvantage that is experienced by Indigenous Australians is
shared by indigenous people in colonised countries around the world. Canada, the
United States and New Zealand are often regarded as natural comparators to
Australia in this regard, with very similar patterns to Australia in the socioeconomic, health and educational outcomes of their indigenous peoples (Cooke,
Mitrou, Lawrence, Guimond, & Beavon, 2007; Eady & Reedy, 2009; Gray &
Beresford, 2008; Warrior, 2012). Like Australia, all of these countries rank highly on
the United Nation’s Human Development Index “yet all have minority indigenous
populations with much poorer health and social conditions than non-Indigenous
peoples” (Cooke et al., 2007, p. 1).

Indigenous peoples are underrepresented in higher education across colonised
countries. In Canada 4 per cent of the population is Aboriginal, but representation
in higher education is just 1 per cent. Of those entering higher education only 20
per cent complete their degree (Warrior, 2012). Only 8 per cent of Canada’s
Aboriginal people have completed post-secondary education as compared to 20 per
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cent of non-Aboriginal Canadians (Pidgeon, 2016). In the USA there is also an
underrepresentation of Native people in higher education. As a result, 25 per cent
of the population has a bachelor’s degree as compared to 11% of the Native
population (Warrior, 2012). Attrition rates for Native Americans are also cause for
concern, as they are reportedly as high as 92 per cent in some courses (Warrior,
2012).

This pattern of under representation in higher education is also the experience of
Maori in New Zealand. Maori people constitute 15 per cent of the New Zealand
population but only 7 per cent of graduates from university undergraduate
programs (Theodore et al., 2016). In addition, minority indigenous populations in
countries such as Mexico and Chile also experience similar patterns of
underrepresentation in higher education (Department of Education Science and
Training, 2007). In Mexico, 10 per cent of the population is indigenous but it is
estimated that they comprise between only 1 and 3 per cent of the higher
education population (Schmelkes, 2009).

The factors leading to the underrepresentation of indigenous peoples in higher
education in colonised countries have strong similarities. Historically, educational
policies and practices were based on race superiority and racial oppression and the
legacies of these policies and practices continue to be felt in the present (B. M. J.
Brayboy, Solyom, & Castagno, 2015; Malin & Maidment, 2003; Theodore et al.,
2016).
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This level of structural disadvantage was not recognised until the 1960’s (Theodore
et al., 2016) and it was not until the 1970s that the force of indigenous rights
movements in the USA, Canada, New Zealand and Australia created an environment
where efforts to redress this disadvantage began in earnest (Theodore et al., 2016).
Although much has changed since the 1970s in terms of improved indigenous
participation and success in higher education in many countries around the world
(Malin & Maidment, 2003), exclusion from education continues to occur today
through systemic barriers to education, “defacto forms of institutionalized
discrimination” (Kirkness & Barnhardt, 2016, p. 96). To some extent exclusion from
education also continues by physically limiting access to education. In Mexico, for
example, the number of high schools and higher education institutions in
predominantly indigenous areas is limited (Schmelkes, 2009).
The marginalisation of indigenous cultures, languages and knowledges throughout
mainstream education systems also contributes to indigenous underrepresentation
in higher education internationally. In Mexico, for example, many students do not
complete primary school “as a consequence of the lack of cultural and linguistic
relevance of schools for indigenous populations” (Schmelkes, 2009, p. 6). Noncompletion of primary education has a negative impact on the flow through to high
school and higher education. In higher education institutions in the USA the same
issue exists about lack of respect for indigenous knowledges and culture,
contributing to “feelings of not belonging [which] can cause students to exit
prematurely” (B. M. J. Brayboy et al., 2015, p. 158). Students experience these
feelings of exclusion in relation to their overall experience of higher education and
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also in relation to “curriculum, pedagogical practices, and extracurricular
opportunities” (B. M. J. Brayboy et al., 2015, p. 158).

One approach to improving educational access and opportunity for indigenous
peoples, has been through the establishment of indigenous higher education
institutions, as has occurred in the United States, New Zealand, Canada and Mexico.
This responds to the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (United
Nations, 2008) which outlines the right of indigenous peoples around the world “to
establish and control their educational systems and institutions providing education
in their own languages, in a manner appropriate to their cultural methods of
teaching and learning” (United Nations, 2008). These institutions have produced
demonstrable increases in the numbers of indigenous people accessing higher
education and many of these institutions boast significantly better academic
outcomes for indigenous people that are achieved in mainstream institutions (B. M.
J. Brayboy et al., 2015; Schmelkes, 2009; Warrior, 2012).

Although the establishment of indigenous higher education institutions has had
positive outcomes in many countries, indigenous participation mainly takes place in
mainstream higher education institutions (Theodore et al., 2016). Approaches to
increasing the participation and success of indigenous people in mainstream higher
education institutions generally takes place in two ways, through affirmative action
to increase participation, including through scholarships and other financial
support, and by engaging in processes to make mainstream universities more
inclusive, such as through “interculturization” (Schmelkes, 2009) in the Mexican
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context, and “indigenization” (Pidgeon, 2016) in the Canadian one.
Changing the status quo of higher education systems is difficult, however, and
“system wide and institutional transformation will take time” (Pidgeon, 2016, p.
88). In the Mexican context it is recognised that real attempts to “interculturalize
conventional universities” (Schmelkes, 2009, p. 7) are few and far between, and in
Canada the indigenization of higher education institutions has been slow (Pidgeon,
2016, p. 88).

The frustration felt by indigenous people at the slow rate of change in the academy
leads to questions such as the following:

Why do universities continue to perpetuate policies and practices that
historically have produced abysmal results for First Nations students, when
we have ample research and documentary evidence to indicate the
availability of more appropriate and effective alternatives? (Kirkness &
Barnhardt, 2016, p. 96)

Strategies for improving indigenous student experiences and outcomes in higher
education have been developed in a range of contexts (Battiste, Bell, & Findlay,
2002; Kirkness & Barnhardt, 2016; Larimore & McClellan, 2005; R. G. Martin, 2005;
Warrior, 2012). Some consistent messages for change have been articulated,
including “that Indigenous people themselves have a critical role to play at every
stage of the process, including as faculty, staff, researchers and administrators”
(Warrior, 2012, p. 23).
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The international literature indicates that changes in the academy involve a
fundamental shift away from the ways that higher education institutions think
about success in terms of participation and completion rates, and a greater focus on
the experiences of indigenous people in the academy. It involves institutions
considering how they are meeting the expectations of their indigenous students
and about how those students are experiencing higher education (Pidgeon, 2016, p.
88). The intended outcome of shifting the institutional mindset away from a focus
on credentialing is repositioning students “in more humanistic, culturally-sensitive
terms, such as a desire for ‘respect’, ‘relevance’, ‘reciprocity’, and ‘responsibility’”
(Kirkness & Barnhardt, 2016, p. 100). This approach to institutional change is
equally relevant to the Australian context.

Significance
The previous section highlights the continuing educational disadvantage
experienced by indigenous peoples in Australia and around the world and some of
the approaches that have been taken to address and redress this disadvantage.
There is clearly no single, quick or easy solution to shifting entrenched educational
disadvantage. Positive changes are undeniably occurring and are reflected in an
increasing number of Indigenous Australians accessing higher education. But as
higher education in the digital age is increasingly taking place in the virtual spaces of
online learning environments, there is work to be done to understand how this shift
from face-to-face to online learning impacts on Indigenous students. In this regard,
this research is significant in contributing to our understanding of the experiences

20

of Indigenous people and online learning in higher education at the site of the
study.

There is a vast body of literature about online learning in higher education, but only
a small body of work that references the experiences of Indigenous students in the
Australian context (Dreamson, Thomas, Lee Hong, & Kim, 2017). Reference to
Indigenous higher education students in online learning is mainly in the context of
equity studies (Stone, 2017; L. Thomas & Heath, 2014). While there is some
literature on the use of digital technologies by Indigenous adults in vocational
education (Boyle & Wallace, 2011; Wallace, 2010a) and community education
contexts (Kral, 2010; Kral & Schwab, 2012), there is limited literature that focuses
on Indigenous adult learners and online learning in higher education (Anthony &
Keating, 2013; Reedy & Gulwa Wauchope, 2016; L. Thomas & Heath, 2014).
Consequently, there is a need for practical guidance for education developers and
academic staff in the design, development and facilitation of online learning that
involves indigenous people. This research is significant in that it contributes to an
understanding of the experiences of Indigenous higher education students in online
learning and provides practical guidance for the design and development of online
learning environments that will enhance those experiences.

Another area of significance in the research is the critical approach it takes to online
learning by looking at the “state-of-the–actual” (Selwyn, 2011, p. 715) rather than
viewing online learning from an idealised perspective that assumes that technology
is inherently transformative. Digital technologies are an integral part of 21st century
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life and their ubiquity is reflected in the extent to which they have been adopted in
higher education teaching and learning. Their prevalence has contributed to an
underlying belief by people working with learning technologies that the use of
technology is intrinsically linked with enhanced learning and teaching outcomes
(Selwyn, 2011, p. 713). Selwyn ascribes this thinking to “an almost unconscious urge
to improve the human condition through technology” (Selwyn, 2011, p. 714).

This tendency towards technological determinism needs to be balanced with a dose
of skepticism, or pessimism, about the benefits of learning technologies as well as
with a “critical [perspective] on the use of technology in educational settings”
(Selwyn, 2011, p. 713). This study is therefore significant in that it offers a critical
perspective of online learning, and it explores online learning through the
experiences of Indigenous students in online learning in higher education. In so
doing the study makes visible the gaps at the site of the study between “the
rhetoric and the reality of technology use in education” (Selwyn, 2011, p. 715).

This study also has methodological significance. The use of yarning as a research
method by a non-Indigenous researcher is significant in this study. Yarning has been
framed very recently as a legitimate and culturally appropriate way for indigenous
researchers to engage in data collection with indigenous participants (Bessarab,
2012; Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010; Kickett, 2011). In this study yarning was also
shown to be effective in providing the non-Indigenous researcher with an ethical
conceptual and practical framework for engagement and interaction with
Indigenous participants.
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Statement of the Problem
Learning in higher education increasingly takes place in online environments, hence,
there is a need for the development of principles to guide the design and
development of online learning environments that respect and value the
knowledges and epistemologies of Indigenous people. This is particularly relevant
given the persistent underrepresentation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students participating and successfully completing higher education, and the lack of
evidence about how learning in online environments contributes to or hinders
participation and success.

Aims and Research Questions
The aims of this study were to develop an understanding of the experiences of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander higher education students in online learning,
and from this to distil principles for the design of online learning environments that
can be used to enhance the design of those environments and, as a consequence,
enhance the experiences of students engaging in online learning in those
environments. These aims are reflected in the research questions.

Research Question 1: How do Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander higher education
students experience online learning environments?
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Research Question 2: What principles can be drawn from Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander higher education students’ experiences of online learning to inform
the design of culturally inclusive online learning environments?

Research Design
The research design reflects the aims, nature and the context of the study. The
research was focused on developing practical solutions to the real world problem of
the inequitable participation and success of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students in online learning environments in higher education. The research was
focused initially on the development of principles for the design of online learning
environments that would support the learning intentions of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people.

Education Design Research (EDR) (McKenney & Reeves, 2012) was used as the
methodological framework for the study because of its focus on developing
practical solutions to educational problems. EDR also provided a robust design
framework that was flexible enough to be adapted to the context and priorities of
this study. Of note, while EDR has three core processes (McKenney & Reeves, 2012
p. 77), the first of these processes, ‘Analysis and Exploration’ was the focus of this
study.
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Figure 1.3 Generic model for conducting design research in education
(Source: McKenney & Reeves, 2012, p. 77)

The decision to focus on the first phase of the EDR process was taken carefully. In
the constantly changing world of digital technology use there is pressure to adopt
the latest technology trends in order not to be left behind. As a consequence, in the
educational technology space there is a tension between being aware of and using
the most current and cutting edge technologies, and using digital technologies for
sound pedagogical reasons. Given the intractable nature of the inequitable
outcomes for Indigenous students in higher education, a quick fix technology driven
solution seemed unlikely to address the underpinning reasons for this. Instead, the
approach taken consisted of a more considered and in-depth analysis of how
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people experience higher education in online
learning environments in order to learn from them about what changes are needed.

The methods used in the analysis and exploration phase of the EDR process were
guided by the context of the study, with a particular focus on the Indigenous
context of the research. Yarning (Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010) was used as the
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primary data collection method to ensure that the voices of the Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander students and members of the reference group were privileged
in the study. In all, nineteen Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander past and current
students of Charles Darwin University participated in the study. They were, or had
been, enrolled in a range of disciplines across the university and all were enrolled in
online learning though their enrolment as external, internal or block-mode
students, or in a combination of these modalities.

Thematic analysis and the construction of case summaries were the main forms of
data analysis used in the study. Audio recordings of the yarning sessions were
transcribed and the qualitative software tool NVivo was used to assist with thematic
analysis of the data. The process of deconstructing the yarning transcripts into
themes had the effect of decontextualizing the participants’ stories. This was
countered by the construction of case summaries for four of the participants. The
case summaries were used to build a holistic picture of each of the participants’
experiences in online learning and to show the relationship of those experiences
back to the overarching themes. The themes were the basis for further analysis that
led to the development of the learning design principles that were drawn from the
study.

Positioning of the researcher
In social research it is well established that the worldview of the researcher brings
particular biases to the research (Denzin as cited in Fusch & Ness, 2015, p. 1411). To
this end, I locate myself in the research as white, female and from the middle-class.
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I have been an educator for twenty-five years, the last thirteen of those in the
Northern Territory, at Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education (BIITE)
and Charles Darwin University (CDU).

The impetus for this study came from my work as an education developer at Charles
Darwin University (CDU). During 2010 and 2011 I led a multi-disciplinary team of
education developers, learning technologists and graphic designers in a project to
develop or redevelop 81 units of study in 17 courses for online delivery under the
flagship of the Australian Centre of Indigenous Knowledges and Education (ACIKE), a
partnership between CDU and Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education
(BIITE).

This led to a period of engagement with academic staff from BIITE and CDU to
design and develop these units in CDU’s institutional Learning Management System
(LMS). The varying responses of Indigenous students at the idea of engaging in
online learning, as well as their subsequent and disparate experiences of online
learning, led to reflection and consideration of how the design of online learning
environments could be optimised for Indigenous students. This reflection was
combined with concern about the lack of design principles and guidelines to
support the design of learning environments for students from Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander backgrounds, and the possibility that this could contribute to
online learning environments that perpetuate inequitable outcomes for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people in higher education.
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This background makes visible some of the component parts of my identity and
experiences. They inform my worldview and influenced the design of the research
and the research practices.

In particular, I want to make visible my place and positioning in a gendered and
racialised Australian society where whiteness is normalised and racism in its various
forms impacts on every aspect of society. My whiteness has multiple dimensions
that are relevant in the research context.

First, whiteness is a location of structural advantage, of race
privilege. Second it is a “standpoint”, a place from which white
people look at ourselves, at others, and at society. Third,
“whiteness” refers to a set of cultural practices that are usually
unmarked and unnamed (Frankenberg, 1993, p. 1).

The declaration of my positioning makes visible the bias inherent in my subject
position in terms of the race privilege that I hold, in the way I see myself and others,
and in terms of the way I engage in, and may be oblivious to, the normative
practices of whiteness in society and in higher education, even as I seek to call them
out.

My awareness of the normative positioning of whiteness influenced decisions in the
design of the research and in my enactment of the research as I attempted to see
beyond my own worldview and to better “hear and interpret the behaviour and
reflections of others” (Fusch & Ness, 2015, p. 1411). This awareness influenced the
research design and the choice of yarning as method, given that it privileges the
28

voices and worldviews of the Indigenous participants. The incorporation of a
reference group, comprising mainly of Indigenous people, provided a critical frame
of reference to challenge and shape my assumptions, beliefs and understandings
throughout the research study.

Limitations of the study
The validity and reliability of the findings from this study need to be considered in
light of the research design and the context of the study.

The study draws on a small sample size of nineteen participants. The findings of the
study do not claim to be representative of the range of experiences that Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander higher education students have in online learning
environments although the reliability of the findings at the site of the study are
supported by data saturation. The key topics, ideas and themes drawn from the
participants’ experiences in online learning were reinforced across the yarning
sessions and no further participants were sought for the study once no new themes
or ideas were being revealed in those sessions. The study included a broad sample
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander higher education students in terms of
gender, location, age and field of study. Although the sample size was small, the
data obtained was rich in terms of the data quality. It was “many-layered, intricate,
detailed [and] nuanced” (Fusch & Ness, 2015, p. 1409) and it was thick in terms of
the high volume of data that came from the yarning sessions. Consequently, the
sample size of this study, though small, is considered to be the optimum size for the
study.

29

The participant selection process was primarily directed towards people who were
current higher education students at the site of the study. Efforts were also made to
identify Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people who had withdrawn from their
studies. This was an important attempt to gain insight into the full range of
experiences that influence students to persist or alternatively decide not to
continue with higher education, especially where online learning is involved. The
final composition of the study included eighteen continuing students and only one
who had withdrawn from her course. The findings, therefore, need to be viewed
from the perspective that they may not present the full extent of the negative
impact that online learning has on some Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students. This consideration is moderated somewhat by the experiences that many
of the participants shared of incidents that had caused them to contemplate
withdrawing from their courses in the past or were contributing to their
contemplation of withdrawal at the time the study took place.

The research design focused on the first of the three phases of the Educational
Design Research (EDR) framework (McKenney & Reeves, 2012). The focus on one
phase of EDR is both a strength and weakness of the study. The intention in
focusing on the first phase of the EDR process, comprising of in-depth investigation
and analysis of the research problem, was to avoid rushing into the development
and implementation of online learning design solutions without first establishing a
strong evidence base. It was important to take time with this phase of research to
ensure that the voices of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participants were
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the driving force behind the development of the draft design principles and other
outputs from the study. The strength of focusing on the first phase of the EDR
process was that it resulted in new understandings of the experiences of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander students in online learning both inside and outside of the
designed learning environment.

The limitation of this approach was that while draft design principles were
developed in the study, they did not go through iterative cycles of trialing and
refinement, as would be the case if all phases of the Educational Design Research
had been conducted. As a result, the draft design principles developed in this study
cannot be regarded as “proto-theories” (R. Phillips, McNaught, & Kennedy, 2012, p.
92), or modest theories that can reliably provide others with guidelines for their use
on other settings. That is, the design principles as they are presented in this thesis
are initial principles and are not generalizable to other contexts.

Chapter Outlines
This first chapter provides a background and context to the study. The chapter
addresses the significance of the study, the aims of the research, outlines the
research problem and the research questions. An introduction to the
methodological approach to the study and an overview of its limitations are also
contained in this chapter. The positioning of the researcher in the study is disclosed,
to make visible the experiences, motivations, beliefs and values that have informed
the research and its design and execution. The first chapter provides the reader
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with an overview of the study and a guide to the relationship the subsequent
chapters have to one another.

Chapter two explores the literature in relation to this study. The literature review is
structured in three sections. These align to the three micro-cycles of Education
Design Research that are conducted in this study. Firstly, the literature is explored
to gain a foundational understanding of the research problem, that is, to establish a
base line of understanding of online learning in higher education contexts with a
specific focus on Indigenous people. This includes an exploration of the literature in
relation to race and ethnicity to better understand the impact of diversity on
learning in western academic constructs. Secondly, the literature is reviewed in
relation to the ten themes that are identified from the yarning with Indigenous
higher education students about their experiences of online learning. The third
stage of the literature review explores learning design models and frameworks,
particularly in relation to online learning design. These three sections of the
literature review contribute an understanding of the field and to the design
principles that are established from the study.

Chapter three describes and justifies the research design and the use of Educational
Design Research (EDR) as the framing methodology for the study, as well as how its
implementation has been guided by Indigenous methodologies and approaches. It
describes the data collection methods, including the use of yarning as a culturally
appropriate method for collecting data when engaging in research with Indigenous
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people. This chapter also describes the sampling methods used in the selection of
the nineteen participants and provides a profile of the participants’ characteristics.

In chapter four a holistic picture of the participants’ experiences in online learning
in higher education is presented through the use of case summaries. The case
summaries demonstrate the application of the themes that are drawn from the
research in relation to the lived experiences of four of the participants. The case
summaries illustrate the relevance of the themes in the context the participants’
diverse backgrounds and lives.

In chapter five the ten themes that have been drawn from the study are presented
and discussed. These themes represent common threads that run through the
participants’ stories and experiences, regardless of the diversity of the modes in
which they were enrolled and the variations in their experiences. The themes were
drawn from analysis of the yarning sessions held with the participants and the
voices of the participants as they tell their stories are a key focus of this chapter.

In chapter six the themes that were drawn from Indigenous higher education
students’ experiences of online learning in the previous chapter are discussed in
relation to online learning design. The evolution of the design principles are also
discussed and six principles are proposed to bridge the gap between existing
learning design models and the expressed needs and preferences of Indigenous
students in online learning contexts.
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In chapter seven the study is summarised in terms of the three micro-cycles of
research that took place within the Design Based Research framework that guided
the research structure. Each micro-cycle produced data that were analysed and
which cumulatively led to answers to the research questions and a design solution
that was articulated through the development of six learning design principles. In
addition to the design principles, recommendations are proposed for actions that
can be taken at the university level that would also enhance the experience of
Indigenous students in online learning environments. This final chapter of the thesis
responds to the research questions and outlines the implications of the research for
policy, practice and research.
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Chapter 2

Literature Review
Introduction

This chapter presents key literature that informed the research. The literature
review was conducted iteratively over the course of the study and is presented in
three parts. The first phase of Education Design Research (EDR) (McKenney &
Reeves, 2012) involves analysis and exploration, which in this study was conducted
over three micro-cycles of investigation. Each of these micro-cycles had a different
focus, as shown in the flow diagram below, and literature was reviewed during each
of these micro-cycles to inform the focus of the research at that point in time.

Micro-cycle 1:
Review of context
and literature

Micro-cycle 2:
Research yarning,
identify themes
and review
literature

Micro-cycle 3:
Review of
literature and
develop design
principles

Figure 2.1 Three micro-cycles of EDR

The first micro-cycle of research was exploratory, and the literature reviewed at
that stage provided a foundation for the study. The literature was used to help
unpack and refine the research problem and “to seek out and learn from how
others have viewed and solved similar problems” (McKenney & Reeves, 2012, p.
85). This first part of the literature review explores the construction of race and the
ways in which race is positioned through critical race theory and whiteness studies
as well as through Indigenous philosophies and methodologies. This exploration of
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race provides insight into the impact of race on educational participation and
outcomes for Indigenous Australians and informs the research process.

In the second micro-cycle of research extensive data was obtained from the
research participants through the process of yarning, which led to the identification
of ten themes. The review of literature at this stage of the research was to
investigate what was already known about these themes and to identify synergies,
gaps and inconsistencies between the literature and the experiences of the
participants in online learning in higher education.

In the third micro-cycle of exploration and analysis, the literature on selected
learning design models and approaches was reviewed to assist in the translation of
the themes into design principles.

Literature review part 1: Unpacking the research problem
The premise underlying this study is that race and identity impact on learning.
Disparity in educational outcomes clearly indicates that the experience of learning is
different for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students at all levels of the Australian
education system (M. Nakata, 2007b; Rudolph, 2011). To that end, the literature
review explores the impact of race on identity construction and on Indigenous
people’s participation and success in higher education.
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2.2.1 The social construction of race
The review of the literature led to an understanding of race as socially constructed,
with the impact of race on identity as a product of the way in which race has been
constructed as a problem.

“Race” is a political and social construct. It is the organizing discursive
category around which has been constructed a system of socio-economic
power, exploitation and exclusion – i.e. racism (Hall as cited in Gunaratnam,
2003, p. 4).

The scientific basis for racial classification has long been debunked and indeed,
scientific research indicates that “differences attributable to “race” within a
population are as great as that between racially defined populations” (Hall as cited
in Gunaratnam, 2003, p. 4). Yet the social construction of race is a potent force and
is a strong factor in the identity construction of Indigenous Australians (KickettTucker, 2009). This is problematic given the negative social construction of being an
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander person, whereby “it is a daily occurrence to
receive some type of reminder from society that one is Aboriginal” (Sarra, 2005, p.
12).

The negative social construction of race is a legacy of Australia’s colonial past that
has continued into the present “in the politicized context of contemporary
colonialism” (Alfred & Corntassel, 2005, p. 597). The dominant, white racial group
has used the negative construction of Aboriginality systematically as a legitimate
means to achieve political, social and economic ends. This has created the social,
political and economic disadvantage and marginalisation that are experienced by
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Indigenous people today as “unequal treatment in terms of racism, prejudice and
discrimination” (Bolt, 2009, p. 107).

The racism experienced by Indigenous Australians across society has been
experienced similarly in educational environments given that “educational
institutions are directly involved in and reflect the social, cultural and economic
activity of society” (Nelson & Creagh, 2013, p. 1). The negative social construction
of race, therefore, helps to explain the continuing disparity in educational
achievement between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students in Australia. These
disparities exist even though inclusive educational policies, including positive
discrimination measures, were implemented from the 1970’s (Bin-Sallik, 2003;
Cameron, 2005) with the intent of portraying Indigenous cultures and people as “no
longer inferior just different” (M. Nakata, 2002, p. 282).

Yet the educational experiences of Indigenous people continues to be characterised
by systemic biases and a deficit approach to the education of Indigenous people
(Eckermann, 1999) attributed to cultural difference (Cameron, 2005) and
entrenched racism (Bin-Sallik, 2003; Eckermann, 1999). This is hardly surprising
given that persistent and undeniable racial inequality is the logical consequence of
organised racial advantage that is built into core institutions including schools and
universities (Brown et al., 2003).

The deficit discourse that surrounds Indigenous identity has a direct impact on how
Indigenous people see themselves and each other and how they are seen by non38
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Indigenous people (Bolt, 2009; Fforde, Bamblett, Lovett, Gorringe, & Fogarty, 2013;
Gorringe, Ross, & Fforde, 2011; Sarra, 2005, 2015; Wallace, 2010b). For Indigenous
youth, for example, racial identity construction is strongly influenced by “what you
look like and how others see you” (Kickett-Tucker, 2009, p. 119). The internalisation
of the negative construction of Aboriginal identity can manifest in the form of
lateral violence, whereby a person’s Aboriginality is questioned if they are
academically successful. That is, the social construction of indigeneity as deficit has
been so ingrained that academic success is interpreted by Indigenous people as
being in conflict with the identity of being an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander
person (Sarra, 2005).

This negative framing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander identity flows through
to participation in education and educational achievement (Sarra, 2005), through “a
narrative of negativity, deficiency and disempowerment” (Fforde et al., 2013, p.
162). The marginalising practices in education are extensively documented (M.
Nakata, 2007b; Rudolph, 2011; Sarra, 2005) and often result in self-limiting
perceptions by Indigenous students of their own academic ability. That is, the
narrative of the negative construction of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
identity has been internalised by many Indigenous people. Wallace found, for
example, that “people’s identity or knowledge; their view of themselves, and the
way they are identified by others, determines the way they interact with
educational institutions” (Wallace 2009 p. 3). This was evident in the experience of
Sarra (2005), whose perception of his own abilities was based on the limited views

39

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 2

of white people to the point that higher education did not seem like an option for
him.

I was establishing ‘my place’ in accordance with what many white people
believed was my place. This place they had for me was based on very limited
perceptions of Aboriginal people. Unfortunately, and without any
awareness, I was subscribing to those same limited perceptions (Sarra, 2005,
p. 17).

The self-limiting belief that higher education is not a place for Aboriginal and or
Torres Strait islander people may also be felt after gaining entry into higher
education, where “these feelings of inadequacy were coupled with the anxiety of
being in what seemed like a foreign place” (Sarra, 2005, p. 15). Educational
institutions have been sites where negative constructions of Indigenous ability have
been perpetuated by curricula that reinforce Indigenous inferiority, by teaching
practices of exclusion and marginalisation, and by racist name calling and bullying
by other students (Sarra, 2005).

The impact of race and cultural difference extends to online learning environments
(Hando, 2014; L. Henderson, 1996; Oztok, 2013) where “culturally-hegemonic
perspectives” (Oztok, 2013, p. iii) are perpetuated. This can be traced back to the
worldviews of the designers and facilitators of online environments who “are
inextricably tied to their societal context and thus infused with the cultural, class,
and gendered influences resulting from the subtle and intricate interplay of these
factors” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 87). The often unwitting replication of the
normative values of whiteness (Rudolph, 2011) in face-to-face and online learning
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environments impacts detrimentally on learners from non-traditional backgrounds
who are required “to assimilate to mainstream beliefs and values at the expense of
their own identities” (Oztok, 2013, p. iii) and who do this as a means of gaining
“access to educational resources or to legitimise their learning experiences” (Oztok,
2013, p. iii).

Re-framing the deficit discourse around Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people to a strength based one is a critical aspect of increasing Indigenous
educational success. A strength-based model of education is argued by many
Indigenous academics as fundamental to the academic success of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander students in schools and higher education (Fforde et al.,
2013; Gorringe et al., 2011; Sarra, 2015).

The development of culturally safe learning environments is a means of
addressing the multiple issues facing Indigenous people in higher education and
safeguards Indigenous students “from being “whitewashed” in these institutions”
(Bin-Sallik, 2003, p. 22). Cultural safety is about “shared respect, shared meaning,
shared knowledge and experience of learning together (Eckermann, Dowd,
Martin, & al. as cited in Williams, 1999, p. 213), where culturally safe
environments are defined as spaces that are “spiritually, socially and emotionally
safe, as well as physically safe for people; where there is no assault challenge or
denial of their identity, of who they are and what they need” (Bin-Sallik, 2003, p.
27).
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2.2.2 Theorising race
The relevance of the social construction of race to this study led to exploration of
theoretical understandings of race through critical social theory, and particularly
through the lens of critical race theory and whiteness studies. This exploration also
led to an examination of indigenous and indigenist theories and research
methodologies. These theories helped to frame the researcher’s positioning in the
study and focus the research.

The intent of critical social theory is to expose and explain flaws in society, critique
these flaws, and often to identify practical and achievable goals for changing the
status quo. Critical theory is a reflective approach to social enquiry that involves the
critique of society with the intent of achieving emancipatory and practical
objectives, where the purpose of research is “enquiry done for explicit political,
utopian purposes, a politics of liberation, a reflexive discourse constantly in search
of an open-ended, subversive, multivoiced epistemology” (Lather as cited in Denzin
& Lincoln, 2008, p. 5).

Critical social theory provides a paradigmatic starting point to this study in which
the inequities experienced by Indigenous students in higher education were
examined in online environments. A critical approach was needed to understand
what and who is privileged in online learning, and to “challenge existing knowledge
and problematize the traditional power relations that have served to marginalize
specific groups and individuals” (J. Kincheloe, McLaren, & Steinberg, 2011 p. 166).
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Critical race theory emerged as a branch of critical social theory from the civil rights
movement in the United States in the 1960s as a response “to the social condition
of racially oppressed people” (Kumasi, 2011 p. 198). It was led by legal scholars in
an attempt to counter the erosion of hard won civil rights in the face of liberal
ideology which was “content with slow and protracted legal reforms so long as they
were on white America’s terms or converged with their interests” (Kumasi, 2011 p.
206). That is, critical race theory was drawn from an understanding that “whites will
promote racial advances for blacks only when those advances also promote white
self interest” (Bell as cited in Kumasi, 2011, p. 207). This appraisal emphasises the
political nature of race relations and the contested nature of reforms towards
equity when they challenge the power and control held by the white majority.

Critical race theory is now used as a framework to explain inequalities in areas other
than the law, for example, to critique the impact of race in education (Aveling 2003;
Aveling et al. 2012; Hart 2003; Kumasi 2011; Maxwell 2012; McDonald 2003).
Critical race theory provides a frame for considering the intractability of educational
inequity in terms of the resistance of the dominant structures to relinquish power
and control in order to redress the imbalance towards Indigenous Australians. Subcategories of critical race theory have developed and also provide a language and
concepts to critique distinct aspects of racism. These include whiteness studies
(Frankenberg, 1993; Moreton-Robinson, 2000) and ideologies such as colour
blindness (Bonilla-Silva, 2010).
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The normative positioning of whiteness, and the power and privilege that comes
with that positioning, is the object of analysis in whiteness studies. That is,
whiteness needs to be acknowledged and critiqued “in a world where the
advantages of whiteness [are] carved out of other people’s disadvantages” (Lipsitz,
1998, p. xiii). This is in contrast to the normalization of white privilege whereby
whiteness is unmarked and the economic, employment and social benefits
associated with whiteness are hidden.

Despite the well-intentioned interest of many white people in countering racism,
Lipsitz argues that “those of us who are ‘white’ can only become part of the
solution if we recognise the degree to which we are already part of the problem –
not because of our race but because of our possessive investment in it” (Lipsitz,
1998 p. 22). Frankenberg calls this recognition of the privilege of whiteness as
“race-cognizance” (Frankenberg, 1993, p. 182). It is through race-cognizance that
attention can be turned away from white guilt to focus instead on ways in which
white privilege can be used “in the task of dismantling the edifice of
racism”(Frankenberg, 1993, p. 182). A critique of whiteness has been used to this
effect in the Australian context, to make visible systemic racism in educational
institutions, policies and practices (Gunstone, 2009; Nicoll, 2004; Rudolph, 2011).

The complexity of race issues, however, makes it difficult to critique race as an
isolated from other dimensions that constitute identity. Frankenberg describes
whiteness as a relational category, one that is “coconstructed with a range of other
racial and cultural categories, with class and with gender” (Frankenberg 1993 p.
44

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 2

236), however always a category that “signals the production and reproduction of
dominance rather than subordination, normativity rather than marginality, and
privilege rather than disadvantage” (Frankenberg, 1993, p. 237). This complexity of
race issues and the intersection of race with other categories is commented on by
Brown (2003) when he reflects that “America is now a nation so racially
complicated that one black person can be secretary of state, while another is
racially profiled or sodomised in an New York City police station, all in the same
historical moment” (Brown et al., 2003, p. x). This brings an understanding of race in
the context of this study as being socially constructed and intersecting in complex
ways with other co-constituents of identity.

While critical race theory is relevant in an Australian context, critical race theory
does not address the impact of colonisation on indigenous people and on the
societies they live in. In the United States of America, TribalCrit has been developed
as a branch of critical race theory from a Native American perspective (J. Brayboy &
McKinley, 2005). In other parts of the world, including Australia, indigenous people
have also developed methodologies as localised responses to the failure of critical
theory to address “how indigenous cultures and their epistemologies were sites of
resistance and empowerment” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008 p. 8).

In the Australian context, Indigenous methodologies and approaches to research
address the impacts of race and colonisation by assuming research as a political act
(Christie, 2013; Guenther, 2015; Karen Martin, 2003; M. Nakata, 2007b; Lester
Irabinna Rigney, 1997; Helen Verran, 2015). Indigenous scholars have worked from
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within the academy in Australia and elsewhere to contest dominant western
research paradigms and thinking, to reframe and theorise about them for their own
purposes. In so doing they have contributed to an increasing “body of knowledge
of indigenous peoples about themselves and for themselves, and for their own
needs as peoples, rather than as objects of investigation” (Porsanger, 2004 p.105).
The extent to which Indigenous scholars in Australia have been successful in
achieving this shift is evident, for example, in the amount, quality and nature of
visible research conducted by Indigenous people within the academy (Bolt, 2009;
Ford, 2010; Gilbey, 2014; Kickett, 2011; Moreton-Robinson, 2000; M. Nakata,
2007b; Yunkaporta, 2009).

A response to the historical use of research to disempower and colonise (Lester
Irabinna Rigney, 1999; L. T. Smith, 1999) has been articulated in Australia in the
form of Indigenist methodologies, emancipatory approaches to research by
Indigenous people and for Indigenous people. Rigney’s Indigenist Methodology
(Lester Irabinna Rigney, 1997) articulates a means for Indigenous people to engage
in research as a decolonising practice through “defining controlling and owning
epistemologies and ontologies that value and legitimate the Indigenous experience”
(Lester Irabinna Rigney, 1997 p. 635). This approach does not reject western
research practices but challenges them and represents a rethinking of them in order
to deracialise them. Rigney’s Indigenist Methodology is one that demands that
“Indigenous perspectives must infiltrate the whole research academy structures
and methods” (Lester Irabinna Rigney, 1997 p. 635 ) through three essential
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components in research: resistance as the emancipatory imperative, political
integrity and privileging Indigenous voices (Lester Irabinna Rigney, 1997 p. 636).

Rigney’s conceptualisation of an Indigenist Methodology has been critiqued and
built on by other Indigenous scholars (Karen Martin, 2003; M. N. Nakata, Nakata,
Keech, & Bolt, 2012). Martin questions the value of the oppositional framing of
resistance in Rigney’s Indigenist Methodology and proposes an alternate research
positioning from the basis of “a relational ontology, epistemology and
methodology” (Karen Martin, 2003, p. 16), which she sees as providing the
necessary conditions for Indigenous research. Martin defines principles for her own
engagement in research and identifies an Indigenist Methodology from a
Quandamooka worldview that is based on Aboriginal Ways of Knowing, Ways of
Being and Ways of Doing. These ideas inform the way that her Indigenist research
is designed, developed and conducted through the “research assumptions; research
questions; literature review; research design; conduct; analysis; interpretation;
reporting and dissemination” (Karen Martin, 2003, p. 12).

Nakata and others (M. N. Nakata et al., 2012) also diverge from Rigney’s resistance
focused Indigenist framework and have moved towards an approach to knowledge
construction that is informed by participatory knowledge-making and critical
theory. Nakata et al. (M. N. Nakata et al., 2012) assert that while there are
fundamental ontological, epistemological and axiological difference between
Indigenous and western knowledge systems there are also intersections between
them as a result of Indigenous peoples’ “complicated, embodied histories of
47

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 2

observing colonial impacts, ignoring or refusing colonial demands, conforming to
colonial demands (albeit ambivalently or contradictorily), and appropriating
Western understandings for Indigenous purposes and interests” (Nakata 2003 cited
in (M. N. Nakata et al., 2012 p. 125).

Nakata conceptualises the points of intersection as the “cultural interface” (M.
Nakata, 2007a, 2007b), a location of cross-cultural engagement where knowledge is
contested, and new knowledge is jointly constructed. With the concept of the
cultural interface Nakata recognises non-Indigenous scholars as welcome and
necessary participants in the reframing of new knowledges alongside Indigenous
people. Through the process of building shared knowledge and understanding there
is hope for a shared future.

Exploration of the literature identified other conceptualisations of cross-cultural
knowledge sharing and knowledge creation. The tensions and contestations of
working cross culturally and creating new knowledge articulated by Nakata in
relation to the cultural interface are similarly articulated in the both-ways
philosophy which frames Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education’s way
of working, “where two world views could come together and create new
knowledge in various fields of profession” (Ober, 2004, p. 9). The intersection of
Indigenous and non-Indigenous knowledges in the both-ways philosophy has been
conceptualised by the Ganma metaphor as the place where fresh and salt water
mingle, and ultimately, flow “into a common lagoon and become one” (Marika as
cited in Ober & Bat, 2007, p. 74).
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In a similar vein cross-cultural knowledge work “with Australian Aboriginal
knowledge authorities” (Christie, 2013, p. 3) has been identified as providing ways
in which to “generate new methods, new objects, new practices and new worlds”
(Christie, 2013, p. 4) and as revealing synergies between western and Indigenous
knowledge systems through “doing difference together”(Helen Verran, 2015, p. 53).
Running parallel to this idea of new knowledge being generated at the cultural
interface is the idea that “disparate knowledge traditions and epistemic standards”
(Helen Verran, 2015, p. 52) are not abandoned or replaced, and that jointly
constructed knowledge provides a means of going forward together. Verran
articulates this concept as one of dissensus, where “the inside agreements that get
hidden and lost in consensus are on show” (Helen Verran, 2015, p. 53). The
possibility of going forward together is underpinned by conceptualisation of spaces
where cross-cultural collaboration can take place. In the context of this study these
are places of cultural safety within educational institutions, in online and face-toface environments, where Indigenous students can engage effectively in learning
(Bin-Sallik, 2003; L. Hall & Wilkes, 2015).

This initial review of the literature established that race is socially constructed and
that the negative social construction of race has impacts on all aspects of the lives
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, including in education contexts.
Critical race theory provides a way of understanding the impacts of the negative
construction of race as structural rather than individual in nature, where structural
shifts of power and control are required to redress existing structural imbalances.
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Unpacking whiteness also turns the spotlight on how dominant worldviews are
perpetuated through educational structures, whereby race-cognizance is needed to
unsettle dominant perspectives and address Indigenous educational disadvantage.
Further, the work being done by indigenous researchers in the conceptualisation of
indigenous and indigenist methodologies and approaches provides practical
frameworks and guidelines for the practice of decolonisation.

Literature review part 2: Investigating key themes from the yarning
2.3.1 Making connections
The social dimension of learning was a strong theme that came from this study and
led to an exploration of the literature in relation to interpersonal relationships and
their link to learning and learning modalities. The importance for Indigenous
students making connections with other students was made clear through the
paradox of isolation within virtually connected environments, and through the
different levels of connection that were realised in different learning environments
and modalities.

Social connection is a fundamental human need (Chen et al., 2015), although the
way that connection and relatedness are experienced and understood varies across
cultures and worldviews (Dudgeon et al., 2014; Kickett, 2011) and across theoretical
perspectives and modalities. For example, relatedness is expressed through kinship
and country in Indigenous contexts (Martin, 2003), through networks of trust and
reciprocity in social capital theory (Bourdieu, 1986)(Coleman, 1988), and in online
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environments through the theory of networked learning (Goodyear, Jones, Asensio,
Hodgson, & Steeples, 2005) and the concept of connectivism (Siemens, 2004).

The fundamental human need for connection is reflected in learning contexts. An
example of this is what Thayer-Bacon refers to as a relational epistemology (ThayerBacon, 1997). Thayer-Bacon asserts that identity, or a sense of self evolves “through
our relationship with others, and we need a sense of self in order to become
potential knowers” (Thayer-Bacon, 1997, p. 241). That is, identity informs the
nature of relationships. Identity is also changed as a result of knowledge that is
constructed through interactions that take place in relationship with others.

The concept of a relational epistemology is one that resonates strongly with
indigenous theorists and theories, and with an understanding of humans as social
beings who are connected through relationships. Indigenous ontologies and
epistemologies in many countries worldwide are expressed in terms of relationships
in a holistic way that includes the relations that people have with other people as
well as with the natural world (Chilisa, 2012; Karen Martin, 2008; S. Wilson, 2008).
In relational epistemologies knowledge is regarded as “something people develop
as they have experiences with each other and the world around them” (ThayerBacon, 2003, p. 9) whereas western conceptions of epistemology have a historical
“focus on the objects of knowledge” (Chilisa, 2012, p. 116).

Interestingly, some indigenous epistemologies focus on the collective knower. The
Malawian concept of Ubuntu, for example, is used to describe a relational
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worldview that recognises that knowledge making is a product of a collective
ontology: “I am we; I am because we are; we are because I am” (Guduka 2000 in
Chilisa 201 p109).
This appears to contrast starkly with the western conceptualisation of knowledge
formation in higher education as an individual pursuit that may at times be
constructed through social process but which is assessed at the individual level
through the allocation of individual grades at the end of a unit or course. However,
a relational ontology such as Ubuntu does not present a dichotomy between the
individual and the collective. Indeed, the priority of the group does not involve
“crushing the individual, but allowing the individual to blossom as a person”
(Senghor as cited in Chilisa, 2012, p. 109). That is, the group is a supportive
organism rather than one that thrives at the expense of the individual.

In terms of western theories of knowledge, the social and relational nature of
knowledge construction is foundational to the widely accepted learning theory of
social constructivism (Vygotsky, 1978). Social constructivism is inherently a
relational epistemology, though here is a gap between the rhetoric supporting
relational approaches to learning and the teaching practices and processes that
support them (Lim, 2015). The disconnect lies in the valuing by the academy of
those “objects of knowledge” (Chilisa, 2012, p. 116) that are likely to be assessed at
the expense of other skills and knowledges that are contained in the curriculum
(Lim, 2015), including the collective and social processes that are integral to
knowledge construction. This indicates a tension in the academy between social
constructivism in theory and what takes place in practice. It also raises questions
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about the extent to which a relational epistemology can be enacted within an
academic tradition that is founded on an individualistic ontology.

In the western context social capital theory provides a useful starting point for
considering the nature of interpersonal connections in all aspects of life. Social
capital theory (Bourdieu, 1986) situates connection and relatedness as a central
component through which resources such as trust and reciprocity are generated
through the strength of networks in and across groups (Schaefer-McDaniel, 2004).
Social capital theory clearly defines the benefits that derive from relatedness at an
individual level and in terms of social cohesion. Importantly, the benefits of
establishing networks and relationships apply just as much in learning environments
as they do more widely in society (Moodie, 2016; Zhu, De Greef, Vanwing, Cocquyt,
& Diep, 2017).

The value of social capital in relation to this study is the framework it provides for
describing the nature and quality of relationships within the social network of a
learning environment, the strength of the ties that are formed, and the different
characteristics, purposes and benefits of different types of networks (Woolcock &
Narayan, 2000). Social capital theory describes three qualitatively different yet
overlapping types of relationships that lead to social capital formation (Torche &
Valenzuela, 2011); these are ‘bonding’, ‘bridging’ and ‘linking’ relationships.
Bonding ties refer to the formation of networks within homogenous groups.
Bonding ties are the strongest form of social capital and usually occur within family
and friendship groups that are marked by high levels of trust and reciprocity, as well
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as shared norms and values. Bridging social capital describes the resources, or
benefits, derived from networks developed across heterogeneous groups, while
linking social capital refers to networks formed across groups of different status,
and between individuals and organisations including governments and their
agencies (Ferlander, 2007).

The conceptualisation of bridging social capital is particularly relevant in describing
the connections that Indigenous students’ want to make with other students from a
range of backgrounds who form part of their learning cohort. The ability to make
these connections is, however, linked to and potentially hampered by their “social
capital background” (Jensen & Jetten, 2015). Social capital is also associated with
participation and success in higher education. Hence students from minority
backgrounds such as Indigenous students who are likely to have low levels of social
capital “are less likely to attend or finish university than their more privileged peers
with similar academic qualifications” (Simmons as cited in Jensen & Jetten, 2015, p.
2). Similarly, poverty is aligned with low levels of social capital, where “a defining
feature of being poor is that one is not a member of – or is even actively excluded
from – certain social networks and institutions” (Woolcock, 2002, p. 20).

Approaches to increasing social capital are, therefore, likely to have benefits in
terms of improving retention and success in higher education. Social capital can
potentially be increased by building purposeful social interaction between students
from a range of backgrounds into learning design and learning activities (Jensen &
Jetten, 2015). That is, bridging social capital is enhanced where students engage
54

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 2

with diversity. Engagement with diverse worldviews also enhances and deepens
learning (T. Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, & Archer, 2001) as well as “enhance the
development of ideas and the constructing/deconstructing of knowledge” (ThayerBacon, 1997, p. 240).

While the concept of social capital is a western one, it aligns philosophically with
concepts in Indigenous knowledge systems, whereby Indigenous perspectives of
norms, networks and trust can be used to describe the strength of a society.
Christie and Greatorex (2004), for example, identify that “In Yolngu life, mulkurr
(head) and djalkirri (foot) form behavioural norms; gurrutu (kinship) defines social
networks; and Maar (strength, power) is an indicator of trust” (Christie & Greatorex,
2004, p. 38). These concepts, which were used by Christie and Greatorex (2004) to
compare social cohesion across three contexts, indicate the utility of social capital
to describe and better understand phenomena in Indigenous contexts as well as in
non-Indigenous ones.

The literature also provides other examples of the application of social capital to
Indigenous contexts, for example, as a means for describing Indigenous poverty
(Hunter, 2004), employment participation (Vurens van Es & Dockery, 2008),
Indigenous entrepreneurship (Furneaux & Brown, 2007) and to understand social
networks in school settings as support mechanisms for Indigenous children (Thorpe,
Bell‐Booth, Staton, & Thompson, 2013). The overlapping concepts of connection
and relatedness in Indigenous and western theories provide an opportunity for
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developing shared understandings of Indigenous and non-Indigenous ways of
knowing the world.

The nature of connections in the online environment also formed an area of
investigation in the review of literature. The narrative of the Internet is one of
connection and the promise of linking people regardless of race, creed, colour,
gender or social status. Networked learning theory, for example, focuses on the
potential of information and communication technology to support connections
and collaboration (McConnell, Hodgson, & Dirckinck-Holmfeld, 2012). The vast
increase in information flow in a digital world means that more than ever our
knowledge is drawn from the networks we form and the connections we make with
others (Siemens, 2005).

There is concern, however, that online pedagogies are not sufficiently addressing
the need for interpersonal connection online. The possibility of forming connections
and linking people into networks, enabled by digital tools, is juxtaposed by stories
of isolation and a lack of connectedness by many online learners studying externally
(Bolliger & Inan, 2012; Huijser, Kimmins, & Evans, 2008). The evidence of social
isolation in online learning environments reflects the bearing of the medium of
instruction on social capital formation, and lends weight to the assertion that
“rapidly changing technologies have outpaced research on how to appropriately
address the intangible social space of the virtual classroom” (Delahunty, Verenikina,
& Jones, 2014, p. 244). In contrast, isolation is mitigated in blended learning
environments when social capital formation is facilitated through face-to-face
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contact that is combined with online study (Raymond, Jacob, Jacob, & Lyons, 2016).

Historically, technology-enhanced education has focused on the affordances of
technology as a means of content distribution, with content being regarded
synonymously with knowledge creation/learning. There has been a much lesser
focus on teaching practices that are about connecting people with each other as
opposed to connecting people with learning (Watters, 2015) and even less of a
focus around the identity of the student in the online space and the capacity for this
space to be an enabler for recreating that identity (Seitzinger, 2014). That is, online
learning environments provide a virtual place where students coming into higher
education can build new networks (Zhu et al., 2017), however, without active
learning design and facilitation that focuses on supporting students to connect, the
extent to which students build new networks is to a large extent related to their
existing social networks, that is, to their background social capital (Jensen & Jetten,
2015).

The way that social inclusion and exclusion play out in online learning result in
different experiences for groups of students from different backgrounds, with
students from minority groups having “more negative perceptions of online
education” (Zhu et al., 2017, p. 83) as a result of having different experiences
online. In contrast, social connectedness increases student satisfaction of the
learning experience (Arbaugh & Benbunan-Fich, 2006), reduces student attrition
and improves the likelihood of successful course completion (Devlin & McKay,
2017).
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This raises concern for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people involved in
external study as the isolation prevalent in online study in that mode potentially
reinforces the social exclusion that many Indigenous people experience in
mainstream Australia due to “prolonged social isolation and deprivation” (Boyd
Hunter 2004 p. 21). If enhancing social connections is not a priority, online learning
environments could reinforce the historical exclusion experienced by Indigenous
people in relation to formal western education.

2.3.2 Establishing relatedness
In the previous section the literature around connection and relatedness was
explored quite broadly. In this section the term relatedness has a specific contextual
meaning. It relates to the desire of Indigenous students in this study to locate and
establish their connections or relatedness with other Indigenous students in both
online and face-to-face environments. This can be understood in terms of bonding
social capital.

In social capital terms (Bourdieu, 1986), the desire expressed by Indigenous
students in this study to establish relatedness with other Indigenous students is to
realise the benefits of social support that comes from being part of a homogeneous
network made up of people with similar characteristics, that is, through bonding
ties. Bonding social capital is the strongest form of social network tie and is usually
associated with the strong relationships with immediate family and close friends
(Putnam, 2000). In the context of an educational environment that is perceived as
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foreign, the establishment of bonding ties provide a sense of relatedness with
others who have similar cultural backgrounds as well as shared experiences and
purpose (Jensen & Jetten, 2015). Bonding ties are also described as providing
“membership in social groups that allow for the perception of a shared identity”
(Jensen & Jetten, 2015, p. 2), whereby membership of those groups reinforces
personal and academic identity (Jensen & Jetten, 2015). In the case of this study,
the shared identity is of an Indigenous student. Bonding social capital within the
educational environment also supports student retention by “enhance[ing] their
sense of belonging within the academic environment” (Jensen & Jetten, 2015, p. 9).

Bonding social capital has benefits, but it also has negative consequences
(Bourdieu, 1986). The nature of interactions between members of strongly bonded
networks “are characterized by strong social ties, high social support and loyalty
toward other members” (Jensen & Jetten, 2015, p. 2). The negative side of these
traits is the tendency for strongly bonded groups to be inward looking. This may
have the effect of strengthening the identities of members of the group to the
exclusion of others (Ferlander, 2007, p. 119). In this way bonding social capital has
benefits but can undermine broad social cohesion.

2.3.3 Choice of learning mode
In this section, the literature is reviewed in terms of the characteristics of different
learning modes and the choices students make about learning mode. The modes
relevant in this study are internal, external and block-mode.
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Even as the use of computer and internet technologies have made online learning
the norm regardless of learning mode, there is clear evidence that the mode in
which a student is enrolled has a significant impact on their experience in higher
education (Baik et al., 2015; Bailey, Ifenthaler, Gosper, & Kretzschmar, 2014; Rose,
Rose, Farrington, & Page, 2008).

Online learning has made fuzzy the boundaries between modes of study (Forsyth,
Pizzica, Laxton, & Mahony, 2010; Norton & Cherastidtham, 2014). This fuzziness is
encapsulated by the prevalence of blended learning. The term blended learning was
coined in the 1990s (Higher Education Academy, 2015) and includes a variety of
models that combine the flexibility of technologically mediated distance learning
and the personal face-to-face contact of internal delivery. The lack of specificity of
what is encompassed by the term blended learning means that the term “fails to
capture the variety inherent in the model” (Stirling & Rossetto, 2015, p. 11).
Building an understanding of what is meant by blended learning is difficult (Oliver &
Trigwell, 2005) as the term is “too elastic with difficult-to-define variables between
mixes of delivery methods, curricula design, pedagogical intention and student
learning experience” (Stirling & Rossetto, 2015, p. 11). What is clear is that the
nature of blended learning varies dependent on the combination of pedagogy and
technologies (Friesen, 2012) and it is highly context specific and influenced by
factors such as the culture of the institution, the needs of students and the skills of
the teacher (Higher Education Academy, 2015).
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Internal and external modes, and the various permutations of blended learning
such as block mode, bring with them different benefits and hurdles which students
have to weigh up when considering their course and mode of enrolment. Reports
such as the First Year Experience survey (Baik et al., 2015) provide five-yearly
snapshots of student experiences in the first year of university and show, amongst
other things, how those experiences are influenced by study mode. The 2014
survey indicated that even as the percentage of external students studying fully
online had grown, that paradoxically “students’ appreciation of the campus-based
experience has increased, with two thirds of students reporting that they really like
being on campus, a significant rise in the past ten years” (Baik et al., 2015, p. 3). As
the sense of social isolation increases with online learning, particularly in external
mode, this heightens students’ regard for human contact and face-to-face
interaction (Baik et al., 2015; Ladyshewsky & Taplin, 2013).

One of the main reasons that students elect to study in internal mode is for reasons
related to having “student and teacher contact and the perceived educational
benefits” (Ladyshewsky & Taplin, 2013, p. 37) of the internal mode of study. The
continuing attraction of internal study may be a desire for personal connection at a
time when the rise of digital communication and online learning have contributed
to students feeling much less connected to the university, less likely to make
friends, and experiencing more social isolation at university than in the past (Baik et
al., 2015). The importance for students of making personal connections with staff
and students has implications for the mix of study modes offered by a higher
education institution, as well as the design of blended learning options, and
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learning design in all study modes. That is, “it will be increasingly important for
universities to provide environments where social interaction is encouraged – not
only for its own sake, but for the informal learning opportunities that emerge in
conversations” (Baik et al., 2015, p. 7). This recognises the importance of the
informal learning that takes place through connections that are made in formal
learning contexts.

The tension between the interpersonal connections that students desire and the
isolation they experience in external study indicate that the networking potential of
online learning is not being fulfilled, and that pedagogy is lagging behind the
implementation of communication technologies that support synchronous and
asynchronous interactions in multiple formats (Pinantoan, 2014). Additionally,
student discontent with online interaction could also reflect traditional views about
how learning should take place “based on their past experiences and assumptions”
(Ladyshewsky & Taplin, 2013, pp. 37-38).

The overall importance of student to student interaction aligns with findings that
students who engage academically and study with other students are more satisfied
with their experience of university than those who do not (Baik et al., 2015, p. 41).
Yet while interpersonal connection is important to students, their reasons for
selecting a particular mode of study are significantly different for each modality
(Ladyshewsky & Taplin, 2013, p. 36). A study comparing reasons for selecting
internal, external or intensive mode (where intensives occurred in six full day blocks
over a period of three weeks during the semester) found that students in the
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external mode valued student and teacher contact but chose external mode for
reasons of flexibility and “largely because of work, geography and lifestyle factors”
(Ladyshewsky & Taplin, 2013, p. 38). The students who chose intensive mode also
did so for reasons related to work and flexibility.

Tellingly, at the end of the semester students in the Ladyshewsky and Taplin study
were asked if would chose the same study mode again if they could repeat the
course. While 95 per cent of the internal students indicated they would choose the
same mode again, none of the external and only 15 per cent of the intensive mode
students indicated that they would choose the same study mode again. This
indicates “a fairly high level of discontent with their actual mode of study”
(Ladyshewsky & Taplin, 2013, p. 39) that was particularly related to a preference for
personal interaction, indicating that both “student to student and student to
teacher interaction [are] a big factor in a student’s decisions to select a mode of
study (Ladyshewsky & Taplin, 2013, p. 39). The external students’ preference was
for options that contained some face-to-face contact with staff and students, either
through intensive mode (79 per cent) or as an internal student (21 per cent). For
the students in the intensive mode, 35 per cent would prefer to study in internal
mode and 50 per cent in external mode, suggesting the pragmatic pull towards
more flexibility was perhaps stronger than the desire for greater connectedness. It
is not clear to what extent the findings of the Ladyshewsky and Taplin study would
hold true for Indigenous students across study modes, however, the importance of
socially situated learning in Indigenous cultures (Milton & Vozzo, 2010) aligns with

63

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 2

the importance of interpersonal face-to-face connections that was evident in that
study.

Indigenous higher education students are studying in external mode or in some
form of blended learning at almost double the rate than non-Indigenous students
(Asmar, Page, & Radloff, 2011). Geographical location may provide a partial
explanation for the take-up of external and blended learning by Indigenous
students at a higher rate than the population as a whole, with the flexibility of
external and blended learning options likely to be attractive to Indigenous students
juggling competing responsibilities of work, family and community (Asmar et al.,
2011; Pechenkina & Anderson, 2011; Wilks & Wilson, 2015). This high take up by
Indigenous students of external and blended learning appears somewhat
contradictory to a desire for connectedness, however, the lower completion rate of
students in external mode as well as the tensions between “preferred Indigenous
learning practices and current online distance educational processes” (Gibb, 2006,
p. 21) raise questions around the uncritical presentation of external delivery as
supporting an equity agenda. The lack of research data that identifies the
effectiveness of online learning and modality for Indigenous students in Australia is
also echoed in the Canadian context (Ball, 2007).

Negative prior experiences with traditional and face-to-face educational models
may contribute to Indigenous students choosing external or block mode options
over on campus options (Ball, 2007). Past experiences of racism in educational
settings may also deter some students from enrolling in campus based higher
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education study and increase the likelihood of withdrawal from it (Ball, 2007;
Veldman & Guilfoyle, 2013), although racism is also experienced by Indigenous
students in online learning environments (Veldman & Guilfoyle, 2013).

Online learning has contributed to an increase of Indigenous students entering
higher education, however, a choice of learning modality is needed to take into
account learner preferences and needs (Ball, 2007; Hamilton & Tee, 2010). Yet the
move towards online learning, particularly in external mode, could leave many
Indigenous students behind (Anthony & Keating, 2013). Indigenous people have
lower levels of internet connectivity, lower home ownership of computers and
lower levels of technology skills than non-Indigenous Australians (Australian Bureau
of Statistics, 2016b; A. Henderson, Taylor, & Salmon, 2014), all factors that impact
on participation and success in online learning, particularly in external mode.
Indeed, there is the risk that the push towards online learning, and particularly
external mode, could deepen the education gap between Indigenous and nonIndigenous students rather than diminish it (Anthony & Keating, 2013).

Block-mode is a modality that is intended to bridge this gap. It is a form of blended
learning which combines “short, intensive residential periods (blocks) on campus,
with extensive periods of study off campus” (Asmar et al., 2011, p. 3). Block-mode
delivery has been used extensively in the delivery of higher education programs
targeted at Indigenous students (Anthony & Keating, 2013; Asmar et al., 2011; Rose
et al., 2008).
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Many universities offer Indigenous-specific programs run in ‘Block Mode’, a
mode of study which differs from ‘mainstream’ courses on campus where
Indigenous students participate alongside their non-Indigenous peers. Block
mode students are believed to constitute about one third of all Indigenous
students, but most national surveys do not so far include items relating to
this (Asmar et al., 2011, p. 3).

The rationale for the block-mode model is to enhance access to higher education
for Indigenous people, particularly those from regional and remote areas (Behrendt
et al., 2012). However, as noted by Asmar (2011) there is a lack of national level
data about block-mode, which limits analysis of the effectiveness of this mode in
terms of retention and completion of Indigenous students as compared to other
modes of educational provision. The definitions of study mode in nationally
collected data do not capture the nature and range of blended learning models as
these are reported as internal delivery (Department of Education and Training,
2016a). This means that most national level surveys of enrolment mode don’t
identify block mode as a category (Asmar et al., 2011).

Block-mode delivery provides the opportunity for Indigenous students to combine
higher education study with other work, family and community responsibilities,
which is particularly important for mature aged students (Asmar et al., 2011; Page,
Farrington, & Daniel-DiGregorio, 2007). The benefits of block-mode include
mitigation of the cost of having to relocate and reduction of the impact of cultural
isolation as students continue to live at home (Behrendt et al., 2012). Additionally
block-mode provides a culturally safe learning environment with an Indigenous
student cohort (Page et al., 2007), is often physically situated in a culturally safe

66

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 2

Indigenous space within higher education institutions (Pechenkina & Anderson,
2011; Rose et al., 2008) and may incorporate Indigenous philosophies or
pedagogies, such as both-ways learning (Ober & Bat, 2007).

While block-mode has benefits for Indigenous students it also presents some
distinct challenges. The model requires students to engage during an intensive
block with large amounts of content that is usually covered over the duration of a
semester and this “constitute[s] a different learning experience to that of semester
based programs and present[s] particular challenges to success’’ (Farrington,
DiGregorio & Page as cited in Rose et al., 2008, p. 167). The LMS has transformed
the block-mode by making content available online throughout the semester,
although an additional challenge for many students when not on campus is the
“juggle [of] study with competing employment, family and community
responsibilities, with relatively little experience of independent academic study”
(Rose et al., 2008, p. 167).

In the Canadian context hybrid or blended models of learning such as block-mode
have been proposed as ways of building the preparedness of Indigenous students
for fully external study, through building student confidence and providing face-toface contact while students “get to know other learners and the instructors, and
develop their online communication skills” (Ball, 2007, p. 7). In this way blockmode can be seen as a safe entry point into higher education as well as a steppingstone into online learning. However, the intensity of the on-campus component
combined with some students’ possible lack of preparedness for online
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communication, and the need to be autonomous during the off-campus study
component while simultaneously dealing with competing demands may impact on
student success in this mode.

The review of literature found that data about Indigenous students’ participation
and success in higher education by study mode was limited by the categories of
enrolment mode for which data is collected and reported at the national level (that
is, for internal, external and mixed-mode). This reflects more widespread concerns
about our understanding about modality and student outcomes. For example, there
is a “paucity of work that specifically focuses upon online student enrolment and
withdrawal rates” (Greenland & Moore, 2014, p. 45). The gaps in the data and in
the literature point to the need for improved definitions of learning modes, and an
increase in the categories of modality, in terms of national data collection.
Additionally, further research is needed on the impact of study mode on Indigenous
students’ experiences of higher education.
2.3.4 Use of the institutional LMS
This section of the literature review explores the enabling role of institutional
learning management systems (LMS) in making online learning possible as well as
the constraints that are inherent in institutional learning management systems.
Online learning is an integral part of higher education that has fundamentally
changed the learning experience for Australian students over the past two decades
(Baik et al., 2015). The term ‘online learning’ is used in various and inconsistent
ways in the literature and often interchangeably with terms such as distance
learning and e-learning (Geith & Vignare, 2008; Moore, Dickson-Deane, & Galyen,
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2011). In this thesis the term online learning is used in a broad sense to mean
technology-mediated learning, whereby traditional models of higher education are
made available in an online environment (Geith & Vignare, 2008). Given the
ubiquity of Learning Management Systems (LMS) in higher education institutions
(Baik et al., 2015; Pinantoan, 2014), the environment in which online learning takes
place is overwhelmingly within the LMS.

The technological innovation of Learning Management Systems (D. S. Walker,
Lindner, Murphrey, & Dooley, 2016) have contributed to the proliferation of online
learning across many study modes, enabling “integration of data, security, and
recorded interaction which go far beyond anything available in the traditional
environment” (Pinantoan, 2014, para. 2). Their use extends beyond external
delivery and into traditional environments where they are used to support face-toface learning (Pinantoan, 2014). While some regard the LMS as “outmoded and
unfit to accommodate emerging trends in teaching and learning” (Pinantoan, 2014,
para. 3), the integrated nature of the LMS into learning and teaching management,
administration and monitoring mean that their use is entrenched in Australian
higher education institutions and unlikely to change in the foreseeable future.
When considering the use of the LMS in higher education it is salient to consider
that “technologies are neither neutral nor unbiased. Rather, particular technologies
have their own propensities, potentials, affordances, and constraints that make
them more suitable for certain tasks than others” (Koehler & Mishra, 2009, p. 61).
The use of the LMS, and the choice of LMS that institutions adopt, therefore,
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impacts on the types of tasks, activities and engagements that take place in online
spaces in higher education.

An institutional LMS represents a large financial commitment, and the choice of
LMS is usually associated with evaluation of a range of learning management
systems based on factors such as value for money, their features, and usability (D.
S. Walker et al., 2016). In addition, the adaptability and flexibility of an LMS “to
integrate with future technologies” (D. S. Walker et al., 2016, p. 42) is a
consideration in terms of future proofing the LMS. The investment in an LMS is
usually associated with an institution expanding their delivery modes and methods,
which “makes the LMS an important asset for the university” (D. S. Walker et al.,
2016, p. 42).

The tools within an LMS are significant to staff and students as they impact on the
teaching and learning experience in different ways: they “can add to, detract from,
or not affect teaching and learning” (D. S. Walker et al., 2016, p. 42). Common
concerns about tools within the LMS are that they are often underutilised,
cumbersome, and hard to use (Mtebe, 2015; D. S. Walker et al., 2016). Usability is
an issue that is often raised about tools in the LMS, with staff choice of tools related
to their “usefulness and ease of use” (Schoonenboom, 2014, p. 253). Students also
experience issues with usability of tools within the LMS; for example, in one study
students were found to have “significant problems with features of online chat and
discussion forums” (Mtebe, 2015, p. 55).
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Despite concerns about usability, the tools and functions contained in an LMS vary
and can be customised and added to (D. S. Walker et al., 2016) making the LMS
flexible to an institution’s needs. The tools within an LMS allow functions such as
“discussion threads, online chat, video conferencing, supporting resources,
assessments, peer review, learning modules, e-mail, reusable learning objectives
(sic), and content repositories” (D. S. Walker et al., 2016, pp. 42-43), as well as
grading and plagiarism detection (Rhode, Richter, Gowen, Miller, & Wills, 2017).
Tools within the LMS also have benefits for staff that extend beyond direct
teaching. The functionality of the LMS assists in learning management, for example
in marking and grading work, as well as in tracking data. Learning analytics within
the LMS also provides staff with data on student activity showing, for example,
“student use and time on task within the LMS” (Rhode et al., 2017, p. 71).

Student confidence at using tools in the LMS may increase with access and use,
which aligns with research that indicates that students who use the LMS
infrequently have lower satisfaction than those who use it more frequently (Horvat,
Dobrota, Krsmanovic, & Cudanov, 2015, p. 524). In comparison to the LMS, social
media platforms are well used by students and are more likely than the LMS to
“have rich and friendly tools for communication” (Mtebe, 2015, p. 58). To that
extent social media could be utilised “to complement LMS features” (Mtebe, 2015,
p. 58).

Concerns about the usability of the LMS raises issues not just about the
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functionality of the LMS, but also about the extent to which institutions provide
training and support for staff and students in using the LMS (Mtebe, 2015, p. 56).
Staff require both pedagogical as well as technical knowledge and skills to
effectively use tools within the LMS, and in order to make informed choices about
the suitability of tools for the tasks they are being used for (Schoonenboom, 2014,
p. 254). That is to say, it is not just the functionality of tools within an LMS that is at
issue, but also “the way in which the tools are used that is critical” (D. S. Walker et
al., 2016, p. 47).

A further constraint that is often experienced in the use of the LMS is in the
policy environment, when there is a lack of policies that “provide guidelines and
strategies” (Mtebe, 2015, p. 56) to support the adoption and use of the LMS.
Additionally, in some institutions and locations the LMS is not well utilised due to
the cost of internet service and low bandwidth which results in slow internet speed
(Mtebe, 2015). The nature of the device on which the LMS is accessed also needs to
be considered. The increasing use of mobile devices makes it imperative for LMSs to
have a mobile interface. Without this the usability of the LMS is compromised
(Mtebe, 2015). Utilisation of the LMS has had many benefits for institutions;
however, ongoing evaluation is required of institutional LMSs so as to address
common concerns regarding their usability and functionality.

The institutional LMS is part of the higher education landscape. The literature
indicates the undoubted significance of the LMS for enabling and managing online
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learning and teaching (Baragash & Al-Samarraie, 2018 ) as well as highlighting
concerns about the usability and functionality of the LMS. There is clearly a need
for continuous evaluation and enhancement of LMS use and functionality at
individual institutions to ensure that the experience of online learning is optimised
for each institution’s specific context and environment (Mtebe, 2015).

2.3.5 University services
Discontent with university support services was identified as a matter of concern
for many of the participants in this study. To this end, students university support
services were a focus of investigation in the literature, particularly those services
targeted to Indigenous students.

The significance of support sservices for Indigenous students was recognised in the
Review of higher education access and outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Island people Final Report (Behrendt et al., 2012) which identifies that “providing
student support is an essential part of a university’s role in ensuring that students
enrol, stay and succeed at university” (Behrendt et al., 2012, p. 183). The research
literature also indicates a link between institution-level support services for
students and student retention and academic success, even though support
services differ and “student retention is a multi-causal phenomenon” (Prebble et
al., 2004, p. 94).

A third of Indigenous students withdraw from their course in their first year of
study, making “tailored academic support interventions” (Day, Nakata, Nakata, &
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Martin, 2015, p. 501) particularly important for the retention and progression of
Indigenous students. Indeed, the effect of transition and support programs and
particuarly those related to academic skills development are linked to a reduction in
the drop out rate of first year students (Baik et al., 2015). This includes increased
levels of progression of students who indicated that they had “seriously considered
discontinuing or deferring” (Baik et al., 2015, p. 27) from their courses.

In a comprehensive literature review of student support services (Prebble et al.,
2004), the types of student services provided by higher education institutions were
found to have two purposes. The first is to “assimilat[e] diverse students into
existing institutional cultures” (Prebble et al., 2004, p. 91). The second is to
“challeng[e] institutions to change their policies and practices and adapt to the
cultural capital brought by their diverse students” (Prebble et al., 2004, p. 91).

In addition, student services were found to have two main foci, that is to support
students’ social and emotional needs, or to support their academic needs (Prebble
et al., 2004). This reflects the challenges that Indigenous students have “to make
sense of the conceptual (cognitive) and emotional (affective) conditions of learning
in this challenging knowledge intersection” (Day et al., 2015, p. 504) that is the
space where Indigenous knowledges meet western academic traditions.

Student support services are varied from one institutional context to another, with
a review of the nature of support indicating that there is “no one Best Way”
(Prebble et al., 2004, p. 51) to provide support. The federally funded Indigenous
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Tutorial Assistance Scheme (ITAS) provides one-on-one tutoring to Indigenous
students to discipline specific support (M. Nakata, Nakata, & Chin, 2008), although
finding tutors for regional and remote students is often a challenge given “the
shortage of accessible tutors with the knowledge and expertise in particular areas
of study” (Behrendt et al., 2012, p. 184). Universities also offer a variety of formal
support programs through mainstream services. Most academic libraries, for
example, provide support that is targeted specifically towards Indigenous students
(Hare & Abbott, 2015).

In many universities the provision of much of the targeted support for Indigenous
students is through specialised Indigenous support units (M. Nakata et al., 2008;
Trudgett, 2009). Indigenous support units are critically important as they support
the “particular challenges Indigenous students face in higher education” (M. Nakata
et al., 2008, p. 138). These include a plethora of “personal, social and cultural
barriers” (M. Nakata et al., 2008, p. 138) that impinge on Indigenous students’
success in higher education. These support units have the benefit of a largely
Indigenous workforce, which is significant given that “having access to a critical
mass of staff from the same cultural background is seen as crucial” (Suarez as cited
in Page & Asmar, 2008, p. 109) for student retention.

Regardless of their important role, Indigenous students face a range of issues when
dealing with Indigenous support units. A study exploring the expereinces of
Indigenous postgraduate students with Indigenous support units (Trudgett, 2009)
found that those students experience a range of problems. The problems included
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hostile and unwelcoming behaviours from staff members of Indigenous support
units and a lack of academic staff in those units which contributed to Indigenous
students feeling that the staff members who were there had little understanding of
their academic needs. Additionally, Indigenous postgraduate students feel isolated
and “experience significant levels of exclusion” (Trudgett, 2009, p. 16) in the higher
education environment. Indigenous support units were found not to provide
adequate opportunities for Indigenous students to meet and support one another,
which would mitigate that sense of exclusion (Trudgett, 2009). While Indigenous
support units play an important role for Indigenous students, Trudgett’s study
indicates clearly areas for improvement in the ways that Indigenous support units
do their work.

Academic support units also need to consider the work they do in light of the
increase in online learning at Australian universities. The literature reviewed
provided little insight into the ways in which Indigenous support units are
approaching the support of Indigenous external students studying online, although
the Review of higher education access and outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Island people Final Report considered that “Indigenous Education Units may
need to consider alternative ways of providing support to these students”
(Behrendt et al., 2012, p. 60). In addition, the scope and nature of support needs to
encompass the skills that are required for effective learning online. Learner support
is needed to prepare students with technological skills, as the skills and cognitive
abilities that they need for online learning “are not merely intuitive, nor can they be
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assumed in novice university students or those unfamiliar with learning online”
(McLoughlin & Marshall, 2000).

In addition to formal support programs and support provided by Indigenous support
units, Indigenous students also access informal support from academic and nonacademic staff in Indigenous support units as well as from their teachers (Page &
Asmar, 2008). Indeed, the visible work provided by Indigenous support units is “the
tip of an iceberg” (Page & Asmar, 2008, p. 109) with Indigenous academic staff
bearing the brunt of an additional support workload, which is often unnoticed and
unrecognised (Page & Asmar, 2008). This support is often academic, as well as
related to student welfare which is often “emotionally exhausting and timeconsuming” (McDaniel & Floweres as cited in Page & Asmar, 2008, p. 110).

For Indigenous students, many of whom enter into higher education through
alternative pathways, academic support services are particularly important as they
are likely to be “less “university-ready” than others” (Page & Asmar, 2008, p. 109).
However, the literature indicates that while Indigenous accademic support units
may be providing necessary support in academic areas, additional services and
approaches are required from those units, particularly for students who are
studying externally. These include attitudinal and behavioural changes in the staff
of academic support units so that Indigenous students feel welcomed into those
units, and for social and academic strategies to be put into place to mitigate student
isolation and increase opportunities for collaboration with other Indigenous
students (Trudgett, 2009).
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2.3.6 Content design
This section of the literature review explores the design of content from two
perspectives that were found to be matters of concern in this study. Firstly, the
manner in which content was made available in the online environment was at
times of concern. Secondly, the nature of the content itself was considered in light
of the extent to which it reflected and reinforced dominant perspectives and
worldviews.

The literature that addresses the manner in which content is made available in
online environments encompasses some distinct but related areas of study: that of
web design, including web standards and usability (Radovan & Perdih, 2016);
interface design which includes visual design (David & Glore, 2010); and user
experience. Internationally accepted web standards and usability guidelines (Henry,
2018) are available and used as best practice in the design of web environments,
and many companies and government departments also have their own guidelines
and standards. These guidelines address technical specifications of design of
content including text, images and sound (Henry, 2018).

These standards and guidelines make it clear that the design of content for the
online environments requires academics to have a range of technological skills. This
reflects the changing roles of teachers in online environments to include that of
technologist, content facilitator and designer (P Goodyear, Salmon, Spector,
Steeples, & Tickner, 2001). That is, “the online facilitator needs to understand not
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only the ICT platform used to support online teaching, but also the design skills
necessary to avoid “dumping” content into the online environment” (Mallinson &
Krull, 2013, p. 66). That is, they must take into account the link between design,
aesthetics and credibility of the content (David & Glore, 2010).

The range of skills that is required for online teaching is encompassed in the
Technological Pedagogical and Content Knowledge (TPACK) framework for teacher
knowledge (Koehler & Mishra, 2009), which makes explicit the interaction between
technological skills, discipline knowledge and pedagogical skills that academics need
to teach effectively in the digital age. However, it is evident that many teachers do
not have the experience, confidence or breadth of technological skills to do this
work effectively (Baran, Correia, & Thompson, 2011) and neither have they received
the training that they need to “acquir[e] a new knowledge base and skill set”
(Koehler & Mishra, 2009, p. 62).

In terms of the nature of content, the importance of Indigenous content integration
into higher education courses is captured in the national higher education agenda.
The Review of Higher Education Access and Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Island People Final Report (Behrendt et al., 2012) recommended that
Indigenous knowledge and perspectives are integrated into curriculum through the
development and implementation of institutional level Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander teaching and learning strategies. More recently, in the preamble to the
Universities Australia Indigenous Strategy 2017-2020 it was identified that
“Universities Australia recognises and celebrates Indigenous Australian cultures and
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perspectives” (Universities Australia, 2017, p. 16). The strategy indicates that this
needs to be done through whole of university approaches “that embed Indigenous
views, knowledges and voices” (Universities Australia, 2017, p. 28). The
incorporation and valuing of Indigenous knowledges and voices enacts what Smith
conceptualises as decolonising of the mind (L. T. Smith, 1999).

A consequence of the national focus on enhancing educational outcomes for
Indigenous students has been the reference to Indigenous knowledges in the
Indigenous education statements and the reconciliation action plans of almost all
Australian universities (Frawley, 2017). However, there are diverse understandings
of what Indigenous knowledge is, and tensions about whether it is even possible to
integrate a complex knowledge system into a western framework of higher
education (Frawley, 2017; J. L. Kincheloe & Steinberg, 2008; M. Nakata, 2007a,
2007b). Indeed, the incorporation of Indigenous knowledges into western
curriculum seems inconceivable if Indigenous knowledge is understood as situated,
owned, and inseparable “from the social institutions that uphold and reinforce its
efficacy” (M. Nakata, 2007a, p. 9).

The literature indicates the importance of Indigenous and diverse content
integration and indicates that universities are taking very different approaches on
how to do this (Behrendt et al., 2012). The embedding of Indigenous content in
mainstream courses appears to be the approach that best fits the spirit of the
Universities Australia Indigenous strategy for developing the Indigenous cultural
competence of all students (Universities Australia, 2011) as well as creating a
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learning environment that is supportive of Indigenous students (Universities
Australia, 2017). There is evidence at locations such as the University of Newcastle
that this is taking place, where “Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander content is
embedded in courses across all faculties, particularly in health, education, law,
social work and environmental science” (Behrendt et al., 2012, p. 163). Staff
members at Curtin are also working towards Indigenising some of their
undergraduate and post-graduate programs (Cupitt, 2011 ).

There are many more examples of Indigenous content integration in the literature
in programs targeted to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. These include
aspirational programs that “provide curriculum that integrates Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander and mainstream perspectives” (Behrendt et al., 2012, p. 175).
The University of Technology has curriculum specifically targeted at Indigenous
students (Behrendt et al., 2012, p. 163), and the University of Adelaide has an
enabling program that “engages ‘Reconciliation Pedagogy’ that draws upon
Western and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledges” (Behrendt et al.,
2012, p. 179).

However, the process of content integration is not without challenges. One of these
challenges is addressing who is doing the content integration. Indigenous academics
are often called on to be involved in the Indigenisation of curriculum (Page &
Asmar, 2008), and to teach courses that include Indigenous perspectives (Charles
Sturt University, n.d.). Additionally, non-Indigenous academics want the support
and input of Indigenous colleagues in integrating Indigenous perspectives into their
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courses (Falk, 2007). This places a heavy burden on a small number of Indigenous
academics (Page & Asmar, 2008). Indeed, collaboration with Indigenous academic
staff members on the indigenisation of curricula may not be possible or sustainable
with the current low levels of Indigenous academic staffing across the higher
education sector (Behrendt et al., 2012). The burden on Indigenous staff needs to
be addressed by increasing the number of Indigenous staff members in universities
(Behrendt et al., 2012) and by increasing the Indigenous cultural competence of
non-Indigenous academic staff.

Another issue around Indigenisation of curricula is related to the political
environment. For example, Ford (2010) outlines the struggle to establish a strategic
and sustainable process through which Tyikim (Indigenous) knowledge is integrated
into the studies of Indigenous students. The difficulties that were faced in trying to
achieve this resulted in the reversion to a western-centric curriculum.

Henderson (L. Henderson, 1996) also indicates concerns with content integration,
namely the danger of a reductionist approach being taken. Reductionist
approaches result in a soft multiculturalism that could include a focus on the exotic,
end up with Indigenous or other minority knowledges represented as myths and
legends, and with contentious issues being avoided of and tokenised (L. Henderson,
1996). A reductionist approach to content integration entrenches stereotypes
rather than challenge the status quo (L. Henderson, 1996), defeating the purpose of
the Indigenisation of curricula.
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Two approaches were explored in the literature that provide insight into the
integration of Indigenous knowledges into the curriculum. Moving from the concept
of incorporating Indigenous knowledges to instead considering the inclusion of
Indigenous and multiple cultural perspectives is an approach that recognises the
inherent complexities of understanding, yet alone implementing Indigenous
knowledges into higher education curricula. A multiple cultural approach (L.
Henderson, 1996) identifies embedding “a coherent interplay among three cultural
logics: those of the academic, mainstream, and minority cultures” (L. Henderson,
1996, p. 94) into curriculum. A multiple cultures approach counters the
deracialisation that is prevalent in online learning environments “in which cultural
minorities are invisible” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 89) and where diverse cultural
knowledges and worldviews are silenced.

In addition, a continuum of content integration (Banks, 2003) provides a way of
considering content integration as a staged process, with descriptive indicators to
guide increasing levels of content integration. This seems an appropriate way to
engage in content integration that also provides scope for non-Indigenous teachers
Indigenous to increase their own cultural awareness as they move through the
continuum. Amongst other things, a continuum of content integration would
identify stages of integration from those where content reflected a simplified (M.
Nakata, 2007a) or a reductionist approach (L. Henderson, 1996). This would
provide a pathway to increased levels of content integration. Such a continuum
could take into account variances in the nature of the course and discipline and
provide a model for continuous enhancement of diverse content integration
83

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 2

alongside the increasing Indigenous cultural competence of non-Indigenous
academics.
2.3.7 Online presence
This study found that many Indigenous students were unable to develop the strong
relationships with their teachers in online environments that they were able to
develop in real-world environments due to the “physical and geographical
separation of the student from their instructor and the institution” (Hull & Saxon as
cited in Delahunty et al., 2014, p. 2). This is explored in the literature though the
concept of teacher presence in the online environment. The concept of presence is
described as “a sense of awareness, receptivity, and connectedness to the mental,
emotional, and physical workings of the individual and the group in the context of
their learning environments” (Rodgers & Raider-Roth as cited in Rehn, Maor, &
McConney, 2016, p. 303). The socio-emotional connections that are a reflection of
presence are achieved in an online environment primarily through meaningful
interaction, whereby social exchanges lead to the “individual and collective
transformation of knowledge” (Delahunty et al., 2014, p. 3).

The establishment by teachers of an online presence is important to students
studying online as it brings a sense of belonging and community and “gives
participants who are geographically dispersed the feeling of being there and being
together” (Rehn et al., 2016, p. 303). The development of online presence is
achieved through purposeful design of learning environments that have high levels
of interaction and engagement (Czerkawski & Lyman, 2016). The design of learning
environments that build a high online presence results in students who “feel close
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to their teacher and peers as real people” (Rehn et al., 2016, p. 305). This sense of
belonging created by a high teacher presence has benefits in terms of student
retention (Devlin & McKay, 2017).

The concept of online presence is conceptualised in the Community of Inquiry
model (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000), which proposes that learning occurs as
a product of cognitive presence, social presence and teaching presence. Without
being physically present, these elements shape the relationship and connections
that teachers have with their students. Cognitive presence is the main element of
student success and reflects the extent to which students “are able to construct
meaning through sustained communication” (Garrison et al., 2000, p. 89), with
social presence being the ability “to project their personal characteristics into the
community, thereby presenting themselves to the other participants as ``real
people”” (Garrison et al., 2000, p. 89).

The third element of online presence is teaching presence, which involves teachers
engaging in design and organization of the learning environment, in facilitating
online discourse, and in direct instruction (T. Anderson et al., 2001). Through these
elements of teaching presence, the teacher supports the achievement of cognitive
and social presence (Garrison et al., 2000). That is to say, the teacher is “responsible
for creating the conditions in which students feel connected, supported, and safe to
construct meaning, and this requires deliberate effort” (Aragon as cited in Rehn et
al., 2016, p. 304). The importance of designing for teacher presence is evident in the
four stage primetime learning model (Koskinen, Lamsa, Maunuksela, Hamalainen, &
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Viiri, 2018), in which the deliberate effort to enhance the student learning
environment has been achieved by planning “genuine teacher presence through
intimate meetings between students and teachers” (Koskinen et al., 2018, p. 1) as
an element of the design.

The ability of teachers to design and build presence in online environments is varied
(Redmond, 2011), as indicated by the prevalence of students who experience a
sense of isolation in online learning environments (Lee & Chan, 2007). It is impacted
by factors such as the nature of the online pedagogical format, and the extent to
which students feel comfortable to engage and interact with the teacher during
those sessions (Rehn et al., 2016). Additionally, high teaching presence is linked to
teachers’ confidence and experience in using the particular communication
technologies that are being deployed (Rehn et al., 2016) and in their experience in
the practices of teaching online (Redmond, 2011). Teachers who are new to
teaching in the online environment not be aware of different pedagogical strategies
required for online teaching or of the importance of building presence and
community (Delahunty et al., 2014).

A factor that challenges the development of teacher presence in the online space is
the simultaneous teaching of student cohorts in different modes, online and faceto-face (Rehn et al., 2016). The extent to which the teacher utilises immediacy
behaviours also impacts on the extent to which teacher presence is developed. High
online presence is linked to the use of verbal immediacy behaviours that include
such things as “use of names, tone of voice, use of inclusive pronouns” (Rehn et al.,
86

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 2

2016, p. 304) and non-verbal behaviours such as “posture, facial and hand gestures”
(Rehn et al., 2016, p. 304). The use of immediacy behaviours in online learning
increases student sense of belonging and connection to the institution.

In summary, online presence is an important element in enhancing the experience
of students. Online presence is achieved through the design of learning
environments with high levels of interaction as it is through interaction that
connections are made, community is built and presence is achieved (G. Wilson &
Stacey, 2004).
2.3.8 Cultural identity
One of the themes that emerged in this study was how the negative social
construction of race and Indigenous students’ personal experiences of racism
impacted on their experiences of higher education in physical and virtual
environments. To a large extent the social construction of race on Indigenous
people was explored in the first stage of the literature review. Once the theme of
cultural identity was identified in the study, the literature was further investigated
to understand the broader impact of race and culture on learning and learning
environments.

An awareness of cultural difference in higher education, and in online learning,
provides an opportunity to make visible the racialised nature of higher education
curricula, systems and environments (Ford 2010) and to consider how it can be
addressed. The racialised nature of higher education is unsurprising given that
“educational institutions are directly involved in and reflect the social, cultural and
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economic activity of society” (Nelson & Creagh 2013 p. 1). In addition, given that
“certain groups in any society and particular societies are privileged over others”
(Kincheloe, McLaren & Steinberg 2011 p.164) it is reasonable to assume that such
manifestations of privilege and power exist in educational settings. Hence, while
education provides a structural means for redressing societal inequalities, it can
equally reinforce the status quo and inequities that exist in society (Bethel 2006;
Hart 2003).

The historical exclusion of, or limited educational opportunities for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people have been replaced with more recent discourses
around culturally different agendas in education. These provide some insight into
the alienation of Indigenous learners in the western education system and of the
“differential power associated with particular cultural discourses and practices”
(Nakata 2007, p. 179). These emerging discourses reflect a call to the academy to
address “the hegemonic and oppressive aspects of Western education” (J. L.
Kincheloe & Steinberg, 2008, p. 135) on indigenous people and to engage in
processes of decolonialisation and deracialisation of higher education (L. T. Smith,
1999). While the status quo remains, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
aspiring to go to university have to negotiate “race, class, and cultural divides in
ways that are not shared by non-Indigenous students” (Gore et al., 2017, p. 180).

The higher education system is grounded in knowledge traditions from the
dominant western culture (J. L. Kincheloe & Steinberg, 2008). The pervasiveness of
the dominant perspective means that for Indigenous students and those from
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minority cultures that their educational success can only be achieved through
engagement with the dominant western paradigm. Henderson argues that
Indigenous peoples’ desire to gain a western education is in addition to a desire to
maintain “cultural knowledge and methodologies of teaching and learning” (L.
Henderson, 1996, p. 95), and that in order to work within the education system
many Indigenous and other minority students have “little choice but to become
bicultural if they are to succeed academically” (L. Henderson, 1996). This requires
engagement with “Western androcentric and culturally specific ways of seeing the
world” (J. L. Kincheloe & Steinberg, 2008, p. 152) which can cause harm to
Indigenous people’s lives (J. L. Kincheloe & Steinberg, 2008). Overall, the literature
shows that culture impacts on student learning and that this is a particular concern
for students from minority cultural backgrounds in dominant culture learning
environments (L. Henderson, 1996).

Alternative approaches to higher education that acknowledge student cultural
diversity and challenge western cultural imperialism in teaching and learning
include a range of pedagogies described as “culturally responsive, relevant,
mediated, accommodating, compatible, and congruent” (Patracia A Young, 2008, p.
328). These approaches reflect differing theoretical perspectives to the
incorporation of culture in learning and teaching, however they all foreground
culture and the student in the learning context (Patracia A Young, 2008).
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The use of pedagogical approaches that affirm and validate students’ cultures
contribute to culturally safe learning environments, where cultural safety is evident
in:

An environment that is spiritually, socially and emotionally safe, as well as
physically safe for people, where there is no assault challenge or denial of
their identity, of who they are and what they need. It is about shared
respect, shared meaning, shared knowledge and experience of learning
together (Eckermann, Dowd, Martin, & al. as cited in Williams, 1999, p.
213)

Bin-Sallik (2003) proposes cultural safety as a guiding principal that encapsulates
and addresses the multiple issues facing Indigenous people in higher education and
that safeguards Indigenous students “from being “whitewashed” in these
institutions” (Bin-Sallik, 2003, p. 22). Further, she proposes cultural safety as a more
productive standpoint from which to challenge university approaches to Indigenous
inclusion in the academy, rather than from the perspective of “equal opportunity,
positive discrimination and anti-racism” (Bin-Sallik, 2003, p. 27). This presents a
challenge for universities as equity agendas are more often pursued from a deficit
perspective rather than from one that gives recognition to Indigenous cultural
perspectives (Bunda, Zipin, & Brennan, 2012).

2.3.9 Knowledge and skills
Preparedness for higher education in terms of having the knowledge and skills to
succeed was a theme that emerged in this study. The literature was explored to
better understand this issue.
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Students entering higher education have a “diversity in preparedness and cultural
capital” (Kift, 2009, p. 9) that impacts on their engagement in higher education. For
Indigenous students, the level of preparedness has much to do with their pathways
into higher education, which are highly likely to be through alternative entry
pathways. Vocational Education and Training (VET) programs provide one alternate
educational pathway into university, however, there is a relatively low flow through
of 4.9 per cent of Indigenous VET graduates into higher education programs
nationally (Kinnane et al. as cited in Frawley et al., 2017, p. 43). On the other hand,
enabling programs are the main alternative entry pathway, with over half of all
Indigenous students gaining entry to university through these programs (Behrendt
et al., 2012; J. A. Smith, Trinidad, & Larkin, 2015).

The reliance by Indigenous students on alternative entry pathways into higher
education indicates a continuing inequality in access to higher education for
Indigenous Australians (Frawley et al., 2017, p. 38). However, while enabling
pathways provide access to higher education, Indigenous students who enter into
university through enabling programs are “the most academically disadvantaged
group of Indigenous students, who have the greatest obstacles to overcome”
(Pitman et al., 2017, p. 246). Therefore, enabling programs have a significant role in
preparing students to meet the challenges of higher education although it is not
clear to what extent they do this.
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A recent study (Pitman et al., 2017) found a correlation between enabling programs
and retention, which was ascribed to their focus on building resilience. While
enabling programs build student confidence, it was unclear, however, “whether the
academic scaffolding provided in these programs is preparing students to
successfully complete their undergraduate subjects and progress in their studies in
a timely manner” (Pitman et al., 2017, p. 246).

There is an expectation by higher education institutions that Indigenous students
have the requisite computer skills to succeed in their courses and confidence in
their ability to learn to use technology on their own and without external support
(Henson, 2014). Given the variability of students’ technology skills as a reflection of
educational backgrounds, this expectation is often misplaced (Willems, 2011). This
produces a fine irony: that non-traditional students access higher education to gain
skills only to find that those institutions “have preconceived expectations regarding
[their] computer skills” (Henson, 2014, p. 2), which impacts on their ongoing
participation and success in higher education.

The legacy of historical exclusion from the western education system has resulted in
many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people not meeting the educational
prerequisites for university entry (Bin-Sallik, 2003). Hence strategies to increase the
numbers of Indigenous students who aspire to and who are prepared for entering
higher education are reflected in a range of policies, reports, funding and programs.
For example, the Council of Australian Government’s (COAG) Closing The Gap
targets address pre-tertiary education and focus on early childhood education,
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improving literacy and numeracy, and high school completion (Department of the
Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2018). Achieving these educational targets is important
in order to position Indigenous students on a trajectory towards participation in
higher education with the skills and knowledge they need to succeed in that
environment.
2.3.10 Digital inclusion
This study found that the concept of digital inclusion needs consideration in terms
of how Indigenous students may be included or excluded from participation in
online learning. Therefore, the literature was explored in relation to digital
inclusion and the ways in which it impacts on Indigenous people’s participation in
online learning.

The Review of Higher Education Access and Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people final report made the point that “the use of virtual networks
and other technology-based solutions... provide Indigenous people with greater
access to universities”(Behrendt et al., 2012, p. 21). This position reflects the
integral nature of digital and internet technologies to all aspects of 21st century life.
Yet this position fails to consider the impact of variable levels of digital inclusion and
how this approach may further entrench existing inequities in educational
participation.

There is strong evidence that Indigenous people, including those from remote
communities “are rapid adopters of new digital technologies, such as mobile
smartphone telephony and ICTs when these are available” (Joint Select Committee
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on Cyber-Safety, 2013, p. 6). The take-up by Indigenous people of digital
technologies for learning or related purposes is evident in a range of studies in rural
and remote contexts (Boyle & Wallace, 2011; Christie, 2009; Kral, 2010; Reedy,
2010; Helen Verran, Christie, Anbins-King, Van Weeren, & Yunupingu, 2007;
Wallace, 2010a). However, in remote Indigenous communities there are also
specific factors that impact on the use of online technologies, including “cultural
norms, extreme environmental conditions, and a different range of opportunities”
(Rennie et al., 2016, p. 54).

In post-school educational contexts the use of digital technologies by Indigenous
people has predominantly been in non-accredited and community education
community driven initiatives (Kral, 2010; Kral & Schwab, 2012), such a language
preservation (Carew, Green, Kral, Nordlinger, & Singer, 2015) and cultural recording
and preservation (Christie, 2006) and in vocational education and training (Boyle
and Wallace 2011). In the higher education space the Teaching from Country
initiative (Christie, 2009) demonstrates the use of digital technologies for the
transformative purpose of enabling Indigenous people to teach from country to
students based on campus through the use of streaming technologies. In these
contexts the use of technology has been used to advance the equity agenda, and
increase the participation of Indigenous people in formal and informal learning.

Yet despite widespread engagement with digital technologies by Indigenous people,
the internet adoption rates for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people,
regardless of where they live, are lower than for the Australian population as a
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whole (Joint Select Committee on Cyber-Safety, 2013). Digital inclusion is measured
on the Australian Digital Inclusion Index through the dimensions of access,
affordability and digital ability (J Thomas et al., 2017). Digital inclusion indicators
show that “the gaps between digitally included and excluded Australians are
substantial and widening” (J Thomas et al., 2017, p. 5) and these divides are along
the lines of “income, education and employment” (J Thomas et al., 2017, p. 5).
Digital inclusion is highest for “wealthier, younger, more educated, and urban
Australians” (J Thomas et al., 2016, p. 8) with Indigenous Australians being amongst
the most likely group of people to be on the low end of the scale.

In terms of access, Australia has the conditions that suggest there would be strong
uptake of online learning. It is a “highly connected nation” (Department of Industry
Innovation and Science, 2016, p. 7). Around 90 per cent of adult Australians are
active internet users, households having a mean of six devices for accessing the
internet (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016a) and three quarters of the
population access the internet on their mobile phones (Department of Industry
Innovation and Science, 2016). Yet when considering connectivity from an equity
perspective, Australia’s rate of digital inclusion is only moderate (J Thomas et al.,
2016), a reflection of the 1.3 million Australian homes (Australian Bureau of
Statistics, 2016a) and almost 3 million people (J Thomas et al., 2016) that are not
online.

Geographic location is a factor that particularly impacts on Indigenous Australians
access to the internet, particularly those living in remote communities where “high
95

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 2

levels of geographic isolation and socio economic disadvantage pose real challenges
for digital inclusion” (J Thomas et al., 2016, p. 9). Indigenous communities
experience uneven levels of internet service provision, most notably to regional and
remote locations where “inadequate mobile broadband and phone coverage
remains a significant issue” (Rennie et al., 2016, p. 10). In addition, students living in
such locations “may not have access to online resources or IT support” (Curtin
University Student Guild as cited in Behrendt et al., 2012, p. 86).

There is a wide disparity of internet service between urban, regional and remote
communities, as well as between remote communities themselves (Rennie et al.,
2016). This unevenness “sits uncomfortably with Australia’s national broadband
agenda” (Rennie et al., 2016, p. 19) and reinforces the realities of the digital divide
and the “obvious ways in which the broadband market and government policies
[are] failing to serve remote Aboriginal communities” (Rennie et al., 2016, p. 13).
The unevenness of internet provision is reflected by the 70 per cent of Australia’s
landmass that does not have mobile coverage, which impacts on 1 to 2 per cent of
Australia’s population (Shiff, McCluskey, Somerset, & Eckermann, 2015, p. 5).

The second dimension of digital inclusion is affordability. Higher education comes
with considerable cost attached. Financial resources clearly have a bearing on
access to the digital technologies (Zacharias et al., 2016) that are needed to
participate in online education which is resulting in an increasing gap in digital
inclusion between people from low and high income households (J Thomas et al.,
2017). The costs involved with online study disproportionately impact on students
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from low socio economic groups, such as Indigenous students, for whom worrying
about money interferes with study (Baik et al., 2015).

The affordability dimension of the digital inclusion index relates not just to the cost
of being online, but also to the relative cost of being online in proportion to income.
Overall, the affordability of internet services in Australia is declining, with an
increase in the proportion of household income being spent on internet service
provision (J Thomas et al., 2017). The affordability dimension specifically relates to
the use of internet service provision, however, for students engaged in online
learning accessibility is also related to the costs associated with the initial purchase
of a computer or other device, as well as the ongoing costs associated with
upgrading technology, the cost of peripherals such as printers, scanners and
headphones, and service and maintenance costs.

Direct financial support to students from low SES backgrounds is one way of
mitigating the impact of poverty on access and participation in higher education
and increasing the affordability of internet access. Equity scholarships have been a
means to bridge the gap between aspiration and access to higher education and
Australian universities report the effectiveness of these types of scholarships on
student retention (Zacharias et al., 2016). However, while equity scholarships
provide benefits for recipients, they are limited in number and their existence
highlights, by comparison, the insufficiency of Commonwealth funding on which
most equity students rely. There is a strong argument for greater government
support that provides “consistent, predictable and appropriate levels of income
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support to all students by providing means‐tested grants through the Centrelink
system” (Zacharias et al., 2016, p. 8), particularly given that current funding is
substantially less than a working wage (Behrendt et al., 2012).

The third dimension of the digital inclusion index is digital ability. Digital ability is
comprised of three components: attitudes towards technology use including
confidence in using the internet; the possession of basic technology skills; and the
nature of activities that are conducted online (J Thomas et al., 2017). In addition to
the lower levels of educational achievement in the Indigenous population as
compared to the Australian population, an additional factor that impacts on digital
ability is the rapid pace of technological change which has impacted on people’s
ability to keep up with those changes (J Thomas et al., 2017).

In terms of technology skills, there is a high level of interest and use of digital
technologies by Indigenous young people that reflect changing societal
communication practices that include the widespread use of social media platforms
and the uptake of mobile devices (Rice, Haynes, Royce, & Thompson, 2016). Indeed,
Indigenous people engage in the use of digital technology and the internet for a
range of purposes (Booth et al., 2014; Christie, 2006; Radoll, 2010; Rice et al., 2016;
Helen Verran & Christie, 2007). Yet when it comes to higher education students
generally, the technological skills used in everyday digital communication and social
media of do not necessarily translate into the skills or interest in the use of digital
technologies in higher educational contexts (Corrin, Lokckyer, & Bennett, 2010).
Additionally, the technical skills of non-traditional and older students as well as
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their computer efficacy are often lower than that of younger students and those
from more traditional backgrounds (Henson, 2013, 2014; Willems, 2011).

Despite the lower levels of digital inclusion of Indigenous Australians as compared
to all Australians (J Thomas et al., 2016), the rapid pace of technological change
may also bring with it emerging opportunities for Indigenous people to more easily
and affordably access the internet using mobile devices and networks (Joint Select
Committee on Cyber-Safety, 2013). While Indigenous people are at particular risk of
being left behind as other Australians utilise home internet access and go online,
the rapid take up of smartphone and tablet technology ameliorates that risk while
opening up a range of other threats, some of which are uniquely nuanced by
Indigenous cultural practices and social norms (Joint Select Committee on CyberSafety, 2013).

However, while Indigenous people continue to have lower levels of digital inclusion
than the overall Australian population higher education providers need to have a
strong understanding of the student base and careful consideration of their needs,
skills and the constraints around internet access particularly in remote settlements
(Rennie et al., 2016) when considering the equity implications of online offerings.
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Literature review part 3: Exploring learning design models and
approaches
The third part of the literature review investigated the alignment between existing
learning design models and the matters of concern that were raised by the research
participants about their experiences in online learning environments.

In this thesis, learning design (or educational design) is regarded as “the set of
practices involved in constructing representations of how to support learning in
particular cases” (P Goodyear, 2005, p. 83). Learning design is distinct from the
process of development of learning environments, which is about “turning these
representations into real support for learning (materials, task specifications, tools,
etc.)” (P Goodyear, 2005, p. 83). The work of learning design is done by educational
designers and by teachers, whose design decisions impact on the nature of
designed learning environment and consequently on the experience of learners. A
critical factor in how the learning design process takes place is based on the
educational and cultural background of the learning designer and/or teacher, and
the extent to which they are aware of their own values and beliefs about how
learning takes place and the biases that these produce in the learning design
process and in the resulting learning environment (Hando, 2014; L. Henderson,
1996).

There is a tension in learning design between the construction of generic
representations of learning that are generalisable, and representations of learning
that are relevant for particular cases and contexts. Despite, or perhaps because of
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the existence of a large number of learning design models (Culatta, 2011), there is a
huge demand from time-poor academics for user friendly design guidance to
incorporate learning technologies into their teaching practice (P Goodyear, 2005).
Goodyear refers to the tension between the demand from academics for support in
a technologically rapidly changing teaching and learning environments and the lack
of clear and easy to use learning design models as the “educational design problem
space” (P Goodyear, 2005, p. 82). In terms of learning design, this is reflected in a
desire for “customisable, re-usable ideas, not fixed, pre packaged solutions” (P
Goodyear, 2005, p. 83), as well as for guidance from teachers on how to translate
learning design models and approaches into practice in their own contexts. That is,
educational designers and teachers are seeking design principles that are “not so
general as to be difficult to apply, nor too explicit so as to limit their applicability to
specific contexts” (T. C. Reeves, 2015, p. 615).

One of the problems for academics and educational designers is the difficulty in
navigating through the design models that exist, to identify their purpose, context
and the stages of design that they reflect. A review of learning design models found
them to broadly align with three distinct purposes. Firstly there are models that
outline a process for designing learning environments, such as the well-known
ADDIE model (Analysis, Design, Development, Implementation and Evaluation).
Secondly there are models for the design of learning environments, such as the
generic framework of the Learning Environment, Learning Processes and Learning
Outcomes (LEPO) model (R. A. Phillips, McNaught, & Kennedy, 2010) and specific
frameworks, such as for fostering student engagement in online learning
101

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 2

environments (Czerkawski & Lyman, 2016). Thirdly, there are models for the design
of teaching sessions, such as Laurillard’s Conversational Framework (Laurillard,
1999) and Salmon’s Five Stage Model (Salmon, 2018). The focus of this
investigation is focused on the second type of learning design model, which support
thinking about the big picture design of online learning environments. The big
picture design of the learning environment necessarily has implications that will
then flow through to the micro level of design of teaching sessions.
2.4.1 Designing learning environments for cultural inclusivity
The design of online learning environments is not culturally neutral (L. Henderson,
1996). A range of studies have been conducted which show that cultural difference
impacts on the experience of learners in online learning environments (Chen, 2007;
A. Hall, 2009; Russell, Kinuthia, Lokey-Vega, Tsang-Kosma, & Madathany, 2013) and,
therefore, culture needs to be considered in the design of online learning
environments (L. Henderson, 1996; McLoughlin & Oliver, 1999, 2000). As observed
by Henderson, “instructional design cannot, and does not, exist outside of a
consideration of culture” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 86), yet the impact of culture and
cultural diversity have largely been disregarded in the field of online learning design
(L. Henderson, 1996; Patricia A Young, 2008). In light of this, an investigation of
learning design models is warranted to examine the extent to which they
accommodate cultural diversity, the extent to which “issues of culture” (L.
Henderson, 2007, p. 131) are included or excluded, and particularly the extent to
which they are inclusive of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and cultures.
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There are relatively few learning design models that specifically include culture as a
design consideration. Two models that do incorporate culture as a design factor are
Reeve’s model of effective dimensions of online learning on the web (T Reeves,
1997) and Henderson’s multiple cultures instructional design model (L. Henderson,
1996, 2007). Henderson’s multiple cultures approach to learning design is eclectic,
and “accommodates a variety of combinations of cultures and pedagogies” (L.
Henderson, 2007, p. 131) including those from academic, mainstream and minority
cultures. It strives for a “coherent interplay among the various cultural logics” (L.
Henderson, 2007, p. 136) including those reflecting “issues of gender, class,
religion, age, kinship, politics, and various workplace cultures” (L. Henderson, 2007,
p. 136).

Henderson’s model recognises the starkly different epistemological standpoints of
Indigenous and western systems of knowledge, and reconciles these in the multiple
cultures model through epistemological pluralism that recognises multiple
standpoints, with no one epistemological position regarded as “incontrovertible” (L.
Henderson, 2007, p. 137). In a practical sense the multiple cultures approach is
inclusive of multiple perspectives and worldviews, and positions these as “visible
and debatable” (L. Henderson, 2007, p. 138). The multiple cultures approach to
learning design is inclusive of diverse knowledges, which deepen students’ learning,
and is also “significant for learners who belong to cultures that are situated in an
unequal relationship with the dominant group(s) and consequently have a history of
educational failure” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 95).
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Unlike Henderson’s model, which has culture as its core, Reeve’s effective
dimensions of online learning on the web has cultural sensitivity as one of fourteen
pedagogic dimensions (Tom Reeves, 1998). Notably, cultural sensitivity was added
to Reeve’s model after critique by Henderson that each pedagogic dimension
should be considered from a cultural perspective (L. Henderson, 1994; Tom Reeves,
1998). An important contribution of Reeve’s dimensions of online learning is the
explicit manner in which the dimensions provide criteria that are useful in terms of
“understanding, describing and evaluating” (Tom Reeves, 1998, p. 1) online
learning, and which can be used in the conceptual work of learning design. Reeve’s
model has particular application in the evaluation of online learning, with the
continuum of each dimension providing a way to visualise where a program or
course is positioned in relation to each of the criteria. The effectiveness of Reeve’s
model is questionable, however, in the evaluation of courses where multiple rather
than singular pedagogic approaches are incorporated such as those based on
Henderson’s multiple cultural approach.

A limitation of Henderson’s and Reeves’ models is their generic nature. While they
have culture as a prominent concern in the design process, they do not provide
guidelines for the design of learning environments that meet the specific cultural
needs of Indigenous students. Regardless of this limitation, learning design
approaches and models that reference the cultural dimensions of learning, such as
those of Reeves and Henderson, are important mirrors for educational designers of
their own socially constructed perspectives on learning (Hando, 2014). They
highlight “the notion of epistemology – and its cultural-boundedness in relation to
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Instructional Design” (Hando, 2014, p. 19). That is, they are a reminder that learning
environments are not culturally neutral but impacted by the cultural background of
education designers and teachers (Hando, 2014; L. Henderson, 1996). In order to
counter the biases that derive from the personal experiences of education and
culture, teachers and learning designers in the Australian context need to have high
levels of Indigenous cultural competence so they can design culturally safe learning
environments that take into account the cultural background of Indigenous
students.

A review of a range of learning design models and frameworks found very few that
included culture as a design consideration, though many reflect the importance of
students’ backgrounds and characteristics as important considerations in the design
of learning environments. In Biggs’ Presage, Process, Product (3P) model (Biggs,
1989), for example, the ‘presage’ component of the model takes into account
student factors as well as the teaching context as impacting on the learning
environment. This and other models, such as the LEPO framework (R. A. Phillips et
al., 2010), identify that the design of a learning environment “should consider the
characteristics of the students it is designed for” (R. A. Phillips et al., 2010, p. 2499).
As with the Henderson and Reeves models, they provide general guidelines for
learning design but lack the specificity that is required to design learning
environments for specific contexts.

In terms of designing online learning environments for Indigenous students, the
work of McLoughlin and Oliver (1999) provides one of the few insights into learning
105

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 2

design specifically for Indigenous contexts. They argue that cultural localisation,
rather than generic learning models are needed to design learning environments
that address the “values, styles of learning and cognitive preferences of the target
population” (McLoughlin & Oliver, 1999, p. 1).

In their work in designing a web environment for Indigenous students, McLoughlin
and Oliver developed ten design principles for culturally inclusive learning design
that reflect cultural localisation (McLoughlin & Oliver, 1999). The development
process of these principles is not clear, however, the process did involve
collaboration with Indigenous members of the community (McLoughlin & Oliver,
1999). These principles are as follows:
1. Adopt an epistemology that is consistent with, and supportive of
constructivist learning and multiple perspectives;
2. Design authentic learning activities;
3. Create flexible tasks and tools for knowledge sharing;
4. Ensure different forms of support, within and outside the community;
5. Establish flexible and responsive student roles and responsibilities;
6. Provide communication tools and social interaction for learners to construct
knowledge
7. Create tasks for self-direction, ownership and collaboration;
8. Ensure flexible tutoring and mentoring roles that are responsive to learner
needs;
9. Create access to varied resources to ensure multiple perspectives; and
10. Provide flexibility in learning goals, outcomes and modes of assessment.
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Interestingly, the first principle suggests the adoption of an epistemology that is
consistent with constructivist learning and multiple perspectives; however, no
specific epistemological approach is suggested. With more than half of the
principles proposed by McLoughlin and Oliver implicitly or explicitly reflecting the
importance of interaction between students, an appropriate epistemological
approach could be what Thayer Bacon (Thayer-Bacon, 1997) conceptualises as a
relational epistemology, where interaction is a core component of culturally
inclusive learning environments. This aligns with Gibb’s identification of
connectedness as being at “the root of Aboriginal pedagogy” (Gibb, 2006, p. 25) in
the context of online learning, and similarly, Dreamson et al. (Dreamson et al.,
2017) identified the interactive strategies of communication and collaboration as
integral to online learning environments in learning management systems that are
designed for cultural inclusivity.

In contrast, many learning design models reflect approaches to learning that are
based on “individual autonomy” (McLoughlin, 1999, p. 234), whereas, the needs of
Indigenous students are more aligned with learning design that “promotes social
and collaborative forms of interaction” (McLoughlin, 1999, p. 234). Hence, design
models that are not underpinned by a relational epistemology are unlikely to be
suitable for the design of learning environments for Indigenous learners. With this
in mind Gibb advocates for “reinstating education as a social activity every bit as
much as an individual learning endeavour” (Gibb, 2006, p. 21). Laurillard’s
conversational framework (Laurillard, 1999) is an example of a learning model
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where connectedness with other students is not part of the design. While that
model prioritises interaction between teachers and students, one of the
weaknesses of the model is that “it ignores the role of discussion between students
in the learning process” (R. A. Phillips & Luca, 2000, p. 151).

Learning design models that include peer-to-peer interaction as a design
consideration, do not necessarily identify or refer to this as a process related to
cultural inclusion. For example, the student engagement model for online learning
(Czerkawski & Lyman, 2016) emphasises the processes of interaction and
collaboration, without reference to cultural inclusivity. Similarly, in the LEPO
framework (R. A. Phillips et al., 2010) and the 3P model (Biggs, 1989), student-tostudent interaction is also accommodated, but is not explicitly linked to cultural
inclusion.

The importance of facilitating opportunities for interaction between Indigenous
students in online learning environments so they have the opportunity to establish
relatedness is a key finding of this study. Similarly, Gibb found that the online
learning experiences of Indigenous students were optimised through
“connectedness that supports learning” (Gibb, 2006, p. 23). However, even though
many learning design models refer to student-to-student interaction, none of those
reviewed addressed the formation of bonding social capital, or distinguish between
the different forms of social capital that could be established through online
interactions. This gap in the literature is indicative of the limited research that is
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currently available about the experiences of Indigenous students in online learning
in higher education.

The review of learning design models and frameworks also indicates that generic
models of learning design are not sufficient to address the design of learning
environments that are culturally inclusive of Indigenous learners. There is a clear
need for further research into the design of culturally inclusive online learning
environments in the Australian context, and particularly for the development of
evidence-based principles for the design of online learning environments that are
inclusive of Indigenous students.

Chapter summary
This literature review presented in this chapter was conducted in three stages that
were related to the three micro-cycles of research guided by the Educational Design
Research framework used in the conduct of this study. The literature reviewed in
each of these stages had a different purpose and focus.

The initial review of the literature provided a foundational understanding of the
research problem. The literature established that the negative social construction of
being an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander person in Australia has direct impacts
on all aspects of the livers of Indigenous people, including in education. Enhancing
educational outcomes for Indigenous people therefore requires societal change,
and this needs to be reflected in culturally safe learning environments. Critical race
theory provides a framework for examining the impact of race in learning, and
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whiteness provides a conceptual framework to explore the nature of learning
institutions and learning environments. Indigenous and Indigenist methodologies
were also explored as ways of approaching the research questions.

The second part of the literature review was focused on exploring the ten themes
that were drawn from the findings of the study. This section of the literature shed
light on a range of diverse areas that impact on the experiences of indigenous
higher education students in online learning in higher education. The literature
reviewed built a picture of the complex and interrelated factors within learning
environments, within educational institutions and more broad structural factors
that contribute to Indigenous students’ experiences of online learning.

Finally, in the third stage the literature was explored in relation to online learning
design. The importance of culture as a factor in learning design decisions was
established, and this was contrasted with the limited extent to which cultural
diversity is incorporated into learning design models and frameworks. Despite a
large number of learning design models, there is limited evidence in the literature
of models and frameworks that can be used to guide educational developers and
teachers in the design of online learning environments that meet the needs of
Indigenous students. The literature review, therefore, focused the study and clearly
established gaps in the literature that speak to the need for additional research in
online learning design that specifically addressed the design of learning
environments for Indigenous students
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Chapter 3

Methodology
Introduction

Chapter 3 describes the methodological approach taken in this study. The chapter
illuminates the methodological basis and structure of the study within the
Educational Design Research (EDR) framework and the adaptation of EDR for
research with Indigenous people. In this chapter the methods used in the collection
and analysis of stories about the experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students in online learning in higher education are presented. The sampling and
characteristics of the participants are also discussed.

The design of the research provides a systematic approach to exploring and
responding to the research questions that inform the study. The questions are:

Research Question 1: How do Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander higher education
students experience online learning environments?

Research Question 2: What principles can be drawn from Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander higher education students’ experiences of online learning to inform
the design of culturally inclusive online learning environments?

The first part of the chapter introduces Educational Design Research (EDR) and
situates this study within the first phase of EDR, that of exploration and analysis.
This is followed by discussion of Indigenous approaches to research, and particularly
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the use of yarning (Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010) as the main data collection method
in the study. Data were collected primarily through the qualitative approach of
yarning, a conversational and culturally appropriate means of engaging with
Indigenous participants. To a lesser extent, observation of selected artifacts in the
online environment contributed to the researcher’s understanding of the student
experience in those spaces.

The establishment of a reference group is discussed in light of the important role
they played to the research design and analysis of data. The Indigenous higher
education students who participated in and who were the focus of the study are
then introduced. The sampling methods are discussed, as are the characteristics of
the participants. As this study is focused on online learning, the breakdown of
participant enrolment modes is identified, and student characteristics are discussed
in relation to mode of enrolment. The research design intentionally focuses on and
privileges the voices of Indigenous contributors to the study as a counter balance to
the dominant white discourse present in the design and teaching of higher
education, particularly in online spaces.

The next section highlights the three micro-cycles of research within the EDR
framework that lead to the cumulative development of six design principles. Microcycle 1 focuses on understanding the context of the research and unpacking
literature related to the research questions in order to build an understanding and
overview of the field. Review of the literature was undertaken continuously
throughout the research, though with a different emphasis and focus in each of the
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research micro-cycles. In micro-cycle 2 data was gathered from the research
participants. Thematic analysis was applied to the data and this resulted in the
development of themes and the construction of case summaries. The literature
review then explored the themes that emerged in this cycle of the study. In microcycle 3, all of the data were considered, and the design principles were developed.
The third phase of the literature review study focused on learning design models
and approaches.

The chapter concludes with a reflection on the use and impact of yarning in the
study and a review of the ethical considerations that were considered in the
planning and enactment of the research.

Educational Design Research
The methodological framework used in this study was Educational Design Research
(EDR). EDR is a practical approach to addressing real world problems in educational
contexts. An essential characteristic of educational design research is the combined
focus on both theory and praxis throughout the research process and in terms of
producing both theoretical and practical outcomes (Barab & Squire, 2004;
McKenney & Reeves, 2012 p. 76). The theoretical outcomes are presented as design
principles that, when mature, can be adopted and applied to new contexts.

The choice of EDR for this research was based on evidence of the successful use of
EDR in addressing practical problems in technology-rich higher education contexts
(Bollen, van der Meij, & Leekmuil, 2015; T. C. Reeves, 2015; Wozniak, 2015).
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Additionally, EDR has been used successfully in higher education in multi-cultural
contexts (A. Hall, 2009) and with Indigenous adult learners in a remote Australian
context (Eady, 2010), both of which are particular concerns of this study.

The EDR model used in this study has a robust design process that makes it
adaptable to many contexts through the enactment of three core processes:
Analysis and Exploration; Design and Construction; and, Evaluation and Reflection
(McKenney & Reeves, 2012 p. 77).

Figure 3.1 Generic model for conducting design research in education
(Source: McKenney & Reeves 2012 p.77)

Each of the three processes in EDR is considered a phase of research and
individually each one is referred to as a micro-cycle of research. A meso-cycle
comprises of two or three micro-cycles and these take place within the context of
the whole study, or macro-cycle of research. A full EDR process would ideally
contain two or three meso-cycles in the development of mature and robust design
principles.
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However, EDR is a flexible approach to education design and it is often the case that
the full EDR process is not carried out. McKenney and Reeves identify that
completing a full EDR study is a lengthy endeavor, and it is “extremely difficult to
complete multiple iterations of robust research and design in less than two years,
especially when it comes to projects undertaken by one or just a few individuals”
(McKenney & Reeves, 2012 p. 188). As a result, a micro-cycle or one or more mesocycles of EDR may be the focus of a particular shorter study that contributes to a
lengthier project. In this study the focus was placed on the first phase of the EDR
framework, that of analysis and exploration. Three micro-cycles of analysis and
exploration were conducted that cumulatively led to answers being provided to the
research questions.

The flexibility of the EDR framework is one of its great assets, although, this
flexibility is also the basis of one of the main limitations of EDR, that is, the
possibility that the design principles developed will not be seen through to
maturation. Indeed, reported studies are generally of “a single iteration of
implementation without further research to determine the generalizability of the
outcomes to new contexts” (Wozniak, 2015, p. 297). Hence, it is important for
shorter EDR studies such as this one to be positioned for further iterative cycles of
research if EDR is to achieve the promise of theoretical outcomes as well as
practical solutions to real world problems.
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The flexibility of EDR also extends to accommodation of diverse philosophical
worldviews and in the selection of data collection methods. These factors made
EDR suitable for use in the context of this study, which was focused on the
experiences of Indigenous students.

Approaches to research with Indigenous people
3.3.1 Indigenous methodologies
A wave of indigenous researchers (Ford, 2010; Karen Martin, 2003; Karen Martin,
2008; Moreton-Robinson, 2000; M. Nakata, 2007b; Lester Irabinna Rigney, 1999,
2011; L. T. Smith, 1999) have made explicit the devastating impact of western
research practices on indigenous peoples in the past and continuing into the
present. In moving forward, the decolonisation of the research process is arguably
of critical importance to the “unveiling of epistemic silences of Western
epistemology and affirming the epistemic rights of the racially devalued” (Mignolo,
2009 p.162).

The reframing of Indigenous research by Indigenous researchers has raised
questions for non-Indigenous researchers about how to engage in Indigenous
research given the Indigenist research agenda is to “dissuade non-Indigenous
researchers from engaging in the contested space and so decolonise the field”
(Guenther, 2015 p. 3). This leads some non-Indigenous researchers to question the
legitimacy of their contributions and to struggle with their “complicity in whiteness”
(Guenther, 2015 p. 3) while supporting research practices that redress the legacy of
colonial practices in Indigenous research.
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While non-Indigenous researchers cannot, by definition, adopt Indigenist
approaches to research they can engage in research that is guided by Indigenous
approaches and “they can adopt positions that are congruent with the goals and
needs of indigenous peoples in a respectful way” (Guenther, 2015 p.3) and act as
“fellow travelers of sorts, antipositivists, friendly insiders who wish to deconstruct
from within the Western academy and its positivist epistemologies” (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2008 p. 6). That is to say, there is a strong argument that there is a
legitimate space for non-Indigenous researchers to engage in research with
Indigenous people (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; M. N. Nakata et al., 2012; Porsanger,
2004), and indeed, a responsibility for “all researchers involved in Indigenous
research to decolonise the research process” (Sehlin MacNeil & Marsh, 2015, p.
120).

This study, therefore, explores how EDR can be applied in a cross-cultural, critically
informed manner that incorporates “ethically and culturally acceptable approaches
to the study of indigenous issues” (Porsanger, 2004 p. 107), recognising that these
approaches are likely to be different between indigenous and non-indigenous
researchers. Guidance for the non-Indigenous researcher on how to effectively and
ethically engage in the political space of Indigenous research was drawn from the
experiences of Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers who have theorised the
spaces in which cross-cultural research takes place (Christie, 2013; Guenther, 2015;
B. Martin, 2017b; Karen Martin, 2008; Lester Irabinna Rigney, 1997; Helen Verran,
2015).
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Inherent characteristics of EDR are well aligned to approaches taken in Indigenous
methodologies, such as the collaborative nature of research, the generative nature
of knowledge through the iterative design and development of design principles
leading to a designed intervention, and the linkage between research and practice.

In addition, Indigenous approaches to the study, including to data collection, were
investigated and adopted. The privileging of Indigenous voices is a key characteristic
of Indigenous research (Christie, 2013; M. Nakata, 2007b; Irabinna Rigney, 1997;
Verran, 2015) that has been foregrounded in this study. To that end, yarning has
been adopted in this study as a culturally appropriate data collection method that
privileges the participants’ voices (Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010).

Respectful collaboration, another hallmark of ethical research in Indigenous
contexts (Christie, 2013; Guenther, 2015; Helen Verran, 2015) was formalised in this
research through the formation of a reference group that came together to engage
in the process of “collaborative yarning” (Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010) about the
data. The process of collaborative yarning provided a way for the data to be
explored through different eyes and worldviews.

The use of yarning practices in this study established the conditions for the
identification of socio-technical themes that were hidden in the conventional
literature, and which could not have been identified by the researcher alone.
Hence, the incorporation of Indigenous approaches to this EDR study and the
privileging of Indigenous voices in the data collection and analysis brought out
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Indigenous understandings and conceptualisations of online learning that could not
have been achieved through the use of white methods (Bonilla-Silva & Zuberi,
2008).

The use by a non-Indigenous researcher of indigenous methods and approaches to
engage in cross-cultural research with Indigenous people was a political act intent
on challenging the social construction of whiteness (Frankenberg, 1993) in what we
know and how we understand online learning. The themes, learning design
principles and recommendations that resulted from the study are unique because
of the yarning practices that led to their evolution.
3.3.2 Yarning as an Indigenous data collection method
The implication of white methods in Indigenous research has been considered and
addressed through the adoption of yarning in this study. Yarning is a method used
to privilege Indigenous ways of knowledge gathering and Indigenous voices. In
response to the historical use of research to disempower and colonise Indigenous
peoples (Irabinna Rigney, 1999; L. T. Smith, 1999) yarning is a research method that
draws on the oral tradition of storytelling as Indigenous pedagogy and means of
communication. In the context of Indigenous research, yarning is an ethical,
culturally appropriate and legitimate method of data collection with Indigenous
participants (Bessarab, 2012; Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010; Geia, Hayes, & Usher,
2013; Kickett, 2011; Kovach, 2010), particularly when aligned with Indigenous
research protocols (Karen Martin, 2008).
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Yarning is a term used colloquially in Aboriginal contexts to mean to chat, to talk or
to tell a series of interwoven stories and is an accepted means of communicating in
Australian Indigenous contexts (Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010; Davis-Warra, Dooley, &
Exley, 2011, p. 124; Fredericks et al., 2011). In this study yarning was used as a
means of shifting the balance of power in the data collection process to the
participants by giving them control of what is spoken of and what is left unspoken in
relation to the research questions. As an open-structured research method, yarning
allowed participants space to focus on aspects of the research that were important
to them, and it also allowed for silences around topics that the participant did not
want to engage in.

Bessarab and Ng'andu (2010) identified that yarning in Indigenous research
contexts is characterised by four distinct types of yarning: social yarning, research
topic yarning, therapeutic yarning and collaborative yarning. They identified that
the first three types of yarning take place in the course of conversation with
research participants. The fourth yarning type, collaborative yarning, is the
discussion that takes place about the research and the concepts and ideas emerging
from it. In this study collaborative yarning primarily took place with members of the
research reference group.

The typology of yarning articulated by Bessarab and Ng'andu (2010) was useful to
the researcher in terms of the enactment of yarning, particularly in making visible
the importance of establishing relationships through the process of social yarning as
an essential precursor to engagement in research topic yarning. Through the
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typology of yarning, the Indigenous protocol of social yarning is embedded into the
research context, making it an explicit and important part of the research yarning
process, rather than as something that may take place prior to it or not at all. As an
Indigenous research practice, social yarning articulates a way in which “a genuine
relational construct” (Geia et al., 2013, p. 16) is built into the process of doing
research.

Social yarning has particular characteristics, patterns and protocols that reflect
differences in Indigenous and non-Indigenous patterns of everyday social
engagement. For a non-Indigenous person, the conventions of social yarning need
to be consciously learnt, whereas for Indigenous researchers they are culturally
acquired through life experience where the “storying and yarning” (Geia et al.,
2013, p. 15) that takes place in research yarning are “the way we make sense of our
lived experience” (Geia et al., 2013, p. 15). The typology of yarning identified by
Bessarab and Ng'andu (2010) provided the non-Indigenous researcher in this study
with a way of entering into the yarning process, and to see the protocols and
characteristics associated with its use.

Despite the articulation of a yarning typology, the process and its enactment are
highly context dependent. An understanding of how yarning has been conducted in
various contexts was gained from the literature (Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010;
Fredericks et al., 2011; Geia et al., 2013; Kickett, 2011; M. Walker, Fredericks, Mills,
& Anderson, 2014) and this was instrumental in guiding the process of yarning in
this study. Ultimately, the enactment of yarning in this study was defined by the
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characteristics of the participants, the locations where the yarning took place, the
nature of the research topic, the insider positioning of the researcher in relation to
the research topic, and the outsider positioning of the researcher as a nonIndigenous woman engaging in research with Indigenous people.

The process of the researcher learning about yarning from the literature and being
guided in it by the reference group reflects the change in the research space where
“Indigenous people are now becoming the teachers and Western researchers are
becoming the learners” (Geia et al., 2013, p. 14). This opens up the possibilities for
research spaces where the exchange of “ontological and epistemological discourses
makes a creative space for something new” (Geia et al., 2013, p. 14).
3.3.3 Collaborative yarning with the reference group
A reference group was established to give power and authority to Indigenous voices
in the design, enactment and analysis of the research. The reference group had a
maximum of five members at any one time, and comprised of academic and
professional staff and one student. The group had two core members throughout
the study while other members of the group changed throughout as a result of job
mobility. While the reference group was initially intended to comprise solely of
Indigenous representation, one non-Indigenous academic was invited to join the
reference group on the basis of her extensive experience working in cross-cultural
research. All members of the reference group provided an invaluable contribution
to the study.
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The work of the reference group was essentially to engage in “collaborative
yarning” (Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010, p. 40), that is, to talk about the research as it
was unfolding and to share understandings of it. Yarning, therefore, was more than
an approach to data collection: it permeated all aspects of the research study and
evolved to become the guiding epistemological approach to the study. The
reference group met four times during the course of the research. Additionally, the
researcher met individually with members of the reference group from time to time
when a sounding board for aspects of the research was required. Terms of
Reference were negotiated, and these made explicit the role of the group and how
it would operate.

The reference group had a tangible impact on all stages of the study, with input in
the first micro-cycle of the research leading to significant changes in the research
design. The adoption of yarning as the main data collection method was made after
yarning with the reference group about culturally and socially appropriate methods
for engaging with and collecting data from Indigenous participants. This was a
significant change from the intended use of semi-structured interviews as the main
data collection method. Yarning with the reference group led the researcher to
consider more deeply the nuances around oral data collection and what that meant
in terms of framing the data collection to align more strongly with Indigenous ways
of knowing, being and doing.
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Yarning with the reference group also led to gifting a $30 grocery voucher to each
of the participants as an acknowledgement of their time and contribution to the
study.
The reference group members were adamant that the reciprocity signaled by the
vouchers was integral to the ethical conduct of the project. As a result of this advice
a variation to the ethics approval was gained and the grocery vouchers were given
or mailed to participants with the completed transcript of the yarning session. The
participants were appreciative of this gesture, with several sending notes of
acknowledgement.

The reference group members provided input into the analysis of data through
sharing their perspectives and insights on the data. They questioned and challenged
the researcher’s assumptions, interpretations and analysis. The cross-cultural
process of unpacking and yarning about the data with the reference group refined
the direction of the research and honed the findings. Shared insights by members of
the reference group ensured that the researcher not just listened to, but also
understood the nuances and meanings that were imbued in the participants’
stories. The collaborative yarning process made visible the very different sociocultural frames through which the stories told by the participants about online
learning could be interpreted. This highlights the integral role that collaborative
yarning and shared meaning making with the reference group had to the
identification of the themes in this study. That is, the epistemology of yarning
allowed the categories that are always flexible in a yarn, to be carefully chosen,
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which led to relevant considerations as to how pedagogy and knowledge
production is understood in an Indigenous online context.

Importantly, the reference group also provided the researcher with guidance,
encouragement and moral support for the work conducted throughout the study.
Input and feedback from the reference group to the researcher both shaped and
affirmed the direction and the conduct of the research.

The participants
3.4.1 Participant Sampling
The participants in this study were past or current Indigenous students at Charles
Darwin University (CDU). Nineteen Indigenous higher education students who had
experienced CDU’s online learning environment, Learnline, contributed to the
research. The majority (n=18) of participants were enrolled at CDU in 2014 and/or
2015 when the data collection took place, while one participant had withdrawn
from her course at the university. Participation in the study was restricted to
Indigenous students who were or had been enrolled in higher education course
work programs. Indigenous students enrolled in tertiary enabling programs and
research degrees were not included in the study.

Initial contact with potential participants was through an email sent by the Office of
Indigenous Academic Support (OIAS) to approximately 500 Indigenous higher
education course work students enrolled at CDU. A relatively low number of
students responded to the email (n=11), as was anticipated. The researcher
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followed up with these students and nine of the students identified in this way
went on to participate in the study.

Purposive sampling was used to identify additional participants and ensure a
diverse spread of participants from across age ranges, gender, discipline areas and
geographic locations. Potential participants were identified from existing university
and social networks by staff from the OIAS, academic staff at CDU and by the
researcher. Purposive sampling was also used to identify students who had been
enrolled but had withdrawn from the university. There was also a modified
snowball effect in the sampling. Students interested in participating in the research
discussed this with other students who then asked to join the study.
3.4.2 Participant Characteristics
Of the nineteen participants five were male (26 per cent) and fourteen were female
(74 per cent). Participants ranged in age from 22 to 66 years old.

Table 1 Participants’ age by gender

Age
18-25
26-35
36-45
46-55
56-65
Over 65
Total

Male
1

3
1
5

Female
6
5
2
1
14

Total
1
6
5
5
1
1
19

As can be seen in the table above, the majority of participants were mature age,
with none of the participants coming into their current study directly through a
school to university pathway.
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Participants were drawn from across a range of disciplines including education,
nursing, Indigenous languages and linguistics, law, commerce, business, pharmacy,
creative and Indigenous writing, and Indigenous policy development.

Table 2 Participants’ course of study by gender

Course
Diploma of Creative and Indigenous Writing
Teacher Education (various):
Bachelor of Education (Primary Teaching);
Bachelor of Education (Early Childhood);
Bachelor of Teaching and Learning (PreService);
Bachelor of Teaching and Learning (Primary);
Bachelor of Teaching and Learning (Early
Childhood)
Bachelor of Indigenous Languages and
Linguistics
Bachelor of Nursing (Pre-Registration)
Bachelor of Psychological Science
Bachelor of Laws
Bachelor of Commerce/Bachelor of Accounting
Bachelor of Pharmacy
Graduate Diploma in Business Administration
Graduate Diploma in Indigenous Policy
Development
Total Number of Participants

Male
1

3

Female
5

Total
1
5

2

5

1
2
1
1
1
1

1
2
1
1
1
1
1

14

19

1

5

While the participants were all involved in online learning through the institutional
Learning Management System (LMS) the study modes in which students engaged in
their courses varied considerably. The table below shows the number of students
enrolled in external and block-mode as well as students enrolled in multiple study
modes.
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Table 3 Participants' enrolment mode by gender

Study mode
Male
Internal only
External only
Block-mode only
Multi modal
Total

1
3
1
5

Number of Students
Female
Total
0
6
7
3
6
5
6
14
19

The participants were drawn from five of Australia’s seven states and territories.
The participants’ principal residences at the time of the study were in the Northern
Territory (NT), New South Wales (NSW), Queensland (Qld), Western Australia (WA)
and Victoria (Vic). Almost half of the participants were located in the NT.

Table 4 Participants' state of residence by gender

State or Territory
NT
NSW
Qld
WA
Vic
Total Number of
Participants

Male
2
1
2

Female
7
2
1
3
1
14

5

Total
9
3
3
3
1
19

Over a third (37 per cent; n=7) of the participants were living in areas classified as
remote or very remote at the time of the study, based on the remoteness
classifications of the Australian Statistical Geography Standards (Australian Bureau
of Statistics, 2015). Additionally, two participants moved from Very Remote
locations to Darwin so they were in a better position to pursue higher education.
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Table 5 Participants' state of residence by remoteness

Remoteness Area Category
Major Cities of Australia
Inner Regional Australia
Outer Regional Australia
Remote Australia
Very Remote Australia
Total Number of Participants

NT

Qld

WA
1

NSW
1

1
1

1
1

3

3

Vic
1

1
6
2
1
9

2
3

1

Total
3
1
8
4
3
19

The final mix of participants provided a broad representation across gender, age,
discipline, geographic location and study mode.
3.4.3 Modality and choice of enrolment mode
Analysis of data identified that the participants’ choice of enrolment mode was
linked to specific characteristics as well as to the availability of different enrolment
options. Of the 19 participants in this study about a third were enrolled in units as
external students (n=7), a third in block-mode (n=6) and a third in multiple modes
(n=6). This section explores the participants’ choices in relation to each of these
modalities.

The characteristics of the participants who enrolled in external mode study (n=7)
were distinct from those who enrolled in other modes of study. They understood
academic culture and had prior experience of internal study in a vocational or
higher education institution. Three had completed prior undergraduate degree level
qualifications, two had commenced their degrees internally at other universities
and had successfully completed some units of study prior to transferring to external
mode at CDU, one had completed diploma level qualifications, and another had
completed several VET qualifications and workplace-based training programs in the
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discipline area of her degree studies. The participants who chose to enroll as
external students had experienced prior academic success and had demonstrated
the ability, resilience and autonomy to achieve in a higher education environment.

These factors, combined with the participants’ circumstances, appear to have
influenced their decisions to study externally. Students’ circumstances that led to
the selection of external mode were inability to attend university physically due to
family or work commitments, and the convenience of not to attending in person.
Location was not a primary factor in selecting external study. Some participants
lived in regional and remote locations without physical access to a university, but
others lived in close proximity to the university. External online study made higher
education possible for many Indigenous students at a point in time where physically
attending a university as an internal student was not possible or convenient for
them.

Participants’ enrolment choices in relation to mode were also impacted by the
mode of unit and course offerings. Notably, the courses in which participants chose
to study externally were not offered in block-mode, which may have been a viable
enrolment mode option for them.

Some participants were enrolled in their units within the course in different modes.
Participants who had multi-modal enrolments were enrolled in four combinations
of mode: block-mode and external study (n=3); internal and external (n=1);
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community-based program and external (n=1); and block-mode, internal and
external (n=1).

Table 6 Multi-modal enrolment combinations by gender

Multi Modal Enrolment combinations
Male
Block-mode & external
Community program & External
Internal & External
Block-mode, Internal & External
Total

1
1

Number of Students
Female
Total
3
3
1
1
1
1
1
5
6

Overwhelmingly, multi-modal enrolment patterns were primarily the result of units
not being available in the participants’ preferred mode of enrolment, thus requiring
them to select the units in another mode. Hence, multi-modal enrolment was a
choice borne of necessity rather than as a result of wanting to engage in study in
multiple modes. Notably, where block-mode was offered, Indigenous students
almost always chose that option in preference to other available enrolment modes.
The majority of participants who chose external study over internal study did so
when the block-mode option was not available. Participant enrolment choices are
shown in Table 7.
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Table 7 Participants' course by enrolment mode

Course

Diploma of Creative and Indigenous
Writing
Bachelor of Education (Various degrees)
Bachelor of Indigenous Languages and
Linguistics
Bachelor of Nursing (Pre-Registration)
Bachelor of Psychological Science
Bachelor of Laws
Bachelor of Commerce/Bachelor of
Accounting
Bachelor of Pharmacy
Graduate Diploma in Business
Administration
Graduate Diploma in Indigenous Policy
Development
Total Number of Participants

Available modes of enrolment
Internal
External
Block-mode Multi
Modal
1
1
4

4
1

1
2
1
1
1
1
1
7

6

6

*Shaded cells indicate the course was not offered in this mode

Only two participants identified that they had chosen to enroll in units in the
internal mode. One of the participants was predominantly enrolled as an internal
student and the other was enrolled in units mainly in block-mode, but occasionally
enrolled in elective subjects in the internal mode.

The two students who selected to study some units in internal mode were both
single, aged in their twenties, studying full-time, and neither had the responsibilities
of paid work or family. One of the participants lived locally and was enrolled in her
course as an internal student but had enrolled in an external unit of study over
summer semester to repeat a unit that was only offered in external mode in that
time period. The other had relocated to Darwin for the purpose of study. Both
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students who enrolled in internal units were confident users of digital technologies
and had the computer equipment they needed to participate in online study.

Students enrolled in block-mode also tended to have similar characteristics and
preferences. A primary reason that the participants chose to study in block-mode
was a preference to participate in a learning environment with a cohort of
Indigenous students with whom they had a shared sense of belonging and a level of
cultural safety. Additionally, the choice of discipline in block-mode was likely to
have a strong Indigenous focus where interaction with other Indigenous students
would be advantageous.

Students also chose block-mode because it provided flexibility to live and do the
majority of their study at home, thus allowing them to combine their pursuit of
higher education with work, study and family responsibilities. Students who chose
block-mode were less likely to be confident in their academic abilities than those
who chose external mode, although this did not hold true for all participants.
Where students were lacking in confidence, their selection of block-mode was
made with the expectation that their teachers would provide them with strong
guidance and direction around their learning. Many participants who enrolled in
block-mode saw it predominantly as a face-to-face mode of study and were
ambivalent about the online environment. At the time of enrolment they were
likely to be unaware of the extent to which online learning was a component of
block-mode.
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Indigenous students had clear preferences of enrolment mode. Interestingly, blockmode was such an attraction for one student that she decided to enroll in a teacher
education program instead of a business degree because the business course was
not offered in block-mode. Enrolment mode was influenced by student
characteristics and preferences and in turn students’ experiences of higher
education, and of the online environment were shaped by their enrolment mode.

The research design
This study represents the enactment of the first phase of Education Design
Research (EDR) through three micro-cycles of analysis and exploration. The focus in
the study on the first phase of investigation in the EDR framework was a response
to the entrenched nature of educational disadvantage for Indigenous higher
education students, and the need to generate a deep and rich understanding of
their experiences in online learning in order to develop an inductive design solution.
The investment of time in the first phase of the EDR resulted in an iterative and
evidence-based approach to the development of design principles that privileged
the voices and experiences of Indigenous students.

A different focus of analysis and exploration took place during each of the three
micro-cycles of analysis and exploration conducted in this study. These are shown in
the following table.

134

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 3

Table 8 Cycles of analysis and exploration

Phase/Cycle
Focus

Evolution of
Design
Principles
Location in
the thesis

Research
Question

Phase 1: Analysis and Exploration
Micro-cycle 1
Micro-cycle 2
Micro-cycle 3
Exploration and analysis
Exploration of the lived
Further exploration and
of the context and
experience of Indigenous analysis of the themes in
literature to identify
higher education
relation to the learning
emergent themes.
students in online
design literature to
learning environments
develop design principles
through yarning; Analysis and additional
of data and development recommendations.
of themes and case
summaries; Review of
literature in relation to
the identified themes.
Initial themes
Revised themes
Translation of themes
into initial Design
Principles
Chapter 1 Introduction
Chapter 2 Literature
Review

Chapter 2 Literature
Review
Chapter 4 Case
Summaries
Chapter 5 Themes
Responds to Research
Question 1

Chapter 2 Literature
Review
Chapter 6 Discussion
Chapter 7 Summary,
Implications and
Conclusion
Responds to Research
Question 2

The depth of the research process that took place through the three micro-cycles of
analysis and exploration led to the development by the conclusion of the third
micro-cycle of initial evidence-based principles for the design of online learning
environments that support the learning intentions of Indigenous students. The
development of these learning design principles sets the stage for further research
to continue their iterative development through the design and construction and
evaluation and reflection phases of EDR until they can be regarded as “proto-
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theories” (R. Phillips et al., 2012, p. 92), or modest theories that can reliably provide
others with guidelines for their use in other settings.

The methods used in the conduct of EDR are flexible and determined in response to
the nature of the problem and the context of the study. In the context of this study
Indigenous research methods were explored, and yarning was identified and used
as the main data collection method in this research.
3.5.1 Micro-cycle 1: Exploring the context and literature

Micro-cycle 1:
Review of context
and literature

Micro-cycle 2:
Research yarning,
identify themes
and review
literature

Micro-cycle 3:
Review of
literature and
develop design
principles

Figure 3.2 Micro-cycle 1

The first micro-cycle of research was focused on “problem definition” (McKenney &
Reeves, 2012, p. 85) through an analysis of the online learning environment at the
site of the study and a review of foundational literature related to the context of
the problem. The goal in this early stage of the EDR process was to learn from what
others had done before so as to better understand the reasons for the gap in
educational outcomes between Indigenous and non-Indigenous higher education
students, particularly in online learning.

In this micro-cycle of research, the researcher engaged in informal discussions with
academic staff from Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education (BIITE) who
were teaching into CDU courses about their perceptions of Indigenous students’
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experiences of online learning. They indicated what was working and what was not
working in terms of the design of online learning environments. These discussions
were a critical motivator for the initiation of the study and influenced its design
within the EDR framework. These early discussions informed the researcher’s belief
that existing learning design models and online teaching practices were not always
supporting the success of Indigenous students, and that deeper exploration was
needed into the range of student experiences in online learning so as to develop an
informed and negotiated way towards developing new learning models and
pedagogical practices. That is, the initial exploration established that “existing
practices are inadequate or can, at least, be improved upon, [and] that new
practices are necessary” (Bannan-Ritland & Baek as cited in McKenney & Reeves,
2012, p. 87). This initial exploration confirmed the need for this research.

The first micro-cycle of the investigation included two meetings with the reference
group where the researcher and members of the reference group engaged in
collaborative yarning about the research design. Through the yarning process the
reference group had a critical hand in reshaping the nature of data collection in the
study from semi-structured interviews to yarning and shaping the researcher’s
approach to doing research with Indigenous participants.

This micro-cycle of analysis and exploration provided a firm foundation for the
study and led to the second micro-cycle of the EDR study. The findings from it are
contained in the introduction to this study in Chapter 1, and in the literature review
in Chapter 2.
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3.5.2 Micro-cycle 2: Yarning with participants

Micro-cycle 1:
Review of context
and literature

Micro-cycle 2:
Research yarning,
identify themes
and review
literature

Micro-cycle 3:
Review of
literature and
develop design
principles

Figure 3.3 Micro-cycle 2

The second micro-cycle of the study focused very clearly on developing a strong
understanding of the experiences of Indigenous higher education students in online
learning in response to first research question. This was the largest micro-cycle of
research, and one that focused on bringing the voices of the Indigenous participants
in the study to the fore through the process of yarning.

Yarning sessions were conducted with the participants face-to-face or on the
telephone depending on each participant’s preference and location. Prior to the
yarning sessions the researcher contacted each participant by email, phone or in
person to provide them with a plain English statement that described the purpose
of the research and provided them with consent forms for their participation in the
study. At this time the purpose, format and timeframes for the research were
discussed. The yarning sessions with the research participants took place over 18
months in 2014 and 2015.

The face-to-face yarning sessions were held at a location elected by the participant.
These were mainly on campus in the Indigenous academic support centre at CDU,
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as well as at a participant’s home in one instance and at the home of the researcher
in another instance. The familiar and informal conversational style of yarning
helped participants feel comfortable and relaxed and provided them with the space
to represent themselves and their journeys through education and online learning
in their own voices. All yarning sessions were recorded and transcribed. The
transcriptions were then sent back to the participant for review. The participants
were invited to provide comment on the transcripts if they wanted to and in three
instances participants followed up with elaboration or clarification about comments
made during the yarning sessions and contained in the transcripts.

Although unstructured, the yarning sessions followed a particular logic and
structure. The yarning typology developed by Bessarab and Ng'andu (2010) helped
the researcher to conceptualise yarning as having distinct phases that the
researcher was part of but also needed to provide space for. The yarning sessions
commenced with social yarning to establish relationship prior to commencing the
research topic yarn. This then led to research topic yarning. The nature of research
topic yarning meant that the stories that emerged were at times meandering and
seemingly unrelated to the essence of the research questions.

The yarning sessions lasted between 45 minutes and 2 hours, with three
participants engaging in several yarning sessions. The yarning resulted in “messy
texts” (Martin, 2008 cited in Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010, p. 39). That is, the text
represented oral conventions and Indigenous linguistic features that were rich in
descriptive language (Kovach, 2010).
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The main analytical work in this study was the thematic analysis of the significant
amounts of data that were collected through the yarning process. The thematic
analysis was guided by Braun and Clarke’s six-phase process: familiarisation with
the data; coding of the data; searching for themes; reviewing themes; defining and
naming themes; and, writing up the analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Familiarisation with the data began with engagement in the yarning process. As
indicated, the yarning sessions were conducted, recorded and subsequently
transcribed by the researcher. The transcription of the audio recordings was time
consuming, however, the time spent listening repeatedly to the audio files during
transcription was an integral part of the researcher achieving a deep familiarity with
the data. Through repeated listening to the recordings during the transcription
process the researcher picked up on comments and nuances that had been missed
during the yarning sessions themselves.

The completed transcripts were imported into NVivo, a software application that
facilitated the coding of data. Coding of the transcripts took place inductively. That
is, there were no pre-assumed categories for classification of the data although the
topics covered were in relation to online learning. Key ideas, phrases, sentences or
even paragraphs were coded, usually to multiple codes.

Articulating categories and concepts, reviewing them, defining them and naming
and renaming them took place over time. Defining and naming the themes was a
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way of organising and conceptualising the data in terms of the relationship of ideas
within and across transcripts. It also allowed patterns and meaning to emerge from
the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Grouping the categories and concepts into themes
took place early in the coding process and then again multiple times as themes
were reconsidered and reworked until ten common themes were identified. The
researcher conducted the early stages of the thematic analysis independently and
then engaged with the reference group through the process of collaborative yarning
(Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010) to interrogate the themes, and review and refine them.
Once the ten themes had been refined, a literature review was conducted to
explore if and how these themes were represented in the literature.

The process of deconstructing the yarning transcripts into themes is a reductionist
approach (Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010) that had the effect of decontextualizing the
participants’ stories. This was countered by the construction of case summaries,
which built rich, holistic pictures of four participants to develop an understanding of
how the themes were enacted in the participants’ lives.

The case summaries show the themes as common threads across the complex and
diverse stories of the participants’ experiences of online learning. Subheadings
reflecting the themes were used in the presentation of the case summaries as
organisational and analytic tools. These thematic subheadings illustrate the themes
as integral parts of the participants’ stories rather than as disembodied and
decontextualised concepts. The case summaries represent a careful selection of
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diverse stories and it is through their diversity that the robustness of the themes
was established.

Additional data sources were explored in the development of the four case
summaries. References that the participants made to incidents in the online
environment led the researcher to investigate relevant sites in the LMS and to
identify artifacts that related to those experiences. These artifacts represented
traces of student interaction, engagement and participation within the designed
learning environment and showed the ways in which “tools, task and participant
structures, and discursive practices” (Sandoval, 2013, p. 22) converged in the online
environment.

The artifacts reviewed took various forms, including postings on a discussion board
and written responses to tasks and activities. The artifacts were “proxies for
learning processes” (Sandoval, 2013, p. 23) that the participants had engaged in,
and in this sense provided the researcher with a perspective of the student
experience in the online environment.

The review of artifacts added an extra dimension to the researcher’s understanding
of the participants’ online experience through the traces they left in the online
environment. The review of artifacts contributed to the construction of the case
summaries, however, the richness of the participants’ voices through yarning
provided the main source of data in this study.
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The case summaries and themes that were developed from the exploration and
analysis that took place in the second micro-cycle of this are presented in Chapter 4
and in Chapter 5.
3.5.3 Micro-cycle 3: Developing the design principles
Micro-cycle 1:
Review of context
and literature

Micro-cycle 2:
Research yarning,
identify themes
and review
literature

Micro-cycle 3:
Review of
literature and
develop design
principles

Figure 3.4 Micro-cycle 3

The third micro-cycle of analysis and exploration focused on the development of
learning design principles in response to the second research question. Analysis of
the links between the ten themes that were developed in the second micro cycle of
research led the researcher to identify that a relational epistemology (ThayerBacon, 1997) is a critical feature of online learning environments that support the
learning intentions of Indigenous students.

A sample of well-established learning design models and approaches were then
critiqued to identify the extent to which they were underpinned by a relational
epistemology. This critique identified some alignment and many gaps between
those models and approaches and the ten themes reflecting Indigenous higher
education students’ experiences of online learning. From this work six learning
design principles were then developed to guide the future design of learning
environments that reflect a relational epistemology and affirm Indigenous identity.
Collaborative yarning with member of the reference group led to the refinement
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and finalisation of the development of these initial design principles. The learning
design principles and the analysis that led to their development are discussed in
Chapter 6.

The development of the learning design principles sets the stage for the next phase
of their development, through putting them into practice and engaging in their
testing and refinement.
3.5.4 Refining the design principles through further research
This study has been set up as three micro-cycles of research within the EDR
framework. Further research cycles are inherent in EDR but are beyond the scope of
this study. The enactment of two additional micro-cycles of research at the site of
the study that would result in one compete iteration of Education Design Research.
These additional micro-cycles of research are proposed to take place in a future
study in order to test and refine the learning design principles that have been
developed in this study. Their iterative development and refinement would
strengthen the principles and establish them as a local design theory.

The following table shows how this study leads on to further research within the
EDR framework.
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Table 9 Positioning this study for further research

This study

Proposed research to complete one
iteration of EDR
2nd Meso-cycle

1st Meso-cycle
Micro-cycle 1
Analysis & Exploration
1.1 Review of the
literature
1.2 Exploration of the
online environment at
CDU
1.3 Collaborative
yarning with the
reference group

Micro-cycle 2
Analysis & Exploration
2.1 Yarning with
participants
2.2: Thematic analysis of
the yarning transcripts
2.3 Review of the
literature
2.4 Collaborative yarning
with the reference
group.
2.5 Review and analysis
of artifacts
2.6 Construction of Case
Summaries

Micro-cycle 3
Analysis & Exploration
3.1 Review of the
literature
3.2 Development of
Design Principles
3.3 Collaborative
yarning with the
reference group

Micro-cycle 4
Design & Construction
4.1 Identify site/s for
implementation of the
design principles
4.2 Design and construct
the online learning
environment based on
the design principles
4.3 Implement the
design intervention

Micro-cycle 5
Evaluation & Reflection
5.1 Evaluate the design
intervention
5.2 Reflect on the
evaluation and revise the
design principles
accordingly

The extent to which the design principle would be generalizable to other contexts
remains to be seen, particularly given the specific nature of online learning and the
mix of modalities at the site of the study. This study responded to specific problems
identified at the site of the study, however, it is likely that other institutions may
also be grappling with similar problems and looking for solutions that aim towards
the achievement of equitable outcomes for Indigenous students in online learning
environments. It is anticipated, therefore, that the design principles may be
relevant to other contexts. Their testing and refinement in other contexts should be
done with care, given warnings that “attempts to generalise and to scale up
interventions prematurely often fail and should be avoided” (McKenney & Reeves,
2012, p. 122).
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A reflection on yarning
This section provides a reflection on the impact that yarning had on this study. The
decision to use yarning as a research method within the Educational Design
Research framework and to engage in collaborative yarning with the reference
group was significant to the research.
3.6.1 Yarning can be effectively used by non-Indigenous researchers
This study contributes to the small but growing body of literature on the practice
and efficacy of yarning in Indigenous research contexts. The literature around
yarning as a research practice is overwhelmingly by Indigenous researchers
(Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010; Fredericks et al., 2011; Geia et al., 2013; M. Walker et
al., 2014) whereas this study demonstrates its use by a non-Indigenous researcher.
It is hoped, therefore, that this study may encourage other non-Indigenous
researchers to consider yarning to guide their own research practices in Indigenous
contexts.
3.6.2 Yarning is enacted differently in different contexts
How yarning is enacted varies considerably across contexts as researchers bring
their own social and cultural approaches to engaging in yarning practices. The
enactment of yarning in this study had similarities and differences to the enactment
of yarning evident in the literature (Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010; Fredericks et al.,
2011; Geia et al., 2013; M. Walker et al., 2014).

The approach to social yarning is a case in point. The process of social yarning in this
study was not a natural one to the non-Indigenous researcher and required a
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conscious approach to learning the particular characteristics and protocols that
reflect Indigenous patterns of everyday social engagement. In research by Kickett
(2011), social yarning was enacted through the lens of cultural protocols that meant
she could not interrupt the flow of the social yarning to get to the focus of the
research. Kickett let the social yarning continue, confident that “the research topic
would be covered eventually in a roundabout way” (2011 p. 139), even though it
got there by going “round and round the mulberry bush” (2011, p. 139). Kickett
refers to long periods of time, from an hour and a half to several days of
engagement in social yarning prior to getting to the point of the research with her
participants.

In contrast, the non-Indigenous researcher in this study was neither culturally
bound, nor always aware of the cultural nuances of social yarning. Unlike Kickett’s
approach, the researcher in this study followed the approach taken by Bessarab and
Ng’andu (2010) to signal a change in direction from social yarning to research topic
yarning at a natural transition point in the conversation. The non-Indigenous
researcher in this study had no concerns about shifting from social yarning to the
research topic when it seemed appropriate to do so.

The process of research topic yarning with the participants was also interesting
from a socio-cultural perspective. It required the researcher to consciously
relinquish a level of control over the direction and pace of stories that were told.
This included showing respect to the speaker by “not butting in or trying to finish
the sentence or the yarn” (Kickett, 2011, p. 143). At times this was difficult for the
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researcher in this study, a sentiment also expressed by Indigenous researchers.
While yarning may be more culturally familiar for Indigenous researchers,
socialisation into western research approaches and the desire to get to the point of
the research topic was an issue for Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers alike
that could circumvent the practice of yarning.

By intervening and cutting across the participant’s yarning/conversation, Bessarab
& Ng'andu (2010) reflected that at times they limited the potential of the
information being imparted through the storytelling process. Similarly in this study,
upon review and reflection of the transcripts of the yarning sessions, there are
times when a shift in direction initiated by the researcher may have resulted in
similar interference to the flow of the yarning. The process of research topic yarning
in this study was a balancing act for the researcher between active listening,
engagement and restraint.

The differences in the way yarning takes place demonstrate that cultural positioning
influences the way that yarning is conceptualised and enacted in research contexts.
The raises the importance of guidelines such as Bessarab and Ng’andu’s yarning
typology (2010) to support Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers to think
about how they will engage ethically with the practice of yarning in their own
contexts.
3.6.3 Yarning influences the nature of data that is revealed
The use of yarning had a significant impact on what stories were shared by the
research participants, on what was said, and what was left unspoken. By placing the
148

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 3

authority with the participants to guide the direction of the yarning in relation to
the research topic, what was revealed was not necessarily what the researcher was
expecting, but what was relevant or important to the participant.

This study contained layers of yarning through which new knowledge and
understandings were formed. These were evident in the analysis of the data
through the collaborative and cross-cultural yarning that took place with the
reference group about the data that was collected through yarning with the
participants. The insight brought to the analysis by the reference group led to the
construction of shared understandings of the data that could not have otherwise
been achieved. This multi-layered and multi-dimensional aspect of yarning as
epistemology resulted in a unique co-constructed and cross-cultural understanding
of the data that led to the themes and design principles were developed in the
study.
3.6.4 Collaborative yarning as methodology
The choice of yarning as the principal method of data collection in this study was a
decision that impacted on all stages and levels of the study. The initial decision to
use yarning was because it presented an ethical, culturally appropriate and
legitimate method of data collection with Indigenous people (Bessarab & Ng'andu,
2010; Geia et al., 2013). However, a growing understanding of yarning as
epistemology, as a way of knowing and coming to know, developed through
engagement in yarning with the participants and with the reference group to make
meaning from the yarns. While collaborative yarning was not intentionally a
methodological approach to the research from the start of the study, collaborative
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yarning emerged as methodology that framed the enactment of ethical practices of
cross-cultural research.

This growing understanding of collaborative yarning as methodology aligns with
Feldman’s thesis (Feldman, 1999) that conversation can be a methodology in
collaborative action research where methodology is “a stance that a researcher
takes towards understanding or explaining the physical or social world” (Feldman,
1999 p. 2) and one that is “distinguished by its theoretical framework or ideology,
its explanatory mode or epistemology” (Feldman, 1999, p. 2).

Collaborative yarning in this study was imbued with the characteristics of a
methodology including the intentionality of collaborative yarning to achieve new,
shared understandings through self-critical, self-conscious and reflective yarning,
and the clear directionality of the collaborative yarning towards achieving an
understanding of the research problem.
3.6.5 Adding to the yarning typology
In the process of analysing the transcripts of the yarning sessions, it was evident
that there were times when the yarning moved away from the research topic. This
led to the identification of two new types of yarning that have not previously been
identified in the literature. These are ‘information yarning’ and ‘reciprocal yarning’.
These add to the four distinct research types in the “emerging yarning research
process” (Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010 p. 41) of social yarning, research topic yarning,
collaborative yarning and therapeutic yarning.
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As is the case with therapeutic yarning (Bessarab and Ng'andu, 2010), information
and reciprocal yarning take place when the researcher and the participant step out
of the research topic yarning to engage in interactions that have a different purpose
to that of the research. They are initiated in the course of research topic yarning
and represent a change in the purpose of the yarning. Additionally, information
yarning and reciprocal yarning are characterised by changes in the roles of knower
and power dynamics between the researcher and participant.

Information yarning takes place when the researcher or participant offers or asks
for information on a topic related to the research topic but not directly aligned to
the research question. The purpose of information yarning is to fill a knowledge gap
identified by the participant or the researcher that involves taking a step away from
the research topic. In some cases the information yarning provides background for
the unfolding story to make sense. Information yarning extends beyond a short
clarification on a point of discussion.

Information yarning took different forms in this study. In one instance a participant
switched to information yarning to provide the researcher with historical and
cultural context relevant to the participant’s story. In other instances, information
yarning initiated by participants was used to correct or explicitly instruct the
researcher on linguistic, geographical or socio-political issues. There were also times
that the researcher stepped out of the researcher role and initiated the information
yarning. This occurred most often when the researcher provided specific
information to participants about the online learning environment that was
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appropriate in the moment. At these points the researcher switched into the role of
a knower related to her job at the university. The shift to information yarning by the
researcher reflected the fine line that was navigated in this study between
researcher and education developer roles.

The other new yarning type identified in this study, transaction yarning, aligns to
the concept of reciprocity or mutual obligation. In this study the switch to
transaction yarning took place during the research topic yarning when the
participant asked the researcher in a direct or indirect way to do something for
them. The requests arose out of the context of the research topic yarn, and when
they occurred the research topic yarning was suspended while the transaction was
discussed. In the instances when transactional yarning occurred, the researcher
experienced a sense of obligation to the participant to take some action in response
to their request. This was linked to the relationship established with the participant
during the social yarning and the obligation of this relationship on the part of the
researcher to be “accountable to the research participant” (Bessarab & Ng'andu,
2010 p. 40) in exchange for their participation in the research. This obligation was
also aligned to the researcher’s positioning as an education developer as well as
researcher.

These two new types of yarning, transaction and reciprocal yarning, add to the
typology of yarning identified by Bessarab & Ng'andu. Their identification as distinct
yarning types through analysis of the yarning transcripts in this study indicates that
during the process of research topic yarning there are particular reasons why the
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researcher and participant might step out of those roles and engage in different
forms of relationship. These are linked to the nature of the research topic yarn but
are distinct from it. Transaction and reciprocal yarning, along with therapeutic
yarning, identified by Bessarab & Ng'andu (2010), all constitute types of yarning
that may take place as breaks in research topic yarning.

Ethics
The ethical conduct of research was a focus of this study, as demonstrated by the
incorporation of Indigenous approaches to research in the design and enactment of
the study. In terms of the formal processes relating to ethics approval, human
research ethics clearance was obtained from the CDU Human Research Ethics
Committee (Reference H14006). Several variations to the ethics approval were
sought and granted. The first was to gift participants with a $30 grocery voucher to
thank them for their contribution to the study. The second variation was to increase
the time frame of the ethics approval from one year to five years to allow sufficient
time for the research to take place.

The research was conducted in accordance with the values and principles of ethical
conduct as outlined in the key resources that support research in Indigenous
contexts: The National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (National
Health and Medical Research Council, Australian Research Council, & Australian
Vice-Chancellors’ Committee, 2015): the Implementation of Values and Ethics:
Guidelines for Ethical Conduct in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health
Research (National Health and Medical Research Council, 2003) and the AIATSIS
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Guidelines for Ethical Research in Indigenous Studies (AIATSIS, 2012). The study
was guided by the six core values identified in the AIATSIS Guidelines as being
important to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People: reciprocity, respect,
equality, responsibility, survival and protection, spirit and integrity.

Participation in the study was through informed consent and participants were
provided with plain language statements that were discussed with them prior to the
yarning sessions. Participants signed consent forms to acknowledge formally their
consent to participate in the study. Principles of confidentiality were maintained
throughout the study and participants have been de-identified in the thesis.

In addition to ensuring ethical practice with respect to the participants, this also
carried over to the reference group. Membership of the reference group was by
invitation and a Terms of Reference was developed by the researcher and refined
with the group so as to ensure a common understanding of the role and
responsibilities of the group.

Another ethical practice enacted in the study was gaining written consent for access
to online learning environments in order to examine artifacts within those
environments. The review of the online environments was for the sole purpose of
viewing traces of the participant’s interactions in those environments. While
artifacts created by staff and other students were viewed while in these
environments where they interlinked with the participant created artifacts, these
have not been quoted or used in the thesis.
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Summary
Chapter 3 outlined the methodology and methods used in this study. It discussed
the use of Educational Design Research as providing the methodological framework
for the study, and the important place of yarning as the main data collection
method used in the study. The chapter identified the use and importance of
collaborative yarning with the research reference group as a cross-cultural
approach to research that guided the research design and the enactment of the
research. The use of yarning as method and methodology informed the nature of
data that was revealed and how it was understood.

The chapter went on to outline the research approach taken in each of the three
micro-cycles of research that were conducted in this study and identified how the
learning design principles that were developed in the study can be refined with
further iterative development within the EDR framework. The chapter concluded
with the researcher’s reflections on the use and significant impact that yarning had
on this study. The study revealed two new types of yarning that add to the yarning
typology of Bessarab and Ng’andu (2010).

In conclusion, this chapter demonstrated that the western methodological
framework of Educational Design Research and Indigenous methods and
approaches can be combined to provide a structured and ethical approach to
engaging in educational research with Indigenous people.
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Chapter 4

Case Summaries
Introduction

Chapter 4 presents four case summaries, which build a picture of the diverse
experiences of Indigenous higher education students undertaking online learning at
Charles Darwin University. Despite the differences in their experiences, common
themes emerge through the case summaries. These themes play out differently in
the experiences of different students. The themes are discussed in Chapter 5,
where their robustness is evidenced by their relevance across multiple cases.

The case summaries presented in these chapters move the study towards
answering the first research question.
Research Question 1: How do Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander higher education
students experience online learning environments?

Background to the case summaries
The case summaries draw on knowledge generated through the processes of
yarning in the research context (Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010) with participants. This
was followed by a process of “collaborative yarning” (Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010, p.
40) with members of the research reference group in order to achieve shared
understandings of the participants’ narratives. The case summaries are drawn from
the stories of four of the nineteen participants in the study. The case summaries
have been constructed from data collected primarily from yarning with participants,
with additional data obtained from viewing participant created artifacts in the
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Learning Management System (LMS) where this was relevant to better understand
the students’ experiences. The resulting summaries provide rich narrative portraits
of the participants’ diverse experiences in online learning in a holistic manner and
contribute to an understanding of Indigenous higher education students’
experiences in online learning.

The four case summaries have been selected to show the diversity of the
participants and their experiences. The case summaries feature the stories of three
female and one male participant living in vastly different locations across Australia.
Their ages span four decades, and they were enrolled in four distinct academic
disciplines. One of the participants was enrolled in an Indigenous studies focused
course, while the other three participants were enrolled in mainstream courses in
the university. The characteristics of the participants featured in the case
summaries are shown in the following table.

Table 10 Characteristics of participants featured in the case summaries

Case

Gender

Age Discipline

1
2

Female
Male

29
51

3

Female

41

Law
Indigenous
& Creative
Writing
Education

4

Female

37

Psychology

Study Mode
(Unit level)
External
Block mode

Student
Location
WA
NSW

Remoteness

ATSI status

Major city
Outer
regional

Aboriginal
Aboriginal

Block mode
& external

Qld

Very Remote

External

NT

Outer
Regional

Torres
Strait
Islander
Aboriginal
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The four students featured in the case summaries had different experiences of the
online environment based on their enrolment mode. Two of the case summaries
reflect the lived experiences of Indigenous higher education students enrolled in
the external mode. The other two students were enrolled in the block mode, with
one of these completing some units in the external mode when units were not
available in the block mode.

The case summaries include participants from Aboriginal and from Torres Strait
Islander backgrounds who lived in four states and territories and who resided in
communities of different sizes and compositions. The diverse nature of this group
also extends to their enrolment and progression status. At the time of writing, one
participant had successfully completed the course, one had withdrawn and two
were continuing in their courses.

For reasons of privacy and confidentiality, the names of the participants are not
used in this thesis. The names used in the case summaries are pseudonyms. The
quotations have been referenced using a code that identifies each participant by
gender and age. For example, the 29-year-old female participant is referenced as
F29.

Case Summary 1
The first case summary is of Lena (F29), an external student enrolled in an
undergraduate law degree. Lena was twenty-nine years old and married with three
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children, including a new baby, at the time she participated in this study. Lena grew
up in a remote Aboriginal community and now lives in a major capital city.
As with many Indigenous students coming into higher education, Lena completed
high school but did not receive a Tertiary Entrance Rank that would have provided
her with a direct pathway into university. She pursued work in correctional services,
including as a prison officer, and then moved into Aboriginal liaison and policy work
until she became jaded and decided to pursue tertiary studies in law. Her pathway
into higher education was through Vocational Education and Training (VET). She
completed a Certificate IV at TAFE and this provided her with pre-entry into law as a
mature age student.
Cultural Identity
While she was growing up Lena witnessed the structural and entrenched
disadvantage of Aboriginal people in the education and legal systems. Continuing
disadvantage for Aboriginal people through public policy and in the eyes of the
law influenced her work and study choices.

My family’s from… an Aboriginal community eight hours north of Adelaide.
I’ve grown up there all my life, basically... our people are Arabana people.
They’ve just got some stuff through native title, but we have a lot of cultural
problems with police and unfair policy and, you know, not much support.
It’s really hard. It was really hard growing up where I did. You know, and
twenty years later I’m watching my little cousins go through the same thing.
My mum never went to school. She finished school when she was seven
years old so she doesn’t understand my studies at all. And I guess I just feel
a lot of pressure to succeed and to get my degree and to be able to go back
and help, you know? (F29)
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Lena’s identity as an Aboriginal woman was a motivating force in her studies and
brought with it a sense of obligation to go back and help her people and her
community.

It’s quite a cultural pressure, to be honest with you, you know, to finish my
degree and make that happen. I find that actually harder to deal with than
schedule juggling sometimes. It’s overwhelming. (F29)
Choice of learning mode
Lena commenced her studies as an internal full-time student at a university in South
Australia. After she had her third child, attending classes became too difficult and
she switched over to CDU to study online as a full-time external student. As with
other Indigenous students in this study, Lena’s prior experiences studying on
campus gave her insight into academic culture and confidence in her academic
abilities. These factors contributed to her decision to enroll as an external student.

Lena was grateful for the opportunity to study externally and without it she would
not have been able to continue her studies at that time. However, there were many
aspects of external study that Lena identified that did not work well and could be
improved.

Look, I really appreciate the ability to study externally. My law degree would
probably be on a shelf indefinitely if I wasn’t given that opportunity through
CDU. So I am very thankful for it and it’s a great incentive. I just think
there’s a few little links in the chain that need to be un-ironed. (F29)
Despite Lena’s gratitude that she could study her law degree externally, her
preference was for studying in a physical, on-campus environment. Lena was
acutely aware that there was a reduction in the contact and connection she had
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with other students when she moved from campus based to online study, and this
brought with it a sense of isolation. She desired stronger connections with other
students, academic and support staff.

I’d like to go back on campus and just give it a crack full time again because
I really miss that. I miss that connection. You know, I miss that support from
the [Indigenous] office and even just the academic staff. I just found them a
lot more open and proactive [when I was studying on campus] than what
I’m getting now. (F29)
Establishing relatedness
Being an Indigenous woman added a layer to the isolation that Lena experienced in
the online environment, particularly as she wanted, but was unable to connect with
other Aboriginal students who were on a similar journey to her.

It’s hard studying law and coming from where I do. I don’t meet anybody
that’s on my journey. I’m just me. I had a couple of people in [my previous
university] that I felt really connected to but I haven’t found that at CDU yet.
And I did expect to [with the course] being based out of Darwin. There
probably are people out there but I just haven’t met anybody. (F29)
Making connections
She also found it difficult to connect with other non-Indigenous students due to the
prestigious and competitive nature of the discipline.

[It’s a] prestigious discipline, if I can say that. Some people are really beyond
reproach online. It can be really hard to connect with people. (F29)

It’s very competitive. I don’t like it. It’s probably not like that in other
learning environments but in my learning environment for the last semester
it has been ridiculously competitive. It is more competitive than what it is
supportive. (F29)
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The competitive nature was played out in the online environment, which left her
struggling to make any meaningful connections with other students. When she did
interact online with other students, it often left her feeling even more
disconnected.

Like that wasn’t a positive connection I made with someone. It felt really
competitive and uncomfortable. (F26)
The formation of interpersonal connections rarely happened without purposeful
online design and facilitation. One aspect of this is the creation of culturally safe
learning environments where students are affirmed and feel safe to share ideas
with others. Lena articulated the link between feeling safe and engagement, and
how lack of cultural safety impeded online engagement in the absence of an
external driver for engagement, such as marks.

Like with shame, like if you don’t… sometimes if you don’t chase us up with
things, we don’t engage. That’s just how we are. I had a little bit of that this
semester where I just switch off and think, no. So I’m not going to worry
about that unless somebody comes to me I don’t really reach out to them.
(F29)
Lack of cultural safety was an issue that was prevalent in synchronous sessions in
the online classroom (known as Collaborate). Lena made strategic decisions on how
she would engage based on how comfortable she felt and whether she felt there
was relevance and value in participating in the sessions.

I avoid Collaborate. It’s a shame job. (F29)
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The only connection that Lena made with another student was through a group
assignment, even though she found the overall experience of doing group work to
be unsatisfactory. This friendship was important, as they were able to support each
other in their studies.

I made one friend out of it. It probably was effective because we became
study partners and studied hard for our exams together. (F29)
Use of the institutional LMS
Lack of experience with the LMS was also a factor that limited Lena’s participation
in synchronous learning activities. Instead of feeling confident that she knew what
to do she needed time to sit back, observe and figure out what the expectations
were and how to work in the online classroom environment.

I did like the online tutorials. I guess I needed a little transition period to sort
of get in there. I think I’ll feel a lot more confident this semester, going
online and sitting in my classes and maybe even talking this time, ‘cause I
didn’t really do that a lot last semester. (F29)

In some units, Lena chose to watch lecture recordings rather than participate in
real time sessions, while in other units she didn’t even listen to the lecture
recordings, as they did not contribute to her learning. There was a distinct
difference in her engagement in learning when tools in the LMS were used for
communicative purposes rather than in for content delivery, such as through the
posting of lecture recordings.

And there never seemed to be many students online in real time listening to
the lecture either…. It’s because the lecturer for [the unit] was so boring… I
didn’t listen to a lecture all semester. I couldn’t do it. It was just so drawn
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out and not engaging at all. I ended up just downloading the slide outline
and reading over it myself each week. (F29)
In comparison, when Lena used the online classroom to engage in an authentic oral
activity she was excited by the synchronous communicative possibilities of the LMS.

[It was] online in an online tutorial, yeah. The first time in my almost two
years of study I’ve even felt a little bit like a real lawyer… I think it was the
application, to be honest, the application of what we’d studied and what
we’d learned and standing up and putting it out there. (F29)
Content and curriculum design
Lena felt that her degree should contain a strong focus on Indigenous people and
diverse perspectives more generally. Instead, her experience was that the extent to
which Indigenous perspectives were included varied considerably from unit to unit.
When Indigenous perspectives or cases were included in a unit this was not always
done in a way that Lena found satisfactory. For example, she felt that an Indigenous
case study presented the issue of land rights in depth from one perspective but
failed to show a broader picture of the issue across Indigenous Australia.

F29: Well, we’ve hacked Mabo to death.
AR: OK
F29: Well yeah. We’ve really gone there.
AR: A bit too much?
F29: I would say yes. But… yeah.
AR: To the exclusion of everything else?
F29: Yeah, yeah. In terms of Indigenous stuff, yes.
Lena also felt strongly that indigenous perspective from beyond Australian shores
should also be included in her course. She believed that an international and
comparative approach to indigenous issues was important for Indigenous and nonIndigenous students and would help to alleviate the ignorance that many non165
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Indigenous students have of issues that impact on Indigenous people and would
challenge the status quo.

My feedback on that would be from an international perspective. How
Australian law today not just affects Indigenous people, but like, in an
international perspective, what does Canada do for its natives? How does
the US embrace theirs? Like there was no, from an international
perspective, why does Australian law even need to be appreciative of
Indigenous people? We didn’t even go there. I doubt if you would ask any
student from those units what treaty or what part of any international
convention means that we even have to acknowledge our Indigenous
people. But they wouldn’t know that because that wasn’t spoken to us. It
was in the textbook, but that wasn’t a chapter we weren’t obliged to read, I
believe. (F29)
Lena’s experience indicates that critical engagement with Indigenous content
that is relevant to the discipline would benefit all students. She believes that the
inclusion of Indigenous content should be a mandatory part of the study of law,
not an optional add-on.

In addition, she felt that content needs to be designed so that is easy to access
through clear and sequential structure and navigation. Lena found that when the
navigational and structural design of a unit was clear, her learning experience was
enhanced.

There wasn’t any room for like going off on the wrong track. They were
really quite clear in what they wanted you to learn and how they wanted
you to learn it and where you could go to access it. (F29)
Like you weren’t opening up something and thinking ‘God, where do I find
this?’ Or,’ How do we make this happen’. (F29)
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Teacher presence
As well as having a relationship with peers, the visible and active presence of a
teacher in the online environment made Lena feel connected and diminished her
sense of isolation. One way in which this was achieved was through regular contact
from the teacher to the students. In the following example the teacher made this
contact outside of the LMS.

I really enjoyed that unit. That was one really good unit. The external
coordinator emailed us weekly and just kept us up to speed and that was
really good. That was really connected, that was really involved and I really
enjoyed that unit. (F29)
On the other hand, lack of teacher involvement in the online environment created a
sense of isolation and cognitive disengagement. Lena found that limited teacher
facilitation of discussion boards was a factor that led to their dwindling use after the
first few weeks of semester. She participated from time to time in optional
discussion board forums to respond to other people’s questions and on occasion to
ask a question but found that they were not designed or facilitated as places where
students built interpersonal connections or where they connected with their
teachers.

There was a discussion board, but there wasn’t much going on in either unit.
(F29)
While Lena saw the possibilities and opportunities for collaborative learning and
meaningful interaction from group work, group activities were beset by poor design
and lack of clear and explicit instruction. This resulted in confusion, with the
experience of group work being overwhelmingly difficult and unsatisfying.
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The group aspect was good. I just don’t think it was very well executed.
(F29)
Lena found interaction in group work was impeded by the lack of teacher planning
of the practical enactment of group work, for example, what group communication
tools need to be set up in the LMS.

I felt pushed together in this group assignment because it was all by email.
There wasn’t anything set up for us online to do it. (F29)
Lack of adequate feedback on assessment tasks was another aspect of teacher
presence that Lena found unsatisfactory and that caused her to disengage from the
unit. For one assignment, she described receiving a mark but no additional
feedback. She was frustrated by this and felt that this was useless in terms of
informing her learning and development and provided little information that would
help her to improve her performance in subsequent assessments.

I didn’t receive a single grade online for [my first unit]. I got a mark back
and no feedback whatsoever. I didn’t know where I went wrong; I didn’t
know where I did good. Nothing was put on there at all. (F29)
Digital inclusion
There were a number of factors that contributed or limited Lena’s participation in
higher education. One of these was the extent of her financial resources. Lena
utilized her family networks in order to reduce her reliance on financial resources,
which facilitated her participation in higher education. Even though she had small
children, she also had family members who could provide practical assistance with

168

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 4

childcare. She leveraged family relationships so that she could reduce her reliance
on costly childcare services.

Well, we’re blackfellas. I’ve got quite a lot of sisters that float in and out all
the time. Yeah, I get a lot of family help with my children so I can do this.
(F29)
Unlike many students, Lena had the financial means to set herself up with a good
computer and a printer.

I’ve got an iMac. A really nice big one and I’ve got a printer. It’s all good. I
just have to keep my children off it and make sure it’s exclusively mine each
semester. (F29)
However, Lena’s family’s financial means did not stretch to enabling her to have a
private space for study. The computer was set up in a shared space in the lounge
room and she didn’t have a quiet place to work in the house. This meant her study
time was often interrupted.

Look, I’m jammed into the lounge room with the rest of my family... I need
to be able to just shut the door and let them all cope without me… I find by
the time I unpack my books a lot of the time baby needs me and I have to
pack them all back up again. (F29)
University services
In the broader university context Lena found that the support services for
Indigenous students did not cater well for students studying online. While support
was available, the manner in which it was provided did not seem to take into
account appropriate ways of providing information easily or effectively for external
students. At a basic level, Lena found it difficult to access information.
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And I mean for me as an Indigenous person, they need to up the support. I
don’t mean to rag on the Indigenous office, but they haven’t helped me at
all. Like, they’re not easy to deal with. They haven’t given me any
information. You know, I know there are scholarships that I’m eligible for
that nobody’s even mentioned or said anything. You know, like they don’t
help. Maybe it’s different for people who are studying online, but that’s been
really crappy. (F29)
Lena felt that the focus of university support services was on internal students, with
little consideration of the different needs of external students.

They just don’t seem to be very developed to have an exclusively external
student. They have no paperwork that is on a web format. I just found it
really hard. The time difference is horrible. They ring me at six in the
morning. (F29)
A third issue was that Indigenous support staff did not appear to have the digital
technology skills they needed to support students studying online, especially
external students.

Even just trying to get documents or paperwork through is impossible. It’s
so hard. They’re not; I don’t find them up to speed with the online world
that they need to be. (F29)
A fourth issue was lack of support for building an Indigenous student community.
Lena actively tried to engage with other Indigenous students by requesting
assistance from the Indigenous support office to identify other Aboriginal students
in her course but was frustrated by this attempt. This left her without a safe way to
identify other Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander students.

I emailed the Aboriginal office and asked them if there was anyone else
studying law and if they could see if I had anyone else external that I had in
my units, and I got a really rude email back saying, ‘That’s confidential.
You’ll just have to find that out when you’re in your units.’ So I was like,
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‘Well you know, what am I supposed to do? Stand up in my online lecture
and say, “Hey, I’m a blackfella. Is there anyone else out there?” You know?
(F29)
She was concerned and frustrated that the importance for her of identifying and
meeting with other Indigenous students was not even recognised as important.

And in terms of just building the community, like, we gravitate towards our
own kind of people. That’s who we are. That’s part of what we are. If there’s
nobody in the academic office for us that understands that, then that’s
something that’s really wrong, I think. I shouldn’t have to feel isolated just
because I’m external, you know? I’m sure there’s students on campus they
could connect me with. (F29)
Another issue Lena experienced was with the administration of the Indigenous
Tutorial Assistance Program (ITAS) program. Time delays and what seemed to be
excessive paperwork involved in accessing academic support increased her sense of
isolation as an external student.

And I got a tutor who’s really good, but we weren’t conducive together. I
needed someone different, someone a bit more direct. And it was just too
much hassle to try and find someone and re-jiggle the paperwork. And even
get somebody to call me back at some time, to be honest with you. Yeah. It
was really hard. (F29)

Case Summary 2
The second case summary is of Don (M51), an articulate man living in a small town
on the eastern seaboard of Australia. At the time of his participation in this study he
was fifty-one years old and living alone. He was enrolled in block mode into a higher
education diploma in Indigenous and creative writing. Don’s journey in higher
education is based on a strong belief in the value of education as a change agent for
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Aboriginal people and for the nation: “I feel very strongly about our country
desperately needing university educated Aborigines” (M51).
Choice of learning mode
Don found block mode to be “an absolutely wonderful setup”. He particularly liked
having access to his units online and only having to come on to campus one week
per semester for each unit. This meant that he could spend most of his time back at
home while he was studying but also had the benefit of meeting with his teachers
and other Indigenous students on campus each semester.

Don had started the course at Batchelor Institute pre-2012 when the course did not
have an online component. He continued his enrolment in the course through CDU
and found the redesigned course “a thousand per cent better” (M51) in terms of
curriculum and “heaps better structured doing it online” (M51).

While the block mode was only open to Indigenous students, the content and
curriculum were the same for all students enrolled in the course in other modes,
including external mode. This was important to Don who had experienced
watered down curriculum in the past from teachers who “are influenced in a bad
way about Aboriginal intelligence” (M51). For Don, the shared site in the LMS made
explicit that there was a shared curriculum across modes of enrolment. That is,
there was not a differentiated and less academically rigorous course offered to
Indigenous students.

I believe that you can’t fiddle with the content. The content has to be the
same as mainstream. People have fiddled with the content; the bar has
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dropped because of their twisted view of Aboriginal intelligence. It is the
influence of Darwinism, full blown. So this is where the insulting of Aboriginal
intelligence comes in. I mean, they might not know much, but they
understand that that content is not the same as what white fellas are given.
(M51)
Don indicates that dignity from higher education success is only achieved for
Indigenous people when they have confidence that the quality and substance of
their degree is at the same level as for other students.

Well obviously I’d like to see heaps more Aboriginal people participating in
that environment and participating with confidence. I would like to see,
obviously like to see more of them coming out with a degree that is equal to
everybody else that is doing the course at the university. (M51)
In the block mode, all students enrolled in the course shared one site in the LMS,
regardless of their mode of enrolment. Don valued establishing connections with
other Indigenous students in the block mode, however, he believed that outcomes
for Indigenous students would improve if they were learning jointly with nonIndigenous students. His vision was for an integrated model of higher education,
rich in Indigenous pedagogical approaches and perspectives, but delivered to
cohorts containing Indigenous and non-Indigenous students.

I think that the classes should be made up of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
people. I don’t think that the Aboriginal people should be in a class by
themselves. I mean, I know people who argue strongly against my position
but I believe that it should be mixed classes, but it is what you do with
Aboriginal people to get them there which is key. (M51)
The key message from Don’s experiences of online learning in higher education is
that the block mode of study, incorporating on campus intensives with online study,
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is a good mix of face-to-face and online learning. However, changes are needed to
achieve a higher education system that meets the needs of Indigenous students.
Cultural identity
Don was intrinsically motivated to pursue tertiary education, and this was linked
closely to his identity as an Aboriginal man.

I’ve had a desire for a long time to be a part of what I think Australia needs,
and that is university educated Aboriginal people who can contribute in a
good way to represent Aboriginals properly. (M51)
This was despite prior negative experiences of the education system.

Most Aborigines [of mature age], like me, had a really bad experience in the
education system when we were there. (M51)

Negative experiences of education have resulted for many Indigenous people in
“education gaps [that] need to be filled” (M51) if they are to access and successfully
complete higher education. Don believes that these gaps should be filled prior to
students entering higher education but he observed that to date no Australian
higher education institution has got the right model for enabling Indigenous student
success.

Despite fiddling with the model and changing it, no one has hit the nail on
the head as yet. (M51)
Essentially, he believes that higher success rates for Indigenous people in higher
education can only be achieved by ensuring that students entering higher education
have the underpinning skills and knowledge to succeed.
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CDU would be wise to screen their applicants and find out where they are
and fill in those education gaps and get them ready to be put in a
mainstream class, in groups. (M51)
Don argues that by screening Indigenous students prior to entry into higher
education you can better understand their needs and support their learning by
placing them into courses that are appropriate to their skills and knowledge levels,
thus providing supported pathways into higher education.
Teacher presence
Don observed that teachers’ Indigenous cultural competence and understanding of
Indigenous pedagogies are essential ingredients in the success of Indigenous
students. Successful completion of higher education degrees would be enhanced
for Indigenous people by the incorporation of Indigenous pedagogies in order to
“help Aboriginal people cross education boundaries safely and competently” (M51).

I believe that Aboriginal people can do it. It has absolutely nothing to do
with their intelligence. That all has to do with style and the way the
information is passed on. (M51)
To cross these education boundaries, Don advocates for a teacher presence that
draws from Aboriginal culture and ways of sharing knowledge.

I believe that Aboriginal culture today is totally different today, is totally
different to the traditional culture of our ancestors. But there are some
things that remain strong. It’s the residual nature of culture, things that
were strong in the past are still strong in the present, and one of those
things is how they pass on knowledge. And how western education system
passes on knowledge is totally opposite to the way Aboriginal people pass
on knowledge. And that’s why there is a high dropout rate, because they
are not getting it.
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There are several pedagogical approaches that Don recommends. One approach
includes repetition until a concept is embedded.

So one of the Aboriginal teaching methods is that you don’t move onto the
next step until you master the step that you’re on. What I mean by that is
that 50 per cent isn’t an option that’s got to be 90, in the 90’s. And you just
stay there until you get there. (F51)
Another approach is to have high expectations of students.

I think a key factor is the standard that they held. That my classmates and I
saw that the bar was high and they were more keen to perform at that level.
(M51)
A high expectations approach also needs to be accompanied by support. This is
particularly the case when students are transitioning into studying online and would
benefit to have someone check that they are progressing and not floundering or
confused.

How it could be improved online is, you know, for a tutor to be assigned right
at the beginning and the tutor rings, every day if necessary that student at
home, and says ‘OK where are you at with this?’ And, you know, talk through
all the online stuff, and just be a shadow for them.
Don also identified that the approach that teachers use when working with
Indigenous students needed to be firm, fair and friendly.

When you’re working with Aboriginal people, I work on what I call the three
Fs. You’ve gotta be fair, you’ve gotta be firm and you’ve gotta be friendly. If
you’ve got one of those Fs missing you’re in trouble. If you’ve got two of
those Fs missing you ain’t got a chance. (M51)
Establishing relatedness
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Don also indicated that Indigenous students are “team players” and should have the
opportunity to work with others, and particularly with other Indigenous students.
He felt that when Indigenous students were on their own in a classroom of nonIndigenous students they sometimes felt like they were visible and targeted “and
it’s a factor that really discourages them from participating in that environment”
(M51). However, when they worked in groups, and particularly with other
Indigenous students, they were more likely to succeed academically.

If you put them through in groups, I think the success rate will astound
people. (M51)
Don also experienced a sense of pride in being part of an Indigenous group of
students that had the opportunity during an intensive block to sit in on an internal
class of students studying the same unit. Being in a group gave the Indigenous
students the confidence to participate and engage in friendly competition with
other students.

When I was doing academic literacies, which was a core unit, it was
arranged for us to sit in with other, with CDU students doing that course, and
so we came up from Batchelor and went to CDU for a class. And that was
very interesting to me, how, you know, I kept mainly silent. I just wanted to
watch what was going to unfold. But the, the enthusiasm from our group to
go toe to toe with everyone else in that class that day was something to see
and I’ll never forget it. (M51)
As with other students in the block mode, Don made most of his connections with
other Indigenous students enrolled in the same mode. These connections with
Indigenous students and with lecturers were made in the physical environment of
the on-campus intensives which meant that Don had little need from a social-
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emotional perspective to make personal connections with other students online in
the LMS.

Don maintained social contact outside of the LMS in Facebook with some of the
other Indigenous students in block mode, though he was wary about gender issues
and how establishing social engagement with female students, and particularly
married ones would be perceived. He chose not to engage with his block mode
peers in the online environment to avoid the possibility of being seen as “too
friendly” with some of the female students.

I just thought it wouldn’t be wise, for a male in my position to be friendly
with, well too friendly with [a married female student] outside my class. So
as far as the others go, I’m friends with them on Facebook, but on Learnline,
you know, [the lecturer] had a go at me for my lack of stuff on Learnline,
and I said, ‘I’m not picking on anyone. That’s just me. I don’t talk to anyone
really’.
Making connections
Making connections online with other, mainly non-Indigenous students, was harder
than establishing relatedness with Indigenous students in the bock mode. In the
online environment of the LMS, Don used the discussion board primarily to
introduce himself. He repeated this introduction in each unit he was enrolled in,
with less detail and enthusiasm each time. Apart from initially trying to establish
connections with other students, Don didn’t write on the discussion board or
respond to comments if he felt like they were not worth responding to, or if he
didn’t have anything to add that he perceived to be of value.

I’m not anti-talking to people. I’m not shy. I’m not anything. I just sort of say
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things when things should be said. If I don’t think anything warrants a
response from me I don’t say anything. (M51)
While Don explained his low level of participation in the discussion board as a
preference to observe from the periphery rather than to participate, it also reflects
the low value he saw from engaging with others and in the online activities.

[The discussion board is] a good tool, and I’m aware of how to use it and so
on and stuff, and if I’ve got something to say I’ll say it, but usually what I’ve
got to say isn’t worth listening to so I don’t say it much. (M51)
Don’s established connections with other Indigenous students in the physical world
contributed to his disinclination to engage with peers on the discussion board and
his limited use of communications tools in the online environment, except for
specific purposes such as completing a task or interacting with the lecturer.
However, personality was also a factor that impacted on his level of interaction
online and in person. Even in the physical classroom his inclination, as a male
student in a predominantly female class, was to keep to himself.

It’s not that I’m unfriendly or anything like that. Like I’d rather read a good
book than talk to people. (M51)
Use of the Institutional LMS
When Don started studying online he found that the Learning Management System
took some getting used to and it took him “a little while to figure out stuff” (M51).
His knowledge of the online environment developed by fiddling with it and learning
from his mistakes, a strategy he compared to his experience as a diver.

When I go diving and go looking for like, when I hunt in the sea, I look
everywhere, but when I got on that Learnline I just basically imagined I was
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in the water looking for them. And I found a way around, pretty
successfully.
Despite this strategy, at the end of his first semester he didn’t really feel confident
about his knowledge and skills in the online learning environment.

I suppose after this like first semester, I would be in, if the grade in Learnline
was in 6th class, I would be in maybe 3rd class because I’ve only done,
played in that environment to get done what needs to be done. To upload
assignments, print stuff, watch DVDs and stuff.
Digital inclusion
As a consequence to the time it took for Don to develop the skills and confidence to
use the institutional LMS, he felt that more needed to be done to support
Indigenous students to develop the digital skills they need to be successful in online
learning environments.

My experience is that their needs to be a really strong training effort for
Aboriginal students, because I’ve noticed that people who, fellow students
who are trying to use it plus the external students who haven’t been taught
to use it, they’ve posted the same comment 4 or 5 times because they’re not
sure whether they are doing the right thing. (M51)

There have been other issues that Don has to grapple with in order to study online.
One of these was managing the costs associated with online study with limited
financial resources. Don had a laptop computer, but printing and internet access
were prohibitively expensive, and he didn’t have an office set up at home. To get
around these issues, Don was proactive in utilising community facilities to set up a
study environment, to access the internet and to print materials.

So I’ve got my job provider to pay for all my photocopying at the [local
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community] Access Centre, and I’ve become, not only a member of that
centre, but a member of their board, and they give me free internet and so
I’ve got no, nothing to worry. I made sure I had nothing to worry about as
far as having finances to print out all the online stuff to have you know, no
worries within and that access, to access my Learnline, and so on and so
forth. I sort of use my days like I’m at work, I go up there at 9 o’clock every
day, and work all day. (M51)
He felt that more needed to be done to ensure that all Indigenous students have
these practical and financial issues sorted, including computer and internet access,
before they start a course.

[It would be good if] students were sort of grabbed by the hand and led to
a, to a place where they could perform well, at a higher level, ah and you
know, have an interview with them to say you know, where do you live,
have you got a laptop? Have you got internet access? (M51)

Case Summary 3
The third case summary introduces Meg. Meg (F41) is a married woman with two
grown children and a third who is at boarding school. She lives on an island in the
Torres Straits and speaks an Indigenous language at home. At the time of the
yarning session, she had been enrolled in a teacher education course for four years,
mainly in the block mode, and only had three units and a practicum to complete to
finish her degree. Her pathway into higher education was through completion of a
Certificate III and then later a diploma through a targeted childcare program for
Indigenous people in remote areas. The diploma led her into employment in a
childcare centre in her community. When her employer cut jobs, she decided to
pursue her studies and get a degree.
Choice of learning mode
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Meg enrolled in her course in the block mode and had a positive sense of the
benefits of online learning as a component of that mode. Meg liked being able to
study from home for much of the semester, in combination with participating in the
weeklong intensives. They provided her with the level of real-world support she
required to get organised for the unit, to print and organise her readings, to locate
and access other resources, to get help to develop a study plan and to meet face to
face with the lecturer.

In the block mode, Meg developed a strong relationship with her teachers. She
particularly valued the intensives as they provided access to people, services and
resources that she was unable to access from her home. While there was recourse
to lecturers in the external units, Meg did not have the depth of relationship with
these lecturers, nor were they able to provide the same type of support that she
had received from teachers in block mode.

This is what the lecturer said to me, “Go online. Everything’s online”. Yeah, I
go online but what do I need to do there? Where do I go? And I don’t like
the, I struggle to read; I like hard copies of stuff. Like all the modules are
online and it’s the struggle to go back, click onto the module on Learnline,
module one, module two or whatever, scroll through, you know, I don’t like
to read it online.
At the time of Meg’s participation in this study, she had three units to complete in
her course and even though she had enrolled at the course level in the block mode,
these final units were only offered in the external mode. Meg found online study in
the external mode to be “a different experience” and one that was “not
comfortable because all of my subjects when I started it was all face-to-face” (F41).
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Many of the issues that she faced in the external mode were related to poor
internet connectivity where she lived as well as her own lack of confidence in the
external mode.

Meg enrolled in those final three units as an external student. She then withdrew
from two out of three of the units as she found the transition into the fully online
environment of external mode quite traumatic. She was convinced that she was
going to fail the unit she was still enrolled into in the external mode. Meg’s situation
highlights the significance to students of the modes in which units are made
available. In Meg’s case, she was contemplating withdrawing from her course as a
result of the change in the mode of unit availability, even though she was very close
to course completion.

I’m finding myself drifting a bit from the study mode... I’m thinking, will I
ever get to finish this? (F41)
Digital inclusion
An issue that Meg faced as part of living in a remote location was variable and
expensive internet access, and this impacted on the extent to which she could use
the online learning environment.

Whenever there’s ships going in, going by, it just affects the signal. Not only
computer signal. Phone signal. Yeah we can’t really do anything. It’s like
going back to the past. (F41)
This lack of signal impacted on Meg’s ability to complete work in a timely manner. It
meant that meeting timeframes was problematic, and this was particularly an issue
when working on activities that required group interaction.
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I can read something on Learnline and then it will freeze. And it can freeze
for a couple of hours and then come back, or it can freeze and stay like that
down for like two days, and then if I have stuff to post online, I can’t do it
there and then. And then I miss the day for it and then I post it three days
later and my lecturer will be ‘What’s going on here?’ (M41)
Remoteness also made it difficult and expensive for Meg to access everyday goods
and services such as technical support for her laptop. Day-to-day logistic and
technological struggles were part and parcel of what Meg experienced living in a
remote location. She felt that her circumstances were not understood by teaching
or other staff members at the university, and neither were the implications of living
in a remote location on her academic engagement and progression.

I don’t think everybody’s aware of where we live and what it’s like. (F41)

The cost of studying online caused Meg financial stress and the costs increased with
remoteness. To purchase a computer Meg applied for a $500 bursary. With this she
purchased a basic $500 laptop that came devoid of the software she needed for her
studies. The computer itself did not last long and the replacement cost of a
computer caused her great worry.

I’m due for a new laptop or a computer or whatever but I can’t afford that
because my fortnightly Abstudy is just $400. And that $400 is for study and
my living expense at home. I can’t afford [anything else]. (F41)
Having to access a computer in the community also had a high price attached to it.

I had to go to another island to do my prac… and they’ve got a library with
computers and stuff set up. With that it’s $10 a day to use the computer
there. And that’s the only place they have because the signal, that’s the only
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place you can go in and get signal to go into internet, do your personal stuff.
I go there to get onto Learnline. (F41)
Meg set herself up with internet access through a prepaid modem, but the
increasing cost of internet access added an additional level of financial distress.

Like I can pay, buy a $30 phone credit, Telstra credit for my modem. I don’t
know why, before I can use the $30 within the two weeks. But now I’m using
$60 a week. (F41)
Living remotely was also associated with high costs for printing off resources she
needed, such as readings.

So even if I have to go to the school or to the council to print, it’s like $1 a
page. (F41)
Knowledge and skills gaps
Despite the issues with internet access, Meg felt confident that she had the
computer skills that she needed to succeed in online learning.

Well I don’t have problems with technology… when I started work in the
school I used a computer. And in the council I used the computer because I
used to work as a purchasing officer in stock so everything was just online. I
had to raise the order and everything online. So I’m pretty good with
technology but it’s just that getting access to the internet is the problem,
the big problem. (F41)
In addition, Meg felt supported during the on-campus workshops to further develop
her technology skills for studying online. For example, during one on-campus
workshop, her teacher sat with her and supported her to join an online tutorial that
was being held for a unit she was studying in external mode.
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The main knowledge gap that Meg experienced was to do with the academic
culture and expectations. She was not confident in her interpretation and
understanding of what was expected of her, which was an impediment to study in
the external mode where a high degree of autonomy is required. Meg felt that this
was partly due to English not being her first language. Meg was highly reliant on her
teachers in block mode to support her in understanding task expectations. They
acted as mediators of academic and cultural expectations.

And I know this is what my lecturer’s expecting. This is what I need to do to
pass subjects. This is my expectation to be able to pass the subject, to the
lecturer. (F41)
In contrast, in external mode, explicit instruction was not forthcoming in the same
way and this left her confused and fearful.

By working online and not talking to my lecturer I don’t know what my
expectation is, you know? (F41)
Honestly, I don’t know where to start when I was online, what to do? (F41)
Despite this fear of external mode, having access to read other people’s posts in the
online environment helped Meg to make meaning and understand what was being
asked and what the expectations on her were.

Like I’m not sure about where it’s going and about [what] he or she is really
asking, what the question is really focusing on. If I read other people’s
comments, it makes it ‘Ah, this is what they’re talking about. This is where
it’s going.’ You know? That’s the good, yeah. (F41)
Meg’s contradictory experiences with online learning in different modalities
highlight the benefits that can come from peer learning in an asynchronous
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environment, as well as the confusion that arises from poor learning design, lack of
instructional clarity and teaching absence in the online environment. The difficulties
she experienced in external mode also highlighted gaps in her knowledge and
confidence that were not so obvious in the supported environment of block mode.

Establishing relatedness
When Meg came onto campus for the block mode intensives, she established good
relationships with other Indigenous students and with her teachers through contact
in the classroom and out of it, as they studied and shared residential
accommodation and meals during their intensive blocks of on-campus study. This
proximity provided the opportunity for Meg to get to know other Indigenous
students in the classroom and outside of the classroom.

[You] meet new people, build relationships, yeah. Have fun, you know, like
exchange things with each other, talk about, share ideas about what we’re
going through, what is this. (F41)
Cultural identity
The common bond between the students studying in the block mode intensive
workshops was their shared experience of being Indigenous Australians and the
opportunities they had to learn about their cultural similarities and differences.
Meg did not believe that these interactions could be experienced fully in online
environments.

Being there in person and face-to-face we get to learn and exchange ideas
and learn about different culture. “Oh that’s … this, this….”. And Aboriginal
people have so many different languages. So many and I wouldn’t know if I
didn’t travel and sit with them. (F41)
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Making connections
In contrast, Meg did not find making connections with teachers and other students
as easy online in the external mode. Internet problems made it difficult to
communicate online. Additionally, not knowing who the other students were in the
external units also contributed to her feeling isolated and left out.

It’s just I just feel like I’m left out. I don’t know why but it’s just I feel like I’m
in the corner. It’s different. I guess I’m so used to being in a group face-toface with my lecturer and other students and I feel isolated because I don’t
know who I’m talking to and, you know, I don’t know where they are or this
kind of thing. (F41)
In block mode, most of the students and lecturers had an appreciation and
understanding of the connectivity issues Meg was facing and were able to
accommodate them. In comparison, in the external units where students had not
made connections with one another there was less awareness by other students
and most lecturers of the issues involved with remoteness. There were times that
Meg’s delayed interactions in external classes led to her feeling disconnected and
excluded from the group.

Yet Meg also found positives in online learning, particularly as part of block mode.
She valued the opportunity to make connections and learn from others through
discussion board activities: “The posting stuff, you’re exchanging ideas” (F41).
Additionally, the online activities also gave her an opportunity to interact with other

188

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 4

students and in some instances, this helped to make connections and offset the
sense of isolation she felt as a result of her remote geographic location.

It helps me to feel connected and it helps me to understand it better. (F41)
Content and curriculum design
The format in which content is made available has a significant impact on some
students. For Meg, living in a remote location meant that access to unit content
could be a problem. When internet access was poor she wanted resources that
were offline, including hard copy materials. When readings and resources were
available in print format she downloaded and printed these during on-campus
blocks so she had them in hard copy format when she was back at home. Printer ink
was not available to purchase where she lived, and printing costs were accordingly
high.
Despite the difficulties of printing online resources, textbooks were not a viable
alternative for Meg. When she ordered textbooks, they took a long time to arrive
and she had was significantly disadvantaged when textbooks containing essential
readings did not arrive until mid-way through the semester.

Accessibility of content also relates to the worldview it presents. Meg found that
when Indigenous perspectives were included in her course they invariably
presented an Aboriginal perspective. As a person from the Torres Strait she was
sensitive that ‘Indigenous’ usually equated to ‘Aboriginal’ and excluded
consideration of Torres Strait Islander knowledge and experiences.

It’s more based on Aboriginal culture and then I’m not looking at it from a
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bad side of it but I then do take it and try and apply it to our culture, you
know what I mean? Like how can we teach this or deliver this but in our
culture, in our style, in our Torres Strait way of living and that? Because
we’re totally, we’re so different. I do find it hard at times.
The conflation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures in the curriculum and
the lack of representation of her culture, norms and practices at times left Meg
feeling as if she were struggling to understand how to engage or respond within the
learning environment as a Torres Strait Islander person.

Case Summary 4
The final case summary presents Alex. Alex (F37) is a 37-year-old woman, originally
from rural Victoria and now living in Darwin. She is married with one teenage son.
She completed year 12 at school but with “a very poor score” (F37), which did not
provide her with direct university entry. She was accepted into a two-year
traineeship for Aboriginal people in the allied health field and since completing that
has also successfully completed a university degree. Alex enrolled in a psychology
degree at CDU to provide her with a change in direction after fifteen years in the
workforce, but her enrolment at the university was short lived. She withdrew from
the course mid-way through her first semester.

And so after seven or eight weeks of just absolutely struggling at every level
I just decided to withdraw from the university. I decided just …I didn’t enjoy
the experience; I thought it wasn’t relevant to me, and was overall, just
floored with disappointment. (F37)
Choice of learning mode
Alex enrolled at CDU in the external mode. Prior to enrolling she did considerable
research about the course and the mode of enrolment that would meet her needs.
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She was inspired by the possibility of enrolling as a fully external student so she
could study around her work commitments, and also access on-campus lectures
and tutorials from time to time as she lived locally.

I put a good twelve months investigating what was available up here,
because I felt that I wanted to actually study up here close by. I had the
opportunity to attend lectures if I had the time off. So I was looking for a
model that was sort of in between [a mainstream and a community-based
model], so I didn’t have to travel anywhere, but I could attend mainstream, I
could attend lectures if I wanted to. (F37)
Alex was prepared and well set up to engage in online learning in the external
mode. She had good equipment, internet access and high-level computer skills.

[I’ve got] very good internet, fast internet, never any troubles. It’s Telstra. It
cost me loads of money. I’ve got a laptop and a desktop, all Apple. Wellfunctioned, well set up, great desk, great environment for learning. (F37)
Yet despite her preparation for external study, Alex’s experience as an external
student was deeply unsatisfying and when she withdrew she felt devastated.

I was really focused on doing [this course] and I was going to make a
difference. I was going to do this and that and then it all became so
overwhelming I just thought ‘I’m not enjoying it. I’m going to jump ship’. So
I think for me, yeah, in the bigger picture I felt like a tiny little dot in the big
wide world. And it was so overwhelming I just didn’t want to participate.
(F37)
The compounding factors that led to her making that decision included lack of
connection with other students and lack of support from teachers and the
Indigenous support office. These are factors that were exacerbated by the external
mode.
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I think from my experience, I felt like, the analogy I can give you, is I felt like
I set sail on a boat with the intention of sailing to another destination and
I’ve capsized and I’m floating in the ocean and drowning with no support.
And so the only way to actually save yourself from drowning is to put the
flares out in defeat. I’m done! You know? Get the navy to come and pick me
up. I’m done! (F37)
University services
Alex was not entirely happy with the application and enrolment process to get into
her course at CDU. She had difficulty following the online enrolment process and
received no response from the Indigenous support office when she contacted them
for support.

I tried enrolling online. I couldn’t follow the prompts. I mean, you know, I’m
an educated woman, and I couldn’t even enroll. That’s how difficult it was. I
got so frustrated. It was just the navigation system, the way it was set up. I
just, and I tried ringing the Indigenous unit for help and they weren’t
answering my phone calls. And in the end I took half a day off work and I
actually physically went into the building to do it. (F37)
Alex was also frustrated at not gain credit into one of the university’s common units
for knowledge gained from prior study.

And I thought, “You mob, I’ve done a bloody higher degree in this, within an
Aboriginal context and in an Aboriginal setting in a university that is in a
community model, and you guys aren’t even recognising that?” And I
thought, straight off, my back was up. This was a joke. You are asking me to
sit and do an Aboriginal unit. (F37)
Additionally, she felt that the reason for denying her credit was spurious.
So I disputed it and it was through emails. And apparently, yeah, it was
because the context was, it was an NT context. This was their comeback. And I
was sitting there thinking, wow, if I was actually a local person, an Aboriginal
person from Darwin, or the Top End, this would be insulting. (F37)
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Alex also felt dismissed in her attempts to access a tutor under the ITAS scheme.

And another thing was the Indigenous Centre. I tried getting tuition. So I
emailed them. I ended up picking up the phone but they never called me
back, so I tried online, communicating with them. ‘No we haven’t got any
body. We’re looking into it’. And nobody ever actually got back to me. (F37)
Overall, Alex found it difficult to access information from the Indigenous office, and
she felt that services and support were geared for internal students. The lack of
support from the Indigenous office was one of the reasons that contributed to Alex
withdrawing from her course.

I finally said I’m just letting you guys know I’m withdrawing from the course
because of the lack of assistance with finding a tutor, with the lack of
assistance in finding out about the scholarships that might be available, and
thanks very much for inviting me on the camp. You know, not!! So it was
just, I think, being online, an online student removed you even from the
local environment, the local Aboriginal unit. (F37)
Cultural identity
Alex’s identity as an Indigenous woman informed many of the aspects that she
wanted from the course she was enrolled in. Alex’s mother was a member of the
stolen generation and Alex “was only a baby, a young kid when mum found her
mother and her family” (F37). This history shaped the importance for her of
engaging in education that affirmed her identity and where disciplinary
knowledge was contextualised within the Indigenous experience.

Alex had a desire “to learn about my own people and the impact of policy, and
the impact of history” (F37). This required content and curriculum that not only
addressed Indigenous perspectives in the context of the discipline, but Alex also
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wanted a deeper understanding of “why this was actually happening. You know,
why were our people in a poor state?” (F37).
Content and curriculum design
When Alex had been enrolled in a previous course focused on Indigenous health
and with an Indigenous student cohort she had achieved a depth of learning from
stories shared by her peers. These stories helped her to relate theoretical
constructs to practical application.

The greatest learning for me occurred, was listening, physically, to
everyone’s stories about what was happening in their own communities. So
you might look at the closing the gap policy and then you would, break it
down, we would look at what was happening in each state, and about how
the closing the gap policy had been rolled out and then we were listening to
local stories about how some communities had been really innovative, had
interpreted the funding in a different way to how this other mob had. So it
really allowed you to expand your mind, you know. (F37)
Alex had expected this level of contextualisation in her CDU course, but instead
she found that the units that she was enrolled in lacked relevance to her as they
contained little focus on the Indigenous context. She was continually trying to
make meaning from the content what was presented and relate it to her own
frame of reference and experiences, often without success.

Alex gave the example of an essay that seemed “so generalised that it has no
meaning” (F37). Although she tried, she could not see how the topic was
“relevant to people in my community so I could actually apply it in real life” (F37).
When she could not find the connection, the work felt meaningless and irrelevant
and made her question whether she wanted to continue.
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I had this epiphany one night and I thought ‘Why am I doing this? I am
really not enjoying it. I really don’t want to do this’. (F37)
While Alex wanted an Indigenous focus in the content, she equally wanted the
curriculum to represent a diversity of experiences and perspectives.

I think with learning it’s really important to get a variety of different
experiences. You know, we don’t want a mainstream learning… I love
learning about refugee health and other people around the world,
international health. (F37)
It’s also important to listen, being an Aboriginal person to listen to what
else is happening internationally so that we can see the context of the
world we’re living in… it’s just as important to hear other people’s stories.
(F37)
Alex also struggled with the way that content was framed. One unit she was
enrolled in contained a multiple-choice quiz. The language in which questions
were asked, were ambiguous and confusing.

It just wasn’t phrased in a way that I could really understand it. It just didn’t
have meaning. Some of the questions were just bizarre. (F37)
Alex felt that the materials in the unit, including the quiz “could have been set up
in a way that was just more conducive to learning” (F37). Instead, content was
written in a way that obstructed her learning.

You had to do all this reading and then in the end you’d think you’d got it
but you were on the wrong track. (F37)
In addition, Alex found the navigational design in her units difficult to follow
which made it time consuming to find material that she wanted to access. Some
of the resources were linked to locations outside of the LMS, but Alex found that
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trying to remember where the links were located and how to get to the resources
was a problem: “I remember trying and not being able to find my way to them
and just gave up” (F37).
Making connections
As an external student, Alex found it very difficult to make connections with
other students. Not feeling connected was one of the reasons that she gave for
withdrawing from the course.

So there were all these compounding, overwhelming factors: not feeling
connected, not having the access that I wanted to. (F37)
An online introductory session in one of Alex’s units presented itself as an
opportunity to make connections, but this did not happen. Alex wanted to engage
in the Aboriginal protocol of sharing the story of where she was from and hearing
the stories of other students so that she could build relationship and connections
with the people that she was studying and learning with.

And you know, the first thing I wanted to say: I’m an Aboriginal person. My
family’s from here. I’m living up here’ and that sort of thing. (F37)
Alex found, however, that the environment was not set up as a safe place to make
connections and consequently she was not willing to risk sharing information or
contribute to discussions.

I was reluctant to provide information to other students because I didn’t
have that existing relationship with them. (F37)
But if you can’t even know who these people are, you’re not going to tell
them stories. You’re not going to contribute in the way you want to
contribute. You don’t want to be releasing information to these people
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because you don’t know who they are. (F37)
For Alex, the difficulty in making connections online was compounded by visual
cues being hidden in the predominantly text based online environment that she
experienced, particularly in text based asynchronous communication.

And I’m a visual person. I want to see what these other people look like. You
know, I want to have some sort of relationship with these students.
Without making interpersonal connections, Alex didn’t enjoy the experience of
learning.

The online forums were difficult, and I really didn’t enjoy them because I
wasn’t connected, and I didn’t have the relationships with the other
students. (F37)

Overall, Alex felt that it was difficult to make connections with other people in the
online environment of the LMS, particularly in comparison to meeting people and
making connections in the real world: “you just can’t build a relationship online in
that way. It just simply is not going to happen” (F37).
Establishing relatedness
Alex felt that asking all students explicitly to share specific information about
themselves, including their race and culture, would have made it easier for her to
identify other Aboriginal students and establish relationships with them. However,
she sensed that asking students to provide that kind of information might not have
sat comfortably with lecturers.

Had it actually have stipulated that, people maybe would have engaged in
that discussion. But I don’t know, maybe with all the political correctness
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maybe they don’t want to. The universities don’t want to go down that
track. (F37)
In one unit, Alex briefly introduced herself in the discussion board and indicated
that she worked in Aboriginal health. She wanted to make contact with other
Indigenous students as she felt that “it’s very, very difficult to learn without
someone with your own culture” (F37). However, the online environment was not
comfortable enough for her to disclose that she was an Aboriginal woman even
though she hinted at it. She wanted to disclose her Aboriginality in order to
establish relatedness with other Aboriginal people enrolled in the unit but found
that race was silent in the online environment and there was a tacit assumption of
whiteness.

No one actually indicated their race at all, interestingly. So I didn’t know
whom these people were. You know? I knew that they had families, I knew
that they had, you know, were working, but I didn’t know who they were,
you know? There was no way of identifying. And I think that for me it’s
important, because really, the people that we are is based on who we are,
where we grew up, where we live in our society, who is part of our society.
You know, that’s our culture. Our culture is who we are and where we are
placed in the bigger society. (F37)
As a consequence, Alex found that she was not able to identify if there were any
other Indigenous students enrolled in her unit, even though enrolment data
indicates that there were five other students who identified as either Aboriginal or
Torres Strait Islander who were enrolled in one of her units.

There were no other Aboriginal students online that I knew of. (F37)
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Identifying and establishing relatedness with other Aboriginal or Torres Strait
Islander students would have made a significant impact to Alex’s feelings of
connection and belonging. She noted that there is an immediate connection
between Indigenous people and a relatedness that just needs to be found.

[With Aboriginal people] there is a connection. There’s this unwritten rule of
‘Yeah! You’re from there! I’m from here! Yeah, yeah! What’s going on over
there? You know, there’s instantly, you’ve got something to talk about.
There’s always food, relations. In some way you’re always bloody connected.
You always find that you know, you’re one person removed from who you’re
talking to. (F37)
Establishing a sense of relatedness with other Aboriginal students would also have
provided Alex with a support network for her academic studies.

We find a way; in your early conversations you find a way to connect. And
then there’s this friendship that’s developed immediately, you know? Yeah,
and I think then you can go, ‘Hey, you know, I’m really struggling’. And you
can share your experiences of how you are actually going in the course.
‘Hey, I’ve got this thing, with this assignment’, and if you’ve got other
Aboriginal students that are doing the assignment you can nut it out
together and you are learning together. And I think for Aboriginal people, I
think learning is not about the individual. (F37)
Without disclosure of race and cultural perspective, Alex found the online
discussions were generic and not relevant to her. Consequently, she started to
disengage.

They weren’t relevant to what I was doing or felt my experiences were.
(F37)
Teacher presence
Alex also found that teachers did not support students to make connections
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between one another due to the design of learning activities. Group sizes in
online group activities were large and unwieldy, in some instances with eight to
twelve people in a group. This made it difficult to coordinate the logistics of
meeting online with other students in the group, and Alex found that “the
logistics of trying to communicate with them in different time zones was difficult”
(F37). Additionally, she felt that there was little in the way of explicit direction
from teachers on how the groups were to function online, and this meant that for
her it was “just really, not even happening for me” (F37)

Lack of teacher presence in the online environment also resulted in Alex’s inability
to build relationships with her lecturers. One lecturer Alex yarned about had limited
presence in the unit and when contacted directly was not helpful.

There was a lady and she was hopeless, bloody hopeless. Just, on another
planet she was living on too. And that’s the thing. That’s another really
important factor, is the relationship that you have with your senior
lecturers. (F37)
This contrasted greatly to the relationships she had built with teachers in her
previous studies in physical learning environments.

I knew them physically from [my previous university]. Even my [diploma]
lecturers. I loved and adored them. They were so helpful. If it was difficult I
could physically go to them and have a conversation with them, talk to
them, and I think that’s where the relationship… it all comes back to
relationships. (F37)
The use of the institutional LMS
Alex was a high user of social and digital media in her everyday life and had an
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expectation that the digital technologies used in online learning would reflect
digital media use in the broader community.

[My phone’s] connected at my hip! Yeah. Facebook, Twitter, Hotmail,
yahoo, a lot of different things. Skype, Skype friends. Even when I was
overseas I was Skyping so my friends back home and here and text
messaging. Yeah, so I use technology every day of my life.
Alex was disappointed in the closed environment of the LMS, which meant that it
did not integrate with the communications and social media tools she used every
day. This created a separation for her between her ‘real life’ and her ‘study life’ that
she felt limited her learning experience and limited the extent to which she could
share the learning experience with important people in her life.

Everything’s connected. I think for Aboriginal people everything has to be
connected to your real life. (F37)
She also saw social media as a way of connecting the university to students’ existing
networks so that they could bring their families and friends along with them on
their educational journeys, and felt that the university was missing an opportunity
by not utilising social media effectively to enhance the learning environment.

I mean, we all live and breathe social media and that’s the way our life,
that’s the way we function now. So the universities aren’t moving quickly
enough. They’re not even in with the realities of [life].
While some of the other participants in the study liked the separation of their social
and study selves, Alex felt differently. To her, the university was “so high, and it’s so
disconnected” (F37) and out of touch in the way it utilises technology in online
learning.
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The university is so behind what’s actually happening in reality, it’s not
funny. Yeah, that’s certainly, I think it’s where the university is failing. (F37)
Alex was also disappointed with the lack of creativity in the use of tools within the
LMS. She identified that there were options for students to engage in activities and
present knowledge using different media, and that these would be more engaging
and would result in deeper learning than just text-based options. Alex also pointed
out that that with the advent of the smart phone, most people are used to sharing
digital video and images in their daily communications, yet these were not being
incorporated into activities in the learning environment.

We are always on our phones taking photos, selfies. We’re always videoing
and uploading it and making movies and all that sort of stuff. And our
friends always want to know what’s going on in our lives and that sort of
stuff. But yet when you’re at university you can’t share your knowledge in
that way. (F37)
Alex observed that teaching and assessment practices that value the written
word are still important, but reflect old world approaches that are still
preeminent in the LMS at a time when digital tools provide so many other
options for communicating in creative and engaging ways.
Digital inclusion
Similarly to other Indigenous students, Alex encountered financial barriers that
impacted on her participation and enjoyment of the course and left her “just
absolutely struggling” (F37). The issue of content affordability was not an issue
when materials were available within the LMS, however, the cost of purchasing
textbooks made access to content outside of her reach financially.
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The readings were all related to your textbook so you had to go out and
spend big mobs of money on the textbooks otherwise you’d fall behind in
class because you didn’t have the materials. (F37)
When Alex couldn’t afford the textbook, she also found that there were
insufficient copies in the library to meet student demand.

I did try borrowing the book from the library but it was all booked out by
other students using it.
Alex asked for help in accessing the resources from her lecturer, and while she
was provided with an electronic copy of one chapter, she felt very uncomfortable
about asking her lecturer for help. She also felt concerned that by accessing the
chapter in that way she was violating copyright.

I remember actually emailing the … lecturer and saying I can’t afford a
textbook at the moment, the one that you’re recommending, so she did
send me the chapter, I think. But I had to request it. And I’m not even sure if
she was allowed to do that or not, so I felt bad about that as well. I didn’t
know whether it was legitimate, … so I was very uncomfortable about it as
well because of the whole copyright stuff. I didn’t want to be stealing. (F37)
Financial resources clearly continue to be an issue for Indigenous students in
online learning. While this manifests in different ways, the impact of financial
stress on Alex could have been mitigated by the use of resources available
digitally in the LMS with no cost to the student.

Chapter summary
In this chapter the four case summaries presented show in a holistic and narrative
form the diverse experiences of online education of four Indigenous higher
education students. The case summaries represent the experiences of Indigenous
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students from a range of disciplines, age brackets, gender and locations. In addition,
the case summaries illustrate that online learning means different things to
different students and it is experienced in different ways.

Learning environments are complex ecosystems, yet there is a strong focus in the
case summaries on the importance for Indigenous students of making connections
and establishing relationships. There were interesting differences in the case
summaries between the way mode of enrolment impacts on whether students
make connections with others, who they made them with, and the consequences of
not forming connections.

What stands out in the case summaries are the common themes that run through
them. The case summaries indicate what is working in online learning environments
for Indigenous higher education students, as well as the issues that hinder
Indigenous students’ success. Hence, the case summaries provide insight into how
learning design and teaching practices can be improved to enhance the experiences
of Indigenous students in online learning environments. The case summaries situate
the themes in the lived experience of Indigenous people who have undertaken
online learning and foreground the discussion of those themes in depth in the next
chapter.
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Themes
Introduction

Chapter 5 presents the key themes that encapsulate the experiences of online
learning of nineteen Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander higher education students
enrolled at Charles Darwin University (CDU) in the Northern Territory of Australia.
The students’ experiences of online learning were shared with the researcher
through the process of yarning, a method of gathering qualitative data that is
regarded as culturally appropriate in research conducted with indigenous peoples
and in indigenous contexts (Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010). Yarning as a research
approach allows the participants to direct the focus of the yarning. It also privileges
the voices of the participants, lending authenticity to the research process and
findings as well as “credibility and rigor” (Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010, p. 37).

The themes presented in this chapter were drawn from systematic reading of the
transcripts of the yarning sessions, and through a process of analysis and synthesis
of the words and ideas expressed by the participants. The ideas drawn from the
yarning sessions were grouped into categories, and over time these categories were
distilled and transformed from many categories into ten themes. These themes
reflect the main “matters of concern” (Latour, 2004, p. 231) that have been
identified in this study in relation to the experiences of Indigenous higher education
students in online learning.
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The themes are:


Theme 1: Making connections



Theme 2: Establishing relatedness



Theme 3: Choice of learning mode



Theme 4: Affordances of the institutional LMS



Theme 5: Quality of university services



Theme 6: Content and curriculum design



Theme 7: Teaching practice



Theme 8: Race and cultural identity



Theme 9: Knowledge and skills



Theme 10: Financial resources



Theme 11: Access to resources

In the following sections of this chapter the ten themes are discussed with
significant emphasis placed on privileging the voices of the Indigenous participants.
In this chapter and throughout the thesis, the participants’ names have been
removed for confidentiality reasons and have been replaced with a code to identify
each participant’s gender and age. Codes such as F29 or M45 represent the
participants’ gender (M=male; F=female) and age. In this chapter the codes are
usually shown in brackets at the end of the excerpt where there is only one
speaker. When the excerpt involves dialogue, the codes referencing the speaker are
shown at the start of the line of dialogue. Where the researcher is involved in the
dialogue, the researcher’s initials ‘AR’ are shown instead of a code.
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Theme 1 Making connections
‘It’s not so much about the self’
For Aboriginal people learning is a journey and it’s not so much about the
self, it’s about the journey you take when you’re sharing those experiences.
(F37)
The first and main theme that emerged from this study is ‘making connections’. The
study found that the nature and quality of the relationships that Indigenous higher
education students form in physical and virtual contexts in relation to their higher
education studies is the main factor that impacts on their experiences of online
learning. It is a matter of concern that while some Indigenous higher education
students make interpersonal connections with other students, for many Indigenous
higher education students, online learning spaces are isolating and lonely places,
leaving them to navigate their educational journeys alone.

I feel very isolated. I feel very sectioned off from everybody. (F29)

The theme ‘making connections’ reflects the centrality of the shared nature of
learning to a positive educational experience for Indigenous higher education
students, which in turn impacts on outcomes such as course completion and
academic achievement. This theme explores who Indigenous higher education
students make connections with on their educational journeys, as well as the
nature, quality and implications of those connections.

The nature of communication that took place in the learning environment, within
and outside of the institutional Learning Management System (LMS), enhanced or
impeded the types of connections that students made with other students, their
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lecturers, and with other areas of the university. Learning mode was the single main
predictor of the nature of communicative engagement that occurred between
students. Consequently, in the context of this study learning mode was an indicator
of whether Indigenous students were likely to experience their journey through
higher education as a shared or solo one.

Overwhelmingly the online environment was experienced by Indigenous students
as isolating, particularly for those students enrolled in the external mode. The lack
of communicative opportunities in online sites in the LMS, as well as the design of
communicative activities that were included within sites in the LMS, made it
difficult for students to develop a sense of connection with others online.

Online you’re isolated. You’re not really a part of it. (F28B)
I just couldn’t make the connections to anybody. I couldn’t make it to the
lecturer. I couldn’t make the connection to the other students. I couldn’t
even connect with the Indigenous unit (F30).
Most Indigenous higher education students who experienced a sense of isolation in
the higher education environment had thoughts about dropping out of their course.
The feelings of isolation that led to attrition were most likely to impact on students
enrolled in the external mode.

In most instances Indigenous students expressed great resilience in the face of the
isolation they felt and persevered with their studies. However, one student who
decided to withdraw from her course during the first semester cited the difficulties
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of connecting with all levels of the university as an external student, and her
resultant sense of isolation, as the primary reason cause of her withdrawal.

When the sense of connection within the online learning environment was weak,
the participants’ who continued in their studies implemented compensatory
strategies to leverage networks outside the online learning environment to
support their learning intentions. These supportive connections, which included
family networks, acted to support student retention.

You know, I need my husband because I miss my uni (F29).
If I didn’t have had my sister doing the same unit as me I pretty much
thought I would have dropped out at that first semester level (F46).
Other students drew on their personal networks to help them engage with the
course content where they didn’t have connections with fellow students. This
helped to connect to the course content and strengthen learning.

I have a friend over in the States… We’re talking from midnight to five in the
morning... What she’ll do is she’ll just go through and ask me random
questions and see what I’m at. If I get it wrong she’ll discuss it with me. A
discussion means so much more to me than looking at words on a textbook.
(F26)
For Indigenous higher education students, making connections with staff and other
students in their units of study also provided an educational and social support
system that brought with it an increase in their sense of belonging and resilience.
Making connections helped to insulate Indigenous students from thoughts about
withdrawing from their course.
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While discussion boards and synchronous tutorial sessions in the virtual
classroom provided opportunities for student online interaction, these were not
designed in ways that were conducive for Indigenous students to get to know or
make connections with other students. In the few instances where Indigenous
students were able to make connections with non-Indigenous students in the
online environment this occurred when collaborative group activities had been
set up in the LMS. However, negative experiences of group work were more
common than positive ones and the formation of interpersonal relationships took
place infrequently and despite rather than because of the way group activities
were set up. Group work at times had the unintended consequence of increasing
rather than decreasing Indigenous students’ sense of isolation.

I just feel like I’m left out. I don’t know why but it’s just I feel like I’m in the
corner. It’s different. I guess I’m so used to being in a group face to face
with my lecturer and other students and I feel isolated because I don’t know
who I’m talking to and, you know, I don’t know where they are or this kind
of thing. (F41)
While the participants universally disliked aspects of group work, it required
purposeful interaction with other students and in so doing afforded the
possibility of Indigenous students building relationships and countering the
pervasive sense of isolation linked to external enrolment.

I made one friend out of it [a group assignment]. It probably was effective
because we became study partners and studied hard for our exams together.
The group aspect was good. I just don’t think it was very well executed. (F29)
We had to do group sessions and we had people from around the world or
around Australia and you had to try and lock in a time. But when we did we
worked really well together. But it was up to the students, you know, to
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really work that out (F28).
[We had] random grouping. It was cool in a random grouping. And then
you’d introduce yourself, and it was nice that you thought all these other
people was just here in the Northern Territory, but not really. We had them
all around Australia. And you get to meet people. (F40)

The contradiction between Indigenous students’ dislike of group work and the
desire for interpersonal interaction speaks to some of the ever-present issues in
doing group work. These included the logistical difficulties of finding mutually
convenient times to meet synchronously online, the lack of guidance for group
work evident in many group work activities, and experiences of unequal
contributions to group work. However, when group work was designed into the
curriculum it provided the opportunity for students to meet each other.

Indigenous students’ preference for making connections in the real world rather
than in a virtual space meant that they looked for opportunities to make
connections to other students located geographically close to them. One student
suggested that a buddy system be incorporated into the design of each unit,
whereby online groups were designed around geographical proximity that could
lead to real world connections.

I’m just wondering whether or not if there could be some kind of buddy
system for people in your state, of where you are, like locally, so that you can
actually, like I know that there’s a chat on the board, but people don’t do it.
Whereas if I you could get in touch with people that were willing to buddy
up. I mean you don’t have to be in touch with them all the time but those
that were willing, sometimes it’s nice to have that support of saying ‘How
are you travelling in your course?’ or are in the same subject. It just might
help. (F39)
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This study found that Indigenous students overwhelmingly wanted to make
connections with other students, but were rarely able to do so in online learning
environments.

Theme 2 Establishing Relatedness
‘It’s something you have in common’
Think of it like an iceberg… It’s a different level of trust … It’s something you
have in common so it binds you... See you’ve already got that and you kind of
already have that respect for each other. There’s a level of trust there. (F31)

While Theme 1 addressed the importance for Indigenous students to build social
relationships and make connections with other students to stave off a sense of
isolation, Theme 2 points to the importance for Indigenous students to make
contact with other Indigenous students and establish a sense of relatedness with
them. Establishing relationships with other Indigenous students enhanced
Indigenous students’ sense of identity and belonging within the academy.

The vast majority of Indigenous students expressed a strong preference to make
contact first with other Indigenous students, so they could establish connections
and set up their journey through higher education as a shared one.

[With Aboriginal students] there is a connection. There’s this unwritten rule of
‘Yeah! You’re from there! I’m from here! Yeah, yeah! What’s going on over
there? You know, there’s instantly, you’ve got something to talk about. There’s
always food, relations. In some way you’re always bloody connected. You
always find that you know, you’re one person removed from who you’re
talking to. (F37)
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The building of bonding relationships with other Indigenous students occurred most
readily in the blended learning environment of block mode, where Indigenous
students had real world contact with other Indigenous students.

So it’s not overwhelming and you’re not like in a lecture hall with a hundred
other people... Because it’s so small you’ve got that level of trust that you
can put your idea out and you learn a lot from the other students because
everyone is comfortable to debate it, and say well I see this, or that, or yeah
we agree. So you do a lot of peer-based learning whereas I don’t feel like I’d
get that in a mainstream [class]. (F31)

In block mode the opportunity to study in an Indigenous only cohort was very
important to the learning experience. It was being with other Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander students that brought a sense of safety and belonging.

I just like the format of what ACIKE [block mode] delivers… I guess it’s a
different environment, like the culture changes. I guess if you go back to
that trust stuff… There’s a level of trust and kind of connectivity. I guess
maybe your culture and stuff kind of gives you that common ground (F31).
Some of these people come from all over different states to interact with other
Aboriginal people in order to share knowledge and get learnings and
experiences. (F58)

In many ways the physical environment of block mode felt like a culturally familiar
and safe learning environment to most of the Indigenous students, and one where
diversity and difference were embraced, and where positive and respectful
interactions took place between Indigenous students and their mainly nonIndigenous lecturers. The positive interactions that took place in the campus-based
workshops during block mode reflected lecturers and students engaging with the
both ways philosophy of Batchelor Institute (Ober & Bat, 2007).
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I think that [block mode is] a safe space… because it’s only Indigenous
students. Whereas I think that if the make-up of the dynamics of the
students were of different ethnicities it could be, it may not be as safe to
bring up that context. Like some of the stuff Indigenous people grow up with
so they understand it, whereas if you’re not brought up in that context you
may not, as with any other ethnicity, it’s what environment, what culture
you’re brought up with, shapes what your understanding of that is. (F31)

The way Indigenous students talked about feeling comfortable in the campus-based
component of block mode highlighted the lack of safety that they experienced in
other learning contexts where they were worried that they might say or do the
wrong thing or be judged on the basis of their race.

If we’re in a majority Indigenous classroom you’re all comfortable with each
other and you don’t offend anybody. You don’t say the wrong thing or do the
wrong thing. We appreciate each other’s backgrounds and cultures. (F28B)
And so when I go onto Learnline I feel like if I put something on there I’m
going to be judged. And I don’t feel that way when I go, when I’m with my
own people. And I mean I shouldn’t say that because my own people are
white people as well, because I’m part, I’m both. But I feel a lot more
comfortable when I’m going to Batchelor than I do discussing on the
discussion board online (F30).

Many of the Indigenous students indicated that they lurked in the LMS, watching
other people’s posts in the discussion board, but did not feel safe enough to
expose their own ideas in the virtual space.

I’ve mainly gone in, I’ve had a look at a couple of the discussion boards. I
haven’t commented as such on there, cause I’ve thought, maybe if I put
something up it’ll sound silly. (F45)
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Indigenous students were not always able to easily identify if there were any other
Indigenous students in their units and this impacted on whether they were able to
establish relationships with other Indigenous students. Most, but not all,
participants wanted to disclose their Indigenous identity as part of their online
persona but felt constrained to do so and as a consequence the formation of
relationships with other Indigenous students in the online environment was not
easy to achieve. In addition, in many disciplines there were no other Indigenous
students in their units and if there were, they were not easily identifiable.

So I was like, well you know, what am I supposed to do? Stand up in my online
lecture and say, “Hey, I’m a blackfella. Is there anyone else out there? You
know? (F29)
Consequently, as a result of not being able to establish relatedness with other
Indigenous students, many Indigenous students felt like outsiders in the online
space.

Within a mainstream environment, I was, I felt like I was the outsider (F37)
Cultural safety was an important prerequisite for Indigenous students to
communicate effectively with other students in the online environment yet prior
experiences of racism discouraged Indigenous students from identifying as an
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander person online. The lived experience of racism
meant that some of the Indigenous students were wary that non-Indigenous
students would see them through the lens of prejudice and stereotype.

And then there’s also that risk of being pre-judged. (F39)

215

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 5

This guardedness then made it more difficult to make connections and build
relationships with other Indigenous students as well, despite the communicative
tools in the LMS that made synchronous and asynchronous communication
possible. Consequently, this study found limited evidence of Indigenous students
building relationships with other Indigenous students, or developing connections
with non-Indigenous students online.

The isolation. I felt isolated. Even though the technology was there. But
understanding the technology! And it was different to face-on (F40).
There was also a down side to establishing relatedness, when the formation of
strong bonding ties with other Indigenous students acted as a disincentive for
Indigenous students to establish wider networks in the online environment. That is,
too strong a sense of relatedness with other Indigenous students constrained the
building of broader social connections that enhance learning.

For Indigenous students in block mode establishing strong bonding ties removed
the imperative to make connections with other non-Indigenous students online.
With the primacy of the relationships already established, the online environment
became peripheral rather than central to their learning. This resulted in Indigenous
students, and particularly those enrolled in block mode, disregarding the LMS
content and activities and relying excessively on their lecturer to cover everything
during the intensive blocks. Although units were flagged on enrolment as online
reliant, many students who were enrolled in block mode did not appreciate the
importance of their engagement with the LMS until they were at risk of failing a
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unit. They avoided Learnline (CDU’s name for the institutional LMS) as long as they
thought they could get away without using it.

It’s terrible to say but I very rarely use [Learnline]. The only reason why I
actually use it is like now where I think I’m going to miss out on something.
(F31)
I’m not even sure if that [content] exists in one of my units. It probably
does, but there’s two things. One, I’ve never looked, and two, the lecturer
never mentioned it, and if he’s mentioned it on the online community I
haven’t read it because I’ve never been in there (M45).
This disconnection from the online environment led some students to adopt work
around solutions so as to spend as little time in the LMS as possible. This even
extended to one external student who contacted lecturers directly and sought to
engage with them on a personal level outside of the LMS rather that go into the
online environment. Although participants thought they could avoid the LMS, their
grades suffered as a result.

So I’m really doing myself a disservice in a lot of ways. I recognise that. But
I’m sort of trying to negotiate a way where I can just do the assessments, do
the requirements and do them well, and have a good relationship with my
lecturers even if I have no other relationship with the students [in Learnline]
(M45).
When Indigenous students minimised their use of the LMS this also limited their
potential to contact and communicate with other students, both Indigenous and
non-Indigenous, who were also enrolled in their units, including those enrolled in
those units in different modes. The online environment was potentially a point of
convergence for students studying in external and blended learning modes. Despite
this, communication between students studying in different modes was limited. For
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Indigenous students enrolled in block mode this represented a missed opportunity
to interact with other students from a range of backgrounds.

While many Indigenous students felt a sense of belonging within an Indigenous
cohort in block mode, Indigenous students from all modes expressed a reluctance
to engage online with people that they did not know, and with whom they had not
had the opportunity to build a trust relationship.

In some units students were invited to share online some personal information
such as where they worked and where they came from. Where this occurred it
helped students to feel like they were getting to know their online peers, which
brought with it a sense of connection and safety.

Being an external student you don’t see anyone really, you don’t talk to
anyone, you are completely separated and all you’ve got is that little window
to Learnline to be able to actually talk to people. And I think that really helps.
And it’s great to see other people’s comments on where they work and
where they’re from and I really like that idea of just being connected that
way to people. (F28)
Designing and facilitating opportunities for social contact in online environments
provides students with opportunities to get to know each other on a personal level.
However, it was rare that students indicated that opportunities were provided in
the online learning environment for them to engage in social interaction with one
another or to share personally relevant information that would help them to build
rapport with other students. This reflects a focus on the use of communication tools
for transactional rather than social interaction in the LMS.
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I suppose if there was a way of making it a little bit more social it might
make it easier. I don’t know. I mean people comment and sometimes you
might be able to comment on a topic or something like that but yeah, if
there was another way of actually, just initially making contact. I don’t
mean actually doing group work, because I hate that. (F39)
The online forums were difficult and I really didn’t enjoy them because I wasn’t
connected and I didn’t have the relationships with the other students. (F37)
Indigenous students perceive that the integration of social aspects into the online
learning environment would assist them to get to know other students and make
the learning experience more enjoyable. However, the act of meeting online was
different to meeting in the real world. For example, in text-based interactions
students were not privy to the visual cues they were used to interpreting in the
physical world when getting to know someone.

I don’t trust the things people put in the discussion boards either… because I
can’t physically see them I can’t take any gestures, tones. When you’re
talking with someone face-to-face you can kind of get a read of that person,
like your intuition. And I know that Indigenous people are very strong on
intuition. So it’s kind of against what you’re brought up with. You know what
I mean? You can’t see that person. You can’t hear any tone or gestures. All
that stuff’s eliminated. (F31)
In addition, some students were concerned and uncomfortable that they may be
communicating online with people who were obscuring or misrepresenting their
identities in the virtual world.

Without meeting them…, it’s just I don’t know, I guess it would be like online
dating. It’s like, do I trust this person? I’ve never met them. I don’t know. Do I
really want to meet them in a dark alleyway? I don’t know. I don’t know. Like
I said, I like to meet people in person. Yeah, then my level of trust is there.
Because who’s to say it’s that person behind their profile pic. (F31)
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Most contact online was with students that they had made connections with in the
real world. For the external student who travelled two days to Sydney to go to an
optional lecture, it was an opportunity to meet other students in the flesh and to
start linking into a support network.

But later, like we’ve exchanged emails and if we’re stuck we can email each
other. (F45)
For block mode students, online interactions were also predominantly with their
peers who they had met during the intensive blocks, and these interactions were
social and supportive.

Yep, we always keep in [touch]. A few of us had exams today and we were
like “good luck”, “How’s it going?” “Oh my goodness, I think I’ve failed”.
Yeah, we were talking about it…on Facebook” (F28B)
Indigenous students indicate that they would like to have more facilitated
opportunities to build connections with other students online, within an
environment that feels culturally safe. The experience of most of the Indigenous
students was that trust and connections could not easily be established online
without prior real-world contact that allowed students to get to know each other
first.

Theme 3 Choice of learning mode
‘We had to go online’
You’re forced into an IT technology mode. (F58)
The factors influencing Indigenous higher education students’ choice of modality
are explored in this section, as well as the impact on students’ satisfaction with the
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learning environment when their course or unit level mode of enrolment is not
their preferred mode. The choices that Indigenous students make about learning
mode have an impact on their experiences of higher education. Online learning is a
component of every higher education course at CDU, but it is the mode of
enrolment that determines how students engage with and experience the online
learning environment. This became evident as Indigenous students shared their
stories of online learning as external students, as students enrolled in block mode,
and of having multiple unit enrolment modes.

Learning mode impacts on the nature and quality of connections that students
make in higher education leaning environments, which impacts on retention and
learning. Yet a student’s flexibility to choose their mode of course and unit level
enrolment is limited by what modes are offered and often students are not happy
about the options presented to them.

Last year I applied to do this [course] and the information [that it was online
reliant] was like a silver bullet through the heart. (M54)

In the context of this study online learning refers to engagement with the
institutional learning management system (LMS) regardless of enrolment mode. For
the participants in this study, experiences of isolation were a defining aspect of
online learning and were linked closely to differences in communication approaches
across modes. Experiences of isolation were more prevalent and more profound for
Indigenous higher education students studying externally as compared to internally
or in a blended learning environment.
221

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 5

The participants had very clear preferences of learning mode, though their
understanding of what different modes entailed may not have been accurate at the
time they made their initial enrolment choices. Their mode-based preferences are
reflected in decisions they make about whether to attend university, which
university to attend, and even which course and units to enroll in. Overwhelmingly,
the Indigenous students with multi-modal enrolments were responding to the
unavailability of units of study in their first preference of mode. Hence, multi-modal
enrolment was a choice borne of necessity rather than as a result of wanting to
engage in study in multiple modes.

In one instance, a student’s preference to enroll in block mode was a defining factor
in her course choice. She was interested in doing a business course, however, she
enrolled into a teacher education degree as it was offered in the block mode,
whereas the business degree was only offered fully internally or externally.

I do have an interest and I do like numbers and I do find that’s something I’m
kind of good in, but I wanted to stay with ACIKE [block mode] because I liked
that framework and it was kind of that ‘catch you if you fall’ rather than
straight into a mainstream program. (F31)
For this student as well as many other Indigenous students the block mode
provided a safe environment to transition into the culture of higher education. The
majority of Indigenous students who chose to study in the block mode did not have
any prior experience of higher education and did not know what to expect from it
so the block mode eased them into higher education study. The choice of block
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mode was specifically chosen by many students to meet their needs for a culturally
safe and supportive learning environment.

Many students were very positive to have the option to engage in the blended
learning model offered through block mode. The block mode allowed them to
spend less time away from home.

[I like] the way it’s set up now, to only go up a week for each unit. (M51)

It also gave them the benefit of regular physical contact with their lecturers and
other Indigenous students in a culturally safe space on campus during the intensive
blocks.

The thing I love about ACIKE and being able to go to Batchelor and have these
internal units is because I get that face to face with my peers. And I get to
know them really well and I get to learn off them. You know, the discussion
board is not the same. (F30)

Their sense of connection to their lecturers and relatedness to other Indigenous
students was strong in block mode, mitigating the effects of isolation that
Indigenous students studying externally felt in the online environment. The sense of
relatedness for these students was heightened by the intense experience of
residential living with other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.

We all dorm together. Like, you become that little bit closer. Like, the
friendships that you make and the bonds that you make are pretty, a lot
stronger because it’s amplified because you’re with that person 24/7. (F31)
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In addition, in block mode there were opportunities for informal learning inside and
out of the classroom and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students learnt from
their peers. Informal interaction reinforced cultural identity and strengthened the
bonds between Indigenous students.

[When I’m at Batchelor I] meet new people, build relationships, yeah. Have
fun, you know, like exchange things with each other, talk about, share ideas
about what we’re going through, what is this. And we’re learning when
we’re on the [workshop]. We’re learning different cultures, different, you
know, outside of study mode (F41).
In the block mode, students also tended to build stronger connections with their
lecturers than they did online.

Well, [in block mode] they’re a lot more hands on with their students and
more than happy to help any time. At Batchelor they’re there to help. You
get to know them personally. It’s just a much better situation. I feel a lot
more comfortable in workshop mode than externally. (F28B)

However, not all students were happy with the integration of online learning into
the block mode. Stories emerged in the yarning sessions of students who had
dropped out of their courses or were dissatisfied because of the online component
in block mode. These stories mainly impacted on students who had enrolled prior to
the 2012 amalgamation of Batchelor Institute’s higher education offerings with
CDU. Pre-2012 there was no online component and the intensive blocks were much
longer, enabling students to complete a high volume of the semester’s work whilst
they were on campus.

A lot of students who’d been at Batchelor for a long time had really felt that
that transition hadn’t worked for them, hadn’t been explained… a lot of
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students who I spoke to had said that what they were doing before was that
they were coming up to Batchelor for longer blocks and trying to get a lot of
their work done. Now they’re only getting a portion of that done in the week
that they’re up here and then they’re struggling with finding the time to
continue when they’re back at home. (M51)
When the online component was added to block mode in 2012 some Indigenous
higher education students transitioning to the new environment welcomed the
opportunity to learn more about technology and to have less time away from family
with the shortened on-campus blocks, even though it was a big change.

There were students that couldn’t work in that mode [the new block mode].
For us it was better. For us from the [Torres] Strait, we could do it because
when we were at the one-week workshop… we put all of our information, all
our resources, everything, our readings that we need, organised everything
there to take it back with us. And sit with the lecturer, and this is what I did,
sit with the lecturer and we worked out this is what I’m going to do. You do
this, you do that, run it past the lecturer and then when I go home I don’t
have problem. I know what I’m doing. I know what to do first, second and
third and then put my assessment together. (F41)
On the other hand, students who did not necessarily have the technical skills and
confidence, time management skills, home environment, or computer equipment
and internet access to engage in the online component of block mode dropped out
because of the change in mode. Their preference was for a blended learning model
that did not contain an online component, but this option was no longer offered.

They were actually enjoying the studies, then when we transferred from
Batchelor to CDU there were a lot of drop outs because of, we only had oneweek workshops and then it was just working at your own pace in your own
home, online. But there were students that couldn’t work in that mode.…
they found it hard because they’re used to the how it went before, that
everything gets done at the workshop. (F41)
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Students who had first studied in the block mode prior to 2012 were not always
aware of the changes that had taken place in that mode if they re-enrolled in 2012
or later. This caused dissatisfaction in students who did not know that the block
mode contained an online component or how the online component would work or
what equipment they needed.

I took on the course without realising that was the structure. (F58)
I had a lot of angst in the first semester because it took almost three months
before I actually had a computer that was functional. And I didn’t realise that
the whole learning was online, which meant that you really, definitely
needed a computer, needed access to internet and I thought that some of
the learning was actually going to happen in the workshops. So our
workshops this semester didn’t happen till week four or five. Other people
had started already three weeks ago. And that’s how I came into the course
in the first semester. Yes because we hadn’t started early enough. And then
so there was huge pressure on there to go back and achieve those three or
four modules. (F58)
Stress and attrition were also an issue for students in other modes, such as the
community-based RITE program, when they were forced into online learning.

It was a big transition for me from that mode to everything online. (F41)
For students transferring from the RITE program external study was their only
viable option, but it was not an option that students had signed up for when they
enrolled in the course. Indeed, many Indigenous students felt a visceral difference
in the nature and quality of interactions that took place online as compared to in
person.

[External study] is totally different to hands on face-to-face. You can do it but
it gives you different sensation, different feeling. (F40)
226

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 5

The strong sense of connection in the community context was replaced by isolation
felt in the online context and a huge learning curve to come to grips with the LMS
and associated technologies.

So we had to go online… So they put us into mainstream, giving us more units
to do... The other lady stopped. She couldn’t do it anymore, so she pulled out.
This is because of technology and we both had the same support. And because
she couldn’t work the computer and understand how to get on Learnline, and
even though we both had a coach to do it, she pulled out, come under stress.
(F40)
I found it challenging. It was different. Like you know when I first started, as
you know me, started from scratch. Didn’t know much about technology,
learning. (F40)
Despite the difficulties some students found with online study, some students
chose to engage in external study, embracing the opportunity that online learning
provided to them. For students choosing external study, the mode fitted their
lifestyle, commitments and preferences. The characteristics of the participants who
enrolled in external mode study were distinct from those who enrolled in other
modes of study. They had an understanding of academic culture and had prior
experience of internal study in a vocational or higher education institution. Three
had completed prior undergraduate degree level qualifications, two had
commenced their degrees internally at other universities and had successfully
completed some units of study prior to transferring to external mode at CDU, one
had completed Diploma level qualifications, and another had completed numerous
VET qualifications and workplace-based training programs in the discipline area of
her degree studies.
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The participants who chose external study at the course level had experienced prior
academic success and had demonstrated the ability, resilience and autonomy to
achieve in a higher education environment. These factors, along with the
participants’ circumstances, appear to have influenced their decisions to study
externally. External study made it possible for them to do their degrees.

Look, I really appreciate the ability to study externally. My law degree would
probably be on a shelf indefinitely if I wasn’t given that opportunity through
CDU. So I am very thankful for it and it’s a great incentive. (F29)

It is notable that block mode was not available in the courses in which students
enrolled externally. The inability to make connections in the external mode was a
source of concern that may have influenced students to enroll in the block mode if
it had been available.

I guess you’re all by yourself. I’ve never seen the lecturer. I’ve never seen his
face yet, only through the email. So there’s none of that personal contact
thing. (M22)

For Indigenous higher education students, external study was a welcome but often
a pragmatic option rather than a preferred study mode. Some of the external
students went to great lengths to make personal contact with other students and
their lecturers in the real world, even when there were geographic restrictions to
doing so. One external student travelled for two days from far northwestern New
South Wales so she could attend an optional intensive in Sydney. This real-world
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contact brought with it a sense of connection and belonging that she had not
experienced online.

I actually got to meet him [my lecturer] in Sydney last month because he did
a two-day intense course in Sydney… I drove down by myself. So, it was a
two-day trip down and a two-day trip back for me. (F45)

While most of the students in this study were enrolled in external study or block
mode, one third were enrolled in units in more than one modality. This was mainly
because a unit they needed to enroll in was not available in their preferred mode.

One of my units this semester was only offered externally so I had to do it
externally. Mostly I try and get into Batchelor workshop mode because it’s
very difficult externally. (F28B)

At times, students found that there was a positive side to selecting units in different
modes as it could increase the range of subject to select from, even though they
preferred a particular mode.

I’ve been lucky so far and all of mine are workshop mode. I haven’t had to
pick an external one yet, but I know that option is available if the workshop
ones aren’t of interest I can choose the other mode. That’s my first
preference and like I said, that’s the reason why I chose to do the higher
education in teaching, is because I liked the setup of the ACIKE workshop
mode. (F31)
However, the overwhelming feeling was that students felt lucky if they were able to
complete their course in their preferred mode. In some instances having to study in
a different mode made it difficult or impossible to continue their studies.
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I withdrew from two [units]. I was going to do the curriculum and
programming one. There’s no way I can do it with no signal. I’m still enrolled
in the one because I didn’t withdraw from it. (F41)
And you know it could just come down to the different styles… so that’s
maybe why I fight it. In that sense, I don’t want to do this. (F31)
Students indicated that being enrolled in multiple modalities was not usually based
on preference but on availability of offerings, which was something the institution
had control over not the student.

Timetabling clashes and workload management issues were additional factors that
arose from enrolment in units in multiple modes during one semester. One student
found there were logistical issues in being enrolled in three modes of study as a
result of clashes in the requirements for face-to-face contact in internal mode and
block mode. He found that the intense workload of an intensive in the block mode
made it difficult to complete work that was required in other units.

I have two in Batchleor, in workshop [block] mode, a third one externally
and the fourth one I study here [internally]... It was only this semester now
that I realise the problem of studying at Batchelor [block mode]. And the
problem was I have to focus on one unit [in block mode]. One unit and
you’re in the class six hours a [day]. But when you’re studying four units you
need to break it up during the day. So, you know, the first two hours you
study this, another hour or so you study that. So when I was [at Batchelor]
for one week it was like that, just on that that unit. And I also had other
assessments and that was due too. I had a group assignment for the
[internal] subject here [in Darwin]. [That caused] big problems because
group assignments, I don’t want to be a liability and that. You’ve got to be
there for group assignments. I mean [prepare] and that. (M22)
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A number of students who were enrolled in block mode but who were compelled to
take external units were not equipped with the skills and confidence, the computer
equipment, or a reliable internet connection to make this a viable option for them.
On the positive side, in one instance a student in block mode chose an elective
offered internally. This provided him with the challenge of moving out of his
comfort zone of study with an Indigenous cohort into a group with a high number of
international students. After an initial period of discomfiture, he enjoyed this
experience. This incident did, however, make visible the racial nature of study
modes at the university: Indigenous students only in block mode, and international
students making up the bulk of students studying internally in some disciplines.

The [internal] one… is very multi-cultural and different. So it’s a different
environment again. At first I was uncomfortable. Like wow. You have all
these people from different nations and backgrounds and that. (M22)
In summary, online learning options through the institutional LMS have changed the
modes in which units and courses are offered. While online learning may appear to
provide greater choice and flexibility for Indigenous people wanting to access higher
education, there are also barriers inherent in online learning that act to discourage
participation. The lived experience of Indigenous students indicates that the extent
to which students are able to choose their study mode is critically important to their
engagement in higher education, but is dependent on what modes institutions
offer, which may change over the duration of a student’s candidature. Indigenous
higher education students are less likely to have a positive experience of online
learning when they feel forced to study in a mode that is not the one that they
prefer.
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Yet online learning design rarely takes into account the mode in which Indigenous
students are enrolled and, therefore, the different communicative needs that they
might have in online sites in the LMS. The student voice that comes through
strongly in this study makes it clear that making connections is of fundamental
importance for Indigenous students to experience a positive journey through higher
education. These findings indicate that online learning environments need to cater
for the communicative needs of students enrolled in different modes and who are
accessing a single site in the LMS.

Theme 4 Use of the institutional LMS
‘Things could be easier’
Learnline is clunky, it’s not intuitive, so it’s difficult for me to engage even
now. (M45)
Online learning was made possible but also constrained by the LMS at its core. The
Blackboard LMS environment, known as Learnline at the site of the study, provided
flexibility to the participants in terms of enabling constant access to content and
communication tools within the closed online system. However, the LMS itself was
viewed by many of the participants as clunky rather than agile or flexible. This view
of the functionality of the LMS was also made in comparison to the greater ease
students experienced using digital media outside of the LMS in the open web
environment. The functionality of the LMS is a factor that impacts on the
experiences of students in online learning. This section considers some of the
features of the LMS that impacted on those experiences.
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Many students found the LMS confusing when they first started to use it. In most
instances, it got easier with familiarity, and once they got used to it many students
then found it quite straight forward to use.

I understand a fair bit about computers but… it’s a different system and
you’ve got to learn to access the Learnline. (M66)
I’m capable but it’s taken me a while to learn it. I had a lot of angst in the
first semester. (F58)
The initial difficulties that students had using the LMS would likely have been
reduced if they were provided more explicit instruction in using the LMS.

An intensive Learnline week would be ideal. Like on campus and that a
number of boxes need to be ticked to get on there every day and you have to
talk to each other and you learn how to do this, and you just learn everything
A-Z. (M51)
Other students found that they had continuing frustrations with the LMS,
particularly when they were busy and stressed.

Once I got to learn it, things got easier. But when you’re under pressure, and
like I work and did my training at a school, and you’ve got your community
commitments, family commitments… If you don’t concentrate you get
frustrated. (F40)
The initial issues students faced in learning to use Learnline contrasted with the
intuitiveness of some of the digital tools that students were using in their daily lives.
This indicated that the problems that students faced with the LMS were not due to
their own lack of skills and knowledge, but due to inherent characteristics of the
environment that made it clunky and annoying to use.
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So like I said I’m pretty good with computers, but you know sometimes it’s just
the program is like just not user friendly. (F30)
Yeah, it [Learnline] was a barrier. I see it’s good from one purpose, but they
need to work on it more to make it a lot easier. (F40)
Learnline is clunky, it’s not intuitive, so it’s difficult for me to engage even
now. Other people may find it easy, but it’s difficult for me to engage… in
terms of a mechanical function of sitting down and going through Learnline,
it’s a bit of an annoyance to me. It’s an annoyance, you know, cause I know
that things could be easier. (M45)
For these reasons, students and staff utilised tools outside of the LMS to enhance
communication, both for study and social purposes. For students, social media was
mainly used for communication purposes with people that they had made
connections with in person in the context of block mode or internal mode.

Yep, we always keep in [touch]. A few of us had exams today and we were
like “good luck”, “How’s it going?” “Oh my goodness, I think I’ve failed”.
Yeah, we were talking about it… on Facebook. (F28B)
I was really impressed by some of the initiative that in my organic chemistry,
that they, the students all got each other on Facebook and created a
chemistry study group, where we would go through our answers and our
working out and discuss it. (F26)
The LMS is a closed system, which became frustrating to students as they tried to
navigate between the learning environment of the LMS and other administrate
parts of the university’s online environment.

It’s hard to go from one thing to the next. Like you’ve got to log out, log in,
or like if you try and go backwards and forwards it throws you out, if that
makes sense? Like you can’t go between pages. It makes it difficult
sometimes, like if I just wanted to go in and look at my enrolment or things
like that and then go back out and say go into Learnline and then go
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between its pages and sometimes it kicks me out. It’s not as user friendly.
(F39)
The nature of the LMS as a closed system also meant that students did not feel that
the LMS was connected to their lives. The LMS, and hence their higher education
learning experiences, were separate from other aspects of their lives. This increased
students’ sense of isolation and left some students wondering why this had to be
the case. The closed communication of the LMS contrasted with the ease of use of
social media platforms that students used to maintain connections in their daily
lives, highlighting features that were lacking in the LMS.

Social media is more of an attraction I guess, because Learnline is strictly an
academic study setting, which I can completely understand, whereas
Facebook you can be playing with a Facebook app while you’re following
what’s being said. And on top of that you can have your own personal
discussions (F26)
Yeah! The university is so behind what’s actually happening in reality, it’s not
funny. Yeah, that’s certainly, I think it’s where the university is failing. Some
universities are doing, you see a little bit of innovation in this. (F37)
Well, I don’t have an IT background, and from a user perspective, and I don’t
have Facebook, or any other social media account, but Facebook and the
other social media companies try to make their products intuitive. (M45)
Some Indigenous higher education students also noted that opportunities for
creating dynamic and creative learning environments were missed due to
constraints within the LMS as well as due to the design of the materials and
activities within the online environment.

In terms of the online environment, I think if you are able to have a little bit
more creativity in terms of your learning. So be able to… use tools, like
videoing tools. We are always on our phones taking photos, selfies. We’re
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always videoing and uploading it and making movies and all that sort of
stuff. And our friends always want to know what’s going on in our lives and
that sort of stuff. But yet when you’re at university you can’t share your
knowledge in that way. (F37)
The CDU mobile app was one innovation that allowed for students to access the
LMS from their mobile devices, similar to the way in which they connected with
social media. There were varying responses to using the app. Many students had
not heard about the app, while some students used it or were interested in using it.

It would be very handy because when you’re sitting there with nothing to do
at certain times you can sit there and go into Learnline, and have a read of
what’s going on in the week, what material to read and stuff like that. It’s
always helpful. I just haven’t done it. I’m on my phone a bit and it would
come in handy. I’ve just got to do it. (F28B)
The only time that I used to use it, it was great because it would give me
notification that my results had been posted. (F31)
Other students had not found the app useful for them or were not at all interested
in using it.
I did [have the app], but I just took it off because it was wasting too much
space and I was out of space on my phone. (F31)
When I use Learnline I only really only like to use my laptop. I don’t use my
iPhone or my iPad. I just use the laptop. I don’t know why. (F31)
I usually use it when I’m desperate. Otherwise I don’t like using small
screens. (M22)
In contrast to students who wanted more integration between the online learning
environment of the LMS and their daily lives, many students wanted to delineate
the space around their higher education studies and to keep it quite separate from
the technologies they used in their daily lives. In particular, some students found
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that social media was a distraction and by incorporating it into their learning
environment it impeded their learning. These students liked the closed
environment of the LMS and wanted to block social media when they were on it so
as not to interfere with their learning.

And when I read on a computer, I’m not the only one, we all get distracted by
whatever’s on, email or Facebook or internet shopping, you know, and stuff
like that. It’s kind of good to be able to pull yourself away from the computer
and those distractions. (F30)
Some of the older students considered that they had additional difficulties with the
LMS due to their age. Being online took a physical toll on their physical health,
particularly on eyes, arms and necks that was exacerbated with age. This reflected
concerns about the time they were required to be online rather than as a comment
on the features or functionality of the LMS.

And the Learnline thing might suit younger people, but for middle aged and
old ones, which is generally what our class is… being stuck on a Learnline
electronic learning system where you’re downloading and you’re reading
constantly, it’s not, it can’t be done 100 per cent like that. (F58)
Quite often the issues that students had with the functionality of the LMS were not
related to inherent characteristics of the LMS but were due to the way navigation,
content or activities had been set up. Students were aware that some of these
problems were created by lecturers’ lack of technological-pedagogical skills, though
at times students were not aware whether problems they encountered were due to
glitches in the LMS or lecturer created issues in the setup of the Learnline site.

I don’t think its utilized, like from the lecturer’s point of view in setting it up
and stuff like that. (F30)
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But yeah, in one of my units I had I could get the grades but then in another I
couldn’t. And then like sometimes if you click into the announcement it
would send you a notification that you’ve got, that a lecturer’s put an
announcement up, but then when you would click in it, it would say like ‘no
content available’ or something. (F30)
Overall, students tolerated the LMS but felt that is was not as intuitive for them or
their lecturers to use as compared to other digital platforms and digital tools that
they had access to in their daily lives. Students and staff utilised communication
tools to varying degrees outside of the LMS as a way to facilitate communication
due to the limitations of the LMS.

Theme 5 University Services
‘They need to up the support’
They just don’t seem to be very developed to have an exclusively external
student. (F29)
University support and administrative services had a large impact on Indigenous
students’ experiences of higher education. The importance of these services was
amplified for external students who had no on campus contact with the university.
Indigenous students felt that some of the university’s processes were difficult, and
that many of the institutional functions and services set up to assist them were not
designed to cater for students who were off campus.

Enrolment processes were not always as smooth as the participants expected them
to be. One external student was concerned about the time it took from application
to acceptance and was then frustrated by the online enrolment process, which she
found difficult to follow and was unable to complete without assistance. The
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difficulties of enrolling left her feeling frustrated and angry before she even started
her course.
I got the acceptance letter in the mail, and then I tried enrolling online. I
couldn’t follow the prompts. I mean, you know, I’m an educated woman, and
I couldn’t even enroll. That’s how difficult it was. I got so frustrated. It was
just the navigation system, the way it was set up… I tried ringing the
Indigenous unit for help and they weren’t answering my phone calls. And in
the end I took half a day off work and I actually physically went into the
building to do it (F37).
For some participants, enrolment from one semester to the next was a problem
given the short time span between semesters, which at times meant that grades
from the previous semester were not available prior to the start of the next one.
This held up enrolment into units where units from the previous semester were
prerequisites. It also meant that students did not know if they had failed a unit and
needed to repeat it until after the start of the next semester. These constraints
meant that at times students were under additional academic pressure due to their
late enrolment into units.

I think we’re in week 5 and I’ve only really just been enrolled into Physiology
from last week because I couldn’t enroll into it officially until I got my grades
back from it from Semester 2 (F26).
Confusion with study plans also impacted on unit choice and the sequence of units
that participants enrolled in. At times this led to subject choices that were out of
sequence or that increased the length of time it took to progress through their
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course. One participant referred to the importance of an Indigenous academic
mentor1 to support him with sorting out his study plan and enrolment.

There was a bit of a stuff up there with enrolling and that. So I had to go for
one semester again doing nothing (M22).
Before I had no help choosing my units so I kind of stuffed that up a bit. And
without the help of [a mentor] I would have been studying two units there,
four units next semester, two units. So we had to work it out
mathematically and that (M22).
Once enrolled, processes for requesting advanced standing or credit transfer were
also cumbersome. Gaining credit for past study and experience when this related to
Indigenous knowledges and cultural competence was also a concern. This
contrasted with the relative ease of gaining credit transfer for discipline related
study that could be more easily mapped from course to course. Some students
were offended at having credit denied when they were adamant that they had the
knowledge required.

This is a very inflexible system. This is the first real thing that came to mind,
wow! This is so inflexible. They’re not recognising the knowledge that I
already have. (F37)
So they were recognising the bio statistics and the epidemiology and things
like that but they weren’t recognising the Aboriginal, you know. So I disputed
it and it was through emails. And apparently, yeah, it was because the
context was, it was an NT context. This was their comeback. (F37)
In addition, some students also objected to having to do common units. The issues
they faced were twofold. There was poor communication of the rationale for the

1

Two Indigenous Academic Mentors were funded at CDU for a period of about two years in
2013 and 2014. The staff in these positions provided academic guidance on an individual level
to Indigenous students who requested assistance or were identified as at risk.
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units, as well as unsatisfactory communication about why requests for exemption
were denied.

I was so furious, because I tried to get some credits for subjects that I’d done
in my Master of Public Health course and in my Dental Therapy work and
some of the other stuff that I’d done. So prior learning. And they accepted
some prior learning from my public health, but... there are certain subjects
you had to choose in first year, core subjects. And they made me enroll in… a
subject that had to do with Aboriginal culture. One of the common units!
One of the very basic, fundamental units on Aboriginal health. And I thought,
“You mob, I’ve done a bloody higher degree in this, within an Aboriginal
context and in an Aboriginal setting in a university that is in a community
model, and you guys aren’t even recognising that?” (F37)
External students also experienced some administrative hurdles with exams. Having
to travel to an exam centre to sit for invigilated exams could be time consuming and
stressful, although most of the time this worked out. There were times when there
was miscommunication about exam times and location. One student recounted an
incident where she was given the wrong time for an exam, at a location that was
not close or convenient for her to get too. This was an extremely stressful incident
and compromised her grade for the unit.

I knew when my exams were, when they weren’t, and everything was fine.
But this last one, I got to my exams and like I’d checked my timetable three
times over. I’d spoken to the external examinations unit…. I got there at 20
to ten and the invigilator said to me, you know, ‘What are you here for?’ And
I said ‘Oh, I’m here for my exam. I’m from CDU. Blah blah blah’. He said, ‘No,
you were meant to be here at 8:30…. And anyway, he gave me an hour and a
half to do a three-hour exam… It really upset me. (F39)

A layer of support that Indigenous students expected at the university was from the
Indigenous student support area. Indigenous students expected the Indigenous
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student support area to provide them with a point of contact and to help them feel
connected to the university. However, the extent to which these connections were
made varied depending on student mode of enrolment. Indigenous students who
were not on campus felt that the services provided to Indigenous students did not
adequately cater for their needs. Arguably, these external students most needed to
be connected to Indigenous support services.

Most of the external Indigenous students stressed the difficulty of communicating
with the Indigenous support office.

They just don’t seem to be very developed to have an exclusively external
student. They have no paperwork that is on a web format. I just found it
really hard. The time difference is horrible. They ring me at six in the
morning. There’s a number of things that just coordinate into one. (F29)

Indigenous students raised concerns that the Indigenous support staff did not have
the digital skills they needed to effectively support the challenges that students
were facing, particularly to do with online learning.

I don’t find them up to speed with the online world that they need to be.
(F29)
Another complaint was that the staff in the Indigenous support office did not have a
strong understanding of the isolation faced by external students and did nothing to
support community building between Indigenous students who were not on
campus.

And in terms of just building the community, like, we gravitate towards our
own kind of people. That’s who we are. That’s part of what we are. If there’s
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nobody in the academic office for us that understands that, then that’s
something that’s really wrong, I think. I shouldn’t have to feel isolated just
because I’m external, you know? I’m sure there’s students on campus they
could connect me with. (F29)
Indigenous students in the external mode were also concerned that they were not
provided with information about their entitlements or what additional support or
services they could access. One student found out via a newsletter that a camp had
been held for Indigenous students that she had not known about. This heightened
her feeling of exclusion as an external student.

And I mean for me as an Indigenous person, they need to up the support. I
don’t mean to rag on the Indigenous office, but they haven’t helped me at
all. Like, they’re not easy to deal with. They haven’t given me any
information. You know, I know there are scholarships that I’m eligible for
that nobody’s even mentioned or said anything. You know, like they don’t
help. Maybe it’s different for people who are studying online, but that’s been
really crappy. (F29)
What would have been really helpful is had I have got a package. I noticed
and I saw a newsletter going off a month down the track after I first started
and they had like this Indigenous camp. (F37)

A suggestion that the support from the Indigenous office was limited to students
who were known to staff members or connected to them through family
connections was also of concern. It had the effect of making one student feel that
the Indigenous support office was not there to support her by virtue that she was
not from the Northern Territory and was studying online.

And to be honest, there’s not a really good reputation from what I’ve heard
in the community about the Indigenous centre because unless you are
directly a family member, there’s a lot of nepotism going on, unless they
know you and who you are. If you’re a complete outsider from the
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community you’re not going to get your hands on any scholarships or
anything. (F37)
It was my understanding that they run every year… a camp out to Lake
Bennett... And they had pictures in the newsletter of canoeing and all that
sort of stuff. It sounds great, but not everybody was included. So, that’s what
I’m saying. Unless you’re, yeah, unless you’re in with the centre, you’re
excluded. Any online Aboriginal students are excluded. Well, not any, but at
least I was anyway. (F37)

Despite the criticism of the Indigenous support office one student indicated that
staff from the office had made contact with and offered assistance and support to
her. She noted that the onus was on the student to let the Indigenous support
office know if any assistance was needed, not the reverse.

And they asked me if there was anything else. And I didn’t really find that
much issue, really, it was just little things. You know they said ‘We’re here for
anything, let us know. Just email us or call us’ (F40).
One administrative process that many Indigenous students found cumbersome was
arranging a tutor. One student was unable to access tutorial support which resulted
in her further isolation. She was advised that she was not eligible for tutorial
support as she had postgraduate qualifications, even though she was enrolled in an
undergraduate course. This left her feeling that the Indigenous support office was
not there to assist her in any way.

Basically they didn’t want to know me because I’m a post grad student
either. So the Indigenous Centre weren’t interested. Only interested in
helping undergrad students (F37).
Getting access to a tutor was not easy. Indigenous students were able to request a
tutor under the Indigenous Tutorial Assistance Scheme (ITAS), but this entitlement
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was not always clear. When students were able to get and maintain a good tutor it
made a difference to their perseverance and their academic achievement.
I was very lucky and I don’t think I would have done the degree if it wasn’t
for [my tutor], you know, the support that she’s given us and the support
from the school and CDU, the department. (F40)
One external student indicated that she had been approached about having a tutor,
but she assumed that she would not be able to have one as she lived interstate so
did not follow it up.

Well there’s nothing really said except for when ITAS got in touch with me.
And then even like when I was thinking about getting a tutor I was thinking
well that would be on campus so it wouldn’t be external so there’s not a lot
of … I mean I didn’t ring and check but I thought it would have been more of
an internal thing than an external thing (F39).
Even when students actively pursued getting a tutor, many faced barriers in being
able to effectively communicate with the ITAS service and ended up giving up.

I tried getting tuition. So I emailed them. I ended up picking up the phone but
they never called me back, so I tried online, communicating with them. ‘No
we haven’t got any body. We’re looking into it’. And nobody ever actually
got back to me. (F37)
Sometimes the relationship with a tutor did not work out, and students found it
very hard to change tutors.

And it was just too much hassle to try and find someone and re-jiggle the
paperwork. And even get somebody to call me back at sometime, to be
honest with you. Yeah. It was really hard… (F29)
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External students often preferred to have a tutor that they could meet with
physically, however, it was not always possible for the ITAS office to match students
with tutors who were suitable and who were located near where they lived.

I’m in Perth… I ended up finding my own and asking her to go through the
ITAS sheet so that I could actually meet with her. Because at first they gave
me a lady who was based in Darwin... We Skyped a lot but with a baby it’s
too hard. It just didn’t work for me. I needed to leave my house and go and
sit with somebody. (F29)
For many external students the process of arranging a tutor was cumbersome, and
if something went wrong with the arrangement, making changes was also difficult.

And I got a tutor who’s really good, but we weren’t conducive together. I
needed someone different, someone a bit more direct. (F29)
Another service introduced to support students enrolled in some first-year units
was the Peer Assisted Study Sessions (PASS), which was offered online and face to
face. PASS was well regarded yet this did not mean that it was accessed or well
utilised.

I’ve never signed up to those, but I hear that that’s the way it is. I didn’t sign
up to it this semester, because a lot of my classes with the exception of
Tuesday, were from 9 and I’d be getting off at 5 or 6 so I didn’t want to be
getting home at 8 o’clock just to do more study. (F26).
University systems and support services are patchy in terms of their user
friendliness. External students found that university services, including those that
were specifically set up for Indigenous students, did not appear to support their
needs. Furthermore, Indigenous higher education students did not always access
the services that were available to them. In some instances, this was because
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they weren’t aware of the services, and in other cases it was because they chose
not to access them. While Indigenous higher education students themselves have
a responsibility for proactively accessing the services they need, the university
needs to do much more to communicate what services are available and to make
their support services easier to use, particularly for external students.

Theme 6 Content and curriculum design
‘We’ve hacked Mabo to death’
I think with learning it’s really important to get a variety of different
experiences. You know, we don’t want a mainstream learning. (F37)
The experiences that Indigenous higher education students have in online learning
are influenced significantly by the learning design of the online environment and
the quality of the content in a site. Factors such as the volume of content, and the
ease of locating and accessing content enhanced or diminished the student
experience of online learning. The quality of the content and the extent to which
Indigenous content was incorporated into the unit also impacted on the experience
of online learning as well as Indigenous students’ sense of belonging in the higher
education space.

Most Indigenous higher education students had some positive experiences of clear
and well-designed online learning environments where they could navigate easily
and locate content within the LMS.

Most of my online experiences have been very simple and clear. (F26)
I like how it’s structured on Learnline… It’s just good to be able to access it in
one spot... I like it. (F28)
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These positive experiences contrasted with instances where the opposite was true,
where online sites were poorly designed, and students were unable to easily locate
content.

When we go into Learnline, how they set it up needs to be more clear
because you have to click one icon to another icon to chase things up,
information what you want and that gets frustrating. (F40)
One lecturer uses different folders for different things. Like resources and
things they might put something in and someone else may put them in the
assessment section. And that just throws you because you’re looking for
something that’s not there. (F39)
It’s just the minor details of the lecturers themselves change up that can be
really confusing. In terms of like your site content, you know, I really like the
way my physiology teacher does his... Whereas, let’s say for my pharmacy
class that I took in Semester 1 there was lecture content but the format
was... I don’t know how to describe it. It was very confusing. (F26)
For many students, confusion was rife when the navigation was different from unit
to unit. While students did not necessarily have a preference for a particular
navigational design, what they wanted was a level of consistency so they did not
have to waste time and energy figuring out where to go when they entered into a
new site in the LMS.

How it was delivered is completely different, like set out, to the other units,
and that was kind of really confusing because I guess I’m someone who
overthinks things. So when I’m looking at it I’m like this is completely
different so I’ll second guess myself and be like, am I reading the right
information? Have I missed something? And I actually found the navigation,
not that it’s easier or harder than the other way, but it was different so it put
that element of doubt of what am I doing. Am I navigating this correctly? Am
I not? (F31)
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In addition to the navigation issues that at times were evident, students also found
that explicit instruction about how they were expected to engage with the content
was sometimes missing.

This is what the lecturer said to me, “Go online. Everything’s online”. Yeah I
go online but what do I need to do there? Where do I go? (F41)
At times students needed to contact lecturers directly to get clarity on what to do
when specific content could not be located or when instruction on how to engage
with content was not explicit in the LMS.

So I was looking at my unit outline for my, for the dates for my exams, and
they weren’t in there. And then I emailed the lecturer and he said, ‘No. That’s
because I’ve put them in the assessment folder.’ So I wasn’t looking in the
assessment folder, so I almost missed the first exam because I was looking in
the unit outline. (F30)
So I guess a typical part was getting, really getting to understand what is on
online. So I was on the phone. Sometimes this was unbearable because you
can’t get in touch with the lecturer... So they send me all this stuff, and say
do this one. Start doing this. (M54)
Students enrolled in block mode had different experiences of engaging with online
content than students in external mode. The lecturers of students in block mode
would provide them with direction on what to focus on when they were in the
workshop environments, and even print off materials to make it easier for them to
access materials.

But the point that I’m trying to make is they’ll actually tell us what to really
focus on. So we might have these twenty odd readings, but then our lecturer
will say ‘Just focus on these five. These are the ones that you really need to
do. If you’ve got time to do those other reading, that’s great. But these are
the ones you really need to focus on’. (F30)
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High volumes of content led many students to feel that the LMS was a content
repository rather than a learning environment.

And I just think that putting it online gives lecturers extra reason to add more
readings. And I think they go overboard with the readings. (F30)
But it was endless amounts of reading. Ridiculous amounts! (F30)
I feel like there’s a lot of filler information. (M22)
The high volume of content in the online sites in the LMS, in combination with high
levels of assessment, left students overwhelmed and concerned that their higher
education experience was defined by output rather than by deep learning. Some
students felt that with such a packed curriculum there is little or no time for the real
work of learning, achieved through discussion and shared learning.

There’s very little time to reflect, evaluate, because all you’re doing is
pumping out. You’re just reading, pumping out, reading, pumping out. So I
don’t know what the value in that learning is. It doesn’t fit my ways of sit
back, reflect, discuss other people’s point of view, find out what they think,
refine your own thinking. So to me it’s not about learning. And I’m not saying
it’s an Indigenous way of learning, but it’s a learning style that suits me.
(F58)
Within the digital environment of the LMS, content was mainly provided as textbased resources, even though there was scope to use a range of media forms. This
was a lost opportunity to incorporate content created in innovative and creative
ways in the digital environment.

With the Learnline it’s that very visual writing component and I know that
you do have some audio stuff there, the lecturers have done stuff but it’s
very limited and even then, its only one basis, somebody talking at you. It’s
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not a two-way communication, so you can’t debate the idea with anyone.
It’s just whatever they say you’ve got to take it. (F31)
Where online classroom sessions were offered, students tended to access video
recordings of them rather than attend live. There were logistical reasons for this,
but in some cases attendance in real time was not attractive and there was no
added value in attending live.

There never seemed to be many students online in real time listening to the
lecture either… It’s because the lecturer… was so boring. (F29)
Some online sites contained lecture and tutorial recordings. These recordings
provided the opportunity for students to access content in their own time, and
listen to it multiple times. These recordings did, however, lack the interaction of
attending a live session.

On Learnline… it’s still really not the same as if you actually get that feeling
that the lecturer’s interacting with you, or trying to… you’re just aware it’s a
recording. You’re not really interacting with him. You can email him and, you
know, he lets you know this. I think that just the online aspect requires just a
lot more patience. (F26)
There were a few things in my last subject that just were a little bit difficult.
Like the tutorial was taped, but it was taped by the lecturer in his office,
which is fine, but then you’re missing out on the conversations that are
occurring during the tutorial when people are asking questions. So
sometimes you miss that valuable information. (F39)
In addition to the high volume of readings contained in many online sites, students
were sometimes required to purchase texts books as well. This placed a needless
cost burden on students in cases where the textbook was rarely used.
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And that’s the other thing about online learning. I think it’s like, ‘OK, we’ll
give the students the textbooks to buy but then we won’t actually use them.
We’ll touch on them but we’ve put all these other readings’. (F30)
With the extraordinary volume of resources available online, students were
concerned about having to purchase textbooks for seemingly no reason. Their
concerns were exacerbated when there were inconsistencies between content from
different sources.

The text was a new grammar companion for teachers and it basically
contradicted everything that he put online. (F30)
Despite the quantity of online content, it was not always easily accessible. Most
often, material for a unit was made available in the Learnline site at the start of
semester. This enabled students to work at their own pace, to some extent, through
the content.

The good thing is that I can study at my own pace. That pace is usually fast.
(M22)
On the other hand, there were times when lecturers’ released materials throughout
the semester.

He was releasing like a chapter of his unit guide kind of thing, or study guide,
whatever you want to call it. He was releasing one a week. So there were ten
chapters, ten or twelve chapters or something. And so he was releasing one
chapter every week. (F30)
F58: One module at a time went up.
M66: We can’t give you blackfella’s too much!
This trickle release of content was not a problem for some students, but others
found that it restricted their flexibility to work through the unit at their own pace.
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Others felt the slow release of content was demeaning and racially based on the
assumption that Indigenous students were not capable of managing their
workloads. The slow release of content could be frustrating for students if they
were trying to work ahead, or if they wanted to download and print off content for
the unit at the start of the semester.

I like to have everything up front. (F58)
I generally at the start of a semester I’ll go and download… So I will generally
print off all the readings and cart them around with me… I always at the
start of semester, I will save a copy of each of the readings onto my USB and
file them appropriately so I have an electronic copy even though I generally
don’t use it, I like to use the physical. (F31)
Access to content was also restricted when links to resources were not working or
were time consuming to follow. This was a source of frustration to students and put
them behind in their study.

M22: I guess the complicated part was when you have to go through your
readings. Like some of them when you click on the readings they’re in PDF
format. I’m OK with that. But the library ones… that’s even more
complicated.
M66: And you get in to there and it says ‘Sorry’.
F58: ‘You don’t have the security clearances for this one’.
M66: And you spend half an hour trying to find it, if you know what I mean?
Here we go again.
M66: I’ve been trying to tell these fellas I can’t get them readings. I’ve been
telling them a week ago, since I got here. ‘Well it should be there next week.’
Waiting…it’s still not there.
F49: Still can’t find it.
F58: So it makes us look like we’re stupid.
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An added dimension to Indigenous students’ experiences of online content was the
sense of belonging and recognition that came when Indigenous knowledges and
perspectives were an integral part of a unit and were situated in a culturally safe
space.

So the content was really important for me. I didn’t want to learn about
Aboriginal health in a mainstream environment. I didn’t trust it. (F37)
Indigenous content integration was most often found in units that were explicitly
Indigenous focused, though at times there was too much mainstream and not
enough Indigenous content in some of those.

I’m finding that we’re not doing enough Aboriginal language content in it.
(F58)
One Torres Strait Islander student indicated that even in Indigenous studies units,
the focus was always on Aboriginal knowledges, with very little content that
related to Torres Strait Islanders. She appreciated learning about Aboriginal
cultures, but felt sad that perspectives from her own culture were not
represented.

We say Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, but Torres Strait Island
people have totally different culture and whatever, lifestyle even from
Aboriginal people. It’s totally different. (F41)
Even in the Batchelor mode the Aboriginal culture is more focused on than
the Torres Strait Islander culture… I’m not being judgmental about it
because I’ve enjoyed learning about the Aboriginal culture too. Like I said, it
was a journey, that I’ve learned different things, to look at different. (F41)
Courses such as nursing, education, law, psychology and pharmacy did not focus on
Indigenous content though many contained some Indigenous related materials. In
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these disiplines, the presentation of Indigenous perspectives at times reinforced
stereotypes, or presented one perspective as if it represented the totality of
Indigenous knowledge.

There seems to be a general focus on alcoholism and addiction with
Aboriginal people, but they don’t look at more of the cross-cultural values in
psychology. (F39)
F29: Well, we’ve hacked Mabo to death. Well yeah. We’ve really gone there.
AR: A bit too much?
F29: I would say yes. But… yeah.
AR: To the exclusion of everything else?
F29: Yeah, yeah. In terms of Indigenous stuff, yes.
Many particpants were interested in content that positioned disciplinary knoweldge
in the broader context of what was happening in the world, including how it related
to indigenous peoples in other countries. That is, Indigenous students wanted to be
exposed to a diversity of perspectives from within Australia’s multi-cultural
environment, as well as indigenous perspectives from around the world, to enhance
their understanding of their place and connections in the world.

I think it’s really important to have diversity in learning. Diversity is so
important. So I think that there is a place for Aboriginal learning and
Aboriginal context to be embedded in the mainstream general learning
environment. Yeah, for sure. And I think it’s also important to listen, being
an Aboriginal person to listen to what else is happening internationally so
that we can see the context of the world that we’re living in, you know? So,
and that goes for Australians. Australia has become a multi-cultural
environment. So I think it’s just as important to hear other people’s stories.
Yeah. There’s got to be diversity. (F37)
[I’d like to see] an international perspective. How Australian law today not
just affects indigenous people, but like, in an international perspective, what
does Canada do for its natives? How does the US embrace theirs? Like there
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was no, from an international perspective, why does Australian law even
need to be appreciative of Indigenous people? We didn’t even go there. I
doubt if you would ask any student from those units what treaty or what
part of any international convention means that we even have to
acknowledge our Indigenous people. But they wouldn’t know that because
that wasn’t spoken to us. It was in the textbook, but that wasn’t a chapter
we weren’t obliged to read, I believe. (F29)
In some senses Indigenous students most valued spaces in the curriculum that
invited sharing and discussion, particuarly where this included the sharing of
Indigenous knowledges. An inclusive pedagogy that promoted the respectful
sharing of diverse perspectives and knowledges was more important than whether
the unit contained specific content that explored Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander knowledges, perspectives or issues.

The greatest learning for me occurred, was listening, physically, to
everyone’s stories about what was happening in their own communities
(F37).
The sharing and valuing of different stories and voices challenges the hidden
curricula and the privileging of western centric knowledge in the academy. This
makes the integration of Indigenous knowledges into higher education courses
important for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students, even though it may not be
comfortable for non-Indigenous students and staff members.

I think that a lot of people may not value [Indigenous content]. That’s
because it’s never been there. And when there’s something new people are
always going to question the value of it. But I really do think that there’s a
lot of, there’s a different perspective. And I think with learning it’s really
important to get a variety of different experiences. You know, we don’t
want a mainstream learning. (F37)
There was a book based on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander stuff...
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I think it’s great, but then I know there’ll be some people out there that
don’t, and I don’t really want to hear their negativity. Its better just
accepting it that people might like to express their opinions and I don’t like
to hear their negativity really. (F28B)

One benefit of integrating Indigenous content into curricula is that it exposes nonIndigenous Australians to different perspectives and helps to develop their cultural
awareness.

I think there needs to be more… of a focus on the Aboriginal culture in order to
understand how it works... I think people need to, even non-Indigenous people
that are going to be working in areas where there are Indigenous people need
to have a deeper understanding of Aboriginal culture and what people will be
willing to disclose to you and what they won’t. And, you know, the first thing
you’ve got to be able to do if you’re studying psychology or medicine, anything
where people have got to provide you with trust, is be able to build a rapport
with them and you can’t build a rapport with someone if you don’t respect
them and understand where they’re coming from, from a cultural perspective
(F39).
Additionally, Indigenous content integration stakes Indigenous peoples’ place and
knowledges within the academy and serves to embed and mainstream Indigenous
content rather than marginalize it. In so doing it removes the argument that
Indigenous people benefit from a differentiated curriculum that is appropriate to
their needs, which historically was code for providing less academically rigorous
education to Indigenous people.

I believe that you can’t fiddle with the content. The content has to be the
same as mainstream. People have fiddled with the content. The bar has
dropped because of, because of their twisted view of Aboriginal intelligence.
It is the influence of Darwinism, full blown. So this is where the insulting of
Aboriginal intelligence comes in. I mean, they might not know much, but
they understand that that content is not the same as what white fellas are
given (M51).
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The visibility of the curriculum in the online environment gave Indigenous students
a sense of confidence that they were not being offered a substandard education.
This was evident when courses went from the pre-2012 Batchelor mode, offered
only to Indigenous students, into the new block mode where the same curriculum
was offered to Indigenous and non-Indigenous students enrolled in the course in a
range of different modes.

Comparing things now as a Diploma of Creative Writing and under the
Batchelor umbrella, I think the thing is a thousand precent better because the
bar is where it should be. I think that it’s heaps better structured doing it
online. (M51)
However, at times there was still some differentiation in the content that was
offered to Indigenous students during the on-campus workshops in the block mode.
When the content was changed for them, it was felt by Indigenous students to be a
reflection of lower expectations of Indigenous students studying in block mode as
compared to their fellow students enrolled in other modes.

There was movement in the camp from the students that you know, that
they sort of felt insulted, like don’t they think that us black fellas can do
the same [content] as them? What’s wrong with us fellas? (M51)
In summary, the volume, nature and quality of content has an impact on higer
education students experiences of online learning. The way in which this content is
designed in the learning environment influences students’ access and ease of
learning. As importantly, the incorporation of Indigenous knowledges, histories and
realities in curricula is critically needed in order that universities represent and
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value the first nations people of Australia, and in so doing contribute to a more
equitable society. The incorporation of Indigenous knowledges in curricula is
beneficial for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students, with disciplinary related
Indigenous knowledge giving Indigenous students a sense of place within the
acaemy while also shifting non-Indigenous students’ knowledge of and attitudes
towards Indigenous people and cultures.

Theme 7 Teaching practice
‘That’s the type of lecturer she is’

I had one lecturer this semester... she was great. (F28)

Teachers play an important role in determining the experiences that Indigenous
students have in higher education. Students have different challenges in making
connections with their lecturers in online environments than they do on campus. In
this study Indigenous higher education students identified that their lecturers’ skills
at teaching online and facilitating learning in an online environment were quite
varied. In terms of teaching practices, Indigenous students found that a high level
of teacher presence and cultural awareness by the lecturer contributed to their
feelings of connection in an online environment. It was important that the teacher
presence was friendly and supportive.

Overwhelmingly, Indigenous higher education students want to develop a personal
relationship with their lecturers and tutors.

I seek my lecturers, like the teachers that are teaching me at the moment I
seek their guidance more and I just participate if I have to. (F28B)
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Another really important factor is the relationship that you have with your
senior lecturers. (F37)
When studying externally, students found that the relationships they had with their
lecturers took on a high level of importance as it was often the only and the most
important connection that they made online. There were instances, however, when
external students were not able to make this important connection with their
lecturers. This was the case when students felt that the lecturer was not available.

You’re by yourself. I’ve never seen the lecturer. I’ve never seen his face yet,
only through the email. So no, there’s none of that personal contact thing. I
can work OK with that I guess. (M22)
So I was on the phone. Sometimes this was unbearable because you can’t get
in touch with the lecturer. (M54)
Students wanted to know if their lecturers were there to help and support them,
and whether the support offered was going to be in a form that worked for them.

Obviously I want to pass what I come and study for. But I need to know, like
if you’re going to help me out the way I want you to help me out. (M54)
Students disconnected from lecturers who were not interested in helping them.
This was conveyed by the tone of lecturers’ communication as well as through their
words.

And somebody asked a simple question... And she said, ‘When you are on the
floor as an RN, are you going to… need to think.’ And I’m thinking it’s a
simple question… That sort of got everyone’s back up. ‘Oh god! What have
we got ourselves into?’ (F45)
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In these instances, it was evident that the ways in which lecturers interacted with
students online was an extension of their overall people skills. It appeared that poor
people skills were amplified in the online environment.

Some people have better people skills more than others. (F30)
Developing a relationship with a lecturer was easier for Indigenous students to
achieve when they had some real-world contact, particularly in the block mode
where there were small numbers of students and a physical contact during the
workshops.

It’s much better in the workshop mode. It’s better in a classroom setting
because you get that student interaction and that teacher interaction. (F28B)
And even so [my lecturer] gives us his phone number and his wife’s name
and hours that we can call him in between, and I will pick up the phone and
call [him] for clarification before I’ll write him an email. I don’t know. It’s just
different… It works for me whereas the use of that online is a little bit
different in that sense. (F31)
Yet the real-world relationships that occurs between Indigenous students and
teachers in the intensive environment of block mode and in other intensive modes
such as community delivery models can, at times, be a little too much for some
students. Indeed the relationship between students and their lecturers in those
modes can be more akin to a school environment, with a high level of direction and
guidance that can be both supportive and at times overwhelming. One student
found that moving into external mode provided her with some space from the
lecturer, which she felt was beneficial for her.
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It made it easier because I could get online myself and do it myself, at my
time. Not a lecturer telling you had to do it, so we can finish it. Even though I
had deadlines online, but I could ask if I could have a week to complete it.
And I felt like I was at ease, that I was in control of it, and I could get on and
talk to someone. That’s one thing I noticed that was easier for me. Where I
didn’t have a lecturer down my throat, ‘You haven’t finished it. You haven’t
done this. You haven’t done that’. (F40)
Showing concern for students and providing them with support was a balancing act
for lecturers, the results of which were felt keenly by students. Students’ felt that
when they had physical contact with lecturers, their progress was monitored more
closely and academic staff members were able to identify any issues and provide an
intervention before those issues escalated. The responsiveness of lecturers was
particularly strong in units where there were low student numbers, in block mode
and internal mode.

When I was struggling with my microbiology labs I couldn’t get past the
aseptic technique and she’s like, you know, ‘You come here on Monday and
I’ll teach you in four hours’. I know she’d do that for any student, because
that’s the type of lecturer [she] is. (F26)
In contrast, there was often a lag in the online environment before lecturers knew if
a student had a problem, for example when work was not handed in on time. The
experience of external students was that they needed to take the initiative and
communicate directly with their lecturers if they were struggling or facing any
issues. That is, they had to be more autonomous and proactive in managing their
relationships with lecturers to ensure that they got what they needed.

I told her I felt isolated by myself. And she goes, ‘No, just an email or a phone
call’. And that’s what I did. Email or phone call… So I’d ring and talk to that
lecturer. (F40)
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If students did not make personal contact with lecturers in the event that they were
struggling, the consequences were likely to be reflected in their grades.

I think the only reason I failed this unit was because I didn’t contact my
lecturer straight away… And I just got caught up with all my other
assignments and I didn’t contact the lecturer. But if you contact the lecturer
straight away and you show that you are willing, the lecturers are flexible
with you too. So if things come up, you know, like sometimes they do,
students have to go away. Families do come first. So the lecturers, if you
voice that with them as well, they understand. (F28)
Teacher presence is a critical factor in online pedagogy and in shaping students’
experiences of online learning. A high level of teacher presence can be achieved in
the LMS through regular posting of announcements and involvement in the
discussion board. Students had a very clear picture that good online pedagogy
involved a high level of teacher presence that was maintained over the semester.

Lots of announcements and regular replying to the discussion board, and just
basically that. Keeping us posted, and promptly replying to questions and
keeping an eye on our own discussion board. (F30)
I had one lecturer this semester... she was great. Every time she put up an
announcement it was like each week had a motivation... It just seemed to
engage me a lot more. And it was constant. Like every single week she did it.
(F28)
Teacher presence was effective when it brought a human touch into what can be an
impersonal learning environment. In some instances this involved the use of
humour and gave the students a sense of their lecturers as real people.

There is a couple of You Tube clips that [our lecturer] has put through. And
then… just to finish the week off she’ll put something like Fawlty Towers or
something on, or the Muppets, just to give you that relax option. She does
that really well. (F45)
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Teacher presence was also achieved through lecturers’ actively monitoring and
stepping into the discussion board when needed, to facilitate the direction of
discussions and ensure students were on the right track.

Quite often some lecturers will say or put on the discussion board ‘Your peers
may be able to answer’. But we had one where he would come along and
someone would ask a question about the assignment and one of the peers
would say an answer, and then he would say ‘That’s not totally correct’. So
that was really good that he kept an eye on the answering as well.
Another way in which some lecturers built online presence was through the use of
social media outside of the LMS. Social media tools were used as an additional
method of keeping their connections with students.

I felt more connected with the lecturers in those units, I did. And I was able to
contact them straight away. Like I could just reply to posts and they would
see it straight away. And everyone could see it. And I know discussion
boards are like that, but it just felt more open to use and easier to use. (F28)
Teacher presence in the online environment did at time become confusing when
there were multiple lecturers teaching into a unit across modes and campuses and
all were using the same online site. In these instances, it was clear that the lecturers
themselves had not developed communication strategies or communicated with
each other about how these would be enacted.

Another way in which teacher presence was developed was through quick
responses to student enquiries. Conversely, slow responses were a source of
considerable concern for students and led them to believe that the lecturer was not
supportive.
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With any questions they both respond within a timely manner and are very
open. (F45)
I emailed a tutor... And I didn’t hear anything for 24 hours so I emailed the
coordinator because at that point I was really worried that it hadn’t gone
through. I waited a day and I emailed her… And as I emailed her, five
minutes later I got a really quite short email from the tutor… Like it wasn’t
overly supportive. (F29)
Similarly, timely provision of good quality feedback to students also built teacher
presence and student satisfaction, while limited feedback did the opposite.

I didn’t receive a single grade online for [that unit]. I got a mark back and no
feedback whatsoever. I didn’t know where I went wrong. I didn’t know where
I did good. Nothing was put on there at all. We received a mark but we didn’t
receive any indication as to why we received that mark... I just felt very
detached, specifically for that unit. (F29)
The last two years it’s just, yeah, you put your assignments in and I’ve asked
for feedback and it’s like, ‘Well, you’ve got to make an appointment with me
and come and see me’. So well how do you do that when you work? Or you
are told ‘No. I don’t give feedback’… I found that very difficult… (F46)
Delays in response time were a particular issue when staff were employed on a part
time basis. The explicit articulation of response times in Learnline sites may have
avoided student frustrations and helped to manage their expectations.

I didn’t realise she worked part time either which she’d mentioned in her
email. And had that have been written on the website somewhere I probably
would have left her another day or two to check her emails. But she hadn’t
written that she was part time on her brief on the Learnline, so I didn’t know
that. (F29)
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Connecting with lecturers was easier for students when their lecturers exhibited a
high level of Indigenous cultural awareness and engaged in teaching practices that
supported the learning of Indigenous students.

There will be greater success if CDU and ACIKE adopt Aboriginal teaching
methods. (M51)
When you’re working with Aboriginal people, I work on what I call the 3 Fs.
You’ve gotta be fair, you’ve gotta be firm and you’ve gotta be friendly. If
you’ve got one of those Fs missing you’re in trouble. If you’ve got 2 of those
Fs missing you ain’t got a chance. (M51)
Lecturers enacted cultural awareness in a variety of ways, including through a
flexible approach to assessment time frames that enabled Indigenous students to
balance their studies with their family and cultural obligations.

And the semester before that my grandfather passed away. And it’s like,
with our family you have to go home. Like my family are all in Adelaide and
my grandfather lived in Bourke in NSW. So I couldn’t just say no. Family
comes first always. So I kind of just gave up everything. I couldn’t focus. It
was difficult, but I had [an Indigenous lecturer] and she was fantastic. She let
me hand in some units a bit late and assessments a bit later. She was
fantastic. (F28)
In addition, cultural awareness was reflected in high expectations of Indigenous
students.

I think a key factor is the standard that they held. That my classmates and I
saw that the bar was high and they were more keen to perform at that
level… the level of expectation was high and students, I think all of the
students really appreciated that. Even if they perform poorly they would
admire the teachers because the teachers didn’t treat them like they were
intellectually deficient. (M51)
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Academic staff teaching into the block mode usually, but not always, had a high
level of Indigenous cultural awareness. The block mode was underpinned by
Batchelor Institute’s both ways philosophy which, when enacted, produced a
culturally safe learning environment for Indigenous students. The both ways
pedagogical approach was implemented during the intensive blocks and featured
high levels of interaction between students, and between students and lecturers.

The students and the way the background and the experience that they bring
is generally from Indigenous contexts. And I think it’s very interesting and
unique because the lecturers bring a generally westernised. So it’s kind of
finding that medium and where they meet and how to make that work with
both. (F31)
I came to Batchelor College. I know that it has more user-friendly ways of
teaching and learning than other institutions because it had begun with the
both ways approach. And so there was more, in my previous experience of
Batchelor, there were more occasions where Indigenous knowledge and
ways of doing was integrated with the learning. (F58)
Even in the block mode, however, lecturers did not always have a high level of
Indigenous cultural awareness or engage in a both ways approach to learning
through which they could increase their own knowledge and understanding. It was
easy for a lecturer to damage their credibility with students and to lose their
respect if they took a western academic perspective only and did not engage in a
process of shared learning and meaning making.

[The lecturer] used six words in his initial presentation. He didn’t deliberately
do it to offend us but that’s a part of the academic world. So he’s presenting
to us the academia and showing to us he’s such a great academic. (F58)
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Although there was little evidence of a both ways pedagogy being enacted in online
environments, teaching approaches that used a narrative approach to help students
to make meaning were valued by students.

We had a lecturer who was from Syria and he was incredible. He was an
epidemiologist and he was one of the only lecturers that could ever, ever get
the whole group interested in epi. But he was sharing his stories. Being an
aboriginal, indigenous person from Egypt, he had so much more to
contribute. (F37)
In contrast, many students felt that they could not connect to their lecturers, and
that their lecturers had no knowledge or understanding of their lives or
circumstances.

I think [it was] definitely cultural. I just couldn’t make the connections to
anybody. I couldn’t make it to the lecturer. (F37)
This was especially the case for Indigenous students who lived in remote locations
who felt that their lifestyles and the challenges they faced in engaging in online
study were largely absent from the comprehension of their lecturers and other
students.

I don’t think everybody’s aware of where we live and what it’s like. (F41)
The relationships that external students had with their lecturers were affected by
their lecturers’ competence in teaching online. In some instances it was evident to
students that their teachers did not have the requisite level of technological skills to
work at more than a basic level in the online environment.
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Some of the lecturers are older lecturers. They haven’t had much to do with
technology and so they don’t know how to use it properly… So yeah, it’s
really frustrating. (F30)
Sometimes you can get access to the discussion boards and sometimes you
can’t so I think it depends on whether a lecturer’s put them up a certain way
or not. (F30)
It was rare for Indigenous higher education students to have experienced online
teaching where lecturers exhibited a strong grasp of both technical and pedagogical
skill and as a consequence examples of innovation in online teaching practice rarely
emerged in the yarning. Some students did observe, however, that as lecturers
developed their technological skills some were also willing to try new online
teaching practices. So, as lecturer skill level improved so did the student experience.

The lecturer this semester actually got us to use the blackboard. So this is the
first time ever in the whole time I’ve been studying had access to [the
whiteboard in the online classroom]. To write on it, it’s like, ‘Oh my
goodness! This is new!’ It was good. It was a bit hard. But no, we managed.
Because we’d write on there… what we thought. (F46)
When I first started [in the online classroom] I would say, like the interaction,
the lecturers didn’t really push people to answer questions. Whereas now,
since I’ve progressed, it’s a lot better. They don’t just talk and that’s it. They
talk and ask questions and they wouldn’t ask one person. You know, they
would pick random people and ask them, and get them to answer questions
and things like that, just to make sure that they understand their level of
knowledge about the unit… So the lecturers are really good now. They
don’t…as I said when I first started there was none of that. It was pretty
much ‘This is what it is.’ (F46)
There’s a couple of lecturers there that want everyone to answer [on the
online whiteboard] and put their ideas into what’s been said, and how we’ve
interpreted what they’ve said… it really [works], I’ve got to think. (F45)
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Using the LMS was not always easy for students, as noted in earlier sections. For
this reason many students wanted lecturers to provide them with instructions on
how to use the digital tools they were asked to utilise. This included digital tools
within the LMS as well as outside of the LMS. Instructions were rarely provided and
in some instances it appeared that this was because lecturers were not clear
themselves on how to use the digital tools that they were recommending to
students.

So they’d put on some other things, you know they give us ‘You can try this
one and you can try this one’ or whatever, but then its like they don’t work or
they cost money or they don’t actually research them to see if it works. And
they don’t actually teach us how to use it. Like one of the ladies was wanting
us to do something, a multimedia, but she didn’t really want us to do Power
Point. ‘Well it’s like you haven’t taught us to use anything else’. (F30)
We were expected to use an ePortfolio. We weren’t told, I don’t remember
being told how to use it. (F30)
It is clear that academic staff members have a range of skills and knowledge in
online teaching practice, as well as different levels of commitment and time to
invest in the preparation of online learning environments. The student comments
below reflect the complexities and multi-faceted nature of online teaching,
including the high level of planning and preparation that is required before the
online teaching begins. This is a shift from traditional teaching and requires all the
planning and materials to be available at the start of semester. In some instances
what appears to be lack of commitment by lecturers in adequately preparing for
online teaching may be a consequence of their employment conditions where
lecturers were sessional and part time staff members. Regardless of the cause, poor
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preparation of teaching materials and/or limited grasp by the lecturer of the course
materials has a profound effect on student learning and satisfaction.

The lecturer should review the course content before they actually are
coming in, and prepare to teach it. That would make a lot of sense. (F46)
In the assessment it said one thing and in the rubric it said another. But that
was because it was the first year that that was run last year, and they hadn’t
yet revised from improvements they’d made to the course. I understand why
they took it out, but they failed to take it out of the actual assessment when
they posted it online. So that was a little bit confusing. (F46)

In summary, lecturers have a key role in shaping the experiences that Indigenous
higher education students have in online learning. The role of the lecturer in online
environments requires the same level of commitment, passion, discipline
knowledge and cultural awareness as in a traditional teaching model. It also
requires technological skill and a strong grasp of online pedagogy and facilitation as
well as a shift in thinking about the timeframes and time commitments in planning,
preparing and teaching online.

Theme 8 Cultural identity
‘Systemic racism is a major factor’
The barriers were there for us constantly. (F58)

This section illustrates how Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander students talk about
their racial and cultural identities and how this dominant aspect of their identity
impacts on their experiences in higher education. The experiences that Indigenous
higher education students have in higher education are entwined with and
inseparable from their identities as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people.
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The construction of identity is dynamic and there are many components such as
gender, sexual orientation, culture and language that intersect in its formation and
on the way that it changes over time and in different contexts. In this study, race
was the main component of identity that impacted on Indigenous students’
experiences of higher education. In particular, the negative social construction of
race and Indigenous students’ personal experiences of racism were factors that
impacted on their school education, pathway into higher education and their
experiences of higher education, in the physical and virtual worlds.

Many Indigenous students spoke of racism they had experienced throughout their
lives that had affected them, their families and communities. They spoke of being
targeted at an individual level and they spoke of systemic governmental policies
and practices that had torn apart their families. Within the schooling system, many
of the students spoke of racist practices that had blighted their school years.

The mature age students, like most Aborigines like me had a really bad
experience in the education system when we were there. (M51)

Coming into higher education, Indigenous students were aware and concerned that
they would likely be the subject of racism.

Systemic racism is a major factor. Doesn’t matter if it is in the education field
or other fields. (M51)
Students experienced structural barriers that got in the way of their learning, many
of which seemed to them to be manifestations of systemic racism.
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F58: The scholarship, there are good things there. Scholarships that are open
for buying a computer you have to first prove that you have satisfied and
passed two or three of your assignments before you get access to that
scholarship. You have to really force yourself, eh, to struggle. Prove that you
really, really are serious.
M66: You’re halfway through the semester and you need it prior.
F58: You need it prior in order to start.
The library shuts at a certain time. So these are all structural things that may
not necessarily be racist things but they’re structural because people go
home and… that really impacted on me. (F58)
For some Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander students, racial identity was a
motivating force to enter into higher education. Education was viewed as a way to
achieve social change through increasing the participation of educated Indigenous
people at all spheres of Australian society.

I’ve had a desire for a long time to be a part of what I think Australia needs,
and that is university educated Aboriginal people to, who can contribute, in a
good way to represent Aboriginals properly. (M51)
I feel very strongly about our country desperately needing university
educated Aborigines. So I have tried to get myself a university education. It
has been a bumpy ride. (M51)
There’s more and more and more of our people in the community and in the
direct family going off to uni now, which is just fantastic. It’s really
important because it I think it’s very competitive now trying to get a job.
And also for Aboriginal people if you’re really going to improve overall
health, education, all the social determinants, I think that we need educated
people in the community that can speak the same language, that can write
in the same way, that can question at every level of government and also
people who are able to contribute really meaningful research in the
community so that it’s relevant, so it’s actually benefiting the community.
And of course a lot of policies are written on evidence-based research and
often that research has not got genuine benefits for Aboriginal people. It’s
tainted. So I think it’s really, really important for Aboriginal people to
become educated. (F37)
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Many Indigenous students made decisions to study a specific discipline as a means
of contributing to the wellbeing of Indigenous people in specific ways, and to be
part of positive social change for Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people.

We have a lot of cultural problems with police and unfair policy and, you
know, not much support. It’s really hard. It was really hard growing up where
I did. You know, and twenty years later I’m watching my little cousins go
through the same thing. My mum never went to school. She finished school
when she was seven years old so she doesn’t understand my studies at all.
And I guess I just feel a lot of pressure to succeed and to get my degree and
to be able to go back and help, you know? (F29)
I want the tools of the trade right now, on my own language... I want to
work on my language. I don’t want to work on someone else’s language. So
it’s not an academic exercise for us. Its cultural revival, cultural maintenance,
cultural survival. And it’s working with Elders who are still alive now. (F58)
The importance of a higher education in influencing change placed a great
responsibility and weight on the shoulders of many Indigenous students. Many felt
that they needed to achieve highly not just for themselves but also to represent
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and challenge perceptions within the
dominant culture of Indigenous peoples’ capacity and intellect.

It’s quite a cultural pressure, to be honest with you, you know, to finish my
degree and make that happen. I find that actually harder to deal with than
schedule juggling sometimes. It’s overwhelming. (F29)
I’ve heard so many times how I’m the only Indigenous student in first year,
that I somewhat feel pressured to do really well, and the fact is my grades
aren’t all that great. (F26)
Many Indigenous students also saw themselves as role models, with their success in
higher education providing encouragement to other Indigenous people.
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I want to do more study. I want to share my experiences with others and
motivate others that they can do it. If I can do it, they can do it. (F40)
A couple of my uncles are quite educated. Yeah, and in the last ten years
there’s been huge developments in my family now. So, on mums side I’ve
now got cousins that have been to uni, my grandmother’s been to uni, my
aunties have been to uni and have got a degree, my mother’s got her degree
and my brothers got his degree. So I think once you are able to complete a
degree other people in your family and your community can say ‘Hey, I’m
just as intelligent as that one. I can do it too. (F37)
The huge weight of expectation that many Indigenous students felt to succeed was
exacerbated in some instances by doubts being placed on their ability to succeed by
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people they expected to provide them with
support.

At first people didn’t believe that we could do it: family, other lecturers,
other people in the department, family, other organisations. (F40)
At times, the cultural pressure that students felt acted as a positive motivator of
achievement.

I’m second year in now, and I do think it’s a good thing. Like it does motivate
me and really it does help, especially you know externally when you don’t
really have a lot of physical motivators. (F29)

However, Indigenous students were not always able to live up to the expectations
they had of themselves or that others had of them. This caused internal conflict that
was resolved in different ways. Some Indigenous students were able to take a step
back from the cultural pressure of their studies and this enabled them to focus on
their personal goals.
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Originally it made me very anxious, and then I was like ‘Well fuck it. I just
want to pass. I don’t care what my grades are as long as I pass.’ (F26)
Despite Indigenous students high levels of motivation to succeed in the academy,
western academic learning was also seen at times as a threat to Indigenous cultural
identity.

So you have the whole ‘You must integrate yourself into this dominant
society’, but in doing so you’re kind of losing some aspect of your identity too.
(F26)
The threat of higher education to cultural identity was also reinforced by voices
within students’ communities. When higher education was perceived as being in
opposition to cultural norms and values, ties in the community were used to
dissuade students from engaging in higher education.

Education is the key to everyone’s life. And they’re scared of it. If they learn
it they think they’re losing their culture. (F40)
In one instance the conflict between community views and students’ decisions to
pursue higher education caused a rift between a student and a vocal element in her
community. She spoke of the difficulties of trying to balance the Aboriginal and
western worlds. There was strong community pressure for her not to engage in
higher education study as it was seen to be a betrayal of her Aboriginal identity. She
also put this pressure down to jealousy in an environment where few community
members had a higher education degree or a professional or well-paying job.

And the jealousy. Well, I ignore it, but you can’t help it, not ignoring it. It’s
challenging, it’s hard, it’s forever fighting with someone. It’s always arguing
with someone, you know. It’s like ‘Why are you scared of me? I’m here to help
276

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 5

you’. You know it’s difficult for me. And yet I can live in a community, and put
up with all that, and I can step out and go live in a western way, and live that
life comfortably, and you know, I can live either way. So it’s either I go in and
tell them ‘Look, I’m an Indigenous person after hours, but if you want to take
this position, I’m a Balanda person’. And they use that word Balanda as an
outsider, outsider that grouping, in that culture. (F40)
The extract above illustrates one of the ongoing tensions that Aboriginal and/or
Torres Strait Islander people face when deciding to pursue a western higher
education. At times Indigenous students experienced internal and external
pressures not to engage in the structures of the dominant culture so as not to risk
losing their own culture, while others felt they were able to balance their
Indigenous culture with the opportunity of growing their education. Race, while
being just one of the intersectional components in the identity construction of
Indigenous students, for most Indigenous students was the main component that
shaped their experiences of higher education in both physical and virtual
environments.

Theme 9 Knowledge and skills gaps
‘Not quite prepared for that’
It’s lack of [confidence]. I don’t find myself as a very strong academic student
so I don’t really want to put my views and opinions and people to make
judgment on it. (F31)
The Indigenous higher education students in this study found that when they
entered into university their life and work experiences were valuable in the
education context, however, there were often some knowledge and skills gaps they
needed to address so they would have a better chance of succeeding in higher
education. These gaps encompassed technology skills, academic knowledge and
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understanding of academic culture and were linked to students’ educational
backgrounds and achievements.

Almost all of the Indigenous higher education students in this study entered into
higher education through alternate entry pathways. That is, most did not gain entry
to university on the basis of high school achievement or transition directly from
high school into university. This highlights the critical importance of alternative
entry pathways to the participation of Indigenous people in higher education. Given
the academic skills and knowledge gaps that students identify on entry into higher
education it also indicates that great care needs to be taken at all levels of higher
education institutions to understand where those gaps lie and to address them.
One of the participants articulated that the biggest challenge for universites is to do
much better in identifying and addressing the skills and knowledge gaps that
Indigenous students have when they enter into higher education.

A big failure in all of Australian education, in the Australian education
system, when it comes to Aborigines, is that they don’t understand who’s
coming through that door. They’re not ready for them… I should say this
pretty strongly, that I believe that Aboriginal people are desperate for
education institutions to find a solution to their problems, and I believe that
the first university that does that, they’ll be flooded with Aboriginal people.
No one knows how to help Aboriginal people to cross the education
boundaries safely and competently. (M51)
Prior education is a factor that may indicate whether a student has the requisite
knowledge and skills for academic study, to enable them to cross that boundary
into higher education safely and competently. Despite increasing high school
completion rates for Indigenous students, all but two participants in this study
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had not completed high school, or had completed it without meeting the
requirements for university entry.

The participants in this study spent different lengths of time in primary and high
school, with at least half not completing high school.

I got to Year 10 in high school. I came from a divorced family so it was very
hard to complete school because my mum left when I was eight years old.
(F39)
Over a third of the participants completed the final year of high school, but most
did so without gaining entry into higher education.

Well basically I finished Year 12 with a very poor score to get into university
(F37).
Most of the participants had not considered university during their schooling, and
for those who did it seemed out of the realms of possibility.

I always wanted to go to uni but I honestly didn’t think that I would, until,
well… Like, you know, I wanted to go to uni when I was in year 12 but then I
didn’t finish year 12. (F30)
Without the clear goal of university entry, there was little motivation to do the hard
work required to achieve well academically.

The classes were difficult… because I didn’t know what I wanted to be.
(M22)
The alternative entry pathways that the participants used to enter into higher
education were through vocational education and training (VET) pathways or
through tertiary preparation programs, such as the general Tertiary Entrance
279

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Chapter 5

Program (TEP) or the Indigenous focused Preparation for Tertiary Success (PTS)
program at CDU.

The Indigenous students who entered into higher education through tertiary
entrance programs found these to be nuturing and supportive, which was not
necessarily how they found higher education. Tertiary preparation programs built
their confidence and skills, but not necessarily to a level where they were able to
operate independently in higher education, or manage the time frames and time
pressures of higher education.

I think that [PTS] nurtures them on a personal level, their personal growth,
but on the academic preparation it doesn’t quite reach them or prepare you
for that. (F26)
I found the environment very warm, very friendly, which is, I want to say,
opposite of like when you’re in your lectures for tertiary. In PTS they encourage
strong group work and interaction with one another and with the lecturers
themselves and that kind of support from the lecturers, immediate support,
and face to face support, is not something you necessarily get in tertiary. (F26)
Even though students increased their academic skills through tertiary preparation
programs, they did not necessarily reach the level they needed to be at to achieve
highly in their discipline and in some instances this led to a crisis of confidence in
themselves.

And I felt confident due to my science and math grades [in PTS] that it was a
realistic goal. I’m not quite sure if that’s so realistic now, but… that’s how I
got into pharmacy. (F26)
Any issues with skill and knowledge gaps was compounded when students were
unclear about academic expectations when they started in higher education. This
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impacted on the quality of their work until they had some experience of the
academic culture and were clear about the expectations and standards.

So now I’m is a better place because I’ve had the six months of learning what
I needed, how I needed to proceed. (F58)
The lecturer just really tore into her about the story she had written. And I
think that the student is still winging about it to this day. That the lecturer
this and the lecturer is that rah rah rah and when she was going on to me
about it during lunch I said listen here, just suck it up. You know, we need to
get better at what we do, and yours obviously wasn’t of the standard that it
should be. (M51)
She was struggling with the lecturer because the lecturer was telling her how
she’s written it can be better. And she was taking it personally because she’s
written it with a lot of her knowledge about a lot of her culture and stuff.
And like myself and another student were trying to say to her, the content
that you’ve got is awesome, but you need to structure it in a westernised
academic [way]. So if you can reference what you’re saying, like your, ‘cause
that’s your experience and your understanding. But if you can reference that
into an academic and use academic to support your views it would be
amazing. But just putting your views isn’t enough... (F31)
One of the students made the point that while readiness for tertiary education was
an issue for Indigenous higher education students, it is also a concern for many nonIndigenous students entering higher education. She makes the point that all
students would benefit from extra support than what is currently offered.

One of my friends is really struggling with uni. And he’s older. He’s an older
gentleman… he’s quite smart, and he’s really good, you know he works in the
classroom. He’s really good with the kids but I think it’s all the academic
writing and the readings and stuff and so I think that, and I’m sure it’s not
any different for other non-Indigenous students as well. Some of those guys
are struggling just as bad. So I think we need extra support, and I’m not just
talking about Indig students, I’m talking about non-Indig as well. We need
that extra support. Some of us are not as good at time management skills as
others and that’s a huge thing with academia, higher education I should say.
We need that time management skills. (F30)
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Academic writing skills were one area where many of the Indignosu students did
not feel well prepared. As with other gaps that students identified, they were
confident that they could reach the required level with guidance and support.

I’m a more hands-on person. Once I’m demonstrated something and shown
how it works, I will get it, like a light switch. I know what its there for and
how to do it. My struggle is the 2,500 word essays. I’m not even reaching
2,000 words with both those courses (F45).
Indigenous students were not always prepared for the types of assessment that
they would be faced with. Having to sit exams, for example, was very unfamiliar to
most students and caused them great anxiety.

If you’ve been out of school for that long, and most of the PTS people that
I’ve seen taking the course are all adults, usually older than I am, if I’d been
out of school for fourteen years and have never experienced and exam, I can
only imagine what people who’ve been out of school for even longer would
experience during exams. I found Semester 1 for pharmacy very, very nerve
wracking in that department because there was nothing to prepare me for
the nerves and the anxiety that I would feel in my exams. (F26)
Prior or concurrent work experience played a contributing part in participants’
engagement and learning in their higher education studies. Almost half (n=8) of the
participants were in full time employment while they were studying, and for many
of the participants higher education study was directly related to their jobs. In other
instances the participants found that the broad life experience they had
accumulated in the workplace contributed to their sense making and application of
disciplinary knowledge.

And I’m very lucky. I already have a lot of common sense about this study
and I work in classrooms so a lot of it just flows for me, whereas other people
really struggle with it and I feel for them because it’s very hard to grasp if
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you’ve never been in a classroom environment, it you don’t have the
common sense that comes with it (28B).
Computer skills are a prerequisite for online learning. For some participants their
knowledge and skills gaps related to the use of technology generally, as well as
specifically to the use of technologies in online learning. To study online successfully
participants needed to have a sound level of computer knowledge and skills as well
as the confidence in get in and enage in CDU’s Learnline environment. While all of
the participants said that they had at least basic computer skills there was a large
disparity between their skills levels. Some participants advised that their skills with
computers and relevant software were excellent and additionally that they were
comfortable with media creation, particuarly for sharing on social media. Yet many
of the participants also described issues and at times resistance to using unfamiliar
software or applying familiar tools in unfamiliar contexts.

I have a functional use of computers but I didn’t realise that I needed certain
software to improve my computer so I could access the Learnline. (F58)
We grew up with computers but they were very limited. Like it was more so if
you were going to do it you were playing Pac Man or solitaire on computer.
You weren’t really using it in that sense. So when it’s against what the norm
is, you kind of fight it. (F31)
There were frequent calls from Indigenous higher education students for explicit
guidance and instruction to be provided in the use of technology, particularly within
the LMS, to help them improve the skills they needed to study online.

I don’t expect a whole week on something but a little run down would be
good. ‘This is how you do this. And you go in here to change that’ or
whatever. So like I said I’m pretty good with computers, but you know
sometimes its just the program is like just not user friendly. (F30)
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As I said before with the online stuff, if students were prepared really well on
how to use Learnline, and how to talk to each other, and how to build that
group outside the classroom, I think the success rate would climb
dramatically, and the interaction would be substantial. (M51)
It was more usual, however, for lecturers to assume that students knew what to do
or could figure it out by themselves. This approach worked for some students but
not for others.

To engage in online learning students also needed to know what hardware and
software they required and how to set it up. These were skills that many students
did not have.

Well I think the workshops should be brought in the beginning of the week,
of the semester, so, and some of the things for people like myself who are of
an age group where technology is all new to us, and even though I’ve been
using computers and stuff I was never trained in the use. So I don’t know the
whole gambit of all the shortcuts and how to do a range of things on the
computer. So a little brush up course, maybe in an induction for people who,
maybe the could be brought in that first week and then their computers
could be checked out. They could have the free software down loaded that
would make learning easier. And you know, it took me ages to realise I
needed Chrome and Firefox on my computer in order for the Learnline to
operate correctly because I was using internet explorer and it was just
useless. So it was just frustration galore. And so if we came in on the first
week, did a little bit of IT brush up, check out our computers, let us know
what technology [we needed] (F58)
There were instances when some lecturers did put into place strategies to support
students’ technology skills development.
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In my last unit, this one Teaching Indigenous Learners, when we went up to
Batchelor, [my lecturer] actually gave us a run down on how to use it and
stuff. (F30)
The Indigenous students in this study were highly motivated to succeed in higher
education and some students had worked out strategies to clarify their lectrers’
expectations and to mitigate any uncertainties they were feeling.

This is what I did, sit with the lecturer and we worked out this is what I’m
going to do. You do this, you do that, run it past the lecturer and then when I
go home I don’t have problem. I know what I’m doing. (F41)
And I know this is what my lecturer’s expecting. This is what I need to do to
pass subjects. This is my expectation to be able to pass the subject, to the
lecturer. By working online and not talking to my lecturer I don’t know what
my expectation is, you know? (F41)
When I first started going online the issue was trying to understand if I’m
doing the right thing, because you’ve got to hand this in at the end of the
week but the expectation is like you have to do it now… It wasn’t clearly
stated. So I failed the two units. (M54)
Indigenous higher education students often experienced some skills and knowledge
gaps when they entered into higher education. Additionally, the academic culture
was new for many, leaving students unsure about work level expectations. While
many students have strategies to build their generic and disciplinary skills and
knowledge, there appears to be a disconnect between what students need in terms
of support and training, and what is available or communicated to them.

Theme 10 Digital Inclusion:
‘I can’t get online’
Internet access was shut down on a daily basis in the dry season and wet
season. (F40)
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The issues that impacted on Indigenous students’ level of digital inclusion included
their level of access to the internet and their ability to afford internet access and
bear the upfront and ongoing costs related to online study.

Accessible, reliable and affordable internet access and computer ownership are
fundamental to the delivery of online learning yet internet service provision
remains variable across regional and remote Australia, impacting on Indigenous
people disproportionately. Not all of the Indigenous students who participated in
this study had consistent internet, or internet that they could easily afford. This is a
reality that is largely disregarded in the unrelenting push towards online education.
At the site of the study there is an expectation that students who enroll in higher
education courses have internet access and this is indicated to students prior to
enrolment. If Indigenous higher education students with limited internet access still
choose to enroll there is little institutional support for them in terms of provision of
alternative access to the course.

Geographic location was the main factor that impacted on poor or intermittent
internet connections. This reflects differentiated telecommunications infrastructure
between urban and remote locations, as well as particular place-based
circumstances that impeded internet service. Poor internet connection impacted on
Indigenous students’ ability to access the online environment at times of their
choosing, and on their experiences of online learning once in the LMS. The following
comments show the nature of internet service provision in remote parts of
Australia.
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It can go for five minutes or so, ten minutes, an hour and then drop and then
go again then drop out. It’s terrible… it’s the signal. We can’t work or do
things online because of where we are, very remote, very isolated (F41).
Whenever there’s ships going in, going by it just affects the signal. Not only
computer signal. Phone signal. Yeah we can’t really do anything. It’s like
going back to the past (F41).
The weaknesses of studying online were that the weather would close down
the internet access. Rats, ants and fires would close down the internet.
Burning off would damage the cables. Internet access was shut down on a
daily basis in the dry season and wet season (F40).
We’ve only got ADSL so sometimes it can be slow. We’ve got wireless
internet. That’s even slower. (F45)

The variability of internet access meant it was not possible for students to plan their
use of the internet. If internet was unavailable when work was due to be submitted
or in the lead up to that time, students missed their submission dates.

I can read something on Learnline and then it will freeze. And it can freeze
for a couple of hours and then come back, or it can freeze and stay like that
down for like two days, and then if I have stuff to post online, I can’t do it
there and then. And then I miss the day for it and then I post it three days
later and my lecturer will be ‘What’s going on here’ (F41).
Well in Lightening Ridge we have a lot of blackouts, which is my main
concern this semester and will be for the next two years. So, we had a
blackout yesterday and I was thinking ‘Thank god I didn’t have to submit
anything’. (F45)
While internet connectivity issues were exacerbated for students living in remote
and very remote areas, they were also an issue that impacted on access to the
Learnline environment for many of the participants living close to regional centres
or cities.
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AR: And have you got internet access at home?
F49: In and out. Where I am its 30ks from the main town.
So a lot of the writing is done [at work]. Only because my internet is a bit
slower at home (M45).
[My internet access at home in Alice Springs] it’s decent enough. Well you
know, sometimes it’s probably not as good as it would be in the big cities on
the NBN national broadband network, but it’s decent. There’s nothing wrong
with it. Sometimes, depends on the night, it might get a bit slow. But more
often than not I don’t have any problems getting on. But it also depends
what area you’re in, because my sister is literally just up the road from us
and she has a lot of trouble getting on. So it depends on what area you’re in
as well. (F30)
Not all of the Indigenous students in this study had internet access at home. This
was predominantly an issue relating to the cost of internet service relative to
students’ capacity to pay for it. When students did not have home internet access
they had to utilise alternate locations to go online. These alternate locations
included places of work, community spaces and even the university library in the
case of an external student living near the university.

I just got [an internet at home]. Before then I didn’t have one at all. I used to
go to the uni. Mainly the uni I used to go to. It got a bit tricky because if I
went there it would be from 9 to 5. Otherwise I wouldn’t go at all. You know,
or like a long time. And you know, I’d have to use the out of hours places as
well, you know the computer labs in Darwin. I went to Palmerston a few
times to study out there because it is a pretty place to study. (F28)
I’ve become, not only a member of that [community access centre], but a
member of their board, and they give me free internet and so I’ve got no,
nothing to worry. (M51)
Access to the internet was also a problem for block mode students when they came
into campus. When workshops were held in at the Batchelor campus students
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expected that they would be able to work intensively both during the day and after
hours, however, internet outages were frequent.

I tried to use my computer out in that little higher ed area and that falls out.
The reception falls out. So we’re not continuously able to use. That’s here at
Batchelor campus in the higher ed area. (F58)
If the internet here [at Batchelor campus] is having a day out, and I’m up
there some nights on the computer and you’re having trouble, and oh, it’s
dropped out on you. And I said ‘Oh well. Oh, crank it up again’, you know? So
again, we need to have the same access and opportunity as [in] Darwin or
Casuarina or where ever it is. We need to have that same coverage, you
know? I think it should be an upgrade here, as soon as yesterday, you know?
(M66)
Poor or intermittent access to the internet did not necessarily stop the participants
from studying online, although it did cause great frustration and forced participants
to adopt strategies to manage their learning. Many participants spoke of printing
out hard copies of online resources to use when they were not able to be online.

Well some of the documents I had to print them off so I’d have a hard copy,
like I said before, and some on electric copy because either the power goes
off or the network drops out (F40).
Communication with other students was also at times an issue due to internet
outages. This impacted on group work activities and required work around
solutions.

I send it to one student at Murray Island, another island… and she edits it
because it has to go to each student. It has to go to one before it goes to the
other and she has to put her part in and edit or whatever, and send it to
another one. So if it gets to one, it may be three or four days after, or a
week, before it gets to the other one. So we changed that. I got to one of the
other students on the phone, we talked about it and we decided and then
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we’ll find a way to let the others know so we sent it to our lecturer to put it
together.
Send an email out and see whenever they picked it up, when they have signal
they picked it up and put it in the email … [to our lecturer]… she’s waiting,
put it together and she’ll send it back. So it was quite a struggle but we got
there. (F41)
Internet access is a requirement for online learning. For many Indigenous students
financial stress was a major impediment to having internet access, as well as having
the computer or equipment they needed to study online. There are a range of costs
associated with online learning such as the purchase and upkeep of computers,
internet service, printing and purchase of headsets, ink and other peripherals. For
Indigenous higher education students on low incomes the costs associated with
their studies were a significant burden and caused them economic hardship.

[When I started] I didn’t have access to a computer. So people assume that
you have all the access. So I didn’t have the proper computer. I didn’t have
the proper software and so I couldn’t access. And because Abstudy, you
don’t get very much money. So, I don’t work for an organisation that pays for
my internet so I have to buy prepaid. So it falls into an issue of poverty in one
sense because we don’t have enough money to start. (F58)
This is what [education] is really noted for, to help us to improve and to
have a bit of equality in society but it is difficult to try to upgrade ourselves
when we’ve got all these other obstacles, you know? The thing is we need
assistance sometimes, you know? I’m not really working and most of us
have got things at home that we do and they assume that you have all
these things that you require. (M66)
For many participants purchasing a computer was made possible through bursaries
or scholarships. The amount of these scholarships directly influenced the type of
equipment that was purchased. Lack of funds meant that some participants could
only purchase the cheapest equipment, regardless of its quality or longevity.
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The other year I applied for a bursary or something, a scholarship. It’s only
$500. I bought that laptop I’m using now… I bought it for $500 (F41).
I can’t afford a textbook at the moment. (F37)
The thing is we need assistance sometimes, you know. I’m not really working
and most of us have got things at home that we do and they assume that
you have all these things that you require for the… You buy books, like I said
there is one of the books is around $60 or so and there’s others you might
have to buy. (F58)

The participants had different levels of access to financial resources. While some
could afford to purchase goods and equipment for study, others were worried
about the cost of computers and related equipment.

I’m due for a new laptop or a computer or whatever but I can’t afford that
because my fortnightly Abstudy is just $400. And that $400 is for study and
my living expense at home (F41).
For many participants purchasing a computer was made possible through bursaries
or scholarships. The amount of these scholarships directly influenced the type of
equipment that was purchased. Lack of funds meant that some participants could
only purchase the cheapest equipment, regardless of its quality or longevity.

The other year I applied for a bursary or something, a scholarship. It’s only
$500. I bought that laptop I’m using now… I bought it for $500 (F41).
F58: There are various scholarships and one is for buying a computer. They’ll
give you a scholarship for 500 bucks.
M22: 500 bucks. And where do you find a laptop for 500 bucks?
F58: Well you have to get the cheapies of course.
F49: Cheapies, like the one I got.
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The types of scholarship and the amounts of money that Indigenous students were
able to access from them were very diverse. While a few Indigenous students
accessed a $500 scholarship to purchase a cheap computer, one Indigenous higher
education student was able to access a scholarship of significantly higher value,
which enabled her to purchase the high-quality equipment she needed.

I have a desktop at home that I got with my scholarship that I got during my
bridging course for PTS. And I’m also on a scholarship. Well it’s up in the air
at the moment, a scholarship with the Pharmacy Guild, that I bought this
$3,000 touchpad. Well, I was thinking, you know it’s the top of the line. I’ll
have it for years. Because me and my toys, I have to get the best of the best.
But I’ll have it for years. It will last forever (F26).
The range and availability of computer hardware, software and peripherals such as
printer cartridges, printer paper, was limited and particularly expensive for those
who lived away from urban centres.

I didn’t know I had to buy one of those… headsets for 75 bucks in order to do
my oral presentation for the Power Points until much later. And then it took
me ages to save that money up. You know, we’re only getting $400 a
fortnight, so that’s a quarter of our wages (F58).
You know I’ve started to do a little bit of it here but mainly at uni and I just
went through my $10 super quick! And I’m spending like a lot of money on
printing. But in the end I just ended up putting everything on a USB and
taking it to Office Works because it was cheaper… I go through a lot of
money in printing. (F28)
The majority of the participants found it easier to print out materials rather than
read them online and the cost of printing was a significant and ongoing impost on
their resources.
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The thing that has impacted me I suppose is the cost of having to download
everything, and like print things (F39).
So even if I have to go to the school or to the council to print, it’s like $1 a
page (F41).
One student indicated a reluctance to use the university’s mobile app because of
internet and data costs on mobile devices.

I’ve got that [mobile app]. But don’t use my mobile… I use my mobile as a
mobile, like it’s an emergency. Our plan’s set up at home. We use the home
phone for everything because it’s free. So and if I used the mobile it would
cost me a fortune. (F46)
Ongoing costs of accessing the internet were a cause of concern for many students.
In locations where there was poor or intermittent internet service the cost of being
online escalated as a result of multiple attempts to get online and longer time
online due to slow speeds.

We’re living in a very high cost of living. Internet cost is very high. Like I can
pay, buy a $30 phone credit, Telstra credit for my modem. I don’t know why,
before I can use the $30 within the two weeks. But now I’m using $60 a
week. I guess because I’m constantly trying to, this is when I first started,
when we didn’t have quite a lot of problem with the signal, our internet,
because we didn’t have much ships and boats coming in. (F41)

Utilising public internet services or making private arrangements to get internet
access was one way that Indigenous students found to access the internet.
Sometimes utilising public resources mitigated the costs to the individual, but this
was not always the case.
They’ve got a library with computers and stuff set up. With that it’s $10 a
day to use the computer there. (F41)
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I’ve become, not only a member of that [community access centre], but a
member of their board, and they give me free internet and so I’ve got no,
nothing to worry. (M51)
The financial costs of online study are a significant burden for many Indigenous
higher education students. These costs include the initial purchase of hardware and
software and ongoing cost such as internet service charges and printing. Many
students indicate that they are living in poverty and the costs of online study put
them under further financial stress. It is clear that variations in internet access and
the costs of going online contribute to the digital exclusion of Indigenous students.

Chapter summary
The emergent themes that are discussed in this chapter draw from the narratives
shared by Indigenous higher education students through the yarning process. In the
yarning sessions the students talked about the range of their experiences in higher
education, and particularly in online learning. They had many positive experiences
but also raised concerns and issues about things that were affecting them and made
suggestions about how their experiences of online learning could be improved.

The four case summaries in Chapter 4 established a rich and holistic picture of the
participants’ experiences and established the context within which the students’
narratives were deconstructed in Chapter 5. The process of thematic analysis made
visible the common elements across their diverse experiences of online learning
and illustrated these through ten emergent themes. These insights into the
experiences of Indigenous students in online learning in higher education respond
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to Research Question 1: How do Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander higher
education students experience online learning environments?

It is the identification of the key themes articulated in this chapter that provides the
basis for critique of existing learning design models and frameworks in Chapter 6. It
is through listening to and analysing participants’ stories to identify the matters of
concern that are reflected within them that we can identify the ways that existing
leaning models have missed key elements that are important to the wellbeing and
success of Indigenous higher education students in online learning environments.
Where there are gaps between the two, this indicates there is a lack of alignment
between existing learning design models and needs and expectations of Indigenous
higher education students.

The critique of learning design models and the articulation of online learning design
principles in the following chapter opens the possibility for educational designers
and academic staff responsible for the design of online learning environments to
shift their thinking and their practices. In so doing, there is the scope for them to
make a tangible difference to the experiences and outcomes of Indigenous higher
education students engaged in online learning.
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Chapter 6

Discussion
Overview

In Chapter 6 the themes that were drawn from Indigenous higher education
students’ experiences of online learning in Chapter 5 are discussed in relation to
online learning design, and design principles are proposed that bridge the gap
between existing learning design models and the expressed needs and preferences
of Indigenous students in online learning contexts. This chapter is underpinned by a
deep understanding of the experiences of Indigenous higher education students in
online learning environments, which was achieved through the process of research
yarning (Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010). The focus on student experiences of online
learning is a prerequisite to designing cultural inclusivity into those environments.
In addition, the focus on experiences rather than on the technologies used within
the context of the learning management system at the site of the study provides a
holistic understanding of the learning environment in which online learning is a
ubiquitous component (R. Phillips et al., 2012, p. 8).

In Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 the experiences of Indigenous higher education
students in online learning was explored through case summaries and through an
analysis of the themes that emerged from those experiences. These themes reflect
“matters of concern” (Latour, 2004, p. 231) that demand attention in the design of
online learning environments that seek to promote and enhance the learning of
Indigenous higher education students. The case summaries and themes that were
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presented as findings from this study in Chapters 4 and 5 respond to the first
research question.

Research Question 1: How do Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander higher education
students experience online learning environments?

In Chapter 6 the themes that emerged from students’ experiences are discussed in
relation to a selection of learning design models. The gaps that are evident
between the themes and existing learning design models indicate that while
learning design models variously provide broad conceptual frameworks for
designing learning environments, such as the Learning Environments, Learning
Processes and Learning Outcomes (LEPO) framework (R. Phillips et al., 2012), or
specific approaches to the design of teaching processes, such as Laurillard’s
Conversational Framework (Laurillard, 1999) and Salmon’s Five Stage Model of
eLearning (Salmon, 2018), there are only a few that take into account culture as an
aspects of learning design (Peter Goodyear & Ellis, 2007) or as central to it (L.
Henderson, 1994; T Reeves, 1992). This is reflected in recent research into culturally
inclusive learning for Indigenous students, which found that the current use of
learning management systems “has no room to accommodate cultural diversity,
human-to-human interaction, collaborative learning, and a sense of community”
(Dreamson et al., 2017, p. 57). This finding is largely supported by the experiences
of Indigenous higher education students in this study.
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The omissions identified between the themes and existing learning design models
speak to the need for explicit approaches to learning design at Australian
universities that take into account the specific needs and expectations that
Indigenous higher education students have of online learning environments. There
is a great need for a focus on design that enhances the experience of Indigenous
students given national strategic imperatives to enhance the participation,
retention and completion rates of Indigenous students in higher education
(Universities Australia, 2017). The design principles that are presented in this
chapter address these gaps. They encompass the cultural and contextual nature of
online learning that is drawn from Indigenous students’ experiences, and in the
fashion of Education Design Research (McKenney & Reeves, 2012), they shift the
findings from investigation towards practical application.

The design principles presented in this chapter can be regarded as initial or guiding
principles that draw from the experiences of Indigenous higher education students
at Charles Darwin University and relate specifically to the CDU context. They are
intended to be used, to be tested and then refined by education designers, teachers
and other staff who are involved in the design of online learning environments. It is
anticipated that in keeping with the iterative and evidence based nature of
educational innovation that is inherent in the Education Design Research
framework (McKenney & Reeves, 2012), that the testing of these principles at
Charles Darwin University and elsewhere will lead to these guiding principles being
refined and redefined as “modest theories” (R. Phillips et al., 2012, p. 92) with
broader application than the CDU context.
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The learning design principles presented in this chapter respond to the second
research question.

Research Question 2: What principles can be drawn from Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander higher education students’ experiences of online learning to inform
the design of culturally inclusive online learning environments?

The themes from this study draw attention not only to aspects of learning design,
but also show that Indigenous students’ experiences of online learning are
influenced by factors in the broader educational ecosystem that are not related to
the design of online learning environments. Hence the themes not only inform the
development of design principles but also make visible a range of people, places
and systemic factors that impact on Indigenous students’ experiences of online
learning. These are addressed in Chapter 7 in the form of recommendations for
change at the university level and within different service areas of the university
that are needed to optimise Indigenous students’ experiences of online learning.

This chapter is presented in four sections. The first section of this chapter revisits
the themes identified in the previous two chapters and examines their fit with
existing learning design models. In this way the alignment, as well as the gaps,
between existing learning design models and the findings from this study are made
visible. The discussion in this section identifies the contribution that these themes
bring to an understanding of online learning design for Indigenous students.
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The second section of this chapter explicitly identifies a relational epistemology
(Thayer-Bacon, 1997) as the pedagogical philosophy that underpins the design
principles. In so doing, the intention of the learning design principles is clear and it
is less likely that there will be a “fatal divergence” (P Goodyear, 2005, p. 87)
between their intent and their implementation than if the philosophical basis on
which they have been developed is left unstated.

In the third section of this chapter a series of design principles are presented. They
provide a practical and contextually based guide to the design of online learning
environments for Indigenous higher education students. The principles are aligned
to the themes that were drawn from this study.

The fourth section of this chapter articulates strategies and ten key questions to
guide the enactment of the design principles. These are provided in recognition of
the challenges faced by practitioners in the move from research findings, such as
are presented in the design principles, to their practical application. The strategies
provide practical examples of the ways that the principles could be enacted at the
site of the study while the key questions focus on whether the vision of
connectedness, expressed through a relational epistemology, has been achieved in
the enactment of the principles.
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Exploring the themes in relation to learning design models
While many learning design models and frameworks exist, there are few that
specifically address learning design as it impacts on Indigenous learners. This is
despite strong evidence that culture impacts on learning in online environments for
Indigenous students and needs to be taken into account in learning design (Eady,
2010; L. Henderson, 1996; McLoughlin & Oliver, 1999). For the purpose of this
discussion culture is understood “as lived traditions and practices, but also as the
meanings and values of social groups that derive from specific historical conditions”
(Smith, 1994, as cited in L. Henderson, 1996, p. 86).

Additionally, culture is not static but “shapes and is shaped by language, ethnicity,
religion, class, power, history, geography, ideology, aesthetics, gender, lifestyle,
values, beliefs, traditions, and ways of thinking and doing” (L. Henderson, 1996, p.
86). The intersection of Indigenous students’ identities and cultures with western
institutional learning cultures is therefore a fertile area for exploration. This thesis
specifically addresses the role that learning design can play in shaping the formation
of a learning culture that embraces and is inclusive of Indigenous students’ cultures.

Several early innovators at the advent of online learning recognised the need for
culture to be an explicit consideration in learning design and, therefore,
incorporated dimensions of culture into the learning design models that they
developed (L. Henderson, 1996; T Reeves, 1992; T Reeves & Reeves, 1997).
However, there is little evidence of these models have been adopted to any extent
in the design of online learning environments in Australian university contexts. One
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reason for this is that “instructional design and the designer are inextricably tied to
their social context” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 87) with the consequence that learning
design becomes an “intangible aspect of culture” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 86). Given
that dominant cultural perspectives pervade learning design (Hando, 2014; L.
Henderson, 1996) it is not surprising that Indigenous ways of knowing, being and
doing are largely absent in online learning design models and frameworks.

The extent to which there is alignment between existing design models and the
learning preferences of Indigenous students is explored in this chapter. To do this,
the themes discussed in Chapter 5 are compared and contrasted with selected
learning design models. This process highlights the differences between dominant
culture perspectives as they are visible in learning design models, and the
experiences that Indigenous students want to have in online learning environments.
Even where there is broad alignment with categories articulated in learning design
models, the experiences of Indigenous students in online learning are not
necessarily reflected well by those categories. For example, student characteristics
are a feature of many learning design models (Biggs, 1989; R. Phillips et al., 2012),
but as the explicit nature of the cultural impact of those characteristics is not taken
into account, the impact of Indigenous cultures on learning is likely to remain
unexplored in the learning design process.

The mapping of the themes from this study to learning design models in the table
below clearly shows that there are significant gaps and misalignment between
Indigenous students’ experiences of online learning and learning design models that
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are intended to represent the elements of student learning. The categories shown
in the table below have been constructed to group similar themes that have been
identified in this study. In some cases these do not align at all to the broad
categories used in learning design models.
Table 11 Mapping themes to learning design models
Category

Affective
Outcomes

Institutional
context

Learning
processes

Theme

Theme 1 Making
connections;
Theme 2 Establishing
relatedness.
Theme 3 Choice of
learning mode;
Theme 4 Use of the
institutional LMS;
Theme 5 University
services;
Theme 6 Content
design.
Theme 7 Teacher
presence

Relationship of themes to learning design models
and frameworks

NA

‘Learning environments’ in the LEPO model (R.
Phillips et al., 2012);
‘Learning environments’ in The Problem Space of
Educational Design (P Goodyear & Retalis, 2010)

Models containing an explicit task design
process:
‘Process’ component of Biggs’ 3-P model (Biggs,
1989);
‘Process’ component of the Process Model of
Interactive Learning on the Web (T Reeves &
Reeves, 1997);
‘Learning processes’ in the LEPO model (R.
Phillips et al., 2012);
‘Learning processes’ in the Problem Space of
Learning Design (P Goodyear & Retalis, 2010);
Laurillard’s Conversational Framework
(Laurillard, 1999).
Models where interaction between students is
explicit in task design:
‘Process’ elements in Process Model of
Interactive Learning on the Web (T Reeves &
Reeves, 1997);
Laurillard’s extended framework (R. A. Phillips &
Luca, 2000);
The Five Stage Model (Salmon, 2018);
Problem Space of Education Design
(P Goodyear & Retalis, 2010).
Models where interaction between Indigenous
students is explicit in task design:
Nil
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‘Learner characteristics’ in the LEPO framework
(R. Phillips et al., 2012);
‘Inputs’ element in the Process Model of
Interactive Learning on the Web (T Reeves &
Reeves, 1997);
‘Presage’ in the 3-P Model (Biggs, 1989);
The ‘situatedness’ of learning in the Problem
Space of Learning Design (Peter Goodyear & Ellis,
2007).
Multiple Cultures Instructional Design Model (L.
Henderson, 1996)

The relationship between the categories and themes shown in the table above, and
their alignment or misalignment with existing learning design models are discussed
in the following sections.
6.2.1 Affective Outcomes
The first two themes, ‘making connections’ and ‘establishing relatedness’, reflect
the affective responses to learning that Indigenous higher education students
experience at any given point in time in their learning journey. They reflect the
degree of connectedness they establish with other students, teachers and
university staff, as well as the extent to which they can establish relatedness to
other Indigenous students. The formation of socio-emotional connections in online
environments is an area that is under researched (Delahunty et al., 2014) but clearly
of critical importance to Indigenous students’ experiences in online learning. The
themes of connectedness and relatedness encapsulate socio-emotional connection
as a process and an outcome of different types of interactions that is very different
to the way in which student achievement of learning outcomes are usually viewed
as being the end point of learning.
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As shown in Table 1, affective responses to learning are not reflected in the sample
of learning design models viewed. In comparison, academic learning outcomes are
reflected as an integral part of learning design models using various terms such as
‘outputs’ in Reeves’ Process Model of Interactive Learning on the Web (T Reeves &
Reeves, 1997); ‘products’ in Biggs’ 3-P Model (Biggs, 1989); and ‘outcomes’ in both
Goodyear’s Problem Space of Educational Design (P Goodyear & Retalis, 2010) and
in the Learning Environment, Learning Processes and Learning Outcomes (LEPO)
framework (R. Phillips et al., 2012). The prominence of affective outcomes in this
study and their absence from learning design models highlights that the participants
in this study placed value on different aspects of learning to those represented in
western models of learning.

Unlike affective outcomes, learning outcomes refer to achievement of discipline
knowledge and generic personal attributes and academic skills (R. Phillips et al.,
2012, p. 36) that are assessable and measurable. While academic achievement and
successful course completion are also the desired outcomes for Indigenous
students, Indigenous students are more likely to drop out and therefore less likely
to achieve those academic outcomes if the affective side of learning is not positive,
and particularly if a sense of connectedness and relatedness is not achieved.
In order for Indigenous students to effectively engage in learning tasks, they firstly
need to get to know and develop relationships of trust with other students. That is
to say, before interaction takes place for academic purposes Indigenous students
need to have opportunities for social interaction where those relationships of trust
can be nurtured. One example of a model where this is a priority is the Five Stage
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Model (Salmon, 2018), which incorporates online socialisation as an integral phase
in the learning process. For Indigenous students, online socialisation is an important
part of making connections with other students and therefore needs to be factored
into the design of learning processes in all online learning environments. The
concept of social interaction is, however, rarely factored into learning design
models where learning design overwhelmingly focuses on interaction for academic
processes without taking into account the need for interpersonal connection.
6.2.2 The Actors
The extent to which Indigenous students develop relationships that lead to a sense
of connectedness and relatedness in the learning environment depends on who
they develop relationships with, and the nature of the social capital ties that are
established.

The actors identified in this study and reflected in the interactions and relationships
described in Themes 1 & 2 are more specific than in the learning design models
explored in the literature. To establish a sense of connectedness students need to
be in relationship with their teachers and with other students. The primacy of
relationships between students and their teachers is evident in many learning
design models, such as the LEPO framework (R. Phillips et al., 2012) and Laurillard’s
Conversational Framework (Laurillard, 1999). There are fewer models, however,
that focus on student-to-student relationships. This reflects a leaning towards
transmission rather than communicative approaches to learning that is deeply
concerning given the importance that Indigenous students place on peer interaction
for learning.
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The Problem Space of Learning Design is a notable example of a learning design
model where activity is socially situated and student-to-student interaction is
explicitly identified (Peter Goodyear & Ellis, 2007; P Goodyear & Retalis, 2010). The
student-to-student interaction in this model is underpinned by an epistemological
standpoint based on network learning. In this approach “ICT is used to promote
connections: between one learner and other learners; between learners and tutors;
between a learning community and its learning resources” (P Goodyear, Banks,
Hodgson, & McConnell, 2004, as cited in P Goodyear, 2005, p. 83). The centrality of
student-to-student connections in Goodyear’s model contrasts with Laurillard’s
Conversational Framework (Laurillard, 1999). It has a high focus on student to
teacher interaction, with student-to-student discussion only incorporated when the
model was extended by Phillips and Luca (as cited in R. Phillips et al., 2012).
The importance of building connectedness can be explained in terms of social
capital. Interactions between Indigenous students and non-Indigenous students
contribute to the formation of bridging social capital. Bridging social capital is
important for social cohesion as well as for broadening Indigenous students’
networks in ways that they can leverage to enhance their learning. This includes
drawing on relationships outside of online learning environments to leverage
opportunities for learning within those environments. Increasing social capital
extends beyond making connections with teachers and other students and includes
making connections and levering relationships with staff from service areas in the
university and especially staff providing support services specifically targeted at
Indigenous students. It is through building a network of support that Indigenous
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students feel able to journey with greater ease and confidence through the higher
education landscape.
The establishment of relatedness through Indigenous-to-Indigenous student
interaction is highlighted as a main theme from this study. The theme of
relatedness focuses on the requirements for social capital construction that
supports a sense of belonging and deep learning. Indigenous-to-Indigenous student
interaction provides the conditions for the development of a sense of belonging
that comes from being part of a close-knit Indigenous cohort. When a sense of
relatedness was not established within the learning environment, Indigenous
students turned to friends and family to fulfill the need for relatedness that was
missing in the learning environment. In this way bonding ties with friends and
family members were utilised as a substitute for the lack of relatedness within the
learning environment.

Learning design models usually refer to the actors in the learning environment as
being teachers and students. This study indicates two things in relation to how
actors are considered in learning design models. Firstly, it shows that the learning
ecosystem is broader than what takes place in a virtual or physical classroom, and a
range of other actors apart from the teacher and student influence and impact on
the learning process. Secondly, it indicates that the term ‘student’ needs to be
applied with more nuance, as Indigenous students want to form connections with
the broader student community as well as with students with whom they share an
Indigenous cultural identity. The silence about student diversity in terms of who
engages with whom in learning processes (enacted through learning activities)
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needs to be challenged. This study identifies that both bonding and bridging social
capital are important for Indigenous students’ wellbeing and learning. Accordingly,
the opportunity to develop bonding and bridging ties through engaging in different
types of interactions with people who share a cultural identity as well as with
people from diverse backgrounds needs to be recognised in learning design models
and in their translation into practice.
6.2.3 Institutional context
Learning takes place within a broad institutional context. Theme 3 ‘Choice of
learning mode’; Theme 4 ‘Use of the institutional LMS’; Theme 5 ‘University
services’; and Theme 6 ‘Content design’ represent aspects of the Institutional
context within which students engage in processes of learning. The institutional
context in this study has an apparent alignment with context elements in many
learning design models, such as the ‘learning environment’ in the LEPO framework
(R. Phillips et al., 2012), the teaching context in the ‘presage’ component of Biggs’ 3P model (Biggs, 1989), and the ‘process’ element of Reeves’ Process model (T
Reeves & Reeves, 1997).

Most learning design models represent learning as what takes place in the formal
curriculum (R. Phillips et al., 2012), however, some learning design models align
with the findings of this study and show the institutional context as being part of a
learning ecosystem rather than separate from it. For example, in both the LEPO
framework (R. Phillips et al., 2012) and in Goodyear’s Problem Space of Learning
Design (P Goodyear & Retalis, 2010) “the wider context of the university [is] seen as
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naturally linked to the formal curriculum experience of learners” (R. Phillips et al.,
2012, p. 40).
Institutional context, as represented through themes three to six, had a large
bearing on student learning and on Indigenous students’ decisions to enroll or
withdraw from a unit or course. There is a need, therefore, for the institutional
context to be visible in learning design models so that variables related to
institutional context are factored into the development of learning environments.
The specific factors related to Indigenous student experiences of the institutional
context also need to be addressed. To some extent this can be through decisions
made about the design of learning environments that are guided by learning design
principles that address that context. Additionally, institutional recognition is needed
of the impact of university level decisions on the learning and retention of
Indigenous students, as well as action that addresses these inequities through
changes to institutional policies, practices and services.

In this study the themes related to the institutional context that particularly
impacted on Indigenous students were the functionality of the learning
management system, the choices available around modality of enrolment, the
quality of academic and other support offered by the Indigenous support office, and
the nature of course content. These all provoked strong affective responses from
Indigenous students and impacted on how they experienced the learning
environment. While these institutional factors are not captured in the learning
design principles, as they cannot be addressed at the level of the design of
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individual learning environments, they are addressed in Chapter 7 as part of broad
based recommendations for change in the higher education ecosystem.
6.2.4 Learning Processes
This study found that the role of the teacher is central in the design of learning
processes that support or hinder Indigenous students making connections with
other students or establishing relatedness with other Indigenous students. Theme 7
‘Teacher presence’ encompasses the teacher role as designing tasks and facilitating
student engagement in these learning activities (R. Phillips et al., 2012). These dual
roles are encompassed in the idea of “teaching as design” (P Goodyear, 2015, p.
27), whereby design is “the intelligent centre of the whole teaching-learning
lifecycle” (P Goodyear, 2015, p. 32). The teacher is involved in the design of “(i)
good learning tasks, (ii) properly supportive physical and digital environments, and
(iii) forms of social organisation and divisions of labour” (P Goodyear, 2015, p. 32).

For learning models to reflect Indigenous students’ needs for connection and
relatedness, learning processes must necessarily focus on building community
through communicative activities as a primary objective, as reflected in the central
themes to be drawn from the study of ‘making connections’ and ‘building
relatedness’.

The role of teachers with respect to the design and facilitation of learning processes
is explicit in many design models, such as Laurillard’s Conversational framework
(Laurillard, 1999). There is a ‘learning processes’ component in the LEPO framework
(R. Phillips et al., 2012), and in Goodyear’s Problem Space of Learning Design (P
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Goodyear, 2015), as well as ‘process’ components in the 3-P Model (Biggs, 1989)
and in the Process Model of Interactive Learning on the Web (T Reeves, 1992; T
Reeves & Reeves, 1997). Additionally, the Problem Space of Learning Design (P
Goodyear, 2015) also explicitly centres social interaction as part of the learning
process.

In terms of the design of tasks that meet the needs of Indigenous students, the
cultural dimension of the Process Model of Interactive Learning on the Web (T
Reeves & Reeves, 1997) and the Multiple Cultures Instructional Design Model (L.
Henderson, 1996) are underpinned by the pragmatic selection of an eclectic mix of
learning theories that provide flexibility in meeting the demands of different
cultural contexts (L. Henderson, 1996). Henderson says of the Multiple Cultures
Instructional Design Model that “it does not assume one epistemology as
immutable but provides epistemological pluralism” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 98). This
allows for multiple worldviews from objectivist, constructivist and critical paradigms
to be to be incorporated into design and used “as and when appropriate” (L.
Henderson, 1996, p. 89). However, the priority identified in this study for
Indigenous students to make connections and establish relatedness through
designed interactions in the online learning environment makes it imperative that
learning design models guide the design of learning environments towards ones in
which opportunities for social interaction and for collective meaning making are
foregrounded. That is, learning design models that foreground cultural diversity are
sorely needed, but so too are learning design models that provide epistemological
guidance for the design of learning environments for specific cultural groups and
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contexts. This indicates that specific and new learning design models are required
that meet Indigenous students’ need for making connections and establishing
relatedness. In such models the “forms of social organisation” (P Goodyear, 2015, p.
32) that are designed into learning activities by teachers must prioritise ‘making
connections’ and ‘establishing relatedness’.
6.2.5 Student Characteristics
The final three themes encompass characteristics that Indigenous students bring
with them to the learning environment. These are Theme 8 ‘Cultural identity’;
Theme 9 ‘Knowledge and skills’; and, Theme 10 ‘Digital inclusion’. Most of the
learning design models viewed incorporate student factors as a design
consideration, reflecting a widespread understanding that the characteristics that
students bring with them to the learning environment have an impact on their
learning. These are variously called ‘learner characteristics’ in the LEPO model (R.
Phillips et al., 2012), and ‘Inputs’ in the Process Model of Interactive Learning on the
Web (T Reeves, 1992), where inputs include “cultural habits of the mind, aptitude
and individual differences” (Phillips et al., 2012, p. 30). In Biggs’ 3-P Model (Biggs,
1989) the concept of ‘presage’ relates to what happens before learning takes place,
which includes consideration of the factors that students bring with them into the
learning space.

The theme of cultural identity is considered in Henderson’s Multiple Cultures
Instructional Design Model (L. Henderson, 1996, 2007), adapted from Reeves’
Process Model for Interactive Learning on the Web (T Reeves, 1992; T Reeves &
Reeves, 1997). However, while Henderson’s model highlights the impact of culture
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on learning design, its focus is on the design of learning objects rather than learning
environments. It provides “a valuable framework for judging the pedagogic worth
of the instructional design of IMM [interactive multimedia] materials” (L.
Henderson, 1996, p. 95) but does not provide design guidelines for addressing the
issues of concern identified in this study, such as how to design environments that
minimise financial stress on students and that account for intermittent internet
access or skills or knowledge gaps. It is evident that none of the selected learning
design models viewed reflect the philosophical underpinnings and design elements
that speak to the experiences of Indigenous higher education students identified in
this study. This again points to the need for the development of learning design
principles that address the experiences of Indigenous learners.

A relational epistemology
The affective outcomes of learning, reflected in the themes that were drawn from
this study, relate specifically to the nature and quality of the relationships that are
generated through the learning experience. The desire to be part of a shared
journey and to make connections with other students and their teachers, points to
a relational epistemology (Thayer-Bacon, 1997) being at the heart of the learning
experience of Indigenous higher education students. The values of equity, diversity
and inclusion that underpin a relational epistemology speak to the values that
underpin this study and to the vision of an Indigenous relational epistemology for
online learning that has been drawn from it.

A relational epistemology opens possibilities for valuing contributions from
all people. I argue we need each other to nurture the constructing/
deconstructing of knowledge and help us in our searches for knowledge that
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is sound, comprehensive, coherent, and cohesive, as well as beneficial and
beautiful. We also need each other to help us in our efforts to problematize
and unsettle such knowledge, therefore allowing for multiplicity, dissonance,
and discord (Thayer-Bacon, 1997; 2010, p. 240).
The relationship between making connections and the experience of learning that
emerged as a major theme in this study is not new. Indeed, it is reflected in many
different ways in social theories of learning, in research into learning in online
contexts in higher education, in learning design models and frameworks and in
Indigenous learning contexts. At the intersection of these domains of knowledge,
research also highlights the relational nature of learning and its importance for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander learners (Dreamson et al., 2017; Eady, 2010).
The social aspect of learning is integral to many western learning theories, with the
dimension of connection in a cross-cultural context aligning particularly well with
Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory of learning. Sociocultural theory postulates
learning as taking place in the individual through the process of social interaction
with others, whereby social relations are the basis of deep processes of learning.
Learning therefore involves working together with others, through communication
and collaboration (Eady, 2010; A. Hall, 2009; Richardson et al., 2015; Vygotsky,
1978). Sociocultural theory also takes into account the relevance of cultural
dimensions in learning, and as such can be viewed not only as a learning theory but
also as cultural theory “because it explains how cultural values are passed on to
others in a society” (A. Hall, 2007, p. 63).

The social and relational nature of learning is also evident in Indigenous approaches
to learning in higher education (Dreamson et al., 2017; Ford, 2010; MacFie, 2015;
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Ober & Bat, 2007). The Eight Way Aboriginal Pedagogy Framework (Yunkaporta,
2009), for example, provides a pedagogical framework for the incorporation of
Indigenous approaches into western educational contexts. The first of the eight
ways in the framework is story sharing, which reinforces the importance of
interpersonal connection to learning as a way to find out about the experiences of
others and to establish common ground and shared meaning.

As discussed earlier, some western academic models and frameworks for online
teaching also reflect the centrality of making interpersonal connections (Garrison &
Cleveland-Innes, 2005; P Goodyear, 2015; Peter Goodyear & Ellis, 2007; Redmond,
2011; Salmon, 2018). These models with a focus on interpersonal connection are
most aligned with the needs of Indigenous students in online learning
environments. However, while they contribute to an understanding of learning
design in a variety of contexts they do not address all of the issues of concern
identified in this research. Hence, the needs of Indigenous students in online
learning environments are not served well by any of the learning design models
viewed.

This study also raised questions about how a relational epistemology can be
achieved across learning modes. The concept of mode is integral to online learning,
with sites within institutional learning management systems acting as spaces where
interaction can take place between students enrolled into a specific unit, regardless
of their mode of enrolment. Yet, the researcher found little attention in the
literature to differences in students’ needs for social connection in a shared site in
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an LMS on the basis of enrolment mode, particularly where Indigenous students are
part of the student cohort. This silence indicates that interaction across modes of
enrolment has not been identified as an issue of concern in the learning design
space. This may be because the complex intersection of student enrolment modes
at the site of this study is distinct from other educational settings. The racially
defined nature of the block-mode was a component of this complexity, and it was
thorough the lens of race that limited opportunities for social and cultural capital
development were identified when interactions were limited between students
enrolled in a unit in different modes. Hence, interaction between students across
learning modes needs to be factored into learning design decisions.

This study problematizes student mode of enrolment in the learning design space.
It brings attention to the different communicative and social needs of students
within online environments on the basis of their enrolment modes, and the
restrictions that mode can play on the development of social and cultural capital.
Online learning environments are designed within the Western academic culture
but equitable educational outcomes will only be achieved when those
environments encompass “the valid combination of the academic, mainstream, and
minority cultures” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 94) and when knowledges from those
diverse cultures “are made visible and debatable” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 99). In
the enactment of modality at the site of this study the limited opportunities for
communication and interaction between students enrolled in different modes, and
the superficial quality of the interactions that do occur, resulted in limited
opportunities for cross cultural engagement.
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The limited extent to which opportunities are designed to engage Indigenous
students with other students across modes of enrolment is a missed opportunity for
cross-cultural engagement and potentially limits Indigenous students’ acquisition of
the dominant culture capital that they need to succeed academically. This is
particularly significant as Indigenous students, similar to students from other
minority cultures, “have little choice but to become bicultural if they are to succeed
academically” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 95). Increasing online interaction across
modes of enrollment significantly enhances the opportunities for Indigenous
students to get to know other Indigenous and non-Indigenous students enrolled in
other modes, thereby creating “the conditions for sharing and challenging ideas
through critical discourse” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 95). Cross modal interaction is,
therefore, of benefit to Indigenous and non-Indigenous students and learning
design decisions need to encompass the enactment of a relational epistemology in
a shared site in the LMS between students enrolled in different modes.

Indigenous higher education students rarely form interpersonal connections online
despite the affordances of synchronous and asynchronous communications tools
available within the LMS that provide the technical means to do so. This reflects
information dissemination being the primary pedagogical approach used in the
design and delivery of online learning (Dreamson et al., 2017; Garrison & ClevelandInnes, 2005, p. 143). Despite the disjuncture between what is known about the
social and cultural nature of learning, and the translation of what is known into
practice, this study did find glimpses of what an alternate vision of online learning
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could be. These glimpses of what works for Indigenous students in online learning
and in what contexts frames a vision for learning design that focuses on Indigenous
advantage.

In that vision the online environment is relational and developing social networks is
prioritised. It is a culturally safe location where all students enrolled in a unit in
different modes can engage in social interaction. Opportunities for social
interaction take place from the beginning of the unit and continue throughout. This
interaction leads to the formation of relationships of trust and respect between
students, where students’ identities are affirmed, and their voices heard. The social
relationships that are formed give Indigenous and non-Indigenous students a sense
of being part of a community and underpin their subsequent learning.

The vision is also of an environment where Indigenous students identify and make
connections with other Indigenous students. These relationships strengthen
Indigenous students’ identities as learners and provide a peer support system that
Indigenous students can draw on throughout their educational journey.
The vision is of learning interactions of a high quality whereby Indigenous and nonIndigenous students and staff critically engage in knowledge work at the virtual
cultural interface. This involves sharing and affirming world views and perspectives,
and also engaging in the difficult and unsettling work of deconstructing knowledge
in order to construct new, shared knowledge.
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Finally, Indigenous students have strong and positive relationships with their
teachers that are achieved by their teachers having a strong presence in the online
environment. The relationship that Indigenous students have with their teachers
nurtures their sense of belonging within the academic space and guides their
learning.

These elements of a relational epistemology have been instrumental in the
development of learning design principles to guide the development of online
learning environments.

Design principles for culturally inclusive online learning environments
At this point a vision has been articulated for an Indigenous focused relational
epistemology in online learning environments that is culturally inclusive of
Indigenous students. This vision has been drawn from data from the research
yarning that was conducted with Indigenous students at the site of the study. This
vision is represented below as learning design principles that can be used to guide
education designers, teachers and others who are involved in the design of online
learning environments. The principles are mapped to the themes drawn from the
study to show the origins of their development.

Table 12 Learning design principles

Themes
Theme 1: Making
connections; Theme 3:
Choice of Learning Mode.

Principles
Principle 1. Make social connections:
The opportunity to make interpersonal connections is a key aspect that
underpins a positive experience of online learning for Indigenous
students.
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Principle 2. Facilitate connections between Indigenous students:
Indigenous students are able to identify and make connections with
other Indigenous students.
Principle 3. Nourish interaction at the virtual cultural Interface:
Intercultural interaction and collaboration are core to learning in online
environments.

Principle 4. Develop a strong online presence:
A high level of teacher online presence in online learning environments
contributes to Indigenous students’ sense of connection and belonging.
Principle 5. Integrate Indigenous and diverse content:
Diverse and Indigenous perspectives are integrated into unit and course
content.
Principle 6. Make learning resources accessible: Online content is
accessible to Indigenous students.

Most of the principles shown in the table above align to more than one of the
themes, indicating that the design principles are integrated and have implications
across a range of areas in the design of online learning environments. On the other
hand, not all of the themes are aligned to the design principles. Theme 5 ‘University
services’ relates to student experiences of the online environment that cannot be
addressed directly by changes to the design of online learning environment within
the LMS. As noted earlier in the chapter, recommendations related to actions at the
university level, including those related to university services, are addressed in the
final chapter while this chapter focuses specifically on learning design principles.
6.4.1 Principle 1. Make social connections
The first principle encompasses the social nature of learning as a reflection of the
innately social nature of human beings (Thayer-Bacon, 1997). It reflects the desire
expressed by Indigenous students in this study to interact with their peers and their
teachers in ways that allow them to get to know each other on a personal level and
build relationships of trust prior to engaging in learning interactions. Intercultural
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interaction and the establishment of relationships of trust between people from
diverse perspectives can strengthen social cohesion and contribute to the creation
of a more tolerant and equitable society.

Social interaction is foregrounded in a range of contemporary Indigenous contexts.
This is illustrated by the kapati (cup of tea) metaphor (Ober & Bat, 2007), which
positions social interaction as a necessary cultural prelude to engaging in other
business. Similarly, the research yarning method employed in this study as a
culturally appropriate way of data collection commenced with social yarning as a
precursor to research. In these instances, as in the learning context, establishing
social connections is a process through which trust is built in order to progress to
the next stage of yarning.

In terms of learning design models, very few highlight social interaction as a design
consideration. An exception is the explicit embedding of online socialisation in The
Five Stage Model (Salmon, 2018). Online socialisation is identified as a process
whereby students have the opportunity to explore the linkages between cultural,
social and learning environments. Importantly, this phase takes place after
students have been welcomed into the environment and before they engage with
learning resources and activities.

Drawing on the work of Garrison (2007), opportunities for critical engagement and
deep learning are enhanced when learners engage with a diversity of worldviews.
Yet this involves the exchange and critique of conflicting ideas and understandings,
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which can be confronting and difficult intellectually as well as emotionally. The
establishment of culturally safe learning environments is needed at the conceptual
space that M. Nakata (2007a) calls the cultural interface to allow for deep learning
to take place. The establishment of relationships of trust that are built through the
social process are, therefore, important not just to imbue students from a diverse
backgrounds with a sense of belonging to a learning community but for the
development of a cohesive, supportive and safe environment that provides the
conditions for deep engagement and learning.

The formation of interpersonal relationships is impacted by mode of enrolment.
Consequently design considerations for social connection need to take into account
how social interactions that build a culturally safe learning environment will take
place in the online environment between students enrolled in the same and
different learning modes.

The design of online learning environments that enhance social connections has
many benefits for Indigenous students. As well as improving the affective
experience of online learning by enhancing a sense of belonging within the learning
environment and establishing the conditions for deep learning, social
connectedness increases student satisfaction (Arbaugh & Benbunan-Fich, 2006) and
accordingly decreases student attrition and improves the likelihood of successful
course completion (Devlin & McKay, 2017).
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This first principle underpins the enactment of a relational epistemology. It
highlights that establishing social connections and building relationships is critical in
the design and facilitation of online learning environments that support Indigenous
students’ wellbeing and their learning intentions. Therefore, the first principle
reflects that: the opportunity to make interpersonal connections is a key aspect that
underpins a positive experience of online learning for Indigenous students.
6.4.2 Principle 2. Facilitate connections between Indigenous students
The second principle reflects the importance for Indigenous students to establish
relatedness with other Indigenous students in the educational environment. The
conditions for this to occur require firstly that Indigenous students can identify
other Indigenous students in the online environment, and secondly that they have
opportunities to communicate with them so that they can establish relatedness.
Given the range of enrolment modalities available in some courses, this requires
consideration of how these processes will be designed in the online environment to
facilitate the establishment of relatedness between Indigenous students enrolled in
a unit in different modes.

Establishing a network of Indigenous students strengthens Indigenous learner
identity and brings with it a sense of safety, support and belonging (Bin-Sallik, 2003;
L. Hall & Wilkes, 2015). For many Indigenous students, the importance of
establishing ties with other Indigenous students is a reflection of the socio-political
reality of historical and continuing experiences of racism and exclusion in
educational contexts (Bin-Sallik, 1990; M. Nakata, 2007b). This is evidenced by the
negative social construction of being an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander person
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that means, “it is a daily occurrence to receive some type of reminder from society
that one is Aboriginal” (Sarra, 2005, p. 12). It is within this socio-political context
that Indigenous students seek out other Indigenous students with the knowledge
that they already have connections and these just need to be established. Race is
the most salient of a range of components that contribute to the identity
construction of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and, therefore, draws
Indigenous students together in the learning context as in other places.
From a western perspective, the strong relationships or bonding ties that
Indigenous students formed in the block mode with other Indigenous students can
be understood in terms of social capital theory (Bourdieu, 1986). The relatedness
established through bonding ties provides a support network that Indigenous
students can call on in the context of their higher education studies as members of
a closely linked group of Indigenous students, or as Bourdieu puts it, they can
access “the profits which accrue from membership in a group” (Bourdieu, 1986, p.
51).

In physical contexts Indigenous students were able to find connections and
establish relatedness in ways that speak to the dynamic nature and contemporary
relevance of the social organisation systems that define relationships in Indigenous
Australia (Karen Martin, 2008; McConvell, 2018). On the other hand, the inability of
many Indigenous students enrolled in the external mode to make connections and
forge a sense of community in the online environment reflects an absence of social
capital. Purposeful design is the starting point to redressing this situation. Tools
exist within learning management systems for disclosing identity, synchronous and
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asynchronous communication, and creating online groups. These can be harnessed
in conscious ways to ensure that the learning environment supports Indigenous
students to identify, and make contact with other Indigenous students.

Therefore, the second principle reflects the importance that: Indigenous students
are able to identify and establish relatedness with other Indigenous students.
6.4.3 Principle 3. Nourish interaction at the virtual cultural interface
The third principle addresses the nature of designed environments that support
deep approaches to learning. It is through critical engagement with diverse
worldviews that students deepen their learning and engagement (Garrison &
Cleveland-Innes, 2005; National Survey of Student Engagement, 2014). This
principle builds on the first and second principles, which relate to the establishment
of bonding and bridging social capital in online learning environments. The social
layers of interaction largely involve low levels of cognitive interaction (Garrison &
Cleveland-Innes, 2005) that build community and promote a culturally safe learning
environment, but they are necessary layers that underpin deep interaction for the
construction of knowledge.

In the context of this study, interaction at the cultural interface (M. Nakata, 2002)
refers to opportunities that Indigenous students have to engage with the ideas and
worldviews of students from a range of ethnicities and cultures “in a critical and
reflective manner” (Garrison & Cleveland-Innes, 2005, p. 134). When this takes
place in online environments this space is envisaged as the virtual cultural interface.
Teachers play a key role in the facilitation of these exchanges (Garrison &
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Cleveland-Innes, 2005) as they extend students’ cognitively into the zone of
proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978). Additionally, the engagement of peers and
teachers at the intersection of western and Indigenous cultures has the potential to
“shape thinking, understanding, knowledge, identities, history and change in a
constant state of process” (M. Nakata, 2007b, p. 199) which in turn shapes “how we
can speak of ourselves and of each other, how we understand one another and the
ongoing relations between us, and how we describe and represent our ‘lived
realities’” (M. Nakata, 2007b, p. 199). The creation of new knowledge through
engagement at the cultural interface goes hand in hand with deepening
intercultural understanding and respect, however, this is a space that is one of great
tension and potentially of collision that needs to be negotiated between “different
knowledge traditions, and different systems of social, economic and political
organisation” (M. Nakata, 2007a, p. 199).

The pervasiveness of perspectives from the dominant western culture means that
for Indigenous students and those from minority cultures, that their educational
success can only be achieved through engagement with the dominant western
paradigm. They have “little choice but to become bicultural if they are to succeed
academically” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 95). For Indigenous students, intercultural
interaction that is inclusive of and values Indigenous perspectives and a diversity of
worldviews shifts the educational paradigm, deepening engagement and the
construction of knowledge. Henderson argues that Indigenous peoples’ desires to
gain a western education as well as maintain their “cultural knowledge and
methodologies of teaching and learning” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 95) can be
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achieved through a multiple cultural approach to learning design where academic,
mainstream and minority cultures are incorporated. This approach to learning
design is “significant for learners who belong to cultures that are situated in an
unequal relationship with the dominant group(s) and consequently have a history of
educational failure” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 102). Taking this approach, intercultural
interaction and engagement is complex and challenging, but it does not require the
giving up or subservience of cultural knowledge. Rather it offers the possibility of
“dissensus” (Helen Verran, 2015, p. 53) whereby new knowledge is created as a way
of moving forward together.

The communicative tools for engaging in intercultural interaction exist within
learning management systems, however, there are different perspectives as to the
extent to which deep intercultural interaction can be achieved in an online
environment (Chester & Gwynne, 1998; Garrison & Cleveland-Innes, 2005).
Regardless of the varying conclusions reached about whether students are more
likely to engage in critical discourse in physical or virtual environments, in this study
the online learning environment was the only place where the entire diverse cohort
of students enrolled in a unit could interact. Hence, the third principle reflects an
understanding that deep intercultural interaction requires the intentionality of a
relational epistemology and the inclusion and engagement of students from diverse
cultural backgrounds in activities requiring engagement from a range of
perspectives. In the context of this study this requires online learning design that
integrates interaction and engagement between students across their modes of
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enrolment. Therefore, the third principle reflects that: Intercultural interaction and
engagement with a diversity of worldviews enhances learning.
6.4.4 Principle 4. Develop a strong online presence
The fourth principle reflects the importance of teachers to be present in online
learning environments in much the same way as they are in physical ones. Teachers
have multiple roles in the design, development and facilitation of online learning
environments, with their key roles being “design and organization, facilitating
discourse, and direct instruction” (T. Anderson et al., 2001, p. 3). This principle
focuses on how presence is designed into the online environment and shapes
Indigenous students’ learning experiences and their feelings of connection to the
online environment (Dreamson et al., 2017).

The findings from this study indicate that Indigenous students’ value learning
environments where teachers’ online presence is exhibited in ways that support
their social and cognitive development. Online presence can be expressed through
the enactment of three types of presences, those of social, teaching and cognitive
presence (Garrison & Cleveland-Innes, 2005).

Building a strong social presence enhances cognitive presence, which in turn
enhances social presence (Garrison & Cleveland-Innes, 2005; Kozan & Richardson,
2014). That is, social presence can stimulate the conditions for learning. In terms of
the enactment of social presence, in this study Indigenous students’ expressed a
desire to have a personal relationship with their teachers, with teacher friendliness
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and approachability enhancing the likelihood that students could contact their
teacher directly and address any issues or concerns they were experiencing.

Teachers also need to be actively involved in designing and enacting a cognitive
presence, where this refers to their role in supporting online learners to “construct
and validate meaning based on critical and continuous communication and
thinking” (Kozan & Richardson, 2014, p. 68). Cognitive presence involves teachers
establishing the process whereby students’ engage in enquiry (Kozan & Richardson,
2014).

The focus of active teaching presence is “to sustain cognitive and social presence
through designing instruction and facilitating learning” (Kozan & Richardson, 2014,
p. 69) in the online environment. In this study teaching presence contributed to
students’ sense of engagement and decreased cognitive load, for example, through
regular posts and announcements that shaped and guided student learning.
Teacher actions such as providing quick responses to queries, and use of a
professional but friendly tone, also contributed to students’ feelings of engagement
and belonging, exemplifying the role of teaching presence in linking cognitive and
social presence. Overall, a strong online presence increases students’ ability to
engage with and complete tasks (Garrison & Cleveland-Innes, 2005).

When Indigenous students experience a sense of isolation in the online
environment there is inevitably a lack of online presence. Hence student isolation
can be viewed as a product of learning design and facilitation rather than an
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inherent characteristic of online learning. Establishing an online presence requires
teachers to be skilled in the use of online communication tools, from basic tools to
those that provide for more interactive activity and discussion. Tools within the
learning management system, as well as social media sites can be used as an
optional extra to integrate a teaching presence into the students’ online lives
outside of the formal online learning environment as well as to provide multiple
approaches to building an online presence.

Therefore, principle 4 reflects that: A high level of teacher online presence in online
learning environments contributes to Indigenous students’ sense of connection and
belonging.
6.4.5 Principle 5: Integrate Indigenous and diverse content
Principle 5 addresses the importance of the integration of Indigenous knowledges
and perspectives into unit and course content, as well as other diverse perspectives
that challenge the dominant worldview. Widespread calls for the indigenisation of
higher education curricula (Behrendt et al., 2012; L. T. Smith, 1999; Universities
Australia, 2017) have been proposed as a means of moving towards the
decolonisation of teaching (L. T. Smith, 1999). The findings of this study support this
call. The findings indicate that Indigenous students want their courses to include
diverse knowledges and worldviews that challenge “the canon of Western scientific
knowledge” (Gallagher, 2017, p. para. 17) and help them position their own
knowledge and learning in the context of broader Australian society and in the
world.
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The inclusion of Indigenous and diverse knowledges in curricula is a conscious
approach to challenging what we know and how we know it (Gallagher, 2017) but
brings with it practical challenges. Education developers and teachers face
difficulties in incorporating cultural diversity in the design of online learning
environments if their own worldviews reflect those of the dominant culture (Hando,
2014; L. Henderson, 1996). The conscious or unconscious choices they make about
what content and perspectives are to be included can silence diversity. This is the
case when dominant “knowledge and culture [is seen] as natural, and in effect,
necessary and beyond criticism” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 90). Combined with a
widespread lack of knowledge by non-Indigenous education developers and
teachers about Indigenous history and cultures, indigenisation of curricula is not
straight forward (Milne, 2017).

Education developers and teachers clearly need help to understand what and how
Indigenous and diverse knowledges can be incorporated into curricula, however,
there is a dearth of models or frameworks to guide content developers on how to
achieve the integration of Indigenous and diverse perspectives. Henderson’s
multiple cultural approach provides some guidance in identifying the need for “a
coherent interplay among three cultural logics: those of the academic, mainstream,
and minority cultures” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 94). Henderson’s approach is useful
when combined with Banks’ model of multicultural content integration (Banks,
1988), which is one of five dimensions of a conceptual framework for multicultural
education (Bagnardi, Bryant, & Colin, 2009). The dimension of content integration
includes four levels of staged content integration culminating in the “decision
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making and social action approach” (Banks, 1988, p. 38). Banks’ model is based on
the premise that the transition from a dominant culture focused curriculum to one
that integrates multiple cultures is likely to be achieved through a “gradual and
cumulative” (Banks, 1988, p. 38) process.
A concern about Indigenous and diverse content integration is the possibility of a
reductionist or “soft multicultural approach” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 91) that
emphasises diverse knowledge as exotic, reduces it to the status of myths and
legends, avoids contentious issues, and is tokenistic. The early levels of the Bank’s
model reflect reductionist approaches but these are justified on the basis that they
provide a stepping-stone to deeper levels of content integration (Banks, 1988). A
measure of full content integration would be curriculum that does not reflect a
reductionist approach but is able to “structurally impinge on those [worldviews] of
the dominant group and challenge the status quo” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 91).
Hence, this principle reflects the importance of the integration of Indigenous and
diverse knowledges into the curriculum, but also recognises the challenges in doing
this and the need for care to be taken to ensure that the result is not reductionist.
Rather, the intended result is curricula in which the “experiences, knowledges, and
ways of thinking and doing” (L. Henderson, 1996, p. 102) of Indigenous people are
as visible as those of the dominant culture.

Therefore, principle 5 is that: Diverse and Indigenous perspectives are integrated
into unit and course content
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6.4.6 Principle 6: Make learning resources accessible
Principle 6 addresses factors that impact on student access to course resources, and
particularly those located in online sites in the learning management system. The
issues encountered in this study around access to resources by Indigenous students
take many forms and are well known, but they are not necessarily considered
routinely in the design of online environments.
Three dimensions that are used to describe digital inclusion nationally through The
Australian Digital Inclusion Index are access, affordability and digital ability (J
Thomas et al., 2017). These three factors were evident in this study as having an
impact on student access to learning resources.

Access refers to the reliability of internet access in the Australian Digital Inclusion
Index, although in this study a broader view of access was taken that relates to the
way access is designed into online learning environments. In terms of internet
access, the uneven level of internet provision across Australia is related to
geographical location, with a significant gap between people living in urban and
regional and remote areas (Rennie et al., 2016). Given that Indigenous people are
more likely than non-Indigenous people to live in remote and very remote locations
where internet provision is the most unreliable, Indigenous people are
disproportionately affected by poor internet access (J Thomas et al., 2017, p. 7).

This has a range of implications in terms of considering the provision of offline
access for students to content and activities where internet access is restricted.
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The cost and affordability of computer hardware and software as well as the cost of
internet service provision impacts on how and where students can access online
content. The majority of Indigenous students in this study indicated that they were
under financial stress. This finding aligns to research indicating that many students
from low socioeconomic status backgrounds studying at regional universities are
“doing it tough financially” (Devlin & McKay, 2017, p. vi). It reflects an increasing
gap in digital inclusion on the basis of income at a national level, with Indigenous
people still being “particularly digitally excluded” (J Thomas et al., 2017, p. 6). The
costs involved in online study exacerbate the financial stress of many Indigenous
students and widens the gap of their digital exclusion. Hence, learning design needs
to take into account the use of open source and other materials and software that
do not place additional cost imposts on Indigenous students.

Indigenous students in this study had a range of technological skills and confidence
about their ability to study online. Many who indicated that they had reasonable
skills also had difficulties finding their way around online and in accessing specific
content. This reflects issues in the design of online environments, as well as the
need for explicit training and instruction in the use of tools and applications with
the LMS. In the learning design context access is facilitated by navigation design
that enhances students’ ability to locate materials in the online learning
environment. The use of adaptive release functions, on the other hand, was
problematic for Indigenous students in this study when it limited access to learning
materials to a specific time frame or action.
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Indigenous people are disproportionately digitally excluded in society (J Thomas et
al., 2017), however, this principles reflects that access to learning resources can be
addressed, at least partially, in terms of learning design. Therefore, principle 6 is
that: Online resources are designed to be accessible to Indigenous students in
multiple ways, including by providing options for offline access, minimising cost to
students, by ensuring clear navigation and availability of content, and providing
instruction for the use of online tools.

Enacting the learning design principles
Earlier in this chapter a vision was proposed of online learning environments that
are highly relational. The vision of online learning underpinned by a relational
epistemology was drawn from the research findings that show that connections are
an integral, and indeed the most important component of online learning for
Indigenous students. This vision underpins the principles for designing culturally
inclusive online learning environments for Indigenous higher education students
While the design principles speak directly to the context of this study, the themes
drawn from it reflect much of what is already known about online learning, about
Indigenous pedagogy and about transitioning to learning in higher education. This
highlights issues about the translation of research into practice and about why
much of what is known is not implemented. This section presents strategies to
assist with the implementation of the design principles as well as ten questions that
education developers can use to frame their thinking about learning design that is
underpinned by a relational epistemology.
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6.5.1 Strategies for implementing the design principles
The design principles presented in the previous section are broad and are open to
interpretation. On this basis a range of strategies are proposed for the
implementation of the principles. They provide a guide to how the principles could
be enacted. While they are by no means definitive or prescriptive the strategies
build a picture of what the principles may look like in practice. These strategies are
directed at education developers, teachers, and others who are involved in learning
design and the facilitation of online learning. They reflect practices identified by
Indigenous students in this study about what works, as well as drawing from the
research literature about good practice in online environments.

Strategies for Principle 1: Make social connections. The opportunity to make
interpersonal connections is a key aspect that underpins a positive experience of
online learning for Indigenous students.


Include spaces for social interaction. Ensure that opportunities are provided
for students to engage in social interaction with other students enrolled in a
unit, including across modes, so that they can get to know each other at a
personal level and establish relationships of trust. These opportunities could
take place at the start of synchronous sessions.



Design get to know you activities. Get to know you activities could take
place in synchronous contexts such as the online classroom or in
asynchronous environments such as a discussion board. They could take
place at the start of semester, when students make initial introductions, and
intermittently throughout semester when group work is taking place. In
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large student cohorts, these activities could be set up to take place in small
groups.


Promote culturally safe learning environments. Ensure that students are
aware of the expectation that voices from diverse cultural perspectives will
be listened to and heard respectfully. This could be through review of the
institutional code of conduct, or establishment of class-based protocols.

Strategies for Principle 2: Facilitate connections between Indigenous students.
Indigenous students are able to identify and establish relatedness with other
Indigenous students.


Use the online profile tool. Support all students to develop and use online
profiles to identify and present themselves virtually in the LMS through text
and images. Provide guidance on cyber safety, and the balance between
disclosure and privacy.



Set up online groups for student social interaction. Utilise the group tool in
the LMS to create relevant groups that students can self-enroll into, thereby
providing them with the opportunity to make social connections with other
students with shared identities. Groups can be set up for Indigenous as well
as other cultural or racial groups, as well as for geographic location. The
purpose of the groups should be made explicit.

Strategies for Principle 3: Nourish interaction at the virtual cultural interface.
Intercultural interaction and engagement with a diversity of worldviews enhances
learning.
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Develop cross modal interaction and connections. Provide ample
opportunities for Indigenous students enrolled in all modes, and especially
in block-mode, to critically engage with non-Indigenous students in cross
cultural discussion and activities through synchronous and asynchronous
means.



Invite Indigenous guest speakers. Strengthen connections with Indigenous
organisations beyond the university by inviting Indigenous guest speakers to
present or lead discussion that links disciplinary content to real world
contexts and Indigenous focused external networks, industry and
professional bodies.



Design group work that requires input from diverse perspectives.
Recognise and value the diverse knowledge and cultural perspectives that
students bring into the learning environment by making that visible in the
design of group tasks. This could include scenarios where different
perspectives need to be considered.

Strategies for Principle 4: Develop a strong online presence. A high level of teacher
online presence in the online learning environment contributes to students’ sense
of connection and belonging.


Be visible in the online space. Post regular announcements and be present
in discussion board and other online activities by monitoring, responding,
summarising and redirecting the line of discussion or inquiry.
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Utilise social media selectively. Use social media astutely and selectively to
provide supplementary ways of building teaching presence, building student
belonging and helping students to connect discipline knowledge to real
world news using digital tools that students are familiar with from personal
use.



Provide explicit information and instruction. Provide clear and explicit
information to orient students to the unit structure, where content is
located, and to the learning expectations. Provide explicit task instructions,
including guides for using online tools.



Select communication tools that are fit for purpose. Ensure that
communication tools used in the LMS are fit for purpose for the activities
they are being used for and are aligned with pedagogical aims.



Ensure consistent design within and across units. Use well-designed
templates to achieve a consistent navigational design and standard
terminology in online sites and between online sites at the course and
institutional level.

Strategies for Principle 5: Integrate Indigenous and diverse content. Diverse and
Indigenous perspectives are integrated into unit and course content


Integrate Indigenous content. Use a framework, such as Banks’ model of
content integration (Banks, 1988), to guide the incorporation of Indigenous
perspectives as an integral component of curriculum. Ensure that knowledge
from Torres Strait Islander as well as Aboriginal perspectives is included.
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Include content that reflects diverse worldviews. Include content that
reflects diverse perspectives and worldviews from Australia and around the
world that contribute to a deeper understanding of the discipline and topic.

Strategies Principle 6: Make learning resources accessible. Indigenous students
have access to the resources they need for online learning.


Minimise cost to access materials. Select readings and other material that
are available for students to access online at no cost in preference to
textbooks or other resources that need to be purchased.



Provide a realistic volume and level of readings. Ensure that the number
and level of readings contained in a unit reflect a reasonable workload and
appropriate complexity for the unit and course level. Provide explicit
guidance about the relative importance and key focus of readings to assist
students to prioritise their workload.



Content format for offline access. Readings and other key content in the
LMS are available in a format that can be easily downloaded so students can
work offline if they want or need to.



Content is available. Ensure that all unit content is made available to
students from the start of the semester unless there are strong pedagogical
reasons for releasing content progressively, through adaptive release or
other means.
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6.5.2 Ten key questions to guide a relational epistemology
The problematic shift from research to practice includes the risk of the design
principles being interpreted or measured by a checklist approach without
consideration of the underpinning vision of a relational epistemology. Drawing from
the themes and from the learning design principles, the conditions required for
achieving an Indigenous relational epistemology have been identified and
conceptualised as a set of key questions. A relational epistemology is based on
interaction, and it is whom those interactions are with, and the nature and quality
of those interactions that determines whether students achieve a sense of
connection and relatedness. The enactment of a relational epistemology can take
place within physical and virtual learning environments, and is supported or
hindered by the network of relationships that students make in the broader
educational ecosystem of which the online learning environment is just one part. If
learning interactions are primarily taking place outside of the online environment,
as may be the case in blended learning modes, this begs the question as to how
Indigenous students enrolled in a unit in different modes and different locations can
make connections and establish relatedness with others.

The following ten questions are intended, therefore, to prompt thinking about
whether a relational epistemology is supported or subverted by the strategies and
approaches used in the enactment of the learning design principles.
1. What is the nature of the interaction?
2. What is the purpose of the interaction?
3. What is the quality of the interaction?
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4. Who is taking part in the interaction?
5. When in the life of the unit and how frequently do interactions take place?
6. Where do the interactions take place?
7. Do interactions take place across student enrolment modes?
8. Do students and staff have the requisite skills and confidence to use the
communications tools that support interaction?
9. Whose worldviews are represented and privileged in the interactions?
10. Is the learning environment a culturally safe space for interaction?
These questions prompt thinking about the enactment of a relational epistemology,
and to what extent the design of a learning environment, and particularly an online
learning environment, is underpinned by a learning philosophy that is based on
social connectedness and relatedness. By posing these questions and reflecting on
the responses, an educational developer, teacher, or other person involved in the
design of online learning environments will be able to ascertain if the environment
being explored is optimised to support the learning experiences of Indigenous
higher education students.

Chapter summary
This chapter focused on the process of inductive reasoning that led to the
development of principles for the design of online learning environments that are
culturally inclusive of Indigenous higher education students. The design principles
were informed by a critique of a sample of existing learning design models against
the themes discussed in Chapter 5. These themes represent matters of concern for
Indigenous students in relation to their experiences in higher education, with a
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particular focus on their experiences in online learning environments. The critique
of existing design models against these themes provided an understanding of the
gaps that exist between the conceptualisation of learning environments in existing
learning design models and the types of learning environments that are culturally
safe and nourishing of Indigenous higher education students’ personal and learning
identities.
Analysis of the findings from this study show that existing learning design models
are overwhelmingly created from the perspective of the dominant culture and only
rarely take cultural difference into consideration as a factor in design decisions. The
design principles presented in this chapter make visible that learning environments
are not culturally neutral. As a consequence, culturally informed principles are
needed to ensure that decisions that inform the design of online environments
prioritise a relational epistemology, which this study identified as key to creating
culturally safe learning environments for Indigenous students. The chapter also
provided strategies to guide the enactment of the principles into practice and posed
ten key questions to stimulate the thinking of education developers and teachers
about whether their design decisions are underpinned by a relational epistemology.

The development of learning design principles that are based on a strong
understanding of the experiences of Indigenous students provides a way forward
for addressing current biases and inequities inherent in the design of online learning
environments. By designing learning environments that are more culturally relevant
for Indigenous students it is anticipated that there will also be a flow on effect into
quantitative measures of success, such as increased retention and course
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completion rates. However, what takes place in online learning environments is
only one part of a larger educational ecosystem. Many of the themes discussed in
Chapter 5 were related to what takes place inside of online learning environments,
but some of the matters of concern that were raised by Indigenous students related
to broader institutional factors that had a bearing on their decisions to persevere or
withdraw from their courses. Learning design is an important part to be considered
in the big picture of reforming higher education to enhance equity for Indigenous
students. Recommendations for changes at the institutional level are needed in
addition to changes in the design of learning environments. A summary of the
research as well as further recommendations and implications are discussed in the
next chapter.
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Conclusion
Introduction

The final chapter of this thesis outlines a design solution for optimising online
learning environments for Indigenous higher education students in response to the
research aims identified in Chapter 1 and addresses implications of this study in
terms of research, policy and practice. The chapter commences with a summary of
the rationale, context, aims and methods used in the research. This is followed by
an overview of each of the three micro-cycles of research conducted within the
Education Design Research framework that guided the study. Each micro-cycle
produced data that were analysed and which cumulatively led to answers to the
research questions and a design solution that was articulated through the
development of six learning design principles.

The implications of the study relate to the optimisation of the experiences of
Indigenous students in online learning. While the focus of the study was on the
design of online learning environments, the implications of this study extend
beyond recommendations for changes that are linked directly to learning design.
The themes drawn from the research indicate that changes are needed at the
institutional level, and that the work that needs to be done to effect these changes
involves a range of people in many different roles and at different levels of the
institutional hierarchy.
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As a consequence, this chapter concludes with wide ranging recommendations for
institutional change that need to take place alongside a reconceptualization of
online learning design to optimise the experiences of Indigenous higher education
students in online learning.

Summary of the research design
7.2.1 Rationale for the research
This study took place against the backdrop of unprecedented technological change
that has significantly challenged the ways that teachers and students engage in the
processes of teaching and learning. Learning management systems are ubiquitous
in the higher education landscape in Australia, with the result that online learning is
no longer a niche educational sector but a part of the broad experience of higher
education. That is to say, online learning is an integral component of higher
education delivery regardless of students’ mode of enrolment, and as a
consequence, the design of online learning environments influences the
experiences that students have of higher education.

Over the past decade there has also been a significant push to increase
participation in higher education by students from non-traditional backgrounds,
including Indigenous students. As a consequence, the number of Indigenous
students entering higher education has been increasing, however, the rate of
course completion for Indigenous students is significantly lower than for nonIndigenous students. This captured the researcher’s attention, particularly in
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relation to understanding the role that online learning plays, if at all, in the
significantly lower completion rates experienced by Indigenous students.

The researcher’s experience as an education developer working in the area of
online learning design, as well as the ubiquity of online learning in higher education
sharpened the focus of the investigation onto the experiences of Indigenous higher
education students in online learning environments, and the way that learning
design shapes those experiences. The imperative for the investigation was driven by
the dearth of research into the ways in which online learning impacts on the
experience and outcomes of Indigenous students in higher education. Hence, this
research makes a timely contribution to a currently under-researched area of
learning design at the intersection of higher education, Indigenous learners and
online learning.
7.2.2 Context of the research
The research took place at Charles Darwin University (CDU) in the Northern
Territory, Australia. This was an interesting site for the study due to the high
proportion of Indigenous higher education students enrolled at CDU, with
Indigenous students representing 5.6 per cent of the total student population
(Charles Darwin University, 2017), as compared to Indigenous people comprising
2.8 per cent of the Australian population (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017).
Additionally, CDU has a high focus on online learning, with almost all higher
education offerings having a site in the learning management system, and more
than half of CDU’s students (54 per cent) studying externally (Charles Darwin
University, 2017).
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An interesting dimension to the investigation was the relationship between CDU
and Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education as part of the ‘ACIKE’
(Australian Centre for Indigenous Knowledges and Education) partnership (Gilbey,
2014). This partnership meant that Indigenous students who enrolled in selected
courses at CDU had the option to enroll at the unit level in the Indigenous-only
blended learning environment of block-mode. The block-mode was predominantly
taught by teachers employed by Batchelor Institute and underpinned by the bothways philosophy (Ober & Bat, 2007). This brought with it a racialised aspect to
enrolment mode that carried through to the online learning environment. Hence, in
the context of this study Indigenous students’ experiences of online learning were
influenced by their mode of enrolment, by the racial composition of their
enrolment mode, and by the intersection of these factors in online sites in the
Learning Management System.
7.2.3 Research aims and guiding questions
This research set out to investigate the experiences of Indigenous higher education
students in online learning at the site of the study and to identify ways in which
online learning environments can be optimised for them. The research aims were
guided by two key questions.

Research Question 1: How do Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander higher education
students experience online learning environments?
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Research Question 2: What principles can be drawn from Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander higher education students’ experiences of online learning to inform
the design of culturally inclusive online learning environments?

The first research question was fundamental to guiding the deep exploration that
took place into the experiences of Indigenous higher education students. This
exploration in response to the first research question was a precursor to the
development of learning design principles that were the focus of the second
research question.
7.2.4 Methodological framework
The guiding methodological framework that was selected for this study was
Education Design Research (EDR) (McKenney & Reeves, 2012). EDR is a
methodology that bridges the gap between educational research and practice
through the development of design principles that can be enacted to make a
practical difference to student learning. This study focused on the initial phase of
EDR, that of analysis and exploration.

Figure 7.1 Generic model for conducting design research in education
(Source: McKenney & Reeves 2012 p. 77)
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The analysis and exploration phase was conducted in depth, through three “microcycles” (McKenney & Reeves, 2012, p. 77) of investigation. The extent of
entrenched disadvantage experienced by Indigenous students in higher education
contexts warranted this depth of analysis and investigation. The researcher
considered it important to start with a review of the literature as the first state of
exploration, as is usual in EDR in order to “gain theoretical inputs that will shape
understanding of the problem, context and other relevant topics” (McKenney &
Reeves, 2012, p. 78), however, to a deeper understanding of the problem was
gained in the second micro-cycle of investigation by exploring the lived experiences
of Indigenous higher education students in online learning, and by further
engagement with the literature in light of the themes identified from those
experiences.

A third micro-cycle of investigation was then conducted to inform the development
of design principles and additional recommendations. The third micro-cycle
included further investigation of the literature, and a critique of selected learning
design models and approaches was conducted in light of the themes that were
identified in the preceding research micro-cycle.

Table 13 The research design based on three micro-cycles of EDR

Phase/Cycle
Focus

Phase 1: Analysis and Exploration
Micro-cycle 1
Micro-cycle 2
Micro-cycle 3
Exploration and analysis
Exploration of the lived
Further exploration and
of the context and
experience of Indigenous analysis of the themes in
higher education
relation to the learning
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literature to identify
emergent themes.

Evolution of
Design
Principles

Initial themes

Location in
the thesis

Chapter 1 Introduction
Chapter 2 Literature
Review

Research
Question

students in online
learning environments
through yarning; Analysis
of data and development
of themes and case
summaries; Review of
literature in relation to
the identified themes.
Revised themes

design literature to
develop design principles
and additional
recommendations.

Chapter 2 Literature
Review
Chapter 4 Case
Summaries
Chapter 5 Themes

Chapter 2 Literature
Review
Chapter 6 Discussion
Chapter 7 Summary,
Implications and
Conclusion
Responds to Research
Question 2

Responds to Research
Question 1

Translation of themes
into initial Design
Principles

7.2.5 Research methods
EDR offers flexibility of choice in the selection of research methods. In the context
of this study, Indigenous methodologies and methods were explored and informed
the approach to the research. Research yarning (Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010) was the
primary data collection method used in this study. It provided a culturally
appropriate mode of engaging with Indigenous students and sharing the stories of
their educational experiences.

The choice of yarning as a research method was explored and selected after
discussion with the research advisory group about culturally appropriate ways of
engaging in narrative forms of research with Indigenous participants. Initially the
main data collection method in this qualitative study was intended to be through
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semi-structured interviews. The research advisory group was significant in guiding a
more culturally appropriate way of engaging in this study, reminding the researcher
that “the whole purpose of the research is for that mob” (Reference Group Meeting
2) and that “it’s really, really not good for Indigenous people to be scaffolded across
back into that western [communication] construct” (Reference Group Meeting 2).

The work of Bessarab and Ng'andu (2010) in conceptualising the components of
yarning in research contexts was critical in guiding the practice taken by the nonIndigenous researcher to yarning during the data collection phase of the study. The
enactment of yarning was also guided by the experiences of other Indigenous
researchers who have documented the application of yarning in their own research
contexts (Fredericks et al., 2011; Geia et al., 2013; Kickett, 2011; M. Walker et al.,
2014).

In addition, the review of artifacts in the learning management system provided
additional insight into Indigenous students’ use of online learning environments.
This method was used to a limited extent to examine traces or artifacts of
Indigenous students’ interactions in online sites within the LMS, where this added
further depth to their stories about their experiences in online learning
environments. However, the process of research yarning provided deep and rich
insight into the lived experiences of online learning in a way that these other
methods did not, and consequently other methods were only used selectively and
sparingly in the development of the four case summaries.
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Education Design Research: micro-cycles of analysis and exploration
The first phase of the Education Design Research process is analysis and
exploration. Three distinct micro-cycles of analysis and exploration were conducted
in this study. Each micro-cycle resulted in deeper understanding of the research
problem and produced tangible outputs that moved the investigation closer to the
development of a design solution.
7.3.1 Micro-cycle 1: Establishing the context

Micro-cycle 1:
Review of context
and literature

Micro-cycle 2:
Research yarning,
identify themes
and review
literature

Micro-cycle 3:
Review of
literature and
develop design
principles

Figure 7.2 Micro-cycle 1

The focus of the first micro-cyle was exploration and analysis of the research
context and the literature. Exploration of the research context established online
learning at the site of the study as a problem space for Indigenous students, while
exploration and analysis of the literature identified some initial themes that were
useful in understanding the problem.

After exploring online learning at Charles Darwin Univeristy (CDU), additional
contextual factors were identified that waranted further investigation in the
literature. These contextual factors also alerted the researcher to aspects of online
learning at CDU that might be raised by Indigenous participants as matters of
concern in the yarning sessions that took place in the second micro-cycle of
exploration and analysis. These contextual factors included the use of shared sites
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in the learning management system (LMS) by students enrolled in a unit in different
modes (for example, internal, external and block-mode), often with different
teaching staff involved with the delivery of the unit in different modes. The
racialisation of online learning was also indicated by the provision for Indigenousonly enrolment into the block-mode, which combined online learning with oncampus intensive workshops.

An arrangement with Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education (BIITE)
saw academic staff from BIITE teaching into CDU accredited courses. This alerted
the researcher to potential differences in the levels of Indigenous cultural
competence between academic staff from BIITE, who were used to working with
Indigenous students and who were versed in both-ways pedagogy (Gilbey, 2014;
Ober & Bat, 2007), and academic staff from CDU who were teaching into
mainstream programs and who did not necessarily have the same level of exposure,
interest or expertise in teaching Indigenous students, or awareness of how culture
impacts on learning. Additionally, the levels of technological skill and confidence in
using the LMS was also likely to vary between teaching staff (Koehler & Mishra,
2009), and particularly between teachers from CDU and BIITE, dependent on
whether the focus of their teaching was in online or physical environments.

An area of frustration in exploring the research context was difficulty in identifying
data about Indigenous student outcomes by mode of enrolment. The researcher
was confronted by definitions of modality at the instituional and national level that
were guided by reporting for funding purposes (Department of Education and
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Training, 2016a). These definitions were limited in scope with the ‘internal’ mode
including blended models of learning, which effectively made the nature and scope
of blended learning such as block-mode invisible.

After exploration of the research context, the literature was then reviewed to build
a foundational understanding of online learning for Indigenous students.
The background and significance of this study were established through exploration
of the educational outcomes of Indigenous higher education students. Persistent
inequities were found to exist at the site of the study (Charles Darwin University,
2017; Vodic, Senior, Dwyer, & Szybiak, 2012), nationally (Behrendt et al., 2012;
Bradley et al., 2008; Department of Education and Training, 2016b; Department of
the Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2018; Universities Australia, 2017), and
internationally (Cooke et al., 2007; Eady & Reedy, 2009). The continuing
educational disadvantage of Indigenous students at a time when learning is
increasingly taking place in online spaces was explored in the literature, including
the extent to which established approaches to education are being disrupted and
challenged by the widespread use of digital technologies (Kral & Schwab, 2012;
Ormond-Parker, Corn, Obata, & O’Sullivan, 2013).

The literature revealed successful pedagogical approaches for working with
Indigenous students in higher education (Bat, 2010; Ford, 2010), in the use of digital
technologies with Indigenous adult learners (Eady, 2010; Kral & Schwab, 2012), and
through incorporation of Indigenous pedagogies into teaching practice (Yunkaporta,
2009). The literature review also revealed practical approaches to online learning at
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the institutional level, notably the National Guidelines for Improving Outcomes in
Online Learning (Stone, 2016b). Key social, political, economic and geographic
issues were also identified in the literature as having relevance to the engagement
of Indigenous students in online learning. These issues have led to the narrowing
but deepening digital divide between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians in
terms of digital access, affordability and skills (Rennie et al., 2016; J Thomas et al.,
2017). Indigenous people continue to experience greater digital exclusion than nonIndigenous Australians and as a result have less opportunity for social and economic
participation in a world where the internet is the “default medium for everyday
exchanges, information-sharing, and access to essential services” (J Thomas et al.,
2017, p. 7).

Research conducted by Dreamson et al. (2017) focused on Indigenous students’
experiences in a learning management system through a policy lens. This work
established that cultural inclusivity is rarely taken into account in policy and practice
relating to learning management systems, with a detrimental impact on Indigenous
students. The importance of culture on learning and therefore on the design of
learning environments was then explored through examination of established
learning theories such as sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978). The literature also
identifies the cultural orientation of education designers as impacting on the
cultural inclusivity or otherwise of online learning environments (Hando, 2014; L.
Henderson, 1996).
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There is a growing body of literature around Indigenous higher education, as well as
literature that addresses learning theory and learning design in relation to online
learning. However, a gap in the literature was identified at the intersection of these
areas. The literature review established that there is very little published research
that addresses the design of online learning environments where the needs and
preferences of Indigenous higher education students are taken into account.

7.3.2 Micro-cycle 2: Themes
Micro-cycle 1:
Review of context
and literature

Micro-cycle 2:
Research yarning,
identify themes
and review
literature

Micro-cycle 3:
Review of
literature and
develop design
principles

Figure 7.3 Micro-cycle 2

The second micro-cycle of investigation and analysis was critical to building a rich
and deep understanding of the lived experiences of Indigenous higher education
students in online learning environments. The transcripts of the yarning sessions
were analysed and coded using NVivo software. From this analysis, key themes
were identified, which led back to further exploration of the literature in relation to
these themes.

The themes were presented in Chapter 4 in the form of case summaries. The case
summaries illustrated the diverse experiences of online education of four of the
participants as well as highlighted the thematic commonalities in their stories. The
main themes of making connections and establishing relatedness pointed to the
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importance of relationships in Indigenous higher education students’ experiences of
online learning.

The ten themes identified in this cycle of research were presented in depth in
Chapter 5 and are summarised below. The themes were drawn from analysis of the
narratives shared by Indigenous higher education students through the yarning
process. The themes encapsulate the experiences of Indigenous students in higher
education and in doing so respond to research question 1.

Research Question 1: How do Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander higher education
students experience online learning environments?

Theme 1. Making connections
The first and main theme that emerged from this study is ‘making connections’. The
study found that the nature and quality of the relationships that Indigenous higher
education students form with other people in physical and virtual contexts in
relation to their higher education studies is the main factor that impacts on their
experiences of online learning. By enhancing bridging social capital through making
connections with a range of students and their teachers, Indigenous students
established social networks that supported their learning and sense of well-being.

Theme 2. Establishing Relatedness
Theme 2 points to the importance for Indigenous students to make contact with
other Indigenous students and establish a sense of relatedness with them.
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Establishing relationships with other Indigenous students enhanced Indigenous
students’ sense of identity and belonging within the academy and increased
bonding social capital in the educational context.

Theme 3. Choice of learning mode
The availability of different learning modes and the choices that Indigenous
students make about what learning mode they enroll in has an impact on their
experiences of higher education. Online learning is a component of every higher
education course at CDU, but it is the mode of enrolment that determines how
students engage with and experience the online learning environment. The
decisions that students make about enrolment mode are impacted by the mode of
unit and course offerings that universities make available.

Theme 4. Use of the institutional LMS
Online learning was made possible but also constrained by the functionality of the
LMS at its core. The Blackboard LMS environment provided flexibility to the
participants in terms of enabling constant access to content and communication
tools within the closed online system but was also viewed as clunky rather than
agile or flexible.

Theme 5. University services
University support and administrative services had a large impact on Indigenous
students’ experiences of higher education, however, the quality of the provision of
service and support for external students was identified to be a problem.
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Theme 6. Content design
Indigenous and diverse cultural representation in content was important to
strengthen Indigenous students’ sense of identity and belonging in the higher
education environment. Functional aspects of content design such as enhancing
navigational design and consistency in order make it easier to locate and access
content needs to be enhanced, as does consideration of the volume and quality of
content included in an online site.

Theme 7. Online presence
The level of presence social, cognitive and teaching presence that teachers have in
the online environment, as well as the quality of the relationships they form with
students, impacts on the experiences that Indigenous students have in higher
education.

Theme 8. Cultural identity
Indigenous students’ race and cultural identity are dominant aspect of their multifaced identities and are entwined with and inseparable from their experiences of
higher education. The negative social construction of race and Indigenous students’
personal experiences of racism were factors that particularly impacted on their
school education, their pathways into higher education and their experiences of
higher education, in the physical and virtual worlds.

Theme 9. Knowledge and skills
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Many Indigenous higher education students identified knowledge and skills gaps
they needed to address so as to succeed in higher education. These gaps
encompassed technology skills, academic knowledge and understanding of
academic culture and were linked to students’ educational backgrounds and
achievements.

Theme 10: Digital inclusion
The digital divide exists and impacts on Indigenous students’ participation and
persistence in higher education. It is related closely to geographic location and
socioeconomic status. Digital exclusion is experienced by many Indigenous students
in terms of unreliable internet access, the high cost and decreasing affordability of
digital access, and high cost of computer hardware and software. Digital skills also
impact on the extent to which digital inclusion or exclusion in experienced.

7.3.3 Micro-cycle 3: Design Principles
Micro-cycle 1:
Review of context
and literature

Micro-cycle 2:
Research yarning,
identify themes
and review
literature

Micro-cycle 3:
Review of
literature and
develop design
principles

Figure 7.4 Micro-cycle 3

In the third micro-cycle the literature was again explored in relation to the ten
themes to develop principles for the design of online learning environments that
are optimised for Indigenous students. Drawing from the thematic analysis, the
development of six learning design principles was underpinned by a relational
epistemology (Thayer-Bacon, 1997). This highlights the central themes of
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connection and relatedness to Indigenous students in online learning. The learning
design principles, which were discussed in depth in Chapter 6, provide a response to
the second research question.

Research Question 2: What principles can be drawn from Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander higher education students’ experiences of online learning to inform
the design of culturally inclusive online learning environments?

In this micro-cycle of research, the literature on existing learning design models and
frameworks was also explored. It was found and discussed in Chapter 6 that existing
learning models are missing many of the key elements that are important to the
wellbeing and success of Indigenous higher education students in online learning
environments. The lack of alignment between existing learning design models and
the needs and expectations of Indigenous higher education students helps to
explain the continuing inequity in educational outcomes for Indigenous higher
education students.

One aspect explored in the review of a selection of learning design models was the
extent to which they encompassed cultural diversity. Of the learning design
frameworks examined in the literature, cultural considerations were only identified
explicitly as prominent features in the design of online environments in a few
instances (L. Henderson, 1996; T Reeves & Reeves, 1997). There was also limited
evidence of consideration of Indigenous cultures in learning design decisions in
practice contexts (Eady, 2010; A. Hall, 2009; McLoughlin & Oliver, 1999; Reedy &
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Sankey, 2015). Despite this, the work of A. Hall (2009) and Eady (2010) demonstrate
the efficacy of EDR as a methodological frame for the development of learning
design principles for specific cultural contexts, in Oman and in a remote community
in Australia.

The six learning design principles are summarised below.
Principle 1. Make social connections
The opportunity to make interpersonal connections is a key aspect that underpins a
positive experience of online learning for Indigenous students.

Principle 2. Facilitate connections between Indigenous students
Indigenous students are able to identify and make connections with other
Indigenous students.

Principle 3. Nourish interaction at the virtual cultural Interface
Intercultural interaction and collaboration are core to learning in online
environments

Principle 4. Develop a strong online presence
A high level of teacher online presence in the LMS gives students a sense of
connection and belonging.

Principle 5. Integrate Indigenous and diverse content into curriculum
Diverse and Indigenous perspectives are integrated into unit and course content.
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Principle 6. Make learning resources accessible
Online resources are designed to be accessible to Indigenous students in multiple
ways, including by providing options for offline access, minimising cost to students,
by ensuring clear navigation and availability of content, and providing instruction
for the use of online tools.

The six learning design principles identify key considerations in developing online
environments that optimise the experiences of Indigenous higher education
students in online learning at the site of the study. In this micro-cycle of research a
range of strategies were also developed that align to each of the design principles.
These were also outlined in Chapter 6. These strategies provide ideas for the
enactment of the design principles, and in so doing provide a bridge between
research and practice.

A tool for developing reflective practice in education developers and teachers was
also an additional outcome of this micro-cycle of research. This took the form of ten
key questions that can be posed by educational designers and academic staff
responsible for the design of online learning environments to reflect on whether
their design decisions are underpinned by a relational epistemology. These
questions go hand in hand with the six learning design principles and were also
discussed in Chapter 6.

366

Indigenous Learners Online: Designing a Better Experience

Implications of the research
There are wide ranging implications for research, policy and practice that stem from
this study. The implications are for the design and teaching of online learning
environments, as well as for changes that need to be addressed in the broader
educational ecosystem. The matters of concern identified in this study are reflected
by the themes, most of which were addressed to some extent by the development
of the six learning design principles. The implementation of those principles rests on
the shoulders of educational developers, teachers and others who are engaged in
the work of learning design, with potentially positive impacts on the experiences
that Indigenous students have in online learning environments in which those
principles have been applied.

However, this research identified matters of concern that were reflected in the
themes that could not be addressed purely in terms of learning design or by the
people involved in the learning design process. Similarly, in the National Guidelines
for Improving Student Outcomes in Online Learning, Stone (2017) notes as a key
finding that effective online learning requires “a strategic whole-of-institution
approach” (Stone, 2017, p. 5). Reflecting this, responsibility for the experiences that
Indigenous students have in online learning extends beyond those involved in
learning design to a range of people with different functions operating at different
levels of the institutional hierarchy. The implications from this study include the
need for review of institutional policy and processes in relation to academic and
professional staff training, resourcing and client service.
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The recommendations from this research are summarised in the following table.
The cost of funding these recommendations is outside of the scope of this study.

Table 14 Recommendations from the research

Core Focus
Research

Staff
Professional
Learning

Recommendations
Recommendation 1: Refine the design
principles
Recommendation 2: Utilise yarning as a
research methodology
Recommendation 3: Develop an institutional
teaching competency framework
Recommendation 4: Develop an institutional
Indigenous cultural competence framework
Recommendation 5: Adopt a both-ways
pedagogy

Recommendation 6: Provide training on the
LMS for professional staff
Services for
students

Unit and course
accreditation
Administration
and finance

Recommendation 7: Review LMS training for
Indigenous students
Recommendation 8: Employ academic
mentors
Recommendation 9: Establish an Indigenous
peer mentoring program
Recommendation 10: Establish an online
community for Indigenous students
Recommendation 11: Review ITAS services
Recommendation 12: Ensure mode continuity

Recommendation 13: Enhance quality of data
collection on enrolment mode

Recommendation 14. Provide information to
Indigenous students about enrolment modes
Recommendation 15: Develop online forms

Recommendation 16: Establish a technology
top-up fund
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Key personnel
Researchers;
Teacher-practitioners
Researchers
Human resources;
Central office of
Learning and teaching
Indigenous leadership;
Indigenous leadership;
Central office of
Learning and teaching;
Identified teaching staff
Individual work areas;
Central office of
Learning and teaching;
Central office of
Learning and teaching;
Indigenous leadership;
Indigenous office
Indigenous office;
PASS coordinators
Indigenous office
Indigenous office
University learning and
teaching committee;
Relevant faculties
Senior leadership group;
Student enrolment
services; Central data
analysis unit
Enrolment officers
Indigenous office
All areas across the
university;
Indigenous office
Indigenous office
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7.4.1.1 Recommendation 1: Refine the design principles
The first recommendation is for further research to refine the six design principles
that have been developed in this study. Education Design Research (EDR) involves
“iterative refinement, and continuous evolution of the design, as it is tested in
authentic practice” (T. Anderson & Shattuck, 2012, p. 17). As the six principles are
initial design principles, and have been developed in the preliminary exploration
and analysis phase of EDR, they need to be tested, evaluated and refined through
the iterative cycles of design research to produce more mature design principles.

The refinement of the initial design principles requires collaboration between the
researcher and teachers to construct online learning environments that are based
on the six principles. The enacted learning environments will then be evaluated and
the principles refined. This process of iterative development will continue until the
design principles have been through several iterations of development, by which
time the principles will be well refined. The collaborative work to refine the design
principles is anticipated to take place in multiple online units in different disciplines
at the site of the study to establish the transferability of the principles across
disciplinary contexts.
7.4.1.2 Recommendation 2: Utilise yarning as a research methodology
The second recommendation is that “collaborative yarning” (Bessarab & Ng'andu,
2010, p. 40) be adopted as a research methodology by non-Indigenous researchers
to inform the conduct of research with Indigenous participants and researchers.
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Collaborative yarning is a meta-level of yarning. It involves yarning about the
research and “can lead to new discoveries and understandings” (Bessarab &
Ng'andu, 2010, p. 41).

In this study yarning was initially used as a culturally appropriate data collection
method. However, the use of collaborative yarning about the research with
members of the reference group, which consisted mainly of Indigenous members,
and with some of the participants, informed all aspects of the investigation.
Collaborative yarning proved highly valuable in terms of establishing the direction
of the study and in guiding the researcher’s understanding and interpretation of the
findings. Hence, utilising yarning as a methodological approach to research with
Indigenous people is highly recommended.

7.4.1.3 Recommendation 3: Develop an institutional teaching competency
framework
This recommendation is for the development and implementation of an
institutional teaching competency framework to make explicit the skills and
knowledge that teachers need to have to effectively teach in higher education. This
includes the technical skills and related pedagogical knowledge to teach online, as
well as the cultural competence required for teaching Indigenous students. This
recommendation recognises that teachers play a critical role in the experiences of
Indigenous students, and institutions need to operate strategically to support the
ongoing professional learning of teachers. The inclusion of cultural competence and
factors related to online pedagogies in an institutional teaching competency
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framework highlight their importance as required skills and knowledge, thereby
making teachers and institutions accountable for having or developing the skills and
knowledge to support the learning of Indigenous and other students.

It is anticipated that the development of an institutional teaching competency
framework would draw from a range of sources including the Technological
Pedagogical and Content Knowledge (TPACK) framework (Koehler & Mishra, 2009).
TPACK articulates the specialised, complex and integrated skills and knowledge that
teachers need to effectively work in complex learning environments where digital
technologies are part of the mix. The inclusion of cultural competence would
require integration of key concepts from sources such as the National Best Practice
Framework for Indigenous Cultural Competency in Australian Universities
(Universities Australia, 2011). Existing higher education teaching competency
frameworks such as The Australian University Teaching Criteria and Standards
Framework (Chalmers et al., 2014) could also be used as models for the
development of a teaching competency framework at the site of the study.

The development of such a framework has a range of implications for policy and
practice. A teaching competency framework could be used by Individual teachers to
plan their professional learning pathway based on their identified areas of strength
and weakness. It could also be used to focus institutional professional learning
activities. A teaching competency framework also has implications for human
resource management, for example, in decision making around recruitment and
promotion, as well as in performance management. The scope of developing an
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institutional teaching competency framework requires a project team that includes
staff members from human resources and from the central office of learning taking
the lead as well as representation from teaching staff from the faculties, Indigenous
leadership, governance and relevant unions.

7.4.1.4 Recommendation 4: Develop an institutional Indigenous cultural
competence framework
The fourth recommendation is for the development and implement of a cultural
competence framework as the basis of a culturally safe learning environment for
Indigenous students. Teachers, as well as other academic and professional staff,
have an impact on the students they come into contact with whether this is through
personal contact or through the enactment of processes and systems that impact
on students. To this end, Indigenous cultural competence is a requirement for all
staff who have direct contact, or whose work and decisions impact on Indigenous
students.

The development of an institutional cultural competence framework provides a
continuum to guide the professional learning of academic and professional staff.
This would be a tangible demonstration of institutional intent to create an
environment that values and supports the learning of Indigenous students. The
development of an Indigenous cultural competence framework overlaps in part
with the teaching competency framework in terms of implications for professional
learning of teaching staff, however, an Indigenous cultural competence framework
is more wide reaching in the sense that it impacts on all university staff members.
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Responsibility for its development sits with the Indigenous leadership of the
university, in consultation with the faculties, human resources, and other
professional and support service areas.

7.4.1.5 Recommendation 5: Adopt a both-ways pedagogy
This recommendation is for the articulation of an institutional pedagogical approach
that guides teachers on practical ways to enhance the learning and cultural safety
of Indigenous students. The both-ways philosophy is recommended as an approach
that is already used in CDU courses taught by BIITE teachers and which has a strong
evidence base (Bat, 2010; L. Hall & Wilkes, 2015; Ober & Bat, 2007). The adoption of
the both-ways approach at CDU would needs to reflect the prevalence of online
learning in the LMS, and would need to be trialed and evaluated. This
recommendation aligns with the design principles developed in this study and the
relational epistemology that underpins them.

In this study it made a significant difference to Indigenous students to have
teachers who had an understanding of where they were from, and the factors that
impact on their lives and learning. Both-ways provides a pedagogical approach for
cross-cultural learning that values different ways of knowing, and of sharing
knowledge from different worldviews. It is an approach that validates Indigenous
knowledge within the academy and enhances learning opportunities for students
and teachers.
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The adoption of the both-ways approach would also enhance teachers
understanding of the knowledge that Indigenous students bring with them into the
learning environment. This may provide opportunities for Indigenous students to
gain formal credit through professional assessment (a form of recognition of prior
learning) for cultural knowledge and skills where these are being assessed in a unit.
This may be the case, for example, in units that have learning outcomes related to
cultural awareness or cross-cultural communication. In this study Indigenous
students identified difficulties in gaining formal recognition of Indigenous
knowledges and relevant experience. The enactment of the both-ways pedagogy is
likely to make recognition of Indigenous cultural knowledge more highly valued and
understood by teachers.

The work of articulating a both-ways approach at CDU is recommended as a
collaboration between Indigenous leadership, the central office of learning and
teaching, teaching staff with expertise in teaching Indigenous students, and
colleagues at BIITE who have experience in theorising and applying the both-ways
approach. The adoption of a both-ways approach could be supported by requiring
evidence of its implementation through the university’s internal unit and course
accreditation processes .

7.4.1.6 Recommendation 6: Provide training on the LMS for professional staff
This recommendation is for professional staff who are involved in supporting
Indigenous students to be provided with training in the use of the LMS and related
digital skills. This relates to staff members in academic and pastoral support roles,
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and is particularly relevant for professional staff in specific Indigenous support roles
who require an understanding of Indigenous students’ needs in the online learning
environment in order to support them appropriately. A knowledge of the technical
workings and facilitation of interactions in the LMS would also allow professional
staff to utilise the LMS for communicative purposes, for example to set up an
Indigenous student online community.

The requirement for this technological training needs to be identified in individual
work areas and reflected in professional learning plans. Training in the LMS could
then be accessed through the central office of learning and teaching through oneon-one, small group or self-paced online courses.
7.4.1.7 Recommendation 7: Review LMS training for Indigenous students
This recommendation is for a review of training that is provided to Indigenous
students in the use of the institutional LMS to ensure that they have the essential
knowledge, skills and confidence to engage in online learning from the start of their
first semester.

There is an expectation that students come into higher education with a sufficient
level of technological and organisational skills and knowledge that can be applied in
the learning context, however the reality is that there is great diversity in the skills
and knowledge that students bring with them into higher education, with many
having gaps in their preparedness for tertiary study (Devlin & McKay, 2017). As a
consequence, commencing students may not have the technological skills they
need to be successful.
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While online training in the use of the LMS is available to all students, this study
identified that it is not being widely utilised by Indigenous students. A review of
LMS training should consider a range of models, including a blend of online and
face-to-face options, with individual follow up and support. A diversity of training
models is needed to reflect the diversity in student preparedness for online
learning. This needs to be mediated by whole of institution approaches that involve
an institutional vision of the student experience, particularly during the transition
into the first year of higher education. Academic and professional staff would
necessarily work together to achieve this vision. The central office of learning and
teaching and the Indigenous support office should jointly undertake the review of
student training in the LMS, with a particular focus on the training requirements of
Indigenous students.

7.4.1.8 Recommendation 8. Employ academic mentors
This recommendation is for the employment of academic mentors to provide
Indigenous students with academic advice and to help them to develop study plans
and ensure that these take into account progression and potential timetable and
assessment clashes, particularly when students have multi-modal unit level
enrolment.

In this study many of the participants identified the need for academic advice to
support them with decision making about subject choices and developing study
plans. The impact of enrolling in units in different modes caused complications and
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timetable clashes that students were not aware of until they occurred. Several
students referred to the assistance they had received several years earlier during a
short period when funding had been allocated to the employment of several
Indigenous academic mentors. Having access to academic mentors was highly
beneficial to students, including as a conduit for liaison with course coordinators
and lecturers in relation to course progression.

The recommendation for the employment of Indigenous academic mentors
recognises the valuable work that is already done by ITAS tutors and in pastoral
care and support by staff in the Indigenous support unit, but identifies that there is
a need for academic guidance that is not currently being addressed. This leads to
the recommendation that academic mentors be employed to assist students in
making these decisions and establishing their study plans. This recommendation
needs to be funded at the institutional level and addressed in the mix of staffing
roles in the Indigenous office.
7.4.1.9 Recommendation 9. Establish an Indigenous peer mentoring program
This recommendation is for the development and implementation of an Indigenous
peer-mentoring program. Making connections with other students, and particularly
with other Indigenous students was of great significance for Indigenous students in
this study. Peer mentoring is one approach used by many Australian universities
that can lead to the development or strengthening of peer networks, and can build
the cultural and social capital of Indigenous students (Beltman, Samani, & Ala’i,
2017; Kift, 2009). Through peer mentoring students are guided into the academic
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culture and the culture of their discipline. Additionally, establishing social
relationships early on helps to build a sense of belonging (Kift, 2009).

It is recommended that a peer-mentoring program be put in place for Indigenous
students that is particularly designed to assist them in the transition into their first
year of higher education (Kift, 2009). This program could look at training and paying
Indigenous students in the second or later years of their degree to mentor
Indigenous students entering their first year at university. Carriage for the
development of this initiative is recommended to be jointly between the Indigenous
office and the leadership team involved in establishing the Peer Assisted Study
Sessions (PASS) at the site of the study.

7.4.1.10
Recommendation 10. Establish an online community for Indigenous
students
This recommendation is for the establishment of an Indigenous online community
to provide a space for community building, strengthening the bonds between
Indigenous students, and also as a forum for communicating and discussing
information relevant to Indigenous students.

The opportunity to be part of an Indigenous student community is particularly
important for external students, as there may be few Indigenous students in their
units. For this reason, the establishment of an online community that allows
Indigenous students to interact with peers is important and would contribute to
Indigenous students’ sense of belonging.
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An online community would harness the technological affordances of LMS to
provide opportunities for Indigenous students to make contact with other
Indigenous students in their course as well as in other courses and year levels to
themselves. It would also be a way of identifying geographic proximity to other
Indigenous students, which could lead to real world connections.

It is recommended that the online student community is coordinated through the
Indigenous support office and facilitated by Indigenous staff and students and
interested others from across the university.

7.4.1.11

Recommendation 11: Review ITAS services

This recommendation is to review the administration of the federally funded
Indigenous Tutorial Assistance Scheme (ITAS) at the site of the study to streamline
processes and enhance customer service so that Indigenous students can simply
and easily apply for a tutor and request changes to a tutor or tutoring
arrangements.

Indigenous students who participated in this study encountered a range of
administrative challenges in relation to accessing tutoring, which was exacerbated if
they were not studying on campus. The paperwork and administration of the
Indigenous Tutorial Assistance Scheme was problematic for many students. The
service around the ITAS scheme left many Indigenous students frustrated at the
process of requesting a tutor or changing to a new tutor if the arrangement was not
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working out. Students particularly noted their frustration at the lack of
responsiveness of professional staff administering the scheme in responding to
enquiries and requests, including a lack of awareness of time differences when
contact was made.
7.4.1.12

Recommendation 12: Ensure mode continuity

This recommendation is for students who commence a course to have the option to
complete the course in the mode in which the units were offered at the time of
their enrolment. Once a student has determined their mode of enrolment,
subsequent changes to the mode in which a unit is made available can cause a
student distress. In this study, some Indigenous students found that they were
forced into taking external units when unit offerings were no longer made available
in modes that had been offered when they started the course. Given that students
had clear preferences of mode of enrolment, the changes in the mode in which
units were offered had a profound impact on some students. This was particularly
the case when students did not feel confident to study externally and yet in some
cases they did not have any other option other than to enroll in units in eternal
mode.

The mode of course and unit offerings are considered during the process of
curriculum development and endorsed through institutional accreditation
processes. Equal importance needs to be placed on reviewing and endorsing
requests for changes in unit offering mode, which happens particularly when
courses go into a teach out phase. This study indicates that it is not enough to
ensure that students can complete their courses in a mode that is different to their
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preferred option. The institution has the responsibility to ensure that changes in
offering mode do not disadvantage students. This may require consultation with
individual students by the course coordinators or faculties requesting changes in
mode offerings. University processes for considering and endorsing changes in unit
offering mode also need to ensure that students are not disadvantaged by changes
in mode offerings.
7.4.1.13
Recommendation 13: Enhance quality of data collection on
enrolment mode
This recommendation is for the range of enrolment modes offered at the institution
to be defined and accurately reflected in the collection and dissemination of
enrolment data. This requires an accurate breakdown of different forms of blended
learning including block-mode. It is recommended that this data is made available
at the institutional level with a breakdown of mode of enrolment in terms of
student ethnicity.
Mode of enrolment has a significant impact on students’ experiences of online
learning (Bailey et al., 2014). However, there are no publicly available data on
participation and success patterns that reflect nuanced differences in enrolment
modality in blended modes and by equity group at the national or institutional
level. Definitions of modality for national reporting purposes are tied to funding
models, and these definitions encapsulate only the crude categories of internal,
external and multi-modal enrolment (Department of Education and Training,
2016a). Variation in enrolment at the unit level is reflected in reporting of multimodal enrolment at the course level, which does not provide an indication of what
modes students are enrolled in, just that their enrolment is in more than one mode.
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The various types of blended learning are included in the internal category as a
reflection of the face to face component, however, there is no breakdown of the
fine grain modalities that are currently hidden within the internal category.

Data is needed to understand changing patterns of enrolment at the institutional
and national levels and within courses, and current definitions and models used in
national level reporting do not provide for this. Additionally, as universities are
increasingly offering two or more modes of learning it is becoming increasingly
important for them to understand the characteristics and motivations of students in
selecting their mode of enrolment, and the experiences they have in them (Bailey et
al., 2014). Currently it is not possible at the national level to extract data
(Department of Education and Training, 2016a) that helps to understand the impact
that mode has on Indigenous student learning.

This recommendation relates to the institutional level of data collection about
enrolment mode, with a proposed increase in mode related enrolment categories
to include block mode and other variations of blended learning. This
recommendation has implications for professional staff in areas of the university
attending to enrolment data collection and analysis, with a flow on impact to staff
working in learning analytics within the learning management system. The
increased data about enrolment mode would also flow on the marketing and
promotion area, allowing better targeting of enrolment mode to Indigenous
students based on a range of characteristics. This work needs to be directed at a
high level of university governance by the senior leadership group.
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7.4.1.14
Recommendation 14. Provide information to Indigenous students
about enrolment modes
This recommendation is for Indigenous students to be provided with clear
information about the structure and requirements of each learning mode upon
successful application to the university and prior to enrolment. This is to ensure
Indigenous students are fully aware of learning mode options, characteristics and
requirements of those modes. This information needs to be provided in different
ways that ensures that students are making informed decisions about the modes of
enrolment available to them.

This recommendation is particularly focused at students enrolling in the block
mode. This study found that many Indigenous students enrolling into the block
mode for the first time were not necessarily clear about the time frames and
expectations associated with that mode. Students need to be aware of how the
blend of campus-based intensives and external study works, as well as the technical
requirements and skills they need to engage in online learning so that they are
prepared for the realities of their study mode at the commencement of their first
semester.

This recommendation has implications for how the institution engages more
actively with Indigenous students to provide them with the information they need
to assist in their transition to university. Written information is often insufficient,
whereas personal contact with Indigenous students by phone would more likely
have more impact and additionally has the benefit of helping students to feel more
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connected to the university. Staff from the enrolment office, the Indigenous office
and relevant academic staff are well placed to jointly develop written information
to be provided to Indigenous students about enrolment mode. Personal phone calls
to students could be coordinated by the Indigenous office, but conducted by course
coordinators.

7.4.1.15

Recommendation 15: Develop online forms

This recommendation is for the development of all student-facing forms in multiple
formats including as online forms. In this study many Indigenous students, and
particularly those enrolled in the external mode, commented that the university
was not set up for external students in its administrative processes. A particular
frustration was the prevalence of paper-based forms, which required students to
print, complete, scan and attach them before they could be sent back. This
recommendation is for the development of online forms that enhance the ease in
which students can complete and submit forms. This recommendation extends
across all service areas in the university, however, it would be most effective to
start with ITAS and other forms related to the provision of services specifically for
Indigenous students.

7.4.1.16

Recommendation 16: Establish a technology top-up fund

The final recommendation is to establish a technology top up fund to provide
additional financial support to Indigenous higher education students experiencing
financial hardship to cover the costs associated with studying online.
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The costs of online study exacerbate the financial hardship that is experienced
disproportionately by Indigenous people. A range of scholarships, bursaries and
benefits are available to assist Indigenous students, but often these provide only a
basic level of support, for example $500 for the purchase of a computer.
The provision of additional financial support to cover costs of buying good quality
computers or to cover ongoing costs of digital learning, such as internet service
provision, would reduce the financial stress for Indigenous students. This proposed
fund does not replicate existing scholarships and bursaries but is intended to
provide additional funds in a timely manner to defray the initial and ongoing costs
associated with online learning.

It is recommended that the establishment of this fund be explored by Indigenous
leadership, in consultation with the senior leadership team of the university.
Factors that need to be considered include sources of funding, criteria for eligibility
and the process for distributing funds.

Conclusion
This research has reached its conclusion. Using an Education Design Research
framework and guided through the research process by yarning, this research
contributes six learning design principles that provide a way forward for designing
online learning environments that support the learning intentions of Indigenous
Australians.
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This study identified that connection and relatedness are the main factors that
impact on Indigenous students’ experiences of higher education. That is, a
relational epistemology is the critical factor that underpins the learning experience
of Indigenous students. The six design principles presented in this thesis have been
drawn from yarning with Indigenous students and reflect ways forward for learning
design based on a strong understanding of the Indigenous student experience. The
principles provide a guide to educational designers and teachers who are at the
forefront of shaping the future experiences of Indigenous students in online
learning through their design decisions.

In addition to the development of design principles, this chapter concluded with 16
recommendations that have implications for research, policy and practice. These
recommendations make it clear that enhancing the experiences of Indigenous
higher education students in online learning environments is not just the
responsibility of education developers and teachers. Optimising the experiences of
Indigenous higher education students in online learning requires individual action at
all levels of the institution and an institutional framework that is explicit in its
policies and practices in support of Indigenous learners.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Plain Language Statement
PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT
PROJECT: Indigenous learners online: Indigenous perspectives on online learning in
higher education
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: Ms Alison Reedy, Charles Darwin University.
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: This purpose of this research is to explore the experience of
Indigenous Australians in online learning (e-learning) in higher education.
BENEFITS OF THE STUDY: The study will inform the development of e-learning principles
that support Indigenous learners. It will identify what is working well, what can be improved
and what the real and potential barriers are that impact on Indigenous students’ participation
and success in e-learning.
HOW I FOUND OUT ABOUT YOU? You may have responded to a letter, email, poster or
announcement about this project or you may have been referred to the investigator by the
Office of Indigenous Academic Support, by an academic staff member or by another student
who thought you might be interested in participating in this study.
WHAT WOULD BE EXPECTED OF YOU? If you decide to take part in this study the
researcher will set up a time to have a yarn with you about your experiences in online learning
and particularly about your experiences as an Indigenous person in the online environment.
Where possible this will take place face-to-face but may take place online or by phone. The
yarn will take about an hour, though it could take longer depending on what you want to say.
The researcher will ask you to sign a form giving your consent to participate in the study. The
yarn will be audio-recorded so there is an accurate record of the things you say. The
researcher may ask to meet with you a second time if more information is needed.
REVIEW OF RESULTS: A written transcript of the interview will be returned to you. This will
be in either electronic or hard copy depending on what you prefer. If you want, you can review
the transcript and add more information. The researcher may ask you to confirm what you
said and may ask for a second interview if clarification or elaboration about what you said
earlier is needed.
DISCOMFORTS/ RISKS: There are no specific risks associated with this study.
CONFIDENTIALITY: Full anonymity and confidentiality of the comments you make during
the interview/s will be maintained. Your name will not appear anywhere in any communication
arising from this research. Only the researcher will have access to the identified recorded
interview and transcripts of the interview/s. The audio recordings will be destroyed one year
after completion of the study. The transcripts will be de-identified so the comments cannot
be linked to you. The unidentifiable transcripts will be kept for five years after the end of the
research and then destroyed.
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YOUR PARTICIPATION: The researcher would be grateful if you participate in this study but
you are free to refuse to participate. If you do not want to participate, this will not impact in
any way on your enrolment at CDU or any future dealings you may have with CDU. Even if
you do decide to participate, you may withdraw from the research at any time. Withdrawing
from the study has no consequences for you. Participation in the research is free and
voluntary. There are no incentives, payments or reimbursements associated with
participating in this research.
RESULTS OF THE STUDY: A summary of the results of the study will be sent to you by the
researcher when the results have been finalised. The results will also be available in the form
of a thesis and may be communicated in journal articles and conference and other
presentations.
PERSONS TO CONTACT: If you have any questions or would like more information about
the project please contact the researcher, Alison Reedy. Contact details are shown in the
footer on the first page.
If, during the course of the project you have any concerns about the project or the researcher,
you may contact the Executive Officer of the Charles Darwin University Human Research
Ethics Committee, who is not connected with this project and who can pass on your concerns
to appropriate officers within the University. The Executive Officer can be contacted on (08)
8946 6498, toll-free on 1800 466 215, or by e-mail cdu-ethics@cdu.edu.au.
WHAT CAN YOU DO IF YOU FEEL UPSET AFTER PARTICIPATING IN THE
INTERVIEW? If there is anything about the interview that upsets you, and you need to talk
to somebody about it, you can access professional, confidential and free counselling services
for students through CDU Equity Services by phoning 08 8946 6288 or 1800 122 702 or
emailing counselling@cdu.edu.au

This sheet is yours to keep.
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Appendix 2: Participant Consent Form

RESEARCH PARTICIPATION CONSENT FORM
PROJECT: Indigenous learners online: Indigenous perspectives on online learning in
higher education
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: Ms Alison Reedy, Charles Darwin University
I have read the Plain Language Statement that was sent to me about this project. I
know that if I need to talk with someone about this project or have it explained to me
I can contact the researcher whose details are in the footer of this page.
My name is ........................................................................................................................
I agree to take part in this study which Ms Alison Reedy is undertaking. I know that my
participation in the study will be in the form of an interview. My participation will inform the
development of e-learning principles that support Indigenous learners and will help to identify
what is working well, what can be improved and real and potential barriers that impact on
Indigenous students’ participation and success in e-learning.
Please tick the box/es if you agree with these sentences.
□

The aims and methods of the study have been explained to me by the researcher,
Alison Reedy.

□

I give my free and voluntary consent to participate in this study.

□

I understand that there are no incentives, payments or reimbursements associated
with participating.

□

I understand that the information that I provide is anonymous. My name will not
appear in any public communication arising from this research.

□

I understand that a summary of the results of the study will be sent to me by the
researcher when the results have been finalised. The results will also be available in
the form of a thesis and may be communicated in journal articles and conference
and other presentations.

□

I understand that I am free to withdraw my consent at any time during the study, in
which event my participation in the research study will immediately cease, and any
information obtained will be returned to me or destroyed at my request.

□

I understand that any Indigenous Knowledge shared in the course of study will only
be used with my consent, and ownership will be retained by me.

Signature: ................................................................... Date: ................................
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Appendix 3: CDU Human Research Ethics Approval
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